Seamless
R. L. Griffin
	Аннотация
	Seamless. By A Thread Trilogy - 3. By. R.L. Griffin
	Dedication
	Prologue
	Chapter One. Done
	Chapter Two. And it begins�
	Chapter Three. I Don�t Do Trust
	Chapter Four. Cut a Bitch
	Chapter Five. Nothing Like A Backyard BBQ
	Chapter Six. Throwing Shit and Breathing
	Chapter Seven. Sex on Wheels
	Chapter Eight. Lunch Box
	Chapter Nine. Curiosity
	Chapter Ten. Porn Martinis
	Chapter Eleven. Don�t Go
	Chapter Twelve. I Belong to the Hurricane
	Chapter Thirteen. Cooper, My Hero
	Chapter Fourteen. Distraction
	Chapter Fifteen. Bullet to the Head
	Chapter Sixteen. Quack like a Duck
	Chapter Seventeen. Fight for Us
	Chapter Eighteen. I Don�t Get Paid to be Nice
	Chapter Nineteen. Hell�s Empty
	Chapter Twenty. Mine�s Bigger than Yours
	Chapter Twenty-One. Too Much Porn for One Night
	Chapter Twenty-Two. Check Fucking Mate
	Chapter Twenty-Three. All My Mistakes
	Chapter Twenty-Four. House of Cards
	Chapter Twenty-Five. Red Hands
	Chapter Twenty-Six. The Fourth Time�s the Charm
	Chapter Twenty-Seven. Falling Apart
	Chapter Twenty-Eight. Not How I Thought
	Chapter Twenty-Nine. Can�t
	Chapter Thirty. The Road to Hell is Paved with Good Intentions
	Chapter Thirty-One. Everyone�s a Little Broken
	Chapter Thirty-Two. Three Minutes
	Epilogue. The Beginning
	Acknowledgements


Аннотация
Professional, successful, survivor Stella has mastered the art of appearances and conquering what life throws at her. Time after time, she chooses to fight even though she's consistently poised to break. It's that fight to get her life back, to make things right, to survive that defines who she is. She's been loved, left, lost, blown up, shot, and exploited. Physically, she's almost completely put back together. Mentally, Stella's one step from a vindictive retaliation that may or may not be her best choice. 
In Seamless, Stella has no choice but to step into the ring with someone who she once loved. It's a dirty fight that will take all she has. Will she do what it takes to win? Will she make it out alive? 
You'll cheer her on until you realize all is not what it seems. Appearances can be deceiving.


Seamless
By A Thread Trilogy - 3
By
R.L. Griffin


Dedication

This book is dedicated to my Cooper. I know this is super cheesy, so just go with it. I adopted a crazy looking Wire-Haired Fox Terrier when I moved to DC for law school in 1999. My mom talked me into getting him because I was thinking �no.� He looked homely in the shelter, his hair was matted and he didn�t want us near him. Fortunately, I listened to my mom�it was a rare occasion. He died in May this year and I was so sad it was ridiculous. I tried to read Dog Heaven to my four year old in order to explain what happened and had a total breakdown. (I know this may shock some of you who believe I�m soulless).
He was my rock when I didn�t know anyone. He was my confidant, my shoulder to cry on and my bedfellow. He was an asshole too, some say just like me. His personality was one of the best (see previous sentence) and he gave me some of my favorite memories. He ran with me too, but when he got tired he would just lay down, wherever we were, and force me to carry him home. When he was mad he would pee in my shoe or on my pillow (no joke) or bring me dead animals in the middle of the night. As you can tell, I could write for days about my love for Cooper. I know if you�ve ever had a dog you know the kind of love I mean, the kind that will be with you long after they�re gone. The kind of love that makes you smile when you�re greeted at the door every day by a wagging tail and a tongue hanging out. My life is a little dimmer without him in it.

Prologue

Perfection is elusive and may truly be an illusion, but it�s still something everyone strives for. Stella had witnessed perfect moments that were split-seconds of perfection: taking an outside pitch to right field exactly where she wanted it to go, the wind blowing her hair at the beach while the waves crashed around Cooper, and the way George fell asleep with his hand on her tattoo. The perfection that people strive for�the perfect job, perfect family, perfect house�it doesn�t exist. It�s created in labs, in artist studios, with Photoshop, but it doesn�t happen in real life. Ever.
Whenever things seem like they�re good and a peace starts washing over Stella, that�s when worry creeps over her and settles in her gut, right next to the pain that she struggled so hard to keep shoved down. Thoughts rolled through her mind as to what the bad would be this time: (1) George was finally leaving her; (2) she�d fall into a hole somewhere and finally die; or (3) her emotions would swallow her whole and she would have a total mental breakdown.
Stella�s life was full of downs and mediocrity. She was ready for a high or two, but she didn�t know if she deserved the glee at the top of a rollercoaster; she didn�t think she could lift her hands and just enjoy the ride.
This dare-she-call-it-happiness was an exhilarating, scream-inducing, terror-filled feeling that she hadn�t really felt since Jamie proposed. Yes, she loved George, but she was always so certain he was going to bolt so she couldn�t lift her hands and scream even when he�d asked her to move in with him. Stella desperately wanted the carefree bliss she�d seen other people enjoy�the ordinary act of holding George�s hand and walking around, confident that they were simply walking around. What she wouldn�t give to lead a boring, somewhat normal life.
That ship sailed years ago.

Chapter One
Done

Time stood still as she ran toward the loves of her life, her arms flailing.
�RUN!�
Patrick, Millie and George looked at her with alarm and started moving quickly toward the house. Adrenaline was coursing through her veins and as she barreled down the four stairs, only touching two, and met them in the driveway.
�Inside, get inside!� she huffed, more from the stress than exertion. Stella pushed at their backs, making them move faster up the stairs toward the front door.
Cooper danced through their legs, tail moving rhythmically back and forth, excited by the uproar.
�What?� George implored as she pushed them in the front door.
Patrick examined Stella�s expression, his own not showing any emotion. Millie�s eyes were wide, searching Stella�s. Stella shut the front door and leaned her back against it as if she alone could hold off any danger to her family. This is it! I�m done with this shit. The cord binding her to reason snapped unceremoniously.
�FUCK! THIS! SHIT!�
The look on George, Millie and Patrick�s faces probably would�ve sent her into hysterics if the circumstances weren�t so dire. Stella pointed toward the note on the box of clementines.
�A note,� she said shortly, unable to find more words.
George bent down to look at the paper taped on the box of fruit. �I thought I�d bring these to you since I know you like them so much. Enjoyed your testimony. We�ll talk soon. J.� He stood up straight and looked directly at Stella. �This wasn�t here when I left.�
�The clementines?� she asked, her breathing labored from anxiety.
�No,� George began pacing, �those were delivered right before I left, but the note wasn�t on there.�
�I thought the car had a bomb in it or something.� When she�d seen the note, her mind led her directly to believe that Jamie had bombed the car. Wow! How fucked up am I?
Patrick�s ears perked up at the word �bomb� and he pulled out his phone from his olive cargo pants and began talking to someone. His blue eyes pierced her, keeping an eye on her while he spoke authoritatively. �That�s a possibility,� he acknowledged slowly, nodding. He told the person the address and put his phone back in his pocket. He grabbed Millie�s hand and squeezed it.
George stopped pacing and wrapped his arms around Stella�s waist from behind her, resting his chin in the crook of her neck.
Stella couldn�t read his face and wondered what he was thinking. �George.� Stella sunk into him. He kissed her temple.
�You need to call the FBI, right now,� George said softly into her ear.
She nodded. She�d tried to do it her way and she�d failed miserably. Just a few minutes ago she�d allowed herself to feel safe and happy. Now her fucked up life reared its ugly head and bitch slapped her for even thinking happiness was a possibility. Stella knew she was stupid for not telling the FBI about Jamie to start with and this just solidified that fact. Her emotions were almost numb to the possibility that there was a bomb to kill her in her car, but her heart clenched at the likelihood that Millie, Patrick or George would be hurt because of her. She would end this; she just needed to figure out how. Stella sighed as she eyed Patrick, resigned to the fact she would need his help.
�What the fuck is going on?� Millie burst out, shaking Stella from her thoughts.
Stella was always a little surprised when Millie cussed because she looked so prim and proper. Today, her caramel, shoulder-length hair was pulled up in a high ponytail and she had on short pink shorts with a white tank top, making her look like an innocent college kid. Her attitude often made her seem a lot younger than the rest of their jaded selves and they each almost flinched when Millie erupted.
�Am I the only one that doesn�t know something? Why is someone threatening your life? Why did someone bring your car, which was stolen over six fucking months ago, all the way from Atlanta? Why the fuck are you guys not more freaked out? Why did you say Jamie?� Millie�s hands flew around wildly to show her frustration, her face flushed, then she crossed her arms over her chest and pouted.
�Damn, Mil, if I knew the answers to those questions I�d be better off,� Stella said. �What are you both doing home anyway?�
�Well, you wouldn�t let us go to Montana, so we�d thought we�d be here when you got back,� she responded insolently.
Patrick pulled Millie protectively into his chest. �I called in a favor and my buddy from the ATF is coming to take a look at the car for any sign of explosives. I�m taking Millie home.� He attempted to pull her toward the door. �Call me if you need me, El.�
�Wait, I want to know what the fuck is going on!� Millie demanded, refusing to move.
�Babe, we�ll talk about it later. Let�s just get out of here now, okay?� Patrick ran his thumb over Millie�s right eyebrow and she melted into him, finally letting him guide her toward the door.
�Fine, but don�t think this is over.� She pointed her pointer finger and her middle finger at her own eyes and then at Stella�s.
Stella couldn�t contain her laughter and then held her hands up in surrender. �Of course not.�
Stella�s laughter was short lived. She was wound up and George�s hold on her was making her claustrophobic. She wiggled out of his grasp and gazed into his eyes. He, Millie and Patrick were her heart now and she couldn�t live if anything were to happen to them. She pulled out her cell phone and looked up the phone number she knew she needed to call. She glanced at George and groaned before she hit send. �Agent Harris. I just got a death threat.�
George walked into the kitchen and poured them both a glass of Glenfiddich. He took a gulp of his drink as he walked back over to where she was still standing in the entryway.
�Well, I didn�t think I�d hear from you again, Ms. Murphy,� Agent Harris responded. �Is this call related to the trial?�
�Yes, because of my testimony.� She looked at George and sighed. �I also think I have some more information you may want, too.�
Agent Harris had testified yesterday too, after Stella, but was still in Montana because he wanted to stay through the entire trial until they got a guilty verdict. Regardless of his plan, his tone was all business when he assured her he�d be there the next day, with someone from the DC office as well.
She sighed again, loudly, walked toward the bar in the kitchen and put her phone down. Her throat burned as she took a gulp of the scotch.
�Well?�
�He told me not to bother calling the police. He�s sending someone over to check out the car and then he�ll be here tomorrow.�
�So this is it. You�re going to tell him everything?� George asked.
�Most things.� Stella nodded. �I guess I better call Greg.�
George took another sip of scotch. �That�s probably smart.�
Stella picked up her phone and punched in Greg�s office number. �Mr. Cotter, please.�
While she was waiting, she heard a knock on the door. She watched George answer it and follow a man dressed in his ATF uniform outside. Cooper paced by the door.
�It�s Stella Murphy,� Stella said when Greg�s receptionist came on the line and then took another sip of her scotch. It burned as it slipped smoothly down her throat.
Greg�s voice was jovial when he came on the line. �Stella, your testimony went well.�
�Yes, it was fine,� she answered curtly. �Listen, when George and I got home, my car was sitting in front of the house and Jamie left a note and a box of clementines threatening me. I called Agent Harris, but I just wanted to check and make sure I don�t need to worry about anything.�
�Your car? I thought your car was stolen and I�m sorry, did you say a box of clementines. How�s that threatening?� Greg�s voice was skeptical.
�It�s a long story,� she deadpanned.
�Well, there are plenty of things that you need to be worried about.� He paused for a few seconds. �Stay with the most recent events�the kidnapping and the threat. We�ll have to figure out what we�ll do about the shooting later, because you could be charged for obstruction or perjury. I think the smarter course of action is to talk to him tomorrow without me, but if you�d rather, I could be there tomorrow during your interview.�
�No, you�re probably right. I�ll call you after I talk to him. I don�t want him to think I�m hiding something or that I feel like I need a lawyer right now.� She blew her bangs even though they weren�t in her eyes. Anxiety and fear bubbled in her gut and threatened to make her throw up. She looked around the house for her purse; she couldn�t find it. It must still be in George�s car. Stella walked upstairs to find her other set of stomach medicine, all the while Greg was talking to her about her interview with Agent Harris. She popped a pill in her mouth and went back downstairs to look out the window next to the front door.
�Stella?� Greg asked impatiently.
Stella was distracted, wanting to get out front with George and the ATF guy. �Yes?�
�Be very careful with your words. Make sure you�re honest,� he coached.
�Yes, sir. I�ll call you when I find out anything else.� She hung up.
Standing in the now open door, she saw the ATF agent holding a long pole with a mirror right under the driver�s side seat. He looked at George and nodded solemnly.
�What is it?� George asked, glancing at Stella, who was standing stoically on the stairs, her face devoid of emotion.
�Some sort of explosive device. I�ll have to call in a team to get it removed and then we�ll have more information,� the ATF agent answered, pulling out his phone.
Stella hung her head. He confirmed what she�d thought initially. That crazy fucker had just pushed her over the edge. She hadn�t realized she even had an edge anymore, since she�d been free falling for the last four years.
George held his hand out for her to stop before she came down the stairs.
Anger, red and hot, shot through her brain. Oh, I�m so done playing nice. Jamie had threatened the people that she loved. Done. Now she just had to figure out how to deal with this situation without it turning into something bigger.
Two dark sedans pulled up, blocking the entire road on either side of her car. It was like a scene out of a movie; four agents swarmed the car and spoke with Patrick�s friend. Oh fuck, here it goes. She glanced into the park and saw people taking notice and digging out their phones to take pictures. She could only imagine what people would think about this.
One of the new agents glanced at Stella, then stalked over to her. George followed him up the stairs and then stood shoulder to shoulder with her.
�Ma�am. I�m Special Agent Mark Gunter. Agent Harris called and we�re here to assess the threat and the necessity of a protective detail. However, it seems that the ATF just confirmed that your vehicle does, in fact, have an explosive device on it. We�ll need to clear you and your other neighbors out for about an hour so that our team can come in and detonate the device.�
Stella�s shoulders slumped and she nodded. �Okay.� She was sorry the neighbors would be inconvenienced, but assumed most of them would be at work. Thank goodness for small mercies.
�Stella. I�ll be in charge of protection. I�ll need your phone.� Agent Gunter held his hand out for her phone.
She pulled it out of her pocket and handed it over, taking him in. He was older than Agent Harris and slightly friendlier looking with short grey hair, a freshly shaved face, and an ill-fitting navy suit. He entered in his number and then sent a text to himself, adding her information to his contact list.
�I�ve put my number in here, but I�m also adding a walkie-talkie app that you can use to contact us as well,� he said while he was working with her phone. �There will be four agents that could be assigned to your detail.� He looked over his shoulder to the three other agents. �These are Agents Josh Regents, Oliver Morris and Max Eddy. As soon as our team gets out here and we talk to headquarters, I�ll make contact with you on specifics.� He handed her phone back to her.
�Specifics about what?� she asked, confused.
�On whether we�re putting you in a safe house tonight or later on. Whether we�re going to allow you to come back to this house at all,� he answered, already walking back down to her car in front of the house.
�This is a fucking nightmare. I don�t want to be in a safe house,� Stella said to George. She shielded her eyes with her hand to block out the sun and saw a crowd gathering in the park. �Let�s get the fuck out of here, the media is going to be all over this shit.� She kicked an imaginary ball. �Fuck.�
�We�ll be all right.� George put his arm around her shoulders and they walked into the house to get their things and Cooper.
* * *
They�d driven the few miles to George�s mom�s house in silence, both of them contemplating their circumstances. They�d have to wait out the bomb detonation team before anything was decided. Stella hated waiting. She sighed as she sat in the den of George�s old house. The tension in the room was thick as Mrs. Finnegan made small talk with George and completely ignored Stella.
Stella gazed at pictures of George and the rest of his family from the time he was born. It was clear he was the favorite of the kids; the pictures of him plastered all over the wall were so numerous they would fill up seventeen scrapbooks. His looks changed significantly over the years, but his eyes were still the same gray with green flecks. They were the same eyes that made her weak in the knees when they looked at her in a certain way.
�El?� she heard George ask. She�d tuned out their conversations about Mrs. Finnegan�s friends and all the gossip surrounding them.
�Hmm?� She raised her eyebrows in question.
�What do you think? Can we make it?� George questioned.
�Make it?�
�Were you even listening?� Mrs. Finnegan didn�t even bother looking at Stella.
If she weren�t George�s mom, Stella would�ve told her exactly why she wasn�t listening to her soliloquy on all of her friends� medical conditions. Stella smiled. George had the patience of a saint when dealing with his mother; maybe that�s why he was able to put up with Stella.
She applied her fake smile. �Of course we can make it,� she confirmed without any idea what they were talking about. She was sure it�d be fine. Her phone buzzed and she looked at a text from Christine at the office. �I�ve got to tend to this, it�s work,� she said, standing and moving away from George and his mom.
Senator in trouble need you here yesterday
Stella felt the heat of rage begin to incinerate her body, starting at her toes. She replied.
I was testifying at a federal trial for a terrorist attack
Her phone vibrated immediately.
Saw you had new death threat
Call me now
She shook her head, pissed initially, though it was actually refreshing to have someone not give a shit about the state of her undoing and just want her to do her job. She dialed Christine as she walked outside and sat down in a chair on the front porch.
�Need you here,� Christine answered the phone in her no-nonsense way, �now.�
�Can�t. FBI has me cornered while they�re clearing out the bomb in front of my house.� Stella was matter of fact.
�Press conference is necessary in this case.� Christine�s voice was clipped. �You�re up. We�ll set it up and I�ll get you the details.�
�Fine. I should be there early tomorrow afternoon. I have Special Agent Harris meeting me in the morning. There�s a small possibility that I�ll be moved to a safe house and I�m not really sure what that means. But let me know what you need and I can do it from home until I�m able to come in.� She disconnected. Staring at her phone, she opened her Kindle app and began reading a book about a paid assassin and the girl he unknowingly saved. George and his mom didn�t have to know she was done with work.
After she�d been outside for over an hour reading on her phone, George opened the door and looked outside. She looked up from her phone. �New case,� she said with a grin.
�I�m sure.� He walked out, his hands shoved in the pockets of his low slung jeans, his dark hair disheveled from running his hand through it in worry. He cocked his head to the side.
�She hates me,� Stella acknowledged softly.
�She�s not your biggest fan,� he agreed.
�You�ll convince her what a good person I am?� Stella joked.
�Probably not.� He smiled and she fought the urge to lick his dimples.
�I guess she has better taste than you.�
Her phone buzzed, breaking the moment. It was Millie.
You�re trending on twitter, asshole
Stella laughed as she texted back.
People hopeful I died?
Millie replied immediately.
How did you know?
#itshardhavinganassholeasabestfriend

Chapter Two
And it begins�

She�d just gotten out of the shower the next morning and was pulling a Foo Fighters t-shirt over her head when she heard the doorbell. Cooper started running down the stairs, barking like a madman. The chime sounded; George let someone in. Hurrying, she pulled up a pair of jeans and slipped her feet into flip flops.
George and Agent Harris were in a serious conversation when Stella made her way to the den and coughed to make her presence known. Agent Harris had that stereotypical cop swagger�all the confidence and half of the intelligence. He was probably in his late thirties and he always wore suits. Today he was wearing a blue pinstripe suit with a yellow shirt and red tie. Paired with his spiky brown hair and brown eyes, it was actually a dashing look; he was an attractive guy, but very uptight. He�d always been very no-nonsense with her and that alone had pissed her off at several points during the investigation on the Montana bombing. Part of her wished Monica Peterson, the Assistant U.S. Attorney who prepared her for trial, had been the FBI agent and the lawyer.
�Thanks for coming,� she said.
George stepped aside and turned to face Stella. Agent Harris already had his pen and pad out and was taking notes when she came to a halt right in front of George.
�Would you like something to drink?� she asked.
�No thanks. I�m in DC for a short time and I have to get up to headquarters to fill them in on this threat. We aren�t taking this lightly, Stella.�
�Okay. I thought someone was coming with you.�
�She got called to another emergency; I�ll be filling her in after I leave here.�
�Alright. Well, I appreciate you coming so quickly.� Stella inhaled deeply. This was going to be tricky. �So you may want to sit down for this or, even better, sit at the bar so that you can take a ton of notes.� She smiled weakly and walked to the kitchen to make herself coffee. She wasn�t wearing any makeup and her hair was still wet; she looked and felt vulnerable.
�So, when did you discover the threat?� Harris asked.
�Well, let me start and say that when I left for Montana, a box of clementines was delivered to Stella,� George interrupted. �I was running late, so I pulled them in and left them in the foyer right in front of the door.�
�What time was that?� Harris inquired.
�My flight was at eight in the morning,� George replied.
�George and I both were in Montana for my testimony. We spent the night in the hotel and got a pretty early flight out. When we pulled onto the street and saw my car parked in front of the house, we figured something was up.�
�Did you not leave it there?� Agent Harris asked.
�No. It was stolen when I was in Atlanta.�
�When?�
�February.�
�Wait�in February?� Harris raised his eyebrows.
�Yes, which is why George and I stopped in the middle of the road for a minute. I called my dad to see if they�d found my car. He said no, he hadn�t heard anything like that.� Stella leaned against the counter and sipped her coffee. �We both got out of his SUV after he parked it in the driveway. He walked to my car while I went into the house to get my spare set of keys. When I got to the door, I turned because Cooper ran up the driveway. He jumped up on me, which pushed me back a little and I ended up tripping over the box of clementines. And, well you know the rest.�
George moved to her side and put his arm around her.
�So you think your car being stolen and this threat are related,� Agent Harris said, writing and not lifting his head.
She nodded. �And�I was kidnapped in February by the undercover ATF agent. Jack, I believe you call him.�
Agent Harris� head snapped up so fast he looked like a cartoon character. �What?!�
�I was drugged at a bar in Atlanta and taken by the undercover agent to one of the Florida Keys. I escaped.� Stella examined Harris� face, which didn�t hide his disbelief.
�You escaped?� He was incredulous. �Why didn�t you call the authorities, Stella?� His eyes bore into her.
�And say what?� She ran her hand through her wet hair and looked at George. �I got away and really didn�t have any evidence to support the fact that I was kidnapped.�
�Except your broken nose,� George commented.
�Except my broken nose.� She nodded. �Jack Ryder, the ATF agent that was undercover in Montana is really Jamie, my former fianc�, who �died.�� She shrugged her shoulders, knowing how ridiculous it all sounded.
�Wait, what?� Agent Harris eyes narrowed at her. �Why am I just now hearing about this?� He sat back on the barstool, examining her.
�See, it�s almost laughable, right? Who�d believe me?�
�Why didn�t you tell me you knew Jack, let alone were engaged to him when I showed you his picture last year?� He was flipping his pen through all the fingers on his right hand without dropping it. She could tell it was something he did when he was contemplating something; it looked practiced and he wasn�t even thinking about the motion.
�Because his identity was top secret and I was told it couldn�t be revealed. It didn�t seem like it was an issue at the time. Also, I figured if the ATF wanted you to know, they would�ve told you.� She shrugged as if it were nothing, masking her concern.
�Why did he kidnap you?�
She looked down at her hands. �I honestly don�t know; some weird attempt to get me back. He said he was laying low because his cover was blown or something, and that he bought a house for �us� and he wanted to tell me everything.� Her nails were ragged; she needed to file them.
Agent Harris threw his pen down at that and looked at Stella in disbelief.
George cleared his throat, walked over to where she was leaning on the counter, and squeezed her hand. �What does she need to do for you to believe her?�
�Record him admitting to it. You think you can do that?� He laughed.
�Sure. If you can find him,� Stella said confidently.
�What makes you think you can get him to talk to you again?� Harris asked, clearly not believing for a second that she�d be able to get Jamie to admit anything to her.
Stella loved to be underestimated.
�Because he�s arrogant and he underestimates me,� she answered. Just like you do.
�So, Stella. This is all very interesting, and the fact that you�re just now getting around to telling means you�re hiding something. You know I�ll find it.� Harris narrowed his eyes at her, examining her expression for any trace of extra information.
�You know what I know,� she lied easily. Stella was surprised the lie came so effortlessly; the words dropped from her mouth without thought or remorse.
�So based on the threat and the potential testimony you�ll be giving against a federal agent, we�ll need to move you to a safe house.� Harris sighed. �This will make things a little more difficult. We�ll have to work with the Marshals.�
She started shaking her head while he was talking. �No. I�m not going anywhere. I have a job and a�� She trailed off and looked at George. She beamed at him. �And a George.�
�Well, I can�t leave a witness here without protection; you die and I�m slaughtered.�
Stella stubbornly crossed her arms over her chest.
�What do you propose?� George asked.
�Hmph.� Harris ran a hand over his hair, showing his discomfort. �First of all, I�m not sure I believe any of this, but if it were true, we could use you to lure him out.� He cocked his head at her in a question.
�I understand. Check it out with the ATF. Look at his pictures. See if they can locate him. You get me close to him and I�ll see if I can get you what you need. Just know I�m not going to any safe house. I won�t do it. Now,� Stella said, abruptly ending the meeting, �I have work to do since I took two days off for the trial. A brief on moral turpitude and some other shit that�s just hit the fan are calling my name.� She pushed herself from the counter and nodded to him as she walked upstairs. �Let me know what you decide!� she called.
George stayed with Agent Harris and showed him out, then he followed Stella up to the office. �What do you think?� he asked.
�I think I�m going to need to be very careful. I hope he can find Jamie.�
�He said the potential for another threat is enough that he can work protection on the house even if you�re refusing to go to a safe house.� George leaned against the doorframe and watched Stella sink into the office chair. �I�m really worried about this, Love.�
�I know, but we�ve got to get him on their radar somehow. If it�s by me, so be it.� She would do whatever she could to make sure Millie, George and Patrick weren�t hurt in this shit.
* * *
She started her computer and called Greg, who answered after one ring.
�How�d it go?�
�It went.� Stella took a deep breath. �I guess they detonated the bomb or something and they�re keeping my car as evidence. The insurance company already paid me when it was �stolen.� Do I need to notify them about this?� She was rambling. Agent Harris had told her on the phone yesterday that if the bomb would�ve gone off there would�ve been causalities. It�d shaken her to the core.
�I�ll call and take care of it,� Greg assured her.
�Okay.� Her voice was shaky.
�Are they moving you to a safe house?�
She sighed. �No, they�re using me as bait for Jamie.�
�Stella. That�s not a reasonable thing to do,� Greg chided.
�I know, but this has to end, Greg. He threatened my family, the people I love more than anything, and he knows that. It may be me instead of them, but I�m okay with that. This will end and I am going to end it.�
�That�s big talk.�
�Could you tell it was all a bluff?� she joked.
�No, but I figured you were shaking in your boots while telling me confidently.�
�I�ve gotten pretty good at my job; it comes in handy every now and then,� she acknowledged.
�Stella, please be careful with this and keep me in the loop. Okay?� Greg�s voice softened.
�Okay,� Stella agreed. �Oh, and Greg? Thanks for everything.�
�You don�t pay me the big bucks for nothing,� he said and hung up.
She remotely linked to her firm�s server. She�d heard back from Christine and the press conference was set up for the next day; she�d be handling a statement from a Senator that was alleged to have had an affair with a minor. Fucking awesome. This was the part of her job that she actually liked, using the law to create an argument that suited her; developing something unique out of the law and making it personal enough that the judge would rule in her client�s favor. She pulled up her brief, turned her music up and started building her argument.
After a few hours of researching and writing, Stella took a few minutes to check her personal email and saw over a hundred notifications of new tweets. Reluctantly, she logged into Twitter and saw it all over her page.
#stellamurphydeaththreat
#testimonyspursdeaththreatsforfbibeauty
#norestforthewearystellamurphy
#somebodykillthatbitchalready
It�s all starting again. She inhaled sharply and emailed Greg; she wasn�t capable of going through this again. His response was immediate.
We�re handling it. I�ve put out a statement that you�re working with authorities and I emailed you a statement so that you can put on Twitter and Facebook if you wish. Stay low and let me handle rest.

Chapter Three
I Don�t Do Trust

She slammed one of the desk drawers closed, then made her way out of her office and down the hall. This was the last thing she wanted to be doing right now, but she�d rescheduled three times already. Fuck. She tried to slow her thinking. She waved at Brenda and made her way onto the elevator, where she tapped her red five-inch heel to the beat of the particularly horrible Backstreet Boys song that was playing. Anything to get her mind off her appointment.
She didn�t even know where to start today or what issue was most important. The more she thought about it, the more she realized how fucked up she really was at the moment. Opening the door to the psychiatrist�s office, she immediately felt unwanted tears threatening the backs of her eyes. She closed her eyes and counted until she reached thirteen and the tension faded. Then she walked up to the window and smiled her perfected fake smile. She didn�t care what George said, it was just the right mixture of lips and teeth to make people believe she was okay.
Signing her name to the pad, she said, �Hi.�
Beth, the receptionist, smiled back at her. �Hi, Stella. Go on back; Denise is ready for you.�
�Thanks.� Stella opened the door and walked back to what she�d come to think of as her room, because Denise always had Stella�s session in the same room. Stella walked over to the loveseat and pulled her shoes off before folding her legs underneath her body.
�Hey, Stella. Glad you could make it.� Denise�s smile immediately put Stella at ease as usual.
Stella found Denise oddly comforting�her face was wrinkle free and warm, a direct contradiction to her stark white hair, and she almost always had vibrantly colored glasses (today they were red) balanced on the bridge of her nose. Stella half-expected, when she began her visits, that Denise was a strange hippie shrink she could never trust, but it turned out that Denise�s no-nonsense demeanor and non-threatening appearance were the perfect fit for her.
Stella only shrugged in response. She�d put off this session for three weeks after she got home from the trial. With the bomb threat and work, she just hadn�t wanted to deal with her feelings or the lack thereof. Ever since she realized Jamie was crazier than she thought, she�d tried to stamp out any shred of fear in her body; her walls went up and she was a walking zombie with good fake smiles. Talking about everything was only going to bring it back.
Denise sat down in her chair and took a long sip of her tea. �So, how have you been doing?�
�The trial went okay.� Stella chewed her fingernail for a few seconds. �I mean, it was definitely harder than I thought it was going to be and I had nightmares and threw up before, but I did okay. He was convicted. He got 120 years.�
�Well, that must take a burden off you now that it�s done,� Denise prodded.
�Sure, one of the dozen boulders weighing me down right now is gone,� Stella agreed easily. �Eleven to go.�
Denise put down her mug and smiled. �Stella, let�s talk about these other boulders. I know this trial was weighing on you and you now have a new threat.�
Stella raised her eyebrows at Denise.
�What? I watch the news.� Denise shrugged. �Now what are the eleven other boulders?�
�Look, I need more medication for sleeping. The dreams,� Stella interrupted. She shook her head. �They�re so real and painful.�
�Okay, we can get you a new prescription for something to help you sleep better, Stella.�
�Okay.� Stella noticed she was leaning forward on the loveseat where she was sitting.
�Why are the dreams getting worse?� Denise asked.
�I don�t know.� Stella looked out the window. �I don�t know if they�re worse. They�re scary and have started to include George. I don�t know if they�re really worse or different or I�ve just been having them for so long they�re starting to wear on me.�
�That�s understandable.� Denise nodded. �How do you feel right now?�
�Anxious,� she admitted.
�Why?�
Stella laughed. �You just want one reason?�
�Yes, just one.�
�I have a big brief I�m working on and I need to be at work,� Stella snapped.
�Stella, I understand you�re busy, but you must know that your work and life overall will be better once you�ve worked out all of your...issues,� Denise said gently.
�I have no faith that my issues will ever be worked out,� Stella replied, thinking about the note on the clementines.
�Okay, so let�s start somewhere else. How are you and George doing?�
�Good,� Stella answered. They were good. �He knows me better than I know myself.�
Denise smiled warmly. �That�s a good thing to find in a mate.�
Stella grimaced at the term. �Mate?�
�Sure. You�re here because he asked you to come or he would leave. So you wouldn�t be here if he wasn�t your mate or potential mate.�
Stella stared at her.
�Someone you want to stay with,� Denise nudged. �Forever.�
�I don�t know about all that,� Stella refuted, not ready to allow herself to think about future, forever, whatever. That wasn�t something in her scope of reality right now.
�Stella, the information you share in here is only to let you begin to explore where you are in your life. You�re obviously in love with George. Why can�t you admit that George is someone you want to be with for the long term?�
�Because I don�t have a long term,� she stated matter-of-factly, without thinking.
This was the first time Stella had seen any reaction by Denise. Her eyes went wide for a millisecond and then back to her normal inquisitive expression.
�What do you mean when you say you �don�t have a long term�?�
Stella looked out the window for a second. �I mean it like I said it. I can�t live long term anymore. Any time I let myself think that way, even for a fucking second, some insane shit happens. My fianc� dies, I almost die, a car bomb is planted in my car, which was stolen months ago�never mind the fucking media circus. I don�t have the emotional capability to believe in forever.� That felt�freeing to say.
�Well, Stella.� Denise�s face was tight, her features pulled in together. �Let�s hope we can change that, because if you don�t believe in forever, how will you plan your future?�
�If I had any answers, I wouldn�t be here.� Stella felt like they were just going around and around in fucking circles without helping her in any way.
�Well,� Denise said, resigned, �let�s try to do something productive. The first time you were here, you said the reason why you lied to George was due to a bitterness that was eating away at you. Do you still feel bitter?�
�On occasion, but it�s less than before. Before, it was my constant companion. It ate, slept, and ran with me. There was nothing I could do to get rid of it. But I can honestly say that it totally went away for about three months.�
�Why just three months?� Denise asked.
�Because I thought I was free for three glorious months. Then I had the trial and realized I was still trapped, that freedom was simply an illusion that he allowed me to have.�
Denise�s eyebrows shot up. �Trapped how?�
Stella looked at her silenced cell phone and checked the time. �We don�t have time to get into that today.� She smiled and stood up. �I�ll make an appointment for next week.� Stella walked toward the hall.
�Who�s he?� Denise called, not getting up from her chair.
Stella shook her head.
�Stella, you�re a very strong individual and we�ll get you through this. You just have to trust me.�
Stella smiled a sad smile and looked over her shoulder. �I don�t do trust very well either.�
* * *
She was back to driving to work since her face was splashed all over TV and the internet the last few weeks. The Metro was much more convenient, but she couldn�t deal with all the stares. She�d just turned on her audio book for her commute home when Greg called. She struggled to turn off the book before she answered; she was sure he didn�t want to hear about riding crops and blow jobs.
�Hey, Greg.�
�Stella. I have an interview with Diane Sawyer scheduled. Will you be okay with having it at your house?�
�No fucking way.� Stella didn�t want the crazy in their home anymore than it already was.
�Okay, well I figured that�d be the case. ABC said if that didn�t work they�d have it in New York at a hotel. Does that work?�
�George�s house is in the news enough. I don�t want to do it at all.� She sighed. Millie had been on her for months to do an interview. �But� I hear you and I�ll do it.�
�I�ve told them the questions will be limited. It�ll be the best situation. I got it scheduled in a few weeks. Does October 19th work?�
�Okay. Just email me the details.� She looked at the car next to her and stared for a moment too long at a normal-looking guy who was on the phone and smiling into it. Stella wondered if she�d ever be normal, if her calls wouldn�t be to her lawyer scheduling interviews and dealing with FBI investigations, but to George or Millie to see if she should pick up something for dinner or something else monotonous and normal.
�Sure. And Stella�� Greg�s voice was commanding.
�Yes?�
�Be careful. There�s only so much I can do from here.�
�Thanks, Greg. I�ll be as careful as I can.� She frowned and disconnected the call. She was stopped in traffic and before her mind started working overtime, she turned her book back on to let the story of a writer/dominatrix take her away from her real, fucked up life.

Chapter Four
Cut a Bitch

Stella walked into Neiman Marcus and made a beeline for the shoe department. Lately, anytime she was having a rough day and her mind was getting away from her, she bought shoes; really expensive shoes. There was something surprisingly soothing about it. She couldn�t quite put her finger on it, but shoes were pretty and made her feel pretty. She relished the hour or so that she felt pretty in her new shoes because she knew she really wasn�t pretty on the inside or out. Stella was growing more comfortable with the scars that were etched on her chest, her torso, and her back, but it wasn�t like they disappeared completely. When she had on her work attire, a suit or a dress, with heels, she felt like an entirely different person than when she looked at herself in the mirror after a shower. The jagged lines of scar tissue reminded her of him, of what he�d done to her, which, in turn, reminded her what she was planning to do to him. The turmoil that sat just underneath the surface was draining and all-encompassing. She was getting proficient at hiding it from everyone, sometimes even herself.
Walking up and down the displays of high heels slowed her heart rate and made her brain stop thinking about what she was going to do about Jamie. It stopped all the questions that constantly ran through her mind. How was she going to protect George and the others that she loved? Should she tell Millie about Jamie? Would she end up in jail right next to him?
A salesman came up to her and smiled a really good fake smile. She�d have to memorize that smile�it even reached his eyes. �Hi. Can I help you with something?�
�Yes. I�m looking for some badass black heels. Nothing plain. I have those.�
The man ran his hand over his goatee and thought for a minute. �You sit and I�ll bring the shoes to you. Size nine? Would you like something to drink?�
�Eight and a half and sure. Bring me a drink.� She laughed. If you were willing to pay $1000 for shoes, you could get wine while you shopped. Who knew?
The man came out with seven shoeboxes piled up past his head. He proficiently set them on the floor without incident; she was impressed. The first pair he pulled out was a platform pair of Louboutin heels. Another salesperson brought her a flute of champagne.
She took a sip and shook her head. �I have these already. I need outside the box, funky shoes no one else would buy.�
�Oh yes, I think I have something you may like.�
He disappeared. Her phone dinged with another tweet. A picture of her popped up with the champagne flute to her mouth, a smile teasing her lips.
#fbibeautydaydrinkingshopping
The salesman walked over. �Ms. Murphy?�
She looked up quickly; she hadn�t given her name. Fucking figures. She didn�t think she�d ever get used to everyone knowing who she was. �Yes?�
He opened the box and showed her the heels inside. They were six inches high, black patent leather with red soles and silver spikes erupting from the tip of the toes. They were fantastic. No one would wear these. They were perfect. She slipped her foot inside the heel. �These are fantastic. I�ll take them.�
She took a picture of her new shoes and tweeted the picture, tagging Millie.
#fbibeautywillcutabitchwithnewshoes
* * *
Stella was slipping her feet into her new heels when she heard the doorbell. She cocked her head in a question, hoping it wasn�t media. Greg had been hard at work making sure that all the media stayed off the property. It didn�t hurt that she had the FBI protection detail at the house. Her shoes clicked on the hardwood floor as she hurried through the den and to the front door, opening it to see George standing there with a huge bouquet of barely pink peonies. Smiling, she pulled him into her by his shirt and kissed him hungrily. He was wearing dark jeans and a bright blue and white checked shirt, his dark hair was in that adorably messy state between short and too long; he was in need of a haircut.
�Wow,� he said after she broke off the kiss. �I could get used to that greeting.�
�What�re you doing out here ringing the doorbell?� She took the flowers and walked to the kitchen to find a vase.
�I�m picking you up for our date.� He followed her and watched her open every cabinet in the kitchen. �I don�t have a vase.�
�You have a fucking picnic basket but you don�t have a vase?� She put her hands on her hips.
�You look hot.� George�s eyes traveled over her see-through long sleeve white shirt, black bra, and skinny jeans. He stopped when he got to her fuck-with-me-and-I�ll-stab-you heels. �Where in the world do you buy shoes like that?�
She held up her foot, examining her new shoes, and laughed. �You like these?�
He nodded. �I�m kinda scared of them, though.�
�I bought them for my interview with Ms. Diane Sawyer in New York. I thought if it was going badly, I�d accidently kick Diane in the shin and then apologize profusely.�
�Good plan.� He laughed. �It�s all set up then?�
�Yes. I asked Millie if she�d go with me. They�re filming on a Saturday so that we can take the train up from DC after work on that Friday.�
�You guys aren�t going alone,� George said.
�Um, yeah. We are,� Stella refuted. �End of discussion.�
�Come on, I have reservations.� George took her hand and changed the subject.
�Where?� she asked, following him.
�Tabard Inn. I told you I�d take you.�
�Do you think I�m dressed okay?� She looked down at her casual attire.
He pulled her to him swiftly before she could run away and change. �You�re gorgeous, and every person in that restaurant will look at you because you are, but,� his dimples made an appearance, �it may also be because you have shivs on your shoes.�
�You like these, huh?�
�I would suggest you wear those later, but I�m afraid you�d hurt me.� George�s hands slid down her back and grabbed her ass.
�I�m sure we can figure something out,� she retorted, separating herself from him and walking toward the door, his hand holding her wrist possessively. She waved at Agent Morris as they climbed onto George�s bike and took off toward DC.
George and Stella walked into the Tabard Inn holding hands. Stella was excited; she�d heard great things about the restaurant and George had bragged about the homemade doughnuts many times. It was also nice to be doing something as normal as a date.
George cleared his throat and squeezed Stella�s hand when the hostess asked for the name. �I reserved Room 51.�
The hostess smiled. �Oh yes, Finnegan. Come with me.�
�George, what did you do?�
They followed the hostess into the restaurant and walked through the entire dining area and into a private room. The Inn was old and all of the decorations were very traditional, all dark colors and heavy draperies. Room 51 was painted red and big enough for 12 people to sit, but had two place settings with candlelight at the far end of the table. A grin spread across her face.
�I got us a private dinner.� George smiled proudly and motioned around the room. �This way we can have a date without people staring at you.�
Stella was impressed. George was beyond considerate and she really appreciated it. She hoped he knew how much. �I love you,� she said as she walked to the table and sat down.
�You should.� He laughed and sat next to her, pulling her hand from her lap under the table and kissing her knuckles reverently, one by one.
They smiled at each other like love struck idiots until the first course was served.
She smiled as baked oysters were set in front of them. �Oysters? You know you don�t need that to get me naked.�
�Oh, I know,� he answered with an exaggerated wink, then devoured one of the oysters.
She kicked him under the table.
�Ow!� He reached down and rubbed his shin. �Shit. Those fucking shoes.�
She laughed, which turned to a snort. �Sorry, babe. I forgot about the spikes.�
The main course was placed in front of them and she smiled again. �Do they not let you order here?�
�They change their menu daily. I selected the dishes I thought you�d like.�
�You ordered for me?� She put the first bite of snapper in her mouth and it melted. She groaned. �You know I fucking hate that.�
�It sounds like you hate what I ordered for you,� he retorted.
�Not to change the subject, but Millie invited us over for dinner and drinking for the Penn State/Michigan game. She�s still kinda pissy with me about not telling her everything and she still thinks I�m hiding that Patrick and I were together.� She made a circle with one hand and lewdly stuck her index finger in and out a couple times to signify sex.
George laughed and shook his head. �You�re an idiot. I knew what �together� meant without the hand motions.�
�Just thought it might help.� She shrugged and took another bite of her dinner.
�Well, that�s fine with me. We haven�t seen them in a while. I still think it�s crazy she thinks that about you and Patrick.�
�Well, she thinks something�s up because I won�t tell her everything and it�s completely obvious Patrick�s keeping my secrets. I just have to figure out if I should tell her or not.�
�You�d break the law?� George asked, his mouth full.
�I�m so past breaking the law at this point,� Stella answered, �I don�t think it really matters.� Telling Millie about Jamie was nothing compared to what she was planning.
George just nodded in understanding, not wanting to push her.
Dinner was fantastic. And quiet. The peace was amazing to both of them�it had been so long since they�d been able to go out in public for any sort of intimate anything. They talked about politics, movies and work. She loved to hear him talk about his work; his face positively lit up. Ever since he�d helped with the article on her, he was writing stories for the Associated Press on a regular basis. He did seem happier, but he was stretched thin with writing and managing Finnegan�s. Stella was a little worried that he was overdoing it.
Stella sighed. God, it was glorious to sit and talk about normal shit for once. She cleared her throat. She hated to bring up this shit, but it was their life.
�So, I talked to Agent Harris today. The protective detail is going to stay on the house for a while longer. They still haven�t located Jamie, but when they do they want me to wear a wire and get him to admit to what he did.�
�Big surprise. Jesse and I haven�t been able to find him either.� George took a nonchalant sip of his Jameson and scowled at her scowl.
�George!� she reprimanded, attempting another kick under the table. �I don�t want you getting deeper into this clusterfuck and getting hurt. We�ve talked about this.�
Was that a whine? She didn�t whine.
She had to admit that she knew George and Jesse were looking for Jamie, and had been since the Keys; maybe she just didn�t want to hear about their progress or lack thereof. The thought of George and Jesse going after Jamie made her more anxious than ever, almost as anxious as she was knowing that Jamie had been in their house, just waiting for her. Or Millie. Christ, what if he went after Millie? Patrick was looking for him too, and while she was worried about Patrick, it was a different type of worry. Patrick, at least, knew Jamie well enough to have some insight into his thought process, however deranged it might be. Her money was on Patrick finding the bastard.
�El!� George interrupted her racing thoughts with a swift squeeze on the thigh. �Back off with the shoes, Love. Try not to worry about me and Jesse.� His face softened and he stroked her leg under the table. �I do feel better with the security detail on the house, though, don�t you? And the press hasn�t been as bad.�
�Fucking press. Everyone feels very sorry for me. Again,� she commented, putting the last bite of snapper in her mouth. �How do people cook like this? I want to be able to cook you meals. I�m a horrible cook,� she rambled.
�You�re not that bad. You have five, wait�six�things you can cook well. Just stick with those.�
�You�re okay with me not being a good cook?� Stella asked.
�I�m okay with just about anything as long as you get naked at the end of the night.� George�s dimples danced in the candlelight.
�Well, that�s true.� She giggled. �Sex makes everything okay for you.�
He smirked as he finished his shrimp and grits. �As a matter of fact, yes it does.�

Chapter Five
Nothing Like A Backyard BBQ

#whentheshitgoesdownyoubetterbeready
Stella climbed on the back of George�s bike and gave him a squeeze with her thighs to let him know she was ready to go, but it just made his dick hard. He backed them out of the garage slowly, then threw the bike in gear and headed toward Patrick and Millie�s for the game and dinner. He felt Stella lay her chin on his shoulder and snake her right hand underneath his t-shirt and around his waist. He sighed, wishing it was a longer drive. Within a few minutes, they had driven the three miles between the houses and he pulled onto the tree-lined street.
The last few weeks had been insane and they were in need of fun. A BBQ with Stella�s former roommates and best friend was the perfect distraction, not to mention Penn State football was on the agenda. George slowed his bike and pulled up to the curb in front of Stella�s old house. Patrick�s car was gone and there was a different car in the driveway. He cut the engine and Stella leaned closer, kissing his neck.
�Love?� he asked in response to her public display.
Her tender kisses continued down his neck, then he felt her tongue run up the back of his neck and graze his hairline before he twisted sideways and pulled himself off, careful to balance the bike. She cocked her head at him.
�If I stayed on that bike any longer I was just going to drive back home,� he admitted with a grin.
She smiled and pulled at the neckline of her very low, very tight tank top. They were having an extremely warm fall; it was late September and the leaves hadn�t even started to turn yet. As much as George appreciated the view her tank top afforded, he couldn�t wait for sweater weather. Every time he saw her scars it pissed him off�what that fucker had done to her. He�d never tell her that, though.
�We could be a little late,� she suggested and gave him a real smile. He�d missed those lately. �I bet no one here would give a shit.� Stella patted the seat in front of her and George was just about to get back on when the front door opened.
Millie smiled uncomfortably at them. �Hey guys!� Her eyes looked around wildly, clearly confused about something. �Patrick and Billy are grabbing a few last minute things.�
�Hey, Mil. What�s up?� Stella pulled off her helmet and climbed off the bike with George holding her hand for balance. She started smoothing her hand over her hair without much improvement. After she took off her motorcycle helmet, her hair always looked like she�d just been fucked.
His heart felt full, like all was right in the world even though he knew it wasn�t. They�d left the FBI detail and media in front of their house and were having a normal cookout with friends. Normal was possible.
�So, undoubtedly, Patrick invited one of his co-workers over without telling me,� Millie said as she rushed down the stairs toward them. �He�s already here,� she whispered.
�That�s cool, Millie. I brought enough food by yesterday to feed an army,� Stella soothed. �Don�t worry about one more.�
George felt Stella stiffen beside him and his gaze followed hers up to the doorway. Shock. Pure fucking anger. Heat spiked through George as he dropped Stella�s hand and rushed the motherfucker grinning from the doorway. He tackled Jamie at full speed; they fell into the house and hit the hardwood floor with a crash.
Due to his surprise attack, George got in several punches before Jamie got his wits about him. Once he did, Jamie came up fighting immediately; he landed his first punch on George�s eye. George felt a popping sensation, then nothing. He felt nothing. No pain, no fear, not a single blow that Jamie landed, not a single punch he managed to connect. George barely heard Millie and Stella screaming, but couldn�t focus on the words.
It was as if he was watching himself from above. George watched as he pushed himself off the floor and hit the motherfucker who almost took El from him. He hit him as many times as he could before he felt arms pulling at him. George felt the bone in his nose break and heard the snapping sound. He threw all his weight into the next punch and blood spurted from the rip in Jamie�s flesh.
�George! George!� Stella was screaming.
The arms on him pulled harder, dragging him off the guy he�d like to kill with his bare fucking hands. Billy and Patrick were suddenly there. Where did they come from?
Patrick had Jamie and was dragging him out the front door. Stella was following them; she was yelling something. There was a rushing sound in his ears, but he couldn�t actually hear anything. He felt nothing except fury now. Rage hit him like a wave crashing onto the shore. What the fuck was Jamie doing here, at our BBQ? Why was he in DC at all? Did Patrick know he was back?
He scrambled to shake off Billy�s grip. Billy�s fingers slipped on the sweat and blood on George�s arm and George was suddenly free from his grasp. He saw Billy�s lips moving, but he could only hear the rushing. George pushed off Billy and ran outside, tackling Jamie again, this time from behind. They both hit the sidewalk hard, Jamie�s face bouncing off the concrete as they hit. George�s skin burned from the friction, but he didn�t care. All his rage, all his fear and pain, everything he and Stella had endured over the last couple of months, came out through his fists. He wanted to kill this fucker, to make him hurt as much as Stella had in the last few years. He threw punch after punch and Jamie kept fighting back, which made George even angrier. Billy and Patrick were trying to separate them again, not very successfully. Not being able to pull George off Jamie himself, Billy called for reinforcements.
�El, come help me!�
Stella bent down and put her face in his line of sight. �George, that�s enough.�
He could almost see her; almost see her face through the haze of his fury, through the bubbling of his rage. Was she talking?
�George, please,� she said without emotion, then grabbed his right arm.
Her touch brought him back to reality; George stopped mid-punch and looked in her eyes. Pain skittered across them, along with anger. Jamie writhed in pain under him.
�This is nowhere close to enough,� George said between clenched teeth.
Before he could land the next punch, Patrick and Billy were able to separate Jamie from him and walked him down the block. Jamie wasn�t very mobile and they were sort of dragging him down the sidewalk. Patrick was yelling, mostly obscenities. George couldn�t make out the words, but he didn�t care where the fucker was going anyway, as long as it was away from him. Maybe they�d get lucky and he�d get hit by a car crawling back into his fucking hole.
Billy turned and looked back at them, making eye contact with Stella. George�s rage was red hot and pulsed through his entire body. He clenched and released his fists rhythmically while he tried to calm his fury.
�George!� Stella was calling his name. She still had him by the arm and was pulling him toward his bike.
Without a word, George pulled up the hem of his shirt and wiped the blood from his face, then got on this bike and cranked it. He waited for Stella to get on and then took off, trying not to drive as fast as he wanted.
* * *
Stella clung to George as they rode back to their house. She could actually feel the hatred rolling off his back. She was astonished that Jamie just showed up; couldn�t believe the audacity of the bastard. What the hell was he thinking?
When they entered the garage and the door went back down, she released the breath she�d been holding. She got off the bike slowly and helped George take off his helmet. She examined his face, skating her fingertips over his quickly swelling eye. �Are you hurt?�
George scowled in response, turning his head away from her touch. �I hope I broke that fucker�s face.�
�Well, it looked like that might be a possibility,� Stella retorted.
George gingerly got off his bike and stalked into the house. He walked to the freezer and grabbed a bag of frozen peas. Stella followed him. Cooper followed her, his tail frozen; he could tell something was wrong.
�Are you okay?� She touched his back, which was bloody and dirty from the fight.
�NO!� He turned and faced her, blood dried to his cheek and fury still in his eyes. His right eye was turning an angry purple and there was a ragged cut underneath it. There were scrapes along his chin and Stella reached up to wipe some of the blood off his jawline. �No, I�m not fucking okay! I�m not okay that the guy that shot you and kidnapped you just fucking showed up at our friends� fucking house like it was fucking nothing! I�m. Not. Fucking. Okay!� he yelled. His hands formed fists so tight he ripped his makeshift ice pack, peas scattering all over the floor.
�That�s a lot of fucks you got there,� Stella appeased, ignoring the peas. �Just think of it this way�we don�t have to look for him anymore.� She raised her eyebrows in appeal. It wasn�t like Stella to look for the positive in the situation�that was always George�s place.
�Awesome,� he agreed with an exasperated sigh. �Fucking great.�
�He�s here and he�s close. And confident enough in his asshole self to just �stop by,�� she pointed out. �Patrick didn�t know he was going to be there, either, George. He was just as shocked as we were.�
Cooper wagged his tail along the floor; swish, swish, swish. �Millie thinks you just beat the shit out of someone who works with Patrick.�
�Yeah, I guess that might be difficult to explain.�
�George.� Stella wrapped her arms gently around his waist and laid her head on his chest. �You beat someone up for me,� she said and laughed. �I feel like I�m in high school.�
George didn�t think that was funny at all. His face turned impossibly redder through the purple bruises and spots of blood; Stella couldn�t tell if he was embarrassed or enraged. �He�s lucky I didn�t have a gun,� he ground out against her hair. �I would�ve finished all this.�
Angry it is.
�Come on, Rocky.� Stella pulled him by his bruised and bleeding hand and led him up the stairs.
George kept the remaining peas on his face until they got into the bathroom. Stella took her clothes off and then undressed him, watching as he moved his ice pack further and further away from his face. She pushed him unceremoniously into the shower and grabbed a washcloth. Turning the rain cannon on, Stella soaked her washcloth with warm water and took the peas from George, throwing them outside the shower with a plop, stifling a giggle as more peas rolled out of the bag. She closed the glass door behind her and delicately began to wipe away the blood on George�s face.
�I love that you felt you needed to do that, George,� she admitted quietly, �but I don�t think it�s the way to solve this problem.�
George ran his hands up the sides of her body and then pulled her toward him. �And how do you suppose we solve this problem, El?� He leaned down and pulled her earlobe into his mouth.
She moaned and grabbed his face, kissing him as tenderly as she could, feeling like they couldn�t be close enough. She wished they could stay in this shower forever and hide from the world like they were in a warm, safe cocoon. She sighed into his chest. �George, I worry that I�m a bit like a hurricane and if you�re in the path you�ll be destroyed.� She pulled back and looked into his eyes. �I can�t take you getting hurt because of me.�
George gave a resigned sigh and ran one of his hands down her body, walking her to the bench. He sat down and enveloped her in his strong, safe arms, pulling her onto his lap and meshing his swollen lips to hers. His hands were all over her, like he couldn�t get enough.
�You think this may solve our problems?� she asked in between kisses.
�Less talking, more kissing,� George retorted, ignoring her.
* * *
George rolled over as the early morning light coming from behind the new shades Stella bought woke him. His entire body hurt. His ribs, his face, his fucking pride� He wanted to kill Jamie. I WILL kill Jamie. Now that he knew Jamie was back in town, taunting them both with his confident demeanor, it gave him more focus. Stella let out a sigh in her sleep and his heart clenched. He ran his hand down her leg. Both of his hands throbbed; he should�ve taken pain medication last night.
�Love?� he said and cleared his throat. He wished his mind wasn�t full of cobwebs.
Last night after their shower they�d shared wine and whiskey, too much wine and whiskey, both of them lost in their own thoughts of what this really meant for them. Jamie was back and it was go time for them both. Stella was going to be bait for the FBI and George needed a plan ready to get rid of that fucker once and for all. He�d call Jesse. Jesse would help him figure out what he needed to do.
Stella ran her fingertips over his chest for a few seconds before she opened her eyes and focused on him. Her eyes were full of regret, dreams lost, and determination. It was a strange combination, but quintessentially Stella and he knew she�d been dreaming again.
�Love?� he whispered again.
�Yes?� she answered perkily, arranging her lips in her perfect fake smile.
�Stop with the fake smile,� he said without moving his lips that much.
�You look like shit,� she observed, the smile falling off her face.
�I feel worse than shit. My face feels like someone kicked it with a boot after that boot stepped in a pile of shit.�
�Wow. That was really descriptive.� Stella leaned in and kissed his cheek. �Your lip is split. Does it hurt?�
�My entire face feels like it looks�like I was hit with a frying pan several times, El. Can�t you tell?�
She gave him an exaggerated once over.
George rolled onto his back. �I think we need to talk to Patrick. See what he knows about what�s going on.�
�I think you may need to go to a doctor.� Stella�s voice was full of concern and she ran her fingertips gently over his right cheek where his cut had begun to scab over.
�You should see the other guy.� He smirked and then stopped when he felt his lip crack.
�I did. I guarantee you he�s seen a doctor.�
George inhaled deeply and exhaled. �No. I�m fine. I have to go to the bar today anyway.�
�How are you going to explain�this?� Stella motioned in front of his face.
�I didn�t really think about that.� George closed his eyes. �I fell grilling?�
�Oh, I like it. Was there a hole by the grill?�
He stared at the ceiling. �I dug it myself and then fell in it while looking at my girl.�
�Because your girl was prancing around in her undies?� Stella giggled.
�Do you wear undies?� he asked, chuckling.
�No,� she said, grabbing his hand and putting it somewhere he loved.
�Ugh, I can�t even move this morning,� he moaned, his voice full of regret.
�Don�t worry, Rocky. I can.�

Chapter Six
Throwing Shit and Breathing

Cooper followed Stella around the house as she searched the rooms aimlessly, looking for her boxes. Then she remembered where she put them. She rushed to the top floor hallway and pulled the string attached to the panel on the ceiling until it groaned, the panel moving downward and releasing the ladder to the attic. She put down the wine bottle she was drinking from and climbed up carefully, inhaling the sweet, musty smell of old stuff. When she was at the top of the ladder, she looked around the attic to determine the area where her boxes were stored. Last year, George had brought everything to the attic from her apartment and she had no idea where he put anything up here. She spotted the box she was looking for a few piles to the left, thankfully not too far into the depths of the attic. Just as she stepped off the ladder and onto the creaky wooden planks, she heard a sound behind her and laughed out loud when she saw Cooper trying to climb his way up the ladder as well. He�d made it up two rungs and was frozen, panicked and whining.
�Damn it, Cooper.� She pulled the box over to the opening and climbed down the ladder until she was even with her dog. �No one invited you up here.� She carefully maneuvered herself over him until she stood on the floor and carefully guided Cooper down the ladder. �You don�t have to go everywhere I go, you know.� Stella smiled and petted his soft head. Cooper just wagged his tail.
Stella climbed back up and slid the box over to the top of the ladder. She lifted it to start her descent. �Shit, this is heavy,� she said to herself and tried just sliding the box down the ladder. When she got to the bottom, her feet firmly planted on the floor, she was able to carry the box easily. She turned and walked her box all the way down to the garage, as casual as could be, leaving the attic stairs down.
She opened the top of the box and peered in. She smiled�exactly the box she was looking for. She reached for her drink and remembered she�d left her wine upstairs. Fuck. Cooper followed her back upstairs where she grabbed the half-empty bottle of pinot noir. She took a huge gulp as she walked downstairs, a drop of the wine landing on her chin in her haste. She wiped it off with the sleeve of her yellow long-sleeve shirt, the wine soaking in the sleeve immediately. As she rounded the corner of the kitchen, she heard her phone notify her of a missed call and a text. For the love of shit! She was so tired of all the fucking tweets and media speculation lately. She ignored the phone and kept walking toward the garage.
�Sorry, Coop,� she said as she shut the door to the garage in his sweet, inquisitive face.
Stella bent and put her wine on a step stool off to the left of the door that led into the house. She�d been seeing her psychiatrist every week, but no matter how much therapy she was getting, she couldn�t wrap her brain around this one. The fact that her former fianc� might be trying to kill her, she was trying to expose him to the FBI, and her current boyfriend was dead set on killing said former fianc�. This was shit that happened in movies, not to regular people like her.
She carefully pulled a pilsner glass out of the box and unwrapped the newspaper around it. She�d taken such care when she packed her things. Now she didn�t care about any of it. Taking a deep breath, she squared her feet and threw the glass as hard as she could against the brick wall of the garage. She repeated this process until she felt like she could breathe again.
It took all twelve glasses.
As she started unwrapping the plates, the garage door began lifting. �Shit!� Stella breathed�George was home. He was supposed to be working tonight at the bar. There was nothing she could do to hide what she�d been doing.
At seeing all the broken glass on the side of the garage where he normally parked his bike, George pulled to a stop. He cut the ignition and, after small hesitation, took his helmet off and took in the situation.
�Sorry!� Stella called with a shrug. �I was going to clean up before you got home.�
�What are you doing?� George asked, his voice inquisitive, walking over to where she stood.
�Throwing shit. Breaking shit. Breathing.�
George eyed her curiously, then plucked the plate from her hand and threw it as hard as he could against the wall. Stella walked to the door and pressed the button to close the garage door, relaxing as soon as they were safely shut in their cave of broken glass and ceramic shards. The sounds of fragile objects smashing against brick was bizarrely soothing to her, but she didn�t think their neighbors would appreciate it.
�This is liberating,� he said, smiling.
Stella took another chug out of her wine bottle and smiled. �I�m glad you like it.�
�Oh, we�re drinking too?�
�Well, I am. You need to get your own bottle.� Stella pulled the bottle into her body protectively.
�You won�t share with me?� George raised one of his eyebrows.
�I�m sharing my dishes. That�s enough.�
Stella unwrapped two more plates and they took turns throwing them against the wall. George threw his like a frisbee and laughed. Stella stared at him.
�You�re weird.�
�Of course I am,� George agreed with a grin. �Aren�t you?�
Stella�s arms motioned all around the garage. �I think that�s clear.�
�Get me another plate,� George demanded.
�Hey, you don�t get them all!� Stella mock-pouted.
�You don�t pout well. I�m just as angry as you are.� He threw the plate she handed him and looked at her. �Okay, maybe not just as angry, but pretty fucking angry.�
�I should�ve killed him when I had the chance,� Stella said remorsefully through clenched teeth as she flung another plate against the wall.
�Doesn�t matter now.� George threw the next plate with all his might and it shattered into a million pieces.
�Well, I guess you�re right. We need a plan.� Stella finished her wine with one last slug.
�Let�s work on it,� George agreed, taking the empty wine bottle out of her hand and launching it at the wall.
They both flinched, for the first time, at the sound of exploding glass, and stared at the broken shards of glass and ceramic that were scattered all over the floor of the garage. Stella sighed. George wanted to help, but she knew from experience that wanting to do something and actually doing it were two different things. She had to finish this herself. Honesty.
�George, I think I have to finish this myself.�
�No,� he said shortly, and turned to her, determined. �We do everything together from now on, remember?�
�Not this,� she whispered and shook her head. �Not you.�
�El,� George pleaded with her, looking her directly in the eyes, �you�re not doing this without me. I can�t fucking understand why you keep pushing me away from you. We�re in it together. You can�t kill him; I will.� He shrugged like taking someone�s life would be easy.
Shock coursed through her body in waves and spurts. �No,� she breathed. �No, George. I won�t let you do that for me.�
�I don�t need your permission for shit, El.� His eyes clouded over with an expression she hadn�t seen before. It was indignation.
�What the fuck are you going to do, George? He will kill you. And if you get hurt because of me, it will end me. Do you hear me?!� she yelled. �END ME!� She started shaking involuntarily and wrapped her arms around herself, retreating inward.
�El,� George pulled her into him tight. �It�s okay, Love. It�s okay.�
It�s not okay. �Please promise me you won�t do anything stupid. I can�t�� her voice broke.
He held her, not giving in, not letting her go.
She used the one skill she knew always worked when it came to George and pushed him back against the hood of her mother�s car. He stumbled and looked at her with a mix of concern and amusement. She quickly unbuttoned his pants.
Argument over.
* * *
The press was more manageable than last year, but was ramping back up. Even two weeks after his fight with Jamie, there were still pictures of George, his face beaten and bruised, everywhere, coupled with speculation on it. He tried to stay out of it, but everything from

#dominatrixstellamurphytakesitoutonboygeorge to #jessevsgeorge to #falconfistsfly was splashed all over the media.
He was hiding in his office at the bar filling out paperwork, as usual, when his sister called for the third time, ostensibly �to see how he was doing.� Bullshit. She was digging, just like the media was, and he hated it. Why couldn�t everyone just leave them the hell alone?
�Hey.� He didn�t want to answer, but he did. He�d been avoiding his entire family, waiting for his face to heal.
�Will?� his sister, Kara, said in a question.
He and his older sister had always been close. He was closer to her than his other sisters and she was like his other half growing up. They were only a year and half apart and thicker than thieves as kids; they rode the bus together and, more often than he�d like to admit, got in fights defending each other and then sent home together. His dad had always made it clear to George that he was to take care of all of his sisters, even his older sister. He�d beaten up his share of asshole ex-boyfriends and gotten in other girls� faces defending his sisters. They were a team and he felt guilty not being around them much. He knew they all thought it was Stella that was keeping him from them, but it wasn�t. Was it?
�Yes, I know you saw the pictures. I was in a fight and I�m fine.� He answered all the questions in her voice before she had the opportunity to ask them.
�Who in the world did you get in a fight with?� Her voice dripped with disapproval.
�Doesn�t matter,� he retorted and leaned back in his office chair. His bruises were almost gone and were now shades of yellow and green.
�It does matter.� Her voice was defiant, borderline outraged.
He released a long breath. �Care Bear,� he used his longtime nickname for her, �I need you to leave it alone.�
�Well, fine,� she huffed. �The real reason why I called is my mortgage company called. Did you forget to pay my mortgage this month?� she accused.
�Oh, shit. Care�I�m sorry. With all that�s been going on, I totally forgot.� George pulled up his bank account online and sent a payment to Kara�s mortgage company. �Done.�
�Okay. Thanks.� She didn�t say anything else, but stayed on the line. The pause was uncomfortable and George closed his eyes. �People are saying you and Stella fought and she beat your ass.�
He sat up straight, eyes wide. �Again? I thought they were past that and on to Jesse��
�You should see the shit that�s out there, Will,� she said, her voice low and caring.
�Damn it!� he yelled. �It�s always something.� George pulled up Twitter and shook his head.
#fbibeautykicksbartendersass
#idletfbibeautybeatmyasstoo
#dontfuckwithfbibeauty
#bartenderisapussy
�Are you fucking kidding me?� George said to himself.
�Will, are you really willing to deal with all this�for her?�
George was silent for a beat. �I love her.�
�Sometimes love isn�t enough, Will,� she reminded him.
Like he didn�t fucking know.
�That�s fucking sad, Kara.�
�Isn�t it?�

Chapter Seven
Sex on Wheels

�So, my mom called and she wants her car back. Dad told her they couldn�t buy a new one right now. They�re coming to get the car this weekend.�
�Okay.� George stepped out of the shower and toweled off his body.
Stella, who was applying her �work makeup,� almost purred as she took him in from the mirror. �You�re beautiful,� she said, leaning into the mirror as she lined her eyelids. She had a press conference today for some major social media big-wig accused of something gross she couldn�t remember and she had to look her absolute best.
�Um�really?� George dried his hair with the towel. �Beautiful?�
�Yes. Every line of your body is so attractive to me. The simple act of��
He wrapped his still-wet arms around her, flipped her around and lifted her up to sit on the counter.
She giggled. �Stop!�
He forced her thighs apart to give him room to get between them. Pulling at the collar of her dress, he pressed his lips to her collarbone, then pulled her breast from her bra. Her head fell back, a moan escaping her lips when his mouth met her skin.
�I can�t�I have to get to work.� She laughed as he burrowed further into her neck. �Seriously.�
�Come on, you can be late,� George urged as he licked a trail down her neck.
�Not today. I have to go on TV today and tell everyone that this is an absurd accusation because it�s a private matter and that there�s no need for anyone to keep asking questions.�
George nipped at her neck. �You sound like you believe it,� he said sarcastically.
�I don�t have to believe it. I just have to sell it.� She pushed back on George�s still-damp chest.
�Well, you could sell me anything in that dress.� He looked her up and down from head to toe.
�I hope so, but you love me. It�s the people that don�t love me I have to sell a big pile of shit to.� She got down from the counter and straightened her dress. As she began to walk away from him she felt a snap on her ass. Stella turned her head quickly to see George giving her his 100 watt smile and waggling his eyebrows suggestively. �You�re relentless!�
She could still hear George laughing as she walked from the bathroom into the closet and put on nude heels to go with her vermilion sheath dress. They weren�t the �don�t fuck with me� shiv heels, but they were high and badass and, paired with the asymmetrical collar on the dress, she felt sexy, confident, and powerful. She grabbed her iPad and kissed George on the cheek, her nude lipstick making a barely noticeable mark. He stood in the doorway of the bathroom, his hair wet and towel wrapped around his waist. Stella wished she had an extra twenty minutes to take with him.
�I love you,� he said to her back.
�Not as much as I love you!� she called as she walked down the stairs with Cooper racing to beat her to the door.
* * *
�You�re a tough guy to get in touch with,� George pointed out when he finally got Jesse on the phone. He turned his back to the customers and faced the back of the bar.
�It�s football season, man. I told you this time of year would be hard. What�s up besides Stella beating the shit out of you?� he asked jovially. �Is that a sex thing? That�s kind of hot. I mean, not you, but her.�
A noise of protest escaped George�s mouth but died on his lips. Ignoring Jesse�s rambling, he launched into the reason why he�d been trying to get in touch with Jesse. �I figured out why we couldn�t find Jamie.�
�Why�s that?� Jesse countered.
�Because he�s back in DC, in the ATF.�
�You�re fucking with me.� Jesse�s voice was almost a growl. �How long?�
�I wish, man.� George fiddled with a tap that�d been leaking. �You should�ve seen his face.�
�Wait, that�s who you got in a fight with? You beat his ass?� Jesse asked, amused.
�Fuck yeah, I did. He waltzed out of Patrick�s house like he owned the motherfucker. I fucking tackled his ass,� he boasted. �I bet I broke his fucking nose, too.�
Jesse chuckled. �Damn, dude. I wish I would�ve seen that.�
�Yeah, that part isn�t what�s all over the internet, though. Only that El kicked my ass,� George hissed, annoyed as usual at the media. �Sometimes they blame it on you as the jealous other man, but usually it�s Stella. #fbibeautybeatsmorethanbartendersballs.�
�Ha!� Jesse laughed out loud. �You have to admit that�s funny.�
�No. It�s not funny,� George rebuffed.
�It is. The media doesn�t know shit and just assumed she kicked your ass. I mean�come on.� Jesse�s laugh filled George�s ear. �She is one badass chick.�
�Whatever,� George said, annoyed; he didn�t see any humor in telling everyone that his girlfriend beat him up. �What do we do now?�
�Well.� Jesse was silent for a moment. �I mean, we know where he is now, right? What do you want to do next?�
�You know what I want to do next.� George lowered his voice. �We just need to figure out how to do it.�
�I might know some people who know some people.� Jesse blew out a breath. �Give me a few days.�
* * *
Stella opened the door to the Challenger SRT8 and a sound inadvertently slipped out. She looked at George and caught him smirking at her. He�d told her to act like she didn�t like the car that much in front of the salesman, but she couldn�t help herself. It was a muscle car, powerful and perfect for her�pure, unadulterated sex on wheels with a shiny royal blue paint job and white stripes down the middle of the hood. The grey leather inside was shiny and filled her nose with the most delicious smell. She was practically salivating. It had a stick-shift. This is my fucking car.
The salesman was in his forties and had a small beer belly that rubbed up against her when he dropped the keys in her hand. She slipped into the driver�s seat while the salesman tried to fit himself into the backseat. George plopped down happily into the passenger seat and patted her thigh indulgently.
Stella turned the key in the ignition and her entire seat vibrated with the power. Her eyes widened. �Oh shit,� she said gleefully.
�What?� George asked, laughing at her reaction.
�I think I just had an orgasm,� she laughed.
George�s laugh filled the confines of the car. The salesman looked aroused but uncomfortable.
�If that�s the case, I�ll buy it for you right now,� George offered.
Stella�s eyes didn�t move from the road as she accelerated on a straightaway. The entire car warmed her heart and filled her soul with longing. �This car�� Stella clamped her mouth shut before she said something else sexual in front of the salesman.
�We�ll take it,� George confirmed, his eyes twinkling. He turned in his seat, facing the salesman. �Seriously. I will write you a check when we get back.�
�No,� Stella shook her head, �I�m buying it.� She wouldn�t mooch off George. He had enough mooches following him around.
�Let me get this for you, Love,� George pleaded, �and me.� He gave her his biggest dimpled smile.
�Negative,� she smiled at his dimples, �I�ll pay for my own shit. You already pay for too many things that aren�t for you.�
�You think seeing you have an orgasm every time you crank this car isn�t for me? That�s where you�re wrong.� He pointed at his lap.
She shook her head, laughing. �George, I really appreciate it, but I�ll be buying this myself.�
He stared out the window, defeated.
The salesman cleared his throat. �Will you be writing me a check as well?�
Stella smiled as she pulled back into the lot. �Damn right I will.� The car made her happy. Not much genuinely made her happy, but this car did. And if she could buy happiness, she would buy it with Jamie�s money.
* * *
Stella was cutting romaine hearts for the Caesar salad to go with the grilled chicken and veggies George had on the grill. She uncorked the wine and they were just waiting on her parents to get there. They�d called earlier and had checked into the Westin near Old Town. George put on his iPod and they were listening to The Lumineers. She swayed her hips to the beat of the song and hummed along.
Cooper was walking around in the kitchen like he was hungry. She leaned down and rubbed behind his ears, noticing the fur on his face was starting to turn white with age.
�I already fed you, pal.�
Cooper shook his ears back and forth. Stella went back to dancing around the kitchen, stopping when Cooper stood on his back legs and put his huge paws on her chest, wanting to dance with her.
�Oh, you want to dance, huh?� Stella put down the knife and danced with Cooper. He had loved dancing with her, and that bastard, Jamie, when he was a puppy. She hadn�t danced with him in too long. She tried not to move around too much; his hip seemed to be bothering him earlier.
The doorbell sounded and Cooper hopped down to bark at the front door. Every time he let out a loud, protective bark he would shake his head, like his own bark hurt his ears. Stella smiled as she opened the door and saw her parents standing on the front stoop being photographed.
�Sorry,� she said apologetically, pulling them in. �I was hoping they�d be off chasing someone else tonight.�
�Well, I don�t know why we�re shocked. We see it every fucking day on the news. Like people aren�t getting killed overseas or something. Hey, baby.� Her dad hugged her and looked around their house. Both of her parents rubbed Cooper�s back as they entered the den area.
�It�s going to be a very long ride home,� her mother said, narrowing her eyes at her husband and kissing Stella�s cheek. �Where�s George?�
�At the grill.� Stella motioned them further into the house. �So this is where we live.� Her parents scrutinized the decorations, the mess, and her appearance; she could see it in their eyes. �Dad, why don�t I get you a scotch and you can go help George with the food?�
�Sure,� he said, following her into the kitchen. Her father had aged since she�d seen him a few months ago; his white hair somehow looked whiter and his wrinkles had multiplied.
�You okay?� Stella asked quietly.
�I�m fine,� he almost grunted. He took the drink and walked outside on the back porch.
Her mother walked around the walls of the den, looking at George�s art. Stella poured her a glass of Chardonnay that her mom liked and walked over to her.
�Thanks. These pieces are lovely. Who did them?� She took the wine from Stella not taking her eyes off the paintings lining one wall of the den.
�Thomas Arvid. He�s from Atlanta so you probably recognize them.� Stella smiled and walked back into the kitchen. �All of his work is focused on wines. That one on the right is George�s favorite. It�s called �Friends in Town� and has all his favorite wines.� She went back to preparing the salad and busied herself in the kitchen, trying not to be bothered by her dad�s appearance. All parents get old, right?
�Oh, he�s always involved in the Atlanta wine festival. I have seen his work before. I love it.� Her mother walked toward the kitchen. �Can I help?�
�I got it handled.� Stella took a sip a wine and sprinkled the roasted pine nuts over the salad.
George came in and gave her mother a hug.
�It�s so good to see you, Mrs. Murphy,� he said jovially before turning to Stella. �Hey, Love, it�ll be about twenty more minutes on the chicken.� He slapped her ass and went back outside.
Her mother�s face tightened at their public exchange. �Did you take care of my car?�
�I sure did. She�s ready for you to have back, washed and full of gas.� Stella smiled. �Thank you so much for letting me borrow it.�
�Well, I wish your father would just let you have it. I�m happy to give it to you.� She leaned in conspiratorially. �I had my eye on a new little two-door BMW.�
Stella laughed at her mom and winked. �Not a word out of me. You should�ve told me that and I would�ve wrecked it.�
Miranda tucked her black bob behind her ears and shook her head. �That�s not funny, Stella. What are we going to do with you?�
Stella didn�t comment, only asked her mom to help set the table in the dining room that Stella had never eaten in. George brought in the chicken and vegetables and Stella got everyone�s salads done and on the table. They were just sitting down for dinner when her dad starting asking the questions she�d been avoiding for the past month and a half.
�So did they find out about the car? How it got here?�
And here we go� �So Jamie somehow got it here.�
�What!?� her dad yelled and jumped out of his seat.
She wasn�t surprised by his reaction, but it looked like her mother and George were. Stella had told her dad the basics of what happened after Key West, including the fact that Jamie shot her. She�d been putting off this conversation. She�d asked him not to tell her mother everything, but she wasn�t quite sure how much she knew about Jamie�s involvement.
�Stella Eugenia Murphy. Why the fuck haven�t you told us this before now?�
�Damn, Dad, watch your language,� she deadpanned.
Miranda looked stricken and sick all of a sudden. �I thought��
�What does this mean?� Stella�s dad boomed in the small dining room.
�As you�re aware, there was a bomb and a death threat waiting for me when I got back to town.� Stella shrugged. �It just turned out to be Jamie instead of someone connected to the Montana testimony.�
�You mean someone else connected to the Montana case,� her dad chided, reminding her he knew about Jamie, but not making it too obvious to her mother.
�Fine,� Stella said loudly, slamming her silverware down.
Her dad was pacing the length of the room, which was five steps in one direction; watching him panic was driving her crazy. George was silent, looking at Stella. Her mother was watching her father pace.
�Dad, sit down and eat,� she insisted. �We�ll talk.�
�I don�t understand why you haven�t told us this.� Her mother�s was voice shaking with emotion as her father gave a final huff and sat down.
�I�m just trying to keep you guys out of it. I�m working with the FBI. We�ll get him,� Stella said confidently.
�Oh, you�re working with the same people who fired you because you were shot by some fucking lunatic,� her father spouted off. �That sounds like a great fucking idea, Stella.�
�I don�t understand,� her mom repeated.
�The less you know, the better, Mom.�
Miranda shook her perfectly coiffed black bob. �I��
�I�ll be fine,� Stella soothed unconvincingly.
�This is bullshit,� her dad blurted. He drained his scotch glass and then charged outside, slamming the door.
Stella met George�s eyes across the table. He smiled weakly.
�Stella, I think I�ve lost my appetite.� Her mom was apologetic as she got up and followed her father outside.

Chapter Eight
Lunch Box

Monday, after her parents left, Stella walked a block from her office and sat at a bench overlooking the street. Her parents� visit had been very tense, mostly because her dad never got over the fact the bomb was from Jamie. She�d been trying to keep them out of all that was going on, but obviously she needed to update them more. She looked at her watch, then her cell phone out of habit, for the time and laughed out loud at herself. I can�t tell fucking time anymore. Pushing her sunglasses up her nose, she looked around, becoming impatient. A few minutes later, she felt someone sit down next to her.
�Nothing like being late,� she joked.
�Well, this ain�t real convenient for me,� the man said and unbuttoned his suit coat.
�So, I wanted to see if I could get your advice on a few things.� Stella leaned back and watched the people walking up and down K Street.
�Oh, I�m sure I wanted to take my lunch break to help you out, FBI Beauty.�
�Stan. Stop being such an ass.� Stella pulled in a deep breath. There weren�t that many seasoned attorneys that she knew and could trust. Stan warned her last year and she felt like she could trust him implicitly. �I got a death threat after my testimony and now I�m dealing with the FBI about the situation. I want to handle certain things my own way.�
�Are you seriously asking me how to get around the FBI?� Stan leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees, and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. �So hypothetically, I would get whoever I wanted to get to admit to me their involvement in the crime that I didn�t know about.�
�Do you mean agree to wear a wire?� Stella�s eyes grew enormous. That was a huge gamble with Jamie.
�What I�m saying is that I, Stan, would have my phone record someone saying they did something that I didn�t know about. I would be shocked to find out what they did and that there was no any evidence to support it. Then I would take that to the FBI in astonishment that he did what he did and offer to help in any way I could.�
�Now, that does make sense.� Stella�s mind started running through scenarios where she could get Jamie to admit to what he did but not give away the fact she already knew he�d done it.
�So hypothetically, you know who shot you,� Stan said, standing and pulling up his pants. He glanced at Stella before looking at their surroundings.
�Hypothetically?� Stella looked across the street at a man with a camera, who was acting like he was taking pictures of everything but her. �Not at all. You need to leave. Now,� she said as she shot up and began walking briskly to the left toward her building.
Fucking vultures. She didn�t look back, hoping she noticed the cameraman before he got a shot of her with Stan. She was trying to keep everyone away from this thing. Stan didn�t need any questions about her from the FBI.
* * *
On Saturday morning, Millie, Stella, and Cooper were lounging out on the back porch drinking beer and reading. The October morning was too chilly for bathing suits, but they had on shorts and short sleeves. They were going to grill out in a few hours, but were just having an awesome lazy day.
�Have you read this?� Stella asked, holding her Kindle up.
�What?�
�It�s so good. I mean, he�s so hot and they have really good sex. The two main characters have known each other since they were at a foster home together. Of course, they�re with different people and completely tortured. She goes to law school, but her life is shit and she doesn�t take the bar. That�s bullshit. Can you imagine going to law school and not taking the bar?�
�No way in hell,� Millie retorted.
�I mean, I went to law school and my life is shit, but I still took the bar.� Stella pushed her sunglasses up her nose. She�d pulled her hair back into a very unattractive ponytail that suited their backyard lounge lizard morning. �It�s super yummy,� she concluded. �You should read it.�
�Loan it to me?�
�Sure. I�m done with the first book. There are two of them.�
�I�m reading the last book in that series about breathing. It�s an emotional roller coaster. I kind of want to stab the main character.�
�You�re so violent, Millie.� Stella laughed. �I don�t know why you read such dramatic shit. There�s no need for that.� She shrugged. �I�ve got enough emotional bullshit for ten people.�
�True story,� Millie confirmed.
Stella stood up and went to the cooler; Cooper got up and followed her. �Coop, we�re not going anywhere, calm down.� She reached in and grabbed a beer. �You want one?�
Millie nodded and put her hand out toward Stella.
Stella twisted the top off the beer. �So, I have this new app on my phone that George and I have been using. It�s awesome. It�s like a walk-talkie for your phones.�
�Like old school walkie-talkies?� Millie asked, her eyes interested.
�Yeah. It�s called Voxer and it�s like an audio text message. Also, you can do it without using your minutes and it�s easier than calling someone.� She motioned toward Millie�s phone. �Give me your phone.�
�Don�t you have to have handles for walkie-talkies?� Millie asked as Stella installed the app on her phone. �My dad used to have a CB radio. His handle was Grizzly Bear.�
Stella burst out laughing. �Grizzly Bear?�
�What? That was when Smokey and the Bandit was big; he was big like a bear and mean as fuck too. Pretty accurate name.�
Stella was still laughing. �We should come up with really stupid handles for everyone and put this app on everyone�s phone.� Stella snorted just thinking about it. �Billy can be No Balls!�
�What would yours be?� Millie giggled.
�Hmmm. We need to come up with good ones for us.� Stella was quiet while thinking. �Oooooooh, Jesse�s can be Plays with Balls!�
�Oh, I get it! All the boys will be some sort of ball name?�
�You�re so bright,� Stella said sarcastically.
�Ours can be boxes,� Millie suggested, snorting a little when she burst into giggles.
Stella nodded. �I have a magic box.�
�You can call me Jewelry Box,� Millie laughed.
�Does that mean that you have a bedazzled vajayjay?� Stella pondered for a moment. �You can call me Toy Box.�
�Lunch box?� Millie squeaked out in between laughs.
�Oh. My. Shit.� Stella snorted and spit beer across the porch.

Chapter Nine
Curiosity

Stella was in her car the following week and pulled out her phone, tapping the Voxer app. �Breaker breaker, Hairy Ball.� She chuckled. �I got a couple of ideas. We�ll talk tomorrow.� She and Patrick had been talking about the Jamie situation, but she didn�t want to discuss it with him with everyone around during the weekend.
She got an immediate answer. Voxer was so much better than texting or calling.
�Tomorrow, 5:30.�
�10-4.�
�What�s your 20?� Patrick came through.
�Going into the office now,� she said into her phone.
�I don�t have that much hair on my balls. And I have two balls. Pick another handle for me.� His voice was annoyed.
Stella couldn�t contain her laughter.
�Be safe.�
�Always,� she answered and put her phone back in her purse. She got in the elevator and punched in the 11th floor and watched her feet, thinking about how she would get Jamie to admit to everything, as the car ascended. She took her foot out of her shoe and wiggled her toes, hoping for some relief from her new red heels. They were fabulous-looking, but hurt like a bitch. The elevator dinged and she slipped her shoe back on, looking up as the doors opened.
He was standing at the elevator bank, waiting for the elevator with a bunch of other people.
She gasped and then tried to hide her surprise. She elbowed by him and walked into the lobby of the firm. She felt him following her and tried her best to ignore him. She smiled at Brenda and walked around the receptionist desk into the back hallway.
�Stella?� Jamie called from the lobby.
She thought about what Stan said and stopped. She calmly counted to thirteen and turned around, walking back to the lobby. �Yes?� Her expression was passive, as if she had no idea who he was.
He smiled that all-American smile she�d been used to in college. �I was wondering if you had a few minutes to talk about a legal issue I�ve been having.�
Brenda spun around to take in Stella�s reaction.
�Did you make an appointment?� Stella said, following his lead, her face remaining blank.
�I was hoping you�d have a few minutes.� He glanced at Brenda and shrugged in an �aw, shucks� way.
Stella�s skin crawled with unease. �I�m sorry, Mr.�� she started, still playing along.
�Ryder,� he answered easily.
�Mr. Ryder. You�ll have to make an appointment with Brenda; I�m late for a meeting.�
�That�s too bad.� His eyes twinkled as if to say �game on.�
Stella turned on her heel and walked as casually as she could back to her office. She closed the door and sank into the chair, her legs shaking. Motherfuck. She was going to have to figure out how to record him admitting to shooting her like she didn�t know already. If that�s what she needed to give Agent Harris to cover her own ass, that�s what she�d get.
* * *
George was typing out a piece on new legislation that Senator Ashby from Virginia was introducing aimed at stricter gun control. He loved this part of his job�reading the legislation and finding any holes in it or all the pet projects added to the legislation in order to obtain votes from other Senators. This was the fun part. There was money allocated to study ticks in this particular piece of gun legislation. Because that makes sense. He shook his head as his phone rang. �What�s up?�
�I feel like I�ve been run over by a fucking truck, dude,� Jesse complained into the phone.
�Didn�t you?� George asked. He�d watched the Falcons game last night and Jesse had gotten his block knocked off.
�I�m serious. I haven�t gotten out of bed all day.�
�You okay?�
�Fucking concussion,� Jesse replied. �It�s the third one in my NFL career.�
�You worried?�
�Fuck yeah, I�m worried. All those tests that show football players die after they quit playing and all the concussions really take a toll of players� bodies�shit, man.�
�I know,� George agreed. �You got your doctors on it?�
�They do what they can, man. What can I say? It comes with the territory, you know?�
�Yeah, I guess it does.� George pulled up his email and was sifting through them when he saw an email from his ex-girlfriend, Jessica. Curious, he opened it.
Will,
I hope things are going well for you. I�ve noticed you�re writing again. I think I have a job that you may be interested in. Call me. My number�s the same.
Jessica
He noted that the signature of the email was from Senator Ashby�s office; she must be working for him now. He was re-reading the email again and thinking about the things they did to each other when they both worked on the House side of the Hill when Jesse�s voice brought him back to the present.
�George?� he heard Jesse saying.
�Oh, sorry, dude. What did you say?�
�I said I haven�t gotten any closer to the Jamie situation, but I have two bodyguards that have gotten rooms next to Stella and Millie�s room in New York.�
�That�s awesome, man. Thanks.�
�Have you told her we�re doing that yet?� Jesse asked.
�I think I�ll tell her when she gets there and meets them. You know her, she�d pitch a fucking fit about being independent and shit.� George smiled just thinking about her likely reaction to bodyguards for her and Millie in New York. He wouldn�t have done it if she hadn�t been such an ass about them going by themselves.
�I�d hate to be you during that call.� Jesse laughed. �I gotta go, man, I need some more pain meds.�
�Feel better,� George said.
�I�m trying.�

Chapter Ten
Porn Martinis

Stella brushed her teeth and looked in the mirror. She�d just taken a sleeping pill so hopefully she�d sleep soundlessly. George downplayed her nightmares and talking in her sleep, but she was sharing her hotel room with Millie and didn�t want to scare the shit out of her friend. She was dreading it, but didn�t know how to force Millie into paying for her own room in New York when Stella was the one who�d invited her.
On the outside, she�d perfected the calm, composed fa�ade. In direct contrast to the outside, Stella�s insides were churning. Therapy, which was supposed to help her mind, was forcing her to face things she didn�t want to and her nightmares had actually gotten worse.
Reluctantly, Stella walked to the left side of the bed and grabbed her iPod. She selected a soothing playlist full of The Civil Wars and Ben Harper. Hitting play, she got into the bed and smiled at Millie, who was reading on her Kindle.
�What are you reading?� Stella asked.
�Oh my shit, it�s so good. It�s about a con artist, a tattoo artist and a drug lord.�
�Um�okay.� Stella sunk into the bed.
�You�d love it. I�m Team Camden, but whatever,� Millie said, knowing Stella didn�t care.
�You�re on a team for the book?� Stella asked, her eyebrows raised in skepticism.
�There�re teams for all books,� Millie responded flippantly.
�I wasn�t aware of that, Millie. I�ll keep it in mind next book I read.� Stella laughed and put her earbuds in. She only heard a few songs before her sleeping pill kicked in and she was asleep.
Her body tingled with the feeling she got right before she threw up; she felt both hot and cold. It was that feeling that makes you want to vomit so bad just to get it over with, to feel better; the feeling that there�s something sitting on your chest and pressing down on your organs. She looked around quickly, taking in her surroundings. It was Finnegan�s, but no one was there except her. All of a sudden, she heard a shot ring out from the back of the bar where the office was located. She went to spring into action and run to where the sound came from, but her limbs were moving at a pace only a turtle would be proud of. She looked down to see why should couldn�t move and her chest opened and began oozing blood down her body. A scream stuck in her throat as she heard labored footsteps behind her. Painstakingly, she turned her head to see George walking toward her, holding his chest, blood pouring from a hole near his heart. She looked down at her chest and then at his. He took another step and then collapsed, face-first, directly in front of her feet.
�George!� she cried. All of sudden she could move again. She screamed, squatted down and turned him over. His body was hard, like he�d already been embalmed. Stella screamed again as her blood mixed with his and pooled under his body.
She jolted awake when someone touched her arm. Millie had turned a lamp on and was looking at her, her eyes full of fear. �You okay?� Millie whispered.
Stella looked at the clock; it was four o�clock in the morning. Well, at least she�d made it through most of the night. She ran her hand through her now shoulder-length bob, her fingers catching in the sweat drenched hair. �I think you know the answer to that,� Stella quipped as she got up and walked to the bathroom.
* * *
The next day, Stella and Millie had attempted to go to breakfast early before the interview started, but were blocked in their room by two burly men guarding the door.
�Excuse us.� Stella tried to squeeze through the men�s shoulders.
�Ms. Murphy, Ms. Rodriguez, we�re meant to stay with you while you�re in New York,� the bigger of the two said.
�What?� Millie said from behind Stella.
�I�m confused,� Stella replied, peering at Millie.
�We�re your bodyguards this weekend,� the other man-beast barked.
�Why are you our bodyguards?� Millie asked from behind the wall of man. She put her right arm between the men and maneuvered around them. She stood with her hands on her hips in the hallway, waiting for an explanation.
�Will and Jesse thought it�d be a good idea.� One of the men shrugged.
Stella�s eyebrows raised. �They did what now?�
�El, I guess this is what we get for refusing to allow a boy to accompany us here.� Millie narrowed her eyes at the men. �You have to follow us everywhere?�
They both nodded.
�Fuck.� Stella sighed. �Come on, Mil, I�m in need of caffeine and food. Tweedledee, Tweedledum, you hungry?�
Millie and Stella decided just to grab coffees and chocolate croissants at the coffee shop in the hotel. The two men hovered near their table.
�Can you at least sit the fuck down with us?� Stella asked, annoyed. �You�re drawing more attention to us.� She motioned to the gawkers pointing cameras and cell phones at them.
Millie and Stella�s phones started dinging with notifications as the men sat at the table but continued to case the area for potential threats.
Millie laughed out loud and pointed to her phone. �These are awesome, El.�
#fbibeautyondoubledate
#walkofshamefbibeauty
#nycfbibeautysnewmanishuge
�Why the fuck do they still call me FBI Beauty? It�s annoying as shit; I don�t even work for the FBI anymore,� Stella complained after looking at Millie�s phone.
Millie shrugged, then gave a borderline orgasmic groan as she took a bite of her chocolate croissant, making both of the bodyguards turn to look at her. �Do you think we can buy, like, ten of these to take home, El? They�re ah-mazing.�
Stella looked around at all the tourists with their phones out, taking pictures. She wanted to flip them off but resisted. �Mil, can I give them all the fucking bird?�
�Negative.� Millie�s voice was muffled because her mouth was full. �Fuck,� she said when chocolate dropped on her pale yellow sweater dress. �Damn, I�m going to have to change now. I can�t let Diane Sawyer think I�m a slob.�
Stella pulled out her phone and hit George�s name on Voxer. �Breaker, breaker, Busted Balls. You should�ve told me about the goons.� She smiled at them. �No offense.�
�None taken,� the guy sitting next to her said. �Jesse said you were kind of a handful.�
�Did he now?� Stella asked.
�Better to beg for forgiveness than to ask for permission, Love,� George�s voice came through her phone. �And leave my balls alone.�
* * *
After an hour of Millie trying on every piece of clothing either one of them brought, they walked into the hotel room that had been reserved for Stella�s interview.
Millie greeted a woman with a clipboard. �Stella Murphy is here.�
�Oh, she�s right on time, great. Makeup is over there.� The woman pointed into the bedroom of the suite.
Diane Sawyer was already there drinking coffee and getting the finishing touches on her makeup and hair. She was more beautiful in person than Stella expected. As Stella made her way over to the chairs set up for hair and makeup, her stomach flipped and she was glad she�d taken her medication already. She put on her fake smile.
Diane Sawyer got up when she saw Stella and a brilliant smile spread across her face. �Stella Murphy, right?�
�Yes, ma�am,� Stella said, shaking her hand nervously. �This is Camille Rodriguez.�
�Nice to meet you both, but please, don�t call me �ma�am.� You make me feel my age.� She laughed and sat back down in the chair. �Come sit. The faster this part is done the sooner we get to the real fun.�
Stella nodded and looked at the woman with blue streaks in her hair that was motioning for Stella sit in the chair in front of her. Stella tried not to freak out about this particular woman doing her hair or makeup�it wouldn�t go over well if the FBI Beauty showed up on network television with unnaturally streaked hair. This person was obviously a professional, though. Right?
�Now, Stella, let�s get to know each other a little,� Diane said as soon as Stella was settled and being primped. �I�ve been doing research on you before today and I�m really glad to meet you.�
�Thank you,� Stella replied. This entire situation was so surreal. She was having a difficult time believing it was her reality, which was really no different than the last year and a half.
�Thank you for letting us do the interview, Stella. I�m told it�s the only one you�ll be doing, is that right?� Diane asked.
�Yes. I don�t want to be in the spotlight, but I know people have questions and this is the easiest way to answer them all at one time,� she answered, reciting what Greg and Millie had been telling her for months.
�Well, I�ll try to be gentle.� Diane Sawyer laughed and her phone rang. She answered it and Stella tried to catch her breath.
I�m fucking talking to Diane Sawyer.
The woman doing her hair leaned in her ear. �You�ll be fine.�
Stella glanced in the mirror at the woman and mouthed �thank you,� not trusting her voice.
Diane got up from her chair and the makeup artist came over to Stella and starting putting makeup on her face.
�I want to make sure it looks natural,� Stella said, surprised by the abruptness of the makeup application.
The makeup artist nodded and kept applying. When she was done, she walked off, allowing Stella to see herself in the mirror. She looked like a clown. Panicked, she looked for Millie.
�Did you see where my friend went?� Stella asked anxiously.
The hair stylist pointed toward the couches where Diane Sawyer and Millie were talking like they were old friends. Stella stood up and willed her legs to move.
Millie, seeing her face, stood up and exclaimed, �You look awesome!�
�It�s not too much makeup?� Stella asked. She touched her cheek. �I sort of feel like a clown.�
�It looks like it�s too much to you now, but on camera, it will look natural. I promise.� Diane moved to a chair directly across from the couch and motioned for Stella to sit. �Let�s get started. Do you want any water or anything?�
�I�ll get it,� Millie offered immediately and hurried across the room to where a couple of bottles of water were waiting. She grabbed one and turned to see Stella�s anguish morph into relief. �Here you go.� She put the water on the table in front of Stella and gave her a reassuring smile. Then she moved behind Diane Sawyer to take in the interview. Stella straightened her black and grey striped dress and crossed her legs.
�Stella Murphy, I just want to say first, that we�re so happy to be sitting down with you today. I know this is uncomfortable for you and that you�re a private person, so I wanted to thank you.� Diane leaned down and put her pad on the table between them.
�I�m happy to clear up some of the misinformation that�s out there about me and you�re my favorite journalist, so you won the prize,� Stella said mischievously.
Millie smiled at the immediate and total 180 Stella did. She went from looking like she was about to puke to the calm, confident person Mille knew her to be. Stella smiled and pretended she was in a courtroom.
�Well, I�m not sure I�m your favorite reporter. I did hear that your boyfriend is a reporter, so I guess second best will have to do.� She laughed. �So let�s start easy. How are you doing?�
�I�m in a strange place,� Stella admitted, �because my testimony is over right now but there�s a pending investigation for the recent threats against me. I think, all in all, I�m doing okay. I�m working, which makes me happy. I�m living with the love of my life, which makes me extremely happy. And I�m really just trying to put all of this behind me.�
�You have a really healthy attitude about things. I have to say I see what�s happened to you and I feel so sorry for you. I don�t know what I would do if my fianc� died, I got shot, turned into a celebrity overnight, had to testify in a federal trial, and then received death threats.� Diane�s voice was sympathetic.
�Well, when you put it like that, I may need to throw up.� Stella made a move to get up and then sat back down.
Diane laughed politely. �We know so much about you that a normal person would keep private; how are you dealing with that?�
�I honestly think that�s the worst part of this entire experience,� she paused, �and yes, that includes getting shot. I just want to go back to the days when I could run with my dog and it wouldn�t end up all over the internet.�
�Well, you have to understand the media�s fascination with you.�
Stella shook her head. �I really don�t. My friends tell me it�s because I�m very tragic,� she smirked and looked at Millie.
�Well, I�m not sure it�s that, Stella. It�s because all of these things keep happening to you and you keep going. Also, it doesn�t hurt that you�re a very attractive woman. The many pictures of you scantily clad helped fuel the �FBI Beauty� moniker.�
�Ugh, I hate that name.� Stella rolled her eyes and took a sip of water.
�Why?�
�Because I worked for the General Counsel for the FBI approximately three weeks before I was shot�I don�t even work for them anymore and I�m not beautiful. I�m very normal-looking and just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.�
�You don�t think you�re beautiful?� Diane Sawyer raised her eyebrows at Stella, showing she didn�t believe her.
�No, I don�t. I think you�re beautiful. I think beautiful is different to everyone. Nothing about me is beautiful right now and that�s my opinion. It�s a stupid name.� She took another sip of water. �About the pictures�I was in college and wearing a bathing suit. Most regular college students go to the pool or beach and have pictures taken.� She shrugged. �Mine just happened to be broadcast on TV.�
Diane swiftly changed the subject. �When you woke up in the hospital, who was with you?�
�George and my parents,� she answered easily.
Diane smiled kindly at Stella. �When you mention George, your entire face lights up.�
�My entire body lights up when I think about George,� Stella agreed.
�Now, there has been some speculation that you two have been on the rocks since you left to go to Atlanta. You guys still going strong?�
�Yes. He is the purest soul I�ve met. I�ve been lucky enough to be loved by him and he�s ruined me for anything that comes next.�
�What does that mean?� Diane prodded.
�It means George is it for me; he�s the only man that I ever want to be with. If he decides he doesn�t want me around, I may buy the house next door to him,� she chuckled, �simply to be in his presence every day.�
�Wow, Stella. You are in love.�
Stella nodded. �Utterly and completely.�
�So you and Jesse?�
�Are very close friends, just like Patrick, Millie and Billy.� Stella smiled up at Millie; they�d gone over this answer. �The friends that I have are so important to me; they�re the family that I got to pick. They�ve been there for me through all this and are still with me. You can�t even imagine some of the things they�ve had to put up with.�
�Like what?�
�Well, Millie helped handle all the media inquiries after I was shot, on top of her job at the Department of Education. Patrick and Billy helped me get through the worst time in my life after Jamie�s funeral. Jesse has been there for me every second after we met and he is a forever friend, one that will stick with you.�
�So there�s never been anything between you and Jesse.� The statement was a question.
�Do you mean did we ever date?� Stella said, shifting uncomfortably in her chair.
Diane nodded.
Stella breathed out in relief. �No, we never dated.� That was true.
Diane smiled. �There are rumors that you two had an affair. Let�s just clear the air. Did you ever have sex with Jesse McIntyre?�
Stella looked down at her hands. She could say she wouldn�t answer, which would be an answer, or she could just answer the fucking question.
�When I wasn�t with George, Jesse and I were involved, but we weren�t dating. He�s turned into a very good friend of mine,� Stella cleared her throat, �and George�s,� she added as an afterthought.
�George is okay with you being friends with someone you had sex with?�
�Diane, I don�t mean to sound rude, but this is going off in a direction I wasn�t planning on talking about.�
�Okay...okay.� Diane put her hands up in surrender. �Changing the subject just a little. It seems like you�re surrounded by men taking care of you. Feminists have called you �the anti-strong woman.� What do you think about that?�
�I like that name better than �FBI Beauty,� that�s for sure.� Stella shrugged and let out a breath; she was getting tired of this interview. �I mean, I�m lucky. I have a best girlfriend, but I just happen to have more guy friends than girlfriends. I�m sort of guyish� I guess. I drink beer and cuss. I don�t do girly too much. So it just fits.�
�You look pretty girly now.� Diane laughed and pointed at her tight dress and black tights. Stella had also borrowed Millie�s trendy black and grey necklace; she didn�t own anything like it herself. Diane looked down at Stella�s shoes, just noticing them. �Whoa, look at those shoes. I�m going to stay over here.�
�Oh, well that�s the �girly� thing I�ve discovered lately�I love heels. I got these especially for this interview and riding on the back of George�s motorcycle.�
�Put your foot up so everyone can see these.� Diane pointed for the cameraman to get a close-up of Stella�s heel.
Stella raised her right foot and looked at her black six-inch heel with silver spikes shooting out of the toes. She shook her foot a little bit. �You like them?�
�I actually love them and love that you wore them here. Though I hope you don�t kick me.�
�I won�t,� Stella laughed. �Unless I�m provoked, of course.�
�Let�s talk about your tattoos. How many do you have?� Diane asked.
�Three.�
�Okay, everyone knows about your back. What else?�
�I have �I�m the hero of this story� on my back as well and �fighter� on my ribcage,� Stella confirmed.
�What�s the fascination with tattoos?� Diane asked.
�I don�t know, but I love having my tattoos. The one that�s so big on my back is a regret that I have, but in a way it�s a reminder. I used it initially to warn people from talking to me or getting close to me. It worked for most people,� she smiled at the thought, glad it hadn�t worked on everyone. �It memorializes a place in time and reminds me how far I�ve come, you know?�
�Do you plan on getting more?�
�Have I planned my next one?� Stella asked. �No, but I usually get tattoos when I feel like I need them. They�re similar to jewelry to me, except they�re permanent. They�re beautiful and have deep meaning to the people that have them. I can see myself getting more.�
�Well, I�m sure we�ll hear all about them when you do.� Diane laughed.
�I hope not. I�m looking to get away from that sort of scrutiny,� Stella said sincerely. �I�m hoping that this interview answers all the questions people have for me and then they can get back to what�s important. Real news.�
Diane cleared her throat. �So, changing the subject a bit� Stella, you woke up to a totally different life than before you were shot. What�s the one thing you wish you could change?�
�I don�t know if I could just name one, Diane. Things have settled down a bit, but the media is always around our house. I couldn�t run with Cooper for a while; I�m just getting to where I can do that again. I have a constant pain in my upper torso from all the injuries I sustained from the shooting, but I�m slowly getting back to normal. I�m slowly getting my life back, but I�ve had to fight for it all. I�ll continue to fight because I just want normalcy.�
�Everyone is touting your testimony as the reason the Defendant was convicted so quickly. Was it difficult to face your attacker?�
�He was just one of three attackers and I�d much rather face the attacker than be like Trey Williams, Jeffery Riggins, and Peter Richardson, who died during the attack. It was a very difficult experience because I�m used to coming at it from a different perspective. Attorneys are the worst witnesses, I�ve been told.� Stella laughed. The three men that died during that explosion were always lingering in her mind; she never got closure because the funerals were held before she woke up. She could�ve easily died with them. Stella didn�t really know any of them, but felt a sort of kinship with them.
�Let�s take a quick break.� Diane got up and walked over to the table for a bottle of water.
Stella stood up and walked over to Millie. �Am I doing okay?�
�You�re doing great,� Millie confirmed.
After a quick bathroom break, Diane launched back into questions about her parents, law school and her job.
�So your new job is dealing with public figures that have gotten themselves in some sort of trouble.�
�Well, that�s not how I would characterize what I do.� Stella shifted in her seat and took a subtle breath. �I handle legal issues that arise when there�s excessive media attention and public scrutiny.�
�Do you miss the General Counsel�s office?�
�I really like what I do now and I have personal experience that helps our clients know that I can help. I�ve been where they are and know how to take steps to get them out of the frying pan.�
�The frying pan?� Diane asked.
�Being in the media, whether you�re a darling or demonized, is difficult. So I equate it to being in a frying pan. If you�re in there for a few seconds, it�s nice and warm; if you�re in there longer than that, you start to crack and burn.�
�Which do you think you were? A darling or a demon?�
�Both.� Stella took a sip of water. �I think initially people were happy I lived, you know? Then the media took every attempt to tear me down.�
�Give me an example.�
�This is going to sound so stupid when you look at what all has happened to me, but I made one C in law school and the media turned that into I almost failed out of law school. Wherever I went, they were there; it was pure madness for a while. I�m hoping to get back to a normal, very boring, life.�
�Do you really think that will happen? I mean, you�ve chosen a job, in Washington, that lands you on the TV on a routine basis.�
FUCK.
The rest of the interview was just as excruciating. Stella felt as if she�d been physically beaten as she left the hotel suite. Millie put her arm over Stella�s shoulders and guided her to the elevators. Dumb and Dumber were standing outside the suite and followed them to the elevators.
�You did really good, El.� Millie pushed the button for the elevator. �Really well. I�m proud of you.�
Stella pulled her phone out of her purse and turned it on, listening to it chirp with a million different messages. They piled into the elevator and the two human machines took up over half of the car.
�So do you two mammoths have names?� Stella asked.
�I�m Savage,� the one with a tribal neck tattoo answered.
�Razor,� the other one barked.
Millie and Stella both burst out laughing. �Those aren�t names,� Millie snorted, practically dissolving into giggles. �Come on, your mama didn�t name you Razor.�
�Joe?� Stella suggested. �Tom?�
�Mark? Camden?� Millie asked through giggles. �Javier?�
Razor and Savage didn�t flinch. Stella looked at herself, still a little shaken from the interview, then at Millie, who was trying to get a hold of herself, and finally to Dumb and Dumber. She shook her head. Thanks to George and Jesse and their uber-protectiveness, they were riding in the weirdest elevator that Stella had ever been on.
She slumped against the glass wall. �Well, that was horrific,� she said to herself. The elevator announced something she couldn�t decipher. It sounded like a toad croaking out numbers.
�What the fuck did the elevator just say?� She looked at Millie, who cocked her head to the side in a question.
�No clue.�
The announcement came again and the elevator stopped on their floor. Stella burst out laughing. �She�s slurring so much it sounds like a drunk lady announcing the floors,� she observed loudly and snorted.
�That...is fantastic. Do you think there�s like, a lady somewhere that�s been drinking since nine am that calls the floors? Like a live-action elevator?� Millie doubled over with laughter. �I�m about to piss myself.�
�I want that job,� Stella giggled as they made their way to their room. �Let�s get our shit and go get drunk. Razor, Savage, we�re going to get drunk. You�re more than welcome to guard our bodies at the bar.�
�Oh, on $10 beers?� Millie held the door open for Stella.
�Nope. On $20 martinis! To the bar!� she decreed as she grabbed her purse and headed for the door. �I�m never doing that again.�
�What? Getting on the elevator?� Millie stopped abruptly behind Stella on their way out the door. �I�m not walking down 22 flights of stairs.�
�No, another interview. That was fucking stressful.� She ran her hand through her hair and smoothed her dress.
�You did really well, though, Stella. You�ll see.�
�Whatever,� Stella walked toward the drunk elevators, �I just hope I can get ahead of all the coverage this time.�
�What do you mean?�
Stella didn�t look at Millie. �A storm is brewing, I can feel it. I just hope I can get in front of it instead of getting caught in it this time.�
Millie contemplated this while they waited for the elevator that would take them to the top floor to the restaurant/bar that rotated and would give them a 360 degree view of New York City.
It�d been difficult for Stella to get Patrick by himself lately because Millie lived with him and she was in the dark about Jamie�s return to ATF. She needed to figure out a way that she and Patrick could talk without raising any Millie flags, and soon.
Once they were settled in their table by the floor to ceiling windows, Millie let out a low sigh. They were just out of earshot of the meatheads, who were sitting two tables over, and it felt as liberating as if they were alone.
Stella grinned. �What? Has today bored you? Are you over doing interviews with Diane Sawyer?�
�I just don�t know how you can live like this, El. I mean, I�ve had my ass clenched since we got on the train to come here. Do you feel like this every day?�
It was an honest question and Stella pondered her answer. She was tightly wound on a daily basis. When was the last time she felt utterly relaxed? On her way back to DC with George after testifying�she answered her own question. That hadn�t worked out well at the end. She hadn�t let her guard down for ten minutes since.
�Pretty much.� Stella nodded as the server brought them a round of dirty martinis. �Here�s to the dirty martinis, may they go down easy and help us unclench.�
�Gross, but okay,� Millie retorted. They clinked glasses and turned them up.
Stella motioned the server back over. �Go ahead and get us another round of porn martinis.�
�Porn?� the server asked.
�I need it dirtier.� Stella laughed and Millie almost spit her drink out.
�Okay, you got it.� The server smirked at them, nodded and walked back to the bar.
Millie lifted her eyebrows at Stella. �Porn Martinis?�
�Well, it fits, doesn�t it?�
�Yeah, I guess it does.� Millie sipped the last bit of vodka in her glass. �So� Diane Sawyer is more gorgeous in person than on TV, huh?�
�Yeah, she is. She was as gentle as she could be� I guess.� She shrugged.
�She totally could�ve been harder on you, but again, you�re so tragic, people want to take it easy on you,� Millie mocked.
�I am so fucking tragic,� she agreed. �It�s hard to be this tragic, I�ll have you know, Ms. Rodriguez. Not everyone can maintain this tragic existence for as long as I have.� Stella really was kidding, even though what she said was true. Even if she were to allow herself time to think about the last year and a half, she would feel sorry for her circumstances.
�Yep, you�re a fucking sad sack of a person,� Millie said and then looked out the window.
Stella thanked the server as she set down their second round. �Keep �em coming, would you? I have a feeling we�ll be needing several more rounds.� Stella moved her hand to nudge Millie�s. �Just say whatever it is, Mil.�
Millie had been stewing since they got on the train and Stella was just waiting for her to explode. She shook Stella�s hand off and turned away from the window. �I just can�t figure something out,� she said, looking at the remains of her vodka, examining the glass like it would give her the answers she needed. She lifted her big brown eyes, full of doubt, to meet Stella�s. �Did you and Patrick fuck?�
It was Stella�s turn to spit her drink out and vodka sprayed all over Millie. Millie screamed and wiped her face with her napkin. Dumb and Dumber stood up instantly, ready to react, until they realized the girls were laughing.
�Fuck!� Millie looked down at her wet shirt.
�Sorry,� Stella apologized quickly. �Millie. NO! Why would you think that?� Stella had thought Millie would assume that, but hearing her say it out loud was ridiculous.
�Because, for the life of me, I can�t figure out what happened between you two and neither one of you will tell me,� Millie explained in an eerily calm voice. �Nobody tells me anything. I mean, you tell Patrick and George everything, then Patrick tells Billy everything. It�s like you guys think I�m a fucking moron or something, which I�m not, by the way. I�m way smarter than you�I was in the top third of our law school class. I�m not just some girl you keep around so you can have someone to buy shoes with, I�m your best fucking friend and you better start acting like it or maybe I should get a new best friend that doesn�t get shot or blown up or called a whore constantly on Twitter...�
Stella�s eyes widened at Millie�s outburst and she cleared her throat. �The reason why we haven�t told you is because we�ve been trying to protect you.� This was it. She had to tell her.
�Protect me?� Millie was incredulous. �My two best friends can�t stand to be in a room together, but when I finally get you guys to see each other, he almost drools just looking at you.�
�Oh, now you�re just being a jackass. No, he doesn�t. He�s been helping me, Millie.�
�Do what?� Millie slammed her glass down on the table.
�Fuck,� Stella muttered and turned to look for the server. Catching her eye, she waved and signaled two more. �We�re going to need another round before I can launch into this story.�
�It must be bad.� Millie analyzed Stella�s face for any indication of what was to come; Stella�s face gave nothing away.
�It is,� Stella agreed as the server sat the drinks in front of them. Stella clinked her glass with Millie and drank the entire martini like a shot. �Shit. Okay. You need to understand that, by telling you this, I�m putting you in danger and Patrick might fucking kill me.�
�Fuck Patrick.�
�Okay, wait. Let me start from the beginning. I�d been working for the General Counsel for the FBI for a couple of weeks when I was called into a conference with the ATF. There was some fuck up with an undercover operation and they wanted a little help from the FBI in the cleanup. As you know, they assigned me to go out to Montana to be a liaison for the DC office. Well, at that meeting, I was sitting with my supervising attorney when the ATF personnel came in with one of the undercover agents. It was Jamie.� Stella had been looking out the window at the New York sights. When she paused, she looked at Millie, surprised to see her face blank.
�Jamie who?�
�Jamie. My dead fianc� who turned out not to be dead.�
�Wait, what?!� Millie yelled. �Sorry, I�m just��
Stella paused, curious. �Who did Patrick tell you who the guy was who George beat up at your house, Mil?�
Millie didn�t move, she just stared at Stella�s face. Then she shook her head. �He said that it was someone George used to know, that he�d seen the house on the news and pretended to know everyone, to work with Patrick. He said that he�d wanted to get pictures of your old house, get close to you. I didn�t ask any more questions; it scared the shit out of me��
�Shit, sorry. That day is a fucking blur and Patrick said he�d take care of everything,� Stella apologized. �I thought that meant he�d tell you. Fuck.� She shook her head.
�So I let Jamie into our house?� Her voice was nothing but a squeak.
�Oh, Millie,� she grabbed for Millie�s hand, �it�s not your fault. Jamie is an undercover agent and lies for a living.�
Millie looked down at their hands and squeezed Stella�s.
�Anyway, that guy who �works with Patrick�? It was my Jamie, who�s now going by the name of Jack Ryder.�
Millie nodded, unblinking.
�So, that was Jamie,� Stella said more forcefully.
Millie�s eyes grew so large they usurped the other features of her face.
�Yes, it�s true. I can�t make this shit up.� Stella took a sip of Millie�s drink that was still sitting on the table in between them. �So my entire year of drowning myself in alcohol and depression was for fucking nothing. It was all bullshit so that he could go undercover with the ATF.�
�OH MY SHIT.� Millie�s eyes were still wide. She pulled her drink from Stella and downed the remaining martini.
�Right?� Stella motioned for another drink. �So, I know I�m all over the place, but after I saw him in the conference room, I freaked. I went home and ran with Cooper. George found me lying in the park with Cooper. He picked me up and carried me to his house. I told him about Jamie because I was so shocked. I kind of wish I wouldn�t have told him, but I�m glad I did, too.� She took a break and wished she had another drink already. �I don�t know...�
She shook her head and examined her recently manicured nails; they were so foreign to her, but Millie told her to get a manicure before the interview. �While I was at George�s, Patrick kept texting me, and basically told me he knew the whole time because he kept asking if I was okay and asking where I was.� She took a deep breath. �Mil, he watched me go through that entire year�shit, four years of fucking misery and he knew Jamie was alive. I don�t know if I can ever trust him again. He was my best friend and it was all a lie. Jamie threw me on him and he felt sorry for me.� Her voice was hoarse from trying to keep all of the emotion she�d hidden away from escaping through her words. It was still hard for her to even deal with the fact that Patrick lied to her for so long. She�d decided that not dealing with that part of her story would keep her the sanest.
Millie was silent. Her hands tore the beverage napkin.
Stella took another deep breath and continued. �So, I went to Montana after getting back together with George. I refused to even acknowledge Jamie. He came to my hotel and apologized to me through the door; said he wanted to talk. I told him to fuck off. Two days later the office blew up and I was shot.�
The server put a new martini down in front of Stella.
�I need another one too, please,� Millie said without looking at the server.
�Jamie shot me, Millie.� Stella blinked and felt the alcohol hit her senses. �He looked directly into my eyes and he shot me.�
A smothered cry escaped Millie�s lips and all of sudden her glass toppled over and vodka surged across the table toward Stella. Stella hurriedly put down napkins to block the alcohol.
�That�s alcohol abuse,� she tried to break the emotional conversation with a lame joke.
�I� I don�t know what to say, El. I-I�m so�� Millie sputtered.
�Don�t�� Stella was so tired of the pity that she saw in Millie�s eyes. �So anyway. I didn�t tell anyone about Jamie shooting me.� Stella looked at Millie and shook her head. �I know. It was stupid and I have no idea why I just didn�t tell the FBI the first time.�
�Holy shit, El.�
�Right?� She took a drink and looked outside again. �Then, when I went to Atlanta, he kidnapped me and took me to Key West and told me he loved me and he never meant for any of this to happen.�
�Wait. Slow down.� Millie tapped her nails on the table like she did when she was nervous in law school. �You�re seriously telling me you were shot and then kidnapped?�
Stella nodded.
�By your formerly dead fianc�?�
Stella nodded again. It sounded like a bad soap opera when she laid it all on the table like this. Jamie�s evil twin just needed to turn up�or maybe Jack Ryder was his evil twin! That makes so much more sense�
Millie burst out laughing. �You must be drunk if you think I�m going to believe that shit. You�re so stupid.� She shook her head and wiped tears of laughter from her eyes.
Stella was shocked and then realized what it sounded like and began laughing too.
�You�re a fucking idiot. Why can�t you just tell me what happened with you and Patrick?�
Laughing, Stella blurted out, �I fucking swear.�
�I�m not that stupid.�
�George, Jesse and Greg came to get me, hence the pictures of me and George drunk in Key West.�
Millie stopped laughing and looked at Stella. Stella knew she remembered those tweets; she�d made fun of Stella for days after the video of them dancing at the topless bar surfaced.
�His sister drugged me at that bar in Atlanta. You saw the pictures of me being dragged out. I wasn�t drunk, I was drugged. Then he drove me down to Key West and out to this house he said was ours. He broke my nose,� Stella rubbed her crooked nose, �then he fed me a load of bullshit about the ATF and what he had to do. He said he loved me and wanted me to stay with him, that we would have a new start. Then he calmly went to fucking sleep.�
Millie just sat there looking stunned.
�He went to sleep, Millie, like it was nothing. I had a gun, but it was in the car. We had gotten to the creepy house�which we had to enter via ladder and trapdoor�by boat. He had a gun, but I couldn�t find it. I was just going to kill him and be done with all this, but I couldn�t find his fucking gun.� She didn�t want to see her best friend�s face when she admitted that. She examined her nails again, thinking the dark grey color was exactly how she felt all the time. �I don�t think I could�ve done it anyway,� she conceded. �I found the keys and took the boat. I thought I�d be able to find the car he left, but I couldn�t, and ended up finding a marina with a pub. Jesse, George and Greg found me and took me to Key West.�
�This is fucking unbelievable.�
�No shit,� Stella agreed. �So, I threatened him and his family so that he would leave me alone. I honestly thought he would, but after testifying, he moved my car and threatened me.�
�That�s why you said �Jamie� when your car showed up? I was wondering about that.� Millie was trying to digest all the information Stella had given her. �And Patrick knew the entire time about Jamie and didn�t tell you.�
Stella nodded.
�You never had sex?�
Stella shook her head. �No.�
Millie waved her hand and the server and signaled two more. �Porn martinis, please.�

Chapter Eleven
Don�t Go

Owen and Kate walked into Finnegan�s and George waved them over to where he was sitting and eating lunch. He took in Owen�s expertly tousled hair, his designer jeans, and his big paw holding his youngest sister�s hand. He rose as his sister moved closer and gave her a bear hug.
�Hey, little,� George whispered into Kate�s hair. He put his chin on her head and held her close. George hadn�t seen her in a while because she was going to school and too busy for her big brother. His fatherly instincts kicked in and he glared into Owen�s brown eyes. According to Kara, Kate may not have time for her family, but she was certainly making time for Owen. He knew this was normal, but it was still difficult to deal with his 20-year-old sister doing�what she was doing.
George stepped out of the hug and held his hand out. �Owen.� They shook hands and George used the strongest grip he could muster.
Owen was a friend of the family from Ireland, but that didn�t mean George was okay with him fucking his little sister. He was only in the States on a student visa while he attended Georgetown University in the Public Policy Master�s Program. Kate was going to Catholic University and majoring in Early Childhood Education.
�Will. How�s it going?� Owen greeted.
George motioned for them to sit. He was eating shepherd�s pie and it really wasn�t that good. He hadn�t been able to run to Cosi for lunch like usual, so he�d gotten something from the kitchen. No one ate at Finnegan�s unless they were drunk, which was fine with him.
�Pretty good,� he answered. �Look, I asked you here because I need someone to manage this place, at least on a part-time basis. It�s kicking my ass and I�m doing more reporting, so I need some time to write.� He directed his statement to Owen. Kara had told him that Owen was looking for a part time job.
Owen looked at Kate with wide eyes. Then he turned to face George. �Really?�
George nodded. �What do you say?�
�Fuck yeah!� Owen hollered.
Kate smiled brilliantly at George and elbowed Owen in the ribs.
�Oh, sorry. Um, yes, sir. I�d love that.�
�Don�t fucking sir me. You�d be reporting to me and I�ll train you for a couple of weeks.�
Owen couldn�t hide the excitement on his face. �Thank you so much, Will. I don�t even know what to say.�
�You�re family, yeah?� He spoke to Owen, but looked at Kate.
�Go raibh maith agat,� Owen said, this time in his native language.
�You�re welcome. We provide for family,� George said. �You guys want a beer?�
They both nodded, grins plastered to their bright-eyed faces.
�Kate, go ask Hazel for a couple of beers.�
She got up, smile still splitting her face. Her dark hair, the identical color of George�s, was pulled into a messy bun, her light eyes sparkling as she winked at him and went to the bar. Kate was the youngest and the quietest of the Finnegan clan. She was smart, considerate, and never asked him for anything, which was different than her sisters.
When George was sure she was out of earshot, he leaned close to Owen and clapped him on the shoulder companionably. �Owen, I�ll provide for my family. You fuck with her and you�re fucking with my family. If you fuck with my family, you�re done. Got it?� Leaning back, George scooped a forkful of potatoes and put it in his mouth, never breaking eye contact with the young Irishman.
* * *
George got off his bike and walked up the stairs to his mother�s house. He�d always taken Sundays off from the bar so that he could eat Sunday dinner with his family. He�d stopped coming to these Sunday family events when he and Stella first started dating; it was probably one of the reasons his family didn�t like her, but that was his fault. He couldn�t take more time off from the bar and when he did take time off he wanted to spend it with her, in her.
He saw Kara�s SUV and smiled because he�d get to see Finn. The door opened as he was walking up the stairs.
�Will, we didn�t know we�d be graced with your presence tonight,� Kelly said as she gave him the once over. �Haven�t seen you in a while.�
He leaned in and kissed Kelly�s cheek. She was the middle sister and was always full of piss and vinegar. �Hey, sis. You good?�
�Perfect as usual,� she said sardonically.
�What�s the craic?� George used the Irish expression asking her what�s the news.
�Fuck off, Will. You just show up when you want to now, huh? Is that how it is?�
�I�m coming to Sunday dinner because I have the night off work and wanted to see my family. I didn�t know I need to make a reservation, Kelly.�
He walked by her through the entryway into the dining room where everyone was gathered, drinking and chatting boisterously. His heart swelled at the sight; he felt guilty for not making them a priority lately, but Stella had taken over the number one position and they�d just have to deal with it.
His mom turned and saw him, her face lighting up with delight. �Will!� she exclaimed.
�The prodigal son has returned!� Kelly called from the entryway to the dining room. Her features were almost identical to her sisters�, her eyes the same grey-green as his. Her dark hair fell down her back in loose waves. He remembered when she was little she couldn�t pronounce her Rs�he used to torment her asking if she wanted some water.
He ignored her and embraced his mom. The pitter patter of little feet alerted him before Finn hugged the back of his legs.
�Unca Wih!� Finn�s hair was braided down her back, but loose black curls were falling out. �Where�s Ewwa?�
�Ms. Stella is in New York City today for an interview, so she couldn�t make it.� Or she would�ve refused to make it if he�d asked her. He reached around her body and lifted Finn up to his chest and gave her a proper hug. �I need to see you more often.�
Finn giggled and struggled to get down. He put her down gently and kissed her forehead.
�Oh, that�s too bad,� Jack jeered. Kelly and Jack had only been married a few years, but George had taken an immediate dislike to him when they met and he was moderately sure that this aversion had caused his sister to marry him quickly.
George exhaled slowly; he and Kelly had always had a difficult relationship and he�d never understood why. George�s eyes narrowed at him, recalling what he�d said about Stella last year. �I�m sure you�ll get over it,� he spit through clenched teeth.
Kara pulled him into an embrace. �It�s good to see you, big brother.�
�You too, Care Bear.�
His mom had cooked corned beef and cabbage and everyone was sitting at the table eating. His mom had rushed into the kitchen and gotten him a plate, piling it high with food. They talked and ate for a few minutes and caught up on all the family gossip.
George cleared his throat. �So, I�ve taken a job where I�ll be a reporter following Senator Ashby during the campaign.�
�That�s fantastic,� Kara�s husband, John, said, putting his fork down and looking at Kara with a smile.
�Will, that�s so exciting,� Kara agreed.
�How did you get that job?� Kelly inquired.
George felt his face redden. His sister worked on the Hill; he wondered if she�d heard something. He didn�t say anything.
�Well, that is very impressive. It�s like you never left.� His mom raised a glass and toasted.
Whew. The rest of dinner was pleasant and George was glad he�d come. He�d missed the family dinners; maybe he�d be able to talk Stella into coming with him the next time.
* * *
Stella had gone straight to work Monday morning from New York. George placed the open bottle of Cristom, Stella�s favorite pinot, on the bar, and arranged the platters of cheese, olives, crackers and meats. He was hoping to get Stella good and sated with wine and food before telling her his news. He knew New York was hard for her; opening up was against her nature and to do it knowing that everyone in America could see it would be like scraping nails against a chalkboard. The only things she told him were that she was pissed he�d hired goons to follow her around and it served him right that everyone thought she was fucking them and that she�d told Millie everything. He poured two glasses and then put his phone in the speakers, picking Alabama Shakes as the background music. What was he forgetting? He heard the garage door go up and then the door opened.
Stella walked into the house and he could feel the tension radiate off of her as she patted Cooper�s head and dropped her suitcase to the floor with a thud.
She smiled weakly at him. �Hey.�
�Hey,� he brought her over a glass of wine, �tough couple of days?� He kissed her forehead and pulled her into him.
�Tough couple of years,� she responded and then took a gulp of the wine. �Oh, George. Are you really this fucking perfect? My favorite wine? And cheese. Blue cheese and olives.� She walked over to the trays of food and started shoving it into her mouth.
�You hungry?� he chuckled.
�Starving.� She smiled a tired, real smile.
�I know you texted me, but how�d it go? Really?� He stood next to her, his shoulder rubbing hers.
�It was hard, but Millie said it went well. It felt horrible.� She plucked an olive from the group in the tray and threw it in her mouth. �I got drunk afterward because she accused me of fucking Patrick. Millie, not Diane. I told her everything.� She paused for a few seconds. �George, I told her everything. I�m so fucking stupid.�
�You�re human, Love.� He pulled her into his arms and squeezed her, then tucked a stray hair behind her ear.
�Can�t. Breathe�.� She coughed and stepped back.
�Oh, sorry.� He�d been lost in his own thoughts and didn�t realize he was hugging her so tight. Could he actually leave her with all this shit going on? Would there even be a time when all this shit wasn�t going on?
�What�s up?�
�Did Diane like your shoes?� he asked, deflecting the question.
She laughed. �I think she was shocked by them and amused that I�d shocked her. She was really nice to me. I�m glad she did the interview.� Stella put a piece of cheese on her cracker and put the entire thing in her mouth.
He stared at her mouth, picturing the other things she could do with it.
�What?� She smirked, knowing exactly what he was thinking.
He adjusted himself in his pants; sex would happen later. �So, I got this opportunity,� he started, running his finger down her arm.
�What sort of opportunity?� she asked, putting an entire cracker in her mouth again with a shit-eating grin, knowing she was teasing him.
�The sort that wants me to travel with Senator Ashby during his presidential campaign,� he answered, distracted by her mouth. He ran his thumb across her bottom lip and she knocked it away.
�What?!� Stella excitedly threw her arms around George. �That�s amazing! I�m so excited for you.�
�I leave in a week, for what seems like forever.� George analyzed her eyes to see if she put her mask on. She didn�t.
�What? The elections are like a year away!� she exclaimed.
�I�ll be following the campaign for the primary, which is why I�m starting so early. Everyone will be so fucking tired of these fuckers by the elections, they�ll be drafting you to run.� He smiled.
�That�s so awesome! If you�re worried about me, don�t be,� she said, distracting him by unbuttoning his shirt. She dropped little kisses on his chest and his dick stood at attention immediately. She was trying to divert his attention and it was working.
�But, I�m worried about you, about us, about you��
Stella skated her nails down his chest. �I�m fine. We�re fine.�
George�s hands began hurriedly taking off Stella�s clothes until she stood there naked, waiting for him. �If you say �don�t go,� I won�t.�
She pushed his hands away from her. �George, I�m never going to do that to you. I want you to follow your dreams and do whatever you want to do. I�ll never tell you that you can�t do something you want to do. You�ll never be able to say �you know that bitch that wouldn�t let me do x, y, z.��
�No, it�s not like that.� He shook his head, not taking his eyes off her bare breasts. They moved as she talked�it was fascinating. �I just want you to know that you�re more important than any job. You are my first priority.�
�Show me what being your first priority means,� Stella said, waiting for him to finish undressing; she had already thrown his shirt on the floor.
�I�m waiting for you to take my pants off,� he reminded her.
�Oh, that I can do.�
* * *
Stella answered her cell while she was reviewing legal authority for Colorado statutes allowing the consumption of marijuana if individuals have a prescription. Her hair was just getting long enough that she could put it back now, and she�d pulled it up in a messy bun over an hour ago. Stella slid her shoes off her feet and leaned back in her chair. She needed to prepare herself for the release of the statement to the press from Congresswoman Delaney. She�d been arrested for smoking a joint at a concert at the Red Rocks a few weeks back and Stella was spinning things, but she needed to make sure she was knowledgeable of the law.
�Stella Murphy.�
�Stella. So, I�m doing some digging and I want to make sure I give you as much information as possible so you know where we are with the investigation.� Agent Harris� voice was full of something she couldn�t put her finger on.
She hadn�t heard from him in a few days, only from Gunter, and she didn�t know if Agent Harris was aware that Jamie was back at the ATF or what. This ought to be interesting.
�Have you found Jack?�
�He�s back at ATF headquarters saying that you blew his cover in Montana and he�s been on the run since the day you guys flew there.� His tone was now full-on sardonic.
�That�s total bullshit,� she retorted.
�ATF bought it hook, line, and sinker.� He laughed. �I also heard why you were assigned to Montana in the first place. You interested?�
�Sure,� she tried to appear nonchalant, but that question had ruled her thoughts when she first woke up in the hospital.
�Well, the FBI agent that was in charge of the Montana office just happened to be in DC when they hired you for the lawyer position. He requested the really hot, young attorney that was just hired because you looked good in the black suit you wore to your interview.�
All the breath left her body in a rush. �What the fuck are you talking about?�
Harris laughed bitterly. �Oh, don�t act like you�re shocked you got a job because you�re pretty.�
�I didn�t get my job because I was pretty. I�m a fucking attorney and I�m good at what I do.�
�You were a graduate from law school who looked good in a blouse and a push-up bra,� Harris countered.
�Fuck. You. Agent Harris.� Stella sounded confident, but she knew he was probably right. She did wear a black suit to her interview, but why would anyone remember that? Or it was a really good guess�a black suit is pretty typical.
�Look, Stella,� Agent Harris sighed, �I don�t know what you�re playing at here, but I�ll get to the bottom of it.�
�Unfortunately, Agent Harris, this is my life. I know you might think I�m �playing at� something, but I�m not. I wouldn�t wish my life on anyone.�
He was silent.
�Please tell me what I can do to help. I appreciate the security detail on my house, but you haven�t told me if you believe me and if you�d be interested in me testifying.�
�I�m debating putting you in a safe house and finishing my investigation. Right now I don�t even know if I believe you�d be useful.�
�You�re fucking kidding, right?� Stella couldn�t believe she was getting shit from the FBI agent�she was the one in danger. �I�m being threatened by him and you�re fucking with me?�
�Let me do my job and you do yours distracting the media from politicians with their dick in their hand.�
Stella�s real, obnoxious laugh burst out of her mouth.
�So you agree?�
�Let�s just say I see a lot of dicks in my line of work.�

Chapter Twelve
I Belong to the Hurricane

Cooper was waiting for her by the door when she came in from the garage, tail swishing back and forth on the floor. �Hey, Coop,� she petted his head, �you need to get your hair did?� With all that had been going on, she�d forgotten to get his hair cut. She�d been neglecting the old boy a lot lately�
The scent of saut�ed mushrooms and onions wafted through the air and her stomach growled. She was surprised George was home already, though he�d been trying to be home when she got there for the past week because he was leaving tomorrow. She put her bags down and walked into the kitchen and slapped George�s ass, then grabbed it.
�Hey, babe.�
He leaned down and kissed her while stirring the mushrooms. While his hands were occupied, Stella unbuttoned his pants. �Hey.� He smiled.
She shrugged. �What? You�re going to leave me soon and I won�t be able to do this.�
George turned down the heat on the food. �I�ve got the steaks on the grill.�
�Fuck the steaks.� Stella pulled George�s pants down to his ankles.
�Fuck the steaks,� George agreed.
They had a quickie�make that two quickies; he bent her over the arm of the couch and then they moved to the shower.
Stella was toweling off when George came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her. �I�m going to miss this.�
�Me too,� she agreed. She pulled on a tank top and some shorts. �I�m starving,� she said, just realizing how ravenous she was and that she hadn�t eaten lunch.
George trailed her down the stairs. He�d turned the grill off quickly in between sexual venues, but was more than ready for food now.
�What do we have left?� she said, looking at the stove. The mushrooms and onions were done.
�Well, the steak is well done. I have a salad in the fridge too.�
�Perfect.� Stella pulled the salad out, then she set about making their plates and putting them on the bar. They sat next to each other, shoulders rubbing.
�So what�re you going to do without me?� George asked, his mouth full of overcooked steak.
�Work. Lots of work.� Stella let her mind wander to how she�d stay in the house without him. She put her hand on his thigh and squeezed it.
�Let�s talk about plans.�
�Plans?� she said, her mouth full of salad. Stella took a swig of the beer he�d poured for them earlier. It was warm.
�You know, with Jamie. I hate to leave you here. I won�t be here to protect you.�
Stella tried not to choke on the steak in her mouth. �I have an FBI detail on the house and cameras following me around. I think I�ll be fine.� She honestly wasn�t worried about George not being there to protect her, but she was going to miss him. Stella needed his presence in her life; it centered her, gave her hope that something good may happen to her, has happened to her.
�I�d feel better if I was here.� He used his steak knife to point toward the street in front of the house. �They can�t be everywhere.�
�George, give me a fucking break. You don�t follow me everywhere. If Jamie wants to kill me, he will.� She carefully put mushrooms and onions on top of a piece of steak and then shoved it in her mouth. �I rather like it that you won�t be around during all this madness.� She chewed consciously. �At least you can be somewhat normal.�
He put his silverware down deliberately and looked into the kitchen opposite where Stella sat. She could feel the anger roll off him. He stood up suddenly, knocking his barstool to the floor, making a loud noise that filled the entire house. Stella jumped in surprise. Cooper bounded across the floor and sat in front of Stella protectively.
�What�re we doing?� he exploded. He yelled from a couple of feet away, but his voice rang in her ears. �What the fuck are we doing here? Are you just playing house with me? If you can�t trust me with this, then what are we even doing together?� Frustrated, he picked up another barstool and threw it across the den, knocking a lamp down in the process. The room darkened with the loss of the lamp�s light.
Stella didn�t react to George�s temper tantrum. She stayed seated and worked on cutting another piece of steak. �We�re loving each other, George. This is how I�m loving you. I want to protect you. I want to build some sort of storm cellar and keep you there so that you�ll be safe during all this madness. I�m poisonous. I destroy everything I touch. Don�t you see that?� She paused to take a breath. �Everywhere I go, people get hurt. I can�t have him hurt you.� Her voice remained calm, but inside she was turned inside out. She wouldn�t survive if Jamie hurt George�it was the only thing she knew with absolute certainty. So for her, this was a weird sort of self-protection.
George began pacing the length of the den. �No!� He shook his head vigorously. �I don�t want to be loved like that. I don�t need your fucking protection!� Sighing, he stopped pacing and walked back to her, forcing his way in between her legs. He cradled her face with both of his hands. She breathed in his scent, minty and mixed with the smell of Finnegan�s. �I want to be in the eye of the storm, holding your hand, and if you get sucked into it, I want to go with you.�
She shook her head, still cradled in his hands. �Let�s not fight when you�re leaving tomorrow.�
�I�m going to fight. I�m going to fight for you. You need to remember that.� He held her head firm and stared intently into her deep green eyes.
�It�s not to supposed to be this hard.� She put her head on his forehead.
His hands tangled in her still-wet hair. �El,� he stepped back and looked her directly in the eyes again, �if you don�t have to work for something, it�s usually not worth shit.�
She was silent. She hadn�t meant her relationship with George, she meant everything. Jamie�life. Everything was so fucking hard. She knew she�d never have easy, but fuck, she�d take relatively difficult at this point.
�I hope I�m worth the fight,� he whispered into her ear, then turned abruptly and went upstairs.
* * *
George�s last night at their house before he left for the campaign trail was painful. They slept in the same bed, but were miles apart. He stared into the darkness of his closet for hours and thought of all the things that could go wrong. George turned over and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into his body.
�I love you,� he whispered into her ear.
�I know.�
�I�m going to miss you.�
She turned so that they were face to face. �I know.� She smirked with her eyes still closed. �I�m sorry,� she whispered, opening her eyes. She could hardly see him, but she could make out the outline of his face.
�For what, Love?�
�For me. I�m just so lost, George. You�re my only sure thing. The only thing I know that I need. Everything else is��
�A fucking hurricane,� he finished for her.
She leaned in a few inches and kissed him gently. �A fucking hurricane,� she said into his mouth, parting his lips with her tongue.
�I promise we�re in this together, Love. Me and you.�
�I�m scared,� she admitted then kissed him again, this one hungrier. �Not for me, but for you and Millie and everyone else I love.�
�I know.� He pulled her earlobe into his mouth, then ran his tongue the length of her collarbone.
�I�m so happy for you.� She was breathless now.
�Shut up.� His hands searched her entire naked body. She�d gone back to sleeping without clothes on a few months ago. He assumed she was becoming more comfortable with her scars, the ones that pissed him off every time he saw them.
Her head fell back against her pillow and for the first time in a long time she did what she was told.

Chapter Thirteen
Cooper, My Hero

The week after George left, Stella tried to keep herself busy with work. On Thursday, she drove to her yoga class in her sex mobile. Her seat was vibrating, all the windows were down, and she was even singing to the boy band on the radio until she realized what she was doing and changed the channel. The broadcaster on the other station was reporting on the FBI Beauty and the latest rumors. Why did anyone give a shit about what she was doing? Disgusted, she turned the radio off and called Jesse.
�Hey, Stella,� he answered.
�What�s up, my football-playing friend? You�ve been doing very well this season.� She�d been keeping up with his stellar season�he�d been all over ESPN.
�You�ve been watching?�
�Of course.� Stella was certain he would make the Pro Bowl this year. �If you make it to Hawaii, will you invite me?�
�You don�t think George will mind?� Jesse joked.
�Let�s not tell him; let him find out on Twitter.� Stella played along.
�Still bad?� Jesse laughed.
�Bad is relative. Can I leave my house without pictures everywhere? No. However, I have been able to buy tampons on my own lately.�
�Fuck! Thanks for that visual.�
�What, that I have a vagina? I�m pretty sure you knew that.�
Jesse�s laugh was hearty. �Did you need something? I gotta jet; watching video.�
�I just wanted to hear your sweet southern voice.� Stella sighed. �I missed it.�
�After the season, we�ll hang out, I promise. Shit is just crazy right now.�
�I totally understand,� she sympathized. �Just know I�m watching you.�
�I appreciate it.�
�By the way, did you download that app I was telling you about?� Stella asked.
�Yes. Me and all the guys are using it. Thanks.�
�Okay. I�ll find you on it and leave you messages while I watch you play. I�m sure you�ll love that.�
�I�d only let you do that,� he acknowledged. �Before you go, how�s your Jamie situation?�
�I�m working with the FBI. I think they�ll arrest him, I just have to figure out how to get them what they need to arrest him without incriminating myself. I�m still in the planning mode.�
�Keep me informed.� Jesse said something to someone else in the room. �Let me know if you need anything.�
�Will do. Thanks, J.� She paused. �I�m proud of you.�
�Thanks, Stella. Keep your head down.�
* * *
Stella rolled over to stare at the clock; it was 4:36 am. She couldn�t sleep again. George had been gone for over a week and she missed him. Since the warmth of his hand on her shoulder was gone, she couldn�t sleep through the night, even with taking the sleeping pills. It was like her body needed him there. He�d left for who knows how long and she dove headfirst into work to distract herself from missing him. It didn�t work. When he was in the room with her, the world felt right for some reason she couldn�t figure out. George being in her life made the things that were fucked up fade to the background. Without that presence, all the things she didn�t want to think about rose to the surface and wrapped their tentacles around her, pulling her under.
Sighing, she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling fan. Cooper�s head popped up. He always started off the night sleeping at the foot of the bed, but without fail, his head was on the pillow when she woke up.
Petting his head, she smiled. �You crazy dog. George won�t appreciate you sleeping on his pillow.� She sat up and decided to go for her morning run a few minutes early. Since George left, she�d been running early every morning; like, before five am early, when the paparazzi leeches weren�t out watching for her. �Come on!� she called to Cooper and walked into the guest bedroom to put on her clothes.
Cooper followed her into the other room and got excited seeing her tie her running shoes. He matched her steps on the stairs and ran directly to the door where his leash hung on a hook.
Stella left the house and waved at Gunter sitting in the dark sedan in front of their house. He didn�t talk to her very often, but was professional and would give her updates about the investigation if she asked him directly.
She started off easy, running up Cameron and crossing over Washington into an old cemetery that let out a block later. As they turned a left to run towards King Street, she ran directly into a man�s chest as he stepped out of the shadows. They collided and she took a step back, dropping Cooper�s leash. Fucking clementines. Cooper jumped up and down, smelling Jamie and wagging his tail.
�What the fuck?� she demanded, looking around to assess whether there was anyone on the street. She already knew the answer. Her mind was working a mile a minute. She assumed if she wasn�t back from her typical run, Gunter may call it in or try to find her. She didn�t know. Jamie may shoot her and leave her body on the street. What the fuck was she thinking running by herself?
�Stella,� Jamie�s voice was jovial, �I�m glad you�re so predictable.�
�What do you mean?�
�For the past week and a half since that prick left, you run around 4:45 every morning.� Jamie put his hands in his pockets. �It�s like clockwork, unless it�s raining.�
Stella looked around again for anyone on the street. Fuck. �Coop, come.�
Jamie bent down and grabbed Cooper�s leash. �Wait a minute. We need to talk.�
�Give it.� Stella�s voice was fierce. Do not fuck with Cooper.
�Not until you listen to me. This can end well or it can end a different way. I�m hoping you�ll be smarter than you were in Key West.� His voice was harsh and Stella was listening.
�What do you want?� Stella fought to keep her voice even, but she was looking at Cooper and thinking of what she would do if Jamie hurt her dog. Their dog. Fuck.
�You know what I want, Stella. Where�s my money?� Jamie stood, holding the leash in one hand, his stance casual.
His nonchalance pissed her off. Hardness crept along the tissue of her body. Good. She needed that hardness because he was beginning to look more like the Jamie she�d loved once, the clean-cut college boy with the warm smile. She knew that was on purpose. He was trying to ingratiate himself back into the agency as a wronged undercover agent instead of a crazy, fianc�-shooting bastard. Too bad they couldn�t see through his bullshit like she could.
�What money?� she mocked him.
Jamie smiled, shaking his head. �My money.� That old twinkle was back in his eye and the confident swagger that she used to find so attractive now made her skin crawl.
�Wait, do you mean the money I found in Key West? That money is long gone, Jamie. Or is it Jack now?� Insolent, she put her hands on her hips, daring him to do something to her.
Jamie�s hands came around her throat so fast she didn�t have time to react. �You better be joking, Stella.� He pushed her up against the brick wall by the neck and lifted her up. The toes of her running shoes scraped the sidewalk and she kicked furiously. Her fear was palpable and she tried to swallow it.
Stella�s kicking and thrashing began to slow after a few minutes; she was having a hard time breathing. Tears began falling from her eyes, dropping on their own like rain off of tree branches. Images flashed in her brain: her parents, George, Patrick. One by one, the pictures rolled through her brain and fell away. She shook her head. Not like this. Once darkness clouded her vision, he released her and threw her to the ground. In spite of her thoughts and her inability to breathe, she popped up quickly, taking even, slow breaths. She took a minute to calm herself and looked him defiantly in the eyes.
�You know�it was so nice having some spending money. I bought some shoes and the suit I wore to testify against your friend. Oh yeah, I got the hottest car I�ve ever been in, too. Have you seen it? I practically had an orgasm when I cranked it.� She was just talking, trying to buy time to allow her brain to come up with a way out of this situation.
�You just put a nail in your own fucking coffin.� Jamie�s voice was void of emotion. He was wearing jeans, the same New Balance tennis shoes he used to always wear, a red fleece, and a Bass Pro Shop hat pulled down low on his head. He looked identical to the old Jamie, and for a moment it was difficult to separate his looks from the monster he�d become. She knew he�d done that intentionally.
It was as if the cord that had been barely holding her together for the last five years snapped with such force her body braced itself. Time stood still and she punched Jamie in the nose with all she had, catching him off guard. She actually heard the bones in her hand crack on impact. Pain shot up her arm and she winced and let out the first word that came to her mind. �FUCK!�
She shook her hand and took a step back from him. �Can�t you just be happy you ruined me?! Not only did you shoot me, but I loved you and you ruined any chance that I ever had to be okay! I�m so fucked up because of YOU! And you just keep making it worse!� She pushed him, pain radiated down her right arm. �All that shit you said to me in Key West was complete and utter bullshit. �I shot you because I didn�t want him to rape you,�� she mimicked. �BULLSHIT! �I kidnapped you because I love you.� BULLSHIT! You couldn�t call me or email me to let me know you were alive? BULLSHIT! You sure as hell told your momma and your sister you were alive. Was that before or after I watched them cry when your casket was lowered into the ground? I fucking loved you once. I loved you. I was going to marry you.� She was panting and beat her chest with her left fist. �But I have never hated anyone as much as I hate you. I�m sick of your shit, JACK. IF YOU�RE GOING TO KILL ME, FUCKING DO IT! I�M TIRED OF BEING SCARED EVERYDAY. I�M TIRED OF TRYING TO BE SOMEONE I�M NOT. FUCKING DO IT! Put me out of my fucking misery. Do what you need to do to me, but leave George out of it.�
She took a breath. Jamie�s face registered an emotion she couldn�t discern, then his mask slid back in place. That was one thing they had in common; they were getting really good at pretending. It was his job, it was her life.
She forced herself to look at him with the rage she felt in her eyes. �I don�t know what the fuck you�re playing at, but the game is finished. And I will win.� She bent down and picked up Cooper�s leash with her left hand.
Cooper stood in between her and Jamie at attention. Stella pushed him again and tried to punch him, but he grabbed her injured right hand and squeezed it so hard she screamed as the pain shot through her entire arm. She whimpered, hoping that Jamie would let her go, but instead Cooper jumped up and bit Jamie�s wrist with everything he had.
Jamie yelled �SHIT!� and released Stella. Stella started running as fast as she could; clutching the leash, she felt it pull, relieved when Cooper was even with her, matching her steps back to George�s house.
After sprinting the entire way home, Stella didn�t even glance at Gunter sitting in his car. She rushed through the garage and closed it immediately. She stood near the door, her chest heaving up and down; it�d been a really long time since she�d run so fast. Adrenaline coursed through her veins; she guessed it was the only reason she�d been able to run all the way home.
As her heart started to slow, the realization of what just happened washed over her and she slid down the wall by the door to the garage. Tears didn�t fall from her eyes, but on the inside she was sobbing. Cooper walked over to where she now sat crumpled on the ground and lay with her, his paw on her leg. Stella took a few seconds to fall apart, then started building her resolve.
Her hand throbbed and it was turning purple. Fucking great. She�d probably broken a bone in her hand or something, with her fucking luck. Fantastic. She�d have to learn how to type with her left hand or she guessed she�d just dictate everything for work.
Stella pulled her phone off her armband and sent an email to Christine and her secretary, Nancy, saying that she�d be out of work today. She walked up to her bedroom, still numb from what�d just happened, and peeled off her sweat-damp clothes. It was more difficult to do with just her left hand than she expected. She walked into the shower and stayed there until the water ran cold. She sat on the bench and her resolve disintegrated; she let herself cry.
It�d be the last time she�d let him make her cry.
Cooper was sitting at the shower door, waiting for her, when she got out. He followed her everywhere she went until it was time for her to go to the doctor.
She drove herself, one-handed, to the urgent care center up the road where she quickly found out she was right�she�d broken her hand. They put a small cast on that reached a little past her wrist, leaving just her fingertips peeking out. Stella admitted to herself that the pain in her hand was worth the look in Jamie�s eyes when she�d punched him. She couldn�t shoot him, but maybe she could still hurt him.
* * *
She stayed home all day from work; the morning had taken its toll on her. She sat on the back porch and admired the fall foliage, trying to get in touch with Jesse.
�Plays with Balls, you there?�
�Fuck that handle. If you�re going to call me something with balls, talk about how good they are. You�d know.�
�Lumpy Balls, you there?� She barely got out through her laughter.
�Fuck you,� Jesse retorted. �What�s up?�
�So, just wanted to give you a heads up that I ran into our little problem this morning.� Jesse was the safest person to tell first about running into Jamie. George would freak out and try to come home.
�What do you mean you ran into him?� Jesse was suddenly alert.
�He was waiting for me during my run.�
�Are you serious? You okay?�
�Dumb question. I broke my hand on his face, though.�
�Good girl. You piss him off?�
�I would say so,� Stella acknowledged, drinking a huge gulp of George�s Jameson.
�Stella. I�m looking into�things. I�m worried about you in the meantime.�
�This was my fault. I shouldn�t have been running the same route every day. I�ll get Patrick to run with me from now on, different routes.� Stella knew Patrick wouldn�t mind, and it would give them time to talk without Millie around.
�Do you think you�ll be able to get him recorded though?� Jesse�s voice was full of concern. �He�s not going to do anything you say now that you broke his nose.�
�I actually think he and I were due for that run-in. There were some things�some things I needed to say. He knows where I stand now and I know he�s willing to kill me. He wants money.�
�How much?� Jesse was all business.
�Fifty.�
�I�ll send it to you when we get off the phone.�
Stella looked at the phone for a minute. She honestly didn�t know how she was so lucky to have these great people around her. Jesse would help her if she was in trouble and he�d just confirmed it again.
�Ummm, no. That is the sweetest, kindest thing I think�� her voice caught in her throat. �Jesse, thanks for being a friend.�
�Thank you for being a friend.� He was silent for a few beats and then came back on. �Don�t tell anyone I�m sweet. I�m a mean bastard who will fuck your girlfriend and your sister.�
�Oh yes, that�s right.� She laughed. �I�m glad I don�t have a sister.�
�Stella,� he said, his voice serious. �Please be careful. And watch your six.�
�You know CB terms?� She laughed again.
�Fuck yeah, I do. My dad had one.�
�You watch your six. I�ll keep you updated. I�m putting all my eggs in the FBI basket. I hope that it pans out.� She really did hope that she wasn�t going in the wrong direction. What the hell would she do if this didn�t work out?
�I hope so too.�
She leaned back in her chair on the porch, the crispness of the air reminding her it was her favorite time of year. She took another sip of her drink and decided she couldn�t be by herself, but she wasn�t up for Patrick and Millie.
�Breaker, breaker, No Balls. Where you at?� she said through Voxer.
It took Billy an entire whiskey to get back with her. �Whole of Vagina, I�m at home.�
She laughed wholeheartedly. �Oh my shit, Billy! I almost spit out my drink. Come meet me at Finnegan�s. I don�t want to drink by myself.�
�Well, friends don�t let friends drink alone. I�ll see you in ten.�
She smiled and walked inside. Cooper followed her. She took a deep breath and got his leash out and shoved her feet into her rain boots. Walking outside, she braced herself for the camera, but there were only two photographers hanging out at the park waiting for her. Relieved, she walked Cooper toward the Potomac and stared into the deep muddled color that was the river, losing herself in her thoughts for a few minutes. She didn�t realize that one of the photographers had approached her.
�El. How�s everything going?� The photographer was in his twenties and pudgy with a bad haircut. His use of her nickname caught her off guard.
�Excuse me?� she said, livid.
�How�s it going? What�d you do to your hand?� Click went his camera.
�Please step back,� she demanded.
�What? I�m in a public park.� Click.
�Step. Back.� She used an authoritative voice that made Cooper stop smelling and stand at attention, his tail sticking straight up in the air.
�I can be anywhere I want to be in a park.� Click. He stepped even closer to her, deliberately invading her personal space.
She turned to leave and he grabbed her arm. �Do not fucking touch me!�
He held his hands up innocently. �I�m not.�
He stepped in again and rubbed her arm with his. She kicked him in the nuts out of sheer instinct.
�Shit,� Stella muttered.
Cooper started barking and growling at the photographer.
The photographer was doubled over, but that didn�t keep her from hearing him grunt, �That�s battery, bitch.�
* * *
Stella wanted to get obliterated so she wouldn�t have to examine the colossal mistake she just made. Fuck. She�d already called Greg to let him know that she�d be getting a suit for damage to the photographer�s nuts. It didn�t matter that he�d touched her first, it was the fucking hassle that would come. He would sue her, it would be in the media, and it wouldn�t matter what really happened.
She walked the few blocks to Finnegan�s to meet Billy and voxed George on her way.
�You fucking vultures,� she started.
�Hey, Love,� George answered, his voice cheery.
�So I just got myself sued by kicking a photographer in the nuts. Just FYI.�
�Nice. What happened?�
Stella sighed. �I was walking Cooper and this guy got in my face. I told him to back off several times and he just kept coming at me. He touched my arm, so I kicked him in the nuts.�
�Sounds fair to me, Love.� She could hear the smile in his voice.
�Just wanted to make sure you knew so when the asshole media reports it, you�re already aware.�
�Okay, Love. What�re you doing now?�
�Headed to Finnegan�s to drink with Billy. I need to get drunk and I try not to do that by myself anymore.�
�Tell everyone I said hello,� George said. �Wish I was there for a drink.�
�Will do,� she agreed, �and me too.�
�I love you.�
�Not as much as I do.� She put her phone in the back pocket of her jeans. Her sweater was big and chunky and kept her warm in the night air.
The heat of Finnegan�s hit her face as soon as she opened the door. Hazel was behind the bar, but so was Owen. He smiled and winked at her as she entered. Billy was already there, nursing a beer.
She plopped down on the barstool next to him.
�Um, ten minutes was twenty minutes ago.� Billy pointed at his watch.
�Well, I was busy kicking a reporter in the balls and getting myself sued.� She took a sip of the warm beer that sat in front of her.
�Your life is so fucking boring. How do you even stand yourself?� Billy asked, stone-faced.
�I want to stab myself in the eye on a daily basis,� she deadpanned.
�I would too.� He leaned his shoulder into hers and put his head briefly on her shoulder. �You good?�
She shrugged. �I�m about to be out several thousand dollars to make this dirtbag motherfucker go away.�
�It looks like you have some new jewelry on too.� Billy pointed at her cast. �Is that in fashion now?�
She smiled. �Broke it on Jamie�s face this morning.�
Billy gaped at her for just a second, then grinned as he pondered her words and took a sip of beer. �Where?�
Her phone went off. It was a text from Millie. �Running,� she answered, reading the text.
WTF did you do?
Stella sighed.
It cannot be on Twitter already
Millie�s response was quick.
It�s on fucking CNN
Stella�s eyes widened at the text.
�What?� Billy looked her phone. �Why would you kicking a photographer in the balls be on CNN?�
There�s a video of you kicking a photographer in the nuts and then cussing at him. Really?
�What the fuck?� Stella examined the text and showed it to Billy.
�Did you see anyone else in the park?� Billy asked.
�There was another photographer, but he wasn�t over there. Just the one guy.� Realization set in. They�d set her up. �Fuck.�
Afraid I�m guilty of that. Going to get my ass sued.
Millie sent a text within seconds.
They�re saying you�ve finally lost your shit
This made Stella laugh. If they only knew.
Are they surprised?
Billy ordered two more beers and Owen sidled over to where they were sitting. �So Stella, who�s your friend?�
�Owen, this is Billy. Billy, Owen,� Stella said, holding her cast down in her lap so that it wasn�t visible. She hadn�t told George yet and she didn�t want it getting back to him before she decided what she was going to tell him. �Billy and I used to live together.�
Owen�s green eyes grew exponentially.
Billy�s laugh was so loud it cut through the bar. �Not even close.�
�No.� Stella shook her head. �I lived with two guys before I moved in with George.�
Owen nodded, contemplating. �You guys are friends?�
�The best,� Stella confirmed.
�Will know you�re here?� he asked.
�Yes.� She laughed uncomfortably. She loved Owen�s Irish accent, so she wouldn�t mind talking to him more, but she really didn�t want him to end up seeing/hearing about her cast. �He told me to tell you hello. I had to tell him that I would be in the news again and it seems like it�s sooner than I thought.�
�What�d you do this time?�
�Kicked a photographer in the balls.�
�He deserve it?� Owen asked.
�Yes.�
He nodded and moved down the bar.
�Odd one,� Billy commented.
�Yes, he is,� she agreed, taking a gulp of her beer. She turned to Billy abruptly. �I think I may stay with y�all this weekend.�
�The silence getting to you?� Billy teased.
�Of course.� She nodded.
�El, I�m not sure what all�s going on, but know you can come back to our house whenever you need to. Your bed�s still there, for fuck�s sake.�
�I appreciate it, Billy. I�ll probably be wearing out my welcome soon enough.�
�You did that a long time ago.� He grinned and pulled her into a side hug.

Chapter Fourteen
Distraction

Confidence exuded through her every pore as she parted the crowd gathered in front of the four microphones set up in front of the National Cathedral. Christine thought it�d be a nice touch to have the press conference in front of a church. Senator Miller had come to them less than 24 hours ago with the reality that his political and personal life was about to explode on the front page of every newspaper in the country. With the 24 hours news cycle, she was all too aware that he�d be on TV and the internet every 10 minutes for the next two weeks. Personally, she always appreciated new headlines�it meant there�d be no stories of her life.
Although everyone in the United States knew her whereabouts and the fact her life was being threatened, no one at her firm or any of the firm�s clients had any idea of the emotional turmoil that bubbled just below the surface of her perfectly straightened hair, exact makeup and designer outfits. She performed her job seamlessly. She wrote competent legal arguments, handled the media with ease and perfected several different fake smiles. The fake smiles were particularly important�they were all smiles for different situations, but covered up her real emotion. Her life was in chaos, but she could do her job. She was happy to be good at something.
�Good morning,� she said into the microphones. Fake smile one, gratitude. �Thank you all so much for taking the time to come and hear Senator Miller�s statement today. The Senator regrets that this statement is even necessary, but as we are all aware, there are some things that the media cannot help covering.� She smiled and the reporters chuckled at her. Fake smile two, amusement with the situation. �Senator Miller is having personal issues that have nothing to do with his duties and responsibilities as a Senator. He�s guilty of having bad judgment, which we all have from time to time, but this in no way compromises his position in the United States Senate.� She pushed her hair behind her ear. �That is all we have to say at this time.� Fake smile three (into the cameras), thank you for coming and we�re done. She turned to walk away, confident in her statement. That�s when all questions started.
�Stella! Stella! How are you? Any other death threats?�
�Where is George?�
�How is your hand?�
Stella sighed and counted to ten before she made an off-hand comment about getting injured on the treadmill. Fake smile four, dumb me falling on the treadmill. It was painfully obvious that this was her job�distracting the media from the story they were clambering after and give them herself. Bait and switch. Her story was always way more interesting to the media than anything else going on. She initially thought she�d been hired as an attorney, but she now knew she was hired to be a decoy and it was invaluable to have that big of a story in front of the media. Waving her in front of reporters was like giving a hungry dog a steak; they forgot about the dog food they�d been devouring a second earlier. She turned on her six inch heel and walked toward her car parked on the street near the cathedral.
�Ms. Murphy?� a female called from behind her.
Stella didn�t turn and switched the alarm off on her car. She opened the driver�s side door and got in as elegantly as possible.
�Stella? Ms. Murphy? Do you have a minute?� The reporter made it to Stella�s car before she shut the door.
�I�m so sorry. I�m not doing any interviews right now.� Fake smile.
�Can you tell me about an undercover agent named Jack Ryder?�
Her fake smiled slipped for just a few seconds and Stella felt a flash of fear travel through her body before she arranged her face back into her placating fake smile. �I�m not doing any interviews, but I�m unfamiliar with the name Jack Ryder.�
�Jack Ryder,� the reporter shoved a recorder in Stella�s face, �the undercover ATF agent that you traveled with to Montana before the explosion. Where is he?�
�I�m sorry. I�m just not sure I can answer your questions.� Stella slammed her car door and took off as quickly as possible. She couldn�t believe that he�d travel from DC to Montana using his own name. If this reporter knew they flew together, then it is possible Jamie�s cover had been blown in Montana. Fuck. What an idiot.
She pressed one of her favorites on her phone. �Greg. I�m getting questions about Jack.�
�Who�s Jack?� her lawyer answered distractedly.
�Jamie�s name after he went under. A reporter just asked me where he was and knew that we traveled together to Montana. She had his full fake name.�
A loud breath sounded through the phone. �This shit keeps getting deeper and deeper. Who was running the operation in Montana, Stella?�
�I�m not sure, but Patrick would know.� Stella racked her brain to see if she could recall the name of the agent who�d talked Jamie into going undercover. �I�ll ask him.�
�Okay. I mean, I just don�t get what sort of operation is going on where they�re letting agents use their own name to fly back to DC to inform on�� he trailed off. �It doesn�t really matter. We just need to make sure we protect you.�
�I didn�t tell her anything. I said I couldn�t answer her questions.�
�That�s an accurate answer. Jack Ryder is a name that�s top secret, unless he fucking flew to DC using it.� Greg cussed under his breath. �You did well. Let me do some digging. Did you get her name?�
�No.� Stella inwardly chided herself for that misstep.
�It�s okay, Stella.� Greg cleared his throat. �Have you heard from Harris lately?�
�No, but I have a couple of ideas and I still think he�s the way to get this thing settled.�
�What do you mean?� Greg asked.
�I think if I get Agent Harris to ask if I would be willing to wear a wire, then all I have to do is get Jamie to talk about what he did. I already set it up for him and he said that�s the only way that he�d believe what I told him anyway. I honestly think it�s just a matter of time before he sets it up.�
�Oh, so all you have to do is get him to talk about what he did and not incriminate you in the process.� Greg�s voice was amused. �That sounds easy as pie.�
�You don�t know him. He�s been talking my ear off for a year.� And she was used to being underestimated.
�You can certainly try, but we need to have other contingencies in place if that doesn�t work.� He�d stopped laughing, realizing she was serious.
She smiled into the phone. �Oh ye of little faith.�
�Oh ye of protect your ass.�
�You have a tough job.� She laughed. �I appreciate you.�
�I�m sure you do. That�s why you pay me as much as you do.�
Stella laughed at the socially inept statement; she wasn�t surprised the smartest people usually had difficulty with communication. She didn�t care if she and Greg could have great conversations or if he thought she was stupid, just as long as he did his job.
�Talk later, Greg,� Stella said and clicked end on her phone. She immediately voxed Patrick. �Breaker, breaker. Hairy Ball. It�s Magic Box. What�s your twenty?�
A few seconds later, Patrick�s amused voice came across. �Fuck Hairy Ball. I�m headed home. Why?�
�You got a few minutes for a drink with me? Finnegan�s?�
�Anything for you, Magic Box.�
* * *
George leaned back in the chair and stretched his arms above his head. He had a pen behind his ear and Spotify playing on his computer. Papers were scattered all over the hotel�s desk. He was covering the race up to the primary elections and the election was still a year out. The potential candidates ran the gamut from political elite to up-and-comers. He was already bored by all the papers recycling the same stories. Hell, he was bored with his own story. This certainly wasn�t what he thought he�d be writing about when he�d agreed to use El to get back into journalism. He wanted to be writing cutting edge articles about things that mattered, not doing feel-good pieces for political campaigns.
Senator Ashby had asked him on the campaign trail because Jessica had given him the nod. George didn�t know what to think about the fact that she vouched for him after all these years. He�d thanked her when he saw her his first day. She�d aged, just like he had, but overall she looked the same, her wavy red hair was pulled into a tight ponytail and she was wearing a suit, every inch the young businesswoman. During the course of the last couple of weeks they saw each other routinely and were cordial.
He had the news on mute while he was writing, but he looked up at the TV and saw Stella holding a press conference. He smiled seeing her; he missed her. She was in professional mode and had her fake smile affixed to her very kissable lips. Then he noticed her right hand was in a cast. He sat upright and found the remote to turn up the volume.
�We appreciate you respecting his privacy right now,� she said soberly.
�Stella...how�s the hand?� a reporter called.
�How long will you be in a cast?� another asked.
�What happened?�
She looked down sheepishly. �I lost a fight with the treadmill yesterday.� She shrugged like �what are you going to do, you know?� and he almost bought it until she used her fake smile again. She was getting good at lying through her teeth. It made him very nervous.
George ran a hand through his unruly hair. He was pissed. He�d talked with her last night and she hadn�t mentioned breaking her hand. He sighed. �What the fuck am I going to do with you?� he asked TV El.
She smiled another fake smile and walked off the screen with reporters still yelling questions.
George pulled out his phone and voxed Stella. �You need to fucking call me.� He looked out his window. �Now.�
He selected Patrick next. �Hey, is Stella staying with y�all this week? What happened to her arm?�
His phone dinged immediately. It was Patrick, voxing.
�She�s staying on and off, why?�
�Because I just fucking saw her on TV with a broken hand or arm or...�
�Jamie,� Patrick responded immediately. �She punched him.�
George stared at the phone. When the fuck was she going to tell him that? Jealousy crept up his spine and settled in his throat. Of course she�d told Patrick.
�10-4,� George said and voxed Stella again.
�Stella Eugenia Murphy. I will come back to DC and spank your ass. Call me NOW!� He didn�t keep the anger out of his voice�he wanted her to hear it loud and clear.
* * *
�Okay. So I�m trying to get Jamie to admit to everything, but I need to get him somewhere where he won�t suspect that�s what I�m doing.�
Stella and Patrick were sitting at their old stools at Finnegan�s, knocking back beers. It was almost like old times, except that Owen was behind the bar. When they�d come in, he�d given her the third degree about Patrick as well. Stella was positive George must�ve said something to Owen about keeping tabs on her. It was ridiculous, but she understood it, especially after hearing his latest vox, which she was ignoring.
�Okay,� Patrick said, taking a sip of his beer. �How�re you planning on doing that?�
�I�ll get him to meet me somewhere and record him telling me he did it.� She honestly didn�t think it would be that hard; he liked to hear himself talk.
�I don�t know, El.� Patrick shook his head skeptically while examining the cracks in the bar. �You�re going to have to make sure when you�re recording that you only get the parts you want. If it�s clear that you knew he shot you earlier, you�ll be in trouble. If it seems like you knew he was part of the bombing, you could be charged with being an accessory after the fact. I mean, there are so many things that could go wrong.�
�But, it�s really the only way I can get Agent Harris to act on this. I mean, if I�m taking Jack Ryder down, I�ve got to give him this admission. I want him arrested.�
�Well, I guess if you record him there�ll be proof that he told you, but�� Patrick doubted she�d be able to pull it off; it was all over his face.
�Come on, Patrick, give me some fucking credit. I can coax people to talk about what I want them to.� She shrugged. �I�m good at distracting boys.�
�Oh, really,� Patrick mocked, running his fingers up and down his pint of Bass.
�Yeah, really,� Stella said, grinning. �My job of distracting people from what�s really going on will be helpful in this adventure. For example, my current client, who�s fucking a dude even though he�s married to a woman and has two kids�send me in there and the media forgets all questions about him, but wants to talk about death threats and string bikinis. It�s fucking easy.�
�Job kind of sucks, huh?� Patrick ruffled her hair. It was growing out of the bob she had during the trial.
�Kind of.� She nodded and leaned away from his hand. She hated being petted.
�Most jobs do.� Patrick took a gulp of his beer. �You want to stay at the house?�
�Maybe...� She was nervous to stay by herself since she ran into Jamie. While it was hard to have media outside her house at all times, it was also like a security blanket. Agent Gunter had seen her rush back to her house, but hadn�t said a word about it. Everything was so fucking complicated.
�When does George get back?� Patrick asked, throwing down a bill on the bar.
�This weekend.�
�He in Iowa?�
�Yep.�
�You better call him. He voxed me and he was pissed.� Patrick smiled and drained his drink. �See you in a bit. I�ll tell Millie to buy some wine.� He kissed her cheek and left her sitting there contemplating whether she could pull off the only plan she�d come up with so far to deal with Jamie.
�Owen?� Stella called.
�Yes, Stella?�
�I need another one before I go.� Stella lifted her empty glass toward him.
�Of course.� Owen nodded and got her a Snakebite. When he set it in front of her on the bar, he smiled sympathetically. �Rough day?�
�You could say that.�
�What�d you do to your hand?� he asked.
�Broke it. Fell off the treadmill,� she answered, feeding him the same story she�d told the media. Liar. She�d found it easier that once you lied, just keep lying; just fall into the lie and wallow in it. You may end up even believing the story you�ve created for yourself, anyway, and then it will be less likely others will know you�re a liar.
�Damn, seriously?� Owen�s eyebrows rose.
�Yep. It was a sneaky bastard.�
�You know, I don�t care what everyone says about you. I think you and Will are good together.�
Stella�s mood darkened. She already knew George�s family didn�t like her, but shit. �Thanks.� She shrugged and gulped her beer down, now ready to leave. She waved as she walked toward the door.
Stella fell into her car, which she�d named Delilah, and headed home to grab her things and Cooper. On the way she listened to her Voxer messages from George. He was pissed because she hadn�t told him about her hand, but she didn�t tell him because she didn�t want him to worry. Then she made a rookie mistake by holding a press conference and not telling him before then. She and Cooper got in Delilah and made their way to Patrick�s.
She called George and listened to him berate her as soon as he answered.
�Where have you been? I�ve been calling and fucking voxing all fucking day. How do you not tell me that you ran into Jamie and it ended in you breaking your hand?�
She was silent. Stella had no valid reason for not telling him, she just didn�t want to worry him, which was stupid.
�I�m sorry.�
�You�re sorry!?� George�s voice boomed from the phone and Stella pulled it from her ear.
�I don�t have an explanation. I just didn�t want to worry you.�
�So you�d rather me see it on TV with everyone else when you smile your fake fucking smile and tell your pretty little lies?�
�George, I�m sorry. I�ll do better.� She wasn�t even putting up a fight and that seemed to take some of the air out of his fight.
�Stella, I can�t be here and know you�re lying to me.�
�I didn�t lie.�
�Cut the bullshit.�
�Okay.�
�Okay?�
�Okay....� There was a strained silence. �I was running and Jamie was waiting for me. He wants his money. I punched him in the face.�
�Pay him,� George said unequivocally.
�What?�
�Pay him,� George repeated. �Write him a motherfucking check and get him out of our lives.�
�I bought Delilah with it and some shoes,� she said sheepishly.
�I have money to pay him; do it.�
�B-but�� Stella stuttered, not knowing what to think.
�I�m not asking, Love. Pay him.�
She continued to make the dumbest decisions. What was her problem? She reluctantly agreed to pay him out of George�s bank account. By the time she pulled up to her old house, she�d told him she loved him as big as the world and he�d laughed because that�s what Finn always told him. Stella thought they ended the call on the best note possible.

Chapter Fifteen
Bullet to the Head

She was sitting at the desk assigned to her in the Montana field office, music playing in the background. She couldn�t quite decipher what it was, but it sounded like a Matthew Mayfield song she loved. She was alone, and then all of sudden, the surrounding desks were occupied by Trey Williams, Jeffery Riggins, and Peter Richardson, the agents she was working with. She frantically looked around and tried to get up, but her feet were stuck to the floor. Shouting, she tried to get the agents� attention.
�Hey! RUN!� She yelled over and over, but the music got louder and eventually drowned out her screams.
A figure appeared, dressed all in black. His eyes locked on hers when he pulled the trigger and shot Agent Riggins. She screamed as his head exploded and his blood splattered on the files that were strewn on the floor. Stella shook her head furiously.
�STOP! JAMIE!� she cried and screamed as loud as she could.
Jamie�s eyes never left hers when he moved to Agent Williams and shot him at point blank range. Stella closed her eyes and willed them to stay closed. She heard another shot and a body hit the floor. Richardson.
The music quieted and Jamie was standing in front of her; she felt him. Kneeling in front of her, he pulled her chair flush with his chest, his face inches from hers.
�You know I have to kill you, right?� He looked like he had in college and it made her insides seize in fear.
Stella shook her head. He leaned in and claimed her mouth with his. Her mouth betrayed her and fell in sync with his nips, tugs, and licks. He tasted of spearmint and home. Jamie broke off the kiss and kept his lips near her ear.
�Oh, that�s where you�re wrong. I do.� He raised the gun to her head.
She felt the muzzle burn her temple and she squeezed her eyes closed. �Please,� she choked out.
He pulled the trigger and she screamed.
�Stella!� Patrick was sitting in the bed shaking her by her shoulders. �El! Wake up.�
Her eyes popped open and she let out a loud sob. She covered her mouth with both of her hands and he pulled her into his arms.
�You�re okay.�
Stella sagged against him. Fuck.
�What was it this time?� Patrick asked into her hair.
�Bullet to the head,� she answered lifelessly. �When will it all end? I�m so fucking tired.�
�Have you talked to your psychiatrist about your dreams?�
She nodded into his chest.
�Why are they getting worse?�
�I assume because of what we�re planning. I don�t know.� Her voice was scratchy from screaming. �I�m feeling like I�m on the edge of something deep and scary, like an abyss where I keep falling.�
�We�re close,� he whispered into her ear.
She nodded. He was the only person who knew the plan, but they needed help and she was leaving that up to him. It was his plan. His crazy, fucked up plan to use her as bait to get Jamie to attack again. This time they�d be ready. The only question was if the plan would work; would he attack at the right time or would he just kill her and that would be the end? The end of it all? She�d really decided she was fine either way.
�El! Patrick! You guys okay?� Millie called as she came down the stairs.
Patrick separated himself from Stella, squeezing her shoulder before moving away.
Stella wiped the tears from her cheeks with the back of her left hand. �Sorry, Mil. I had another dream where Jamie killed me.� She put on a fake smile. �Nothing new.�
�Why is your medication not working? You really need to get that worked out.� Millie sat down on the opposite side of the bed as Patrick. �Do you want me to stay with you?�
Stella stopped wiping her face for a minute. �Really? Would you?�
Millie nodded and lay down next to Stella, moving Cooper with her foot.
�Wait, can I stay too?� Patrick asked excitedly. �This is like a dream��
Millie threw a pillow, interrupting him. �Girls only.�
�That sucks.� He shrugged. �Can I at least tuck my girls in?�
�Get out of here, perv!� Millie threw another pillow at him.
Stella felt Millie�s fingers entwine with hers and she squeezed her best friend�s hand. �I love you, Mil. Thank you.�
�Of course, asshole.�
* * *
�My dreams are getting much worse.� Stella was sitting cross-legged in the wingback chair facing Denise. She shook her head, remembering the most recent one.
�What was this last dream about, Stella?� Denise asked.
�About the guy who shot me and him killing me this time.�
�Well, that�s a reasonable dream for someone who�s been through the trauma you have,� Denise soothed.
�But I don�t want to have these dreams anymore.� Stella pulled out the pen that was holding her hair in a loose bun and reached it down into her cast to scratch an itch. She sighed in relief.
�I understand, Stella, but I think while the threat is still very real to you, that�s just not going to happen. Your dreams are your biggest fears coming true.�
Jamie kissing her and her liking it was something she feared in a deep, distant way, but it was in no way the worst fear of the dream.
Denise took a sip of her tea. �You told me that you have an active death threat. It makes sense that while all of your fears are coming close to reality, your dreams would be getting more active.�
�Honestly, my biggest fear isn�t me dying,� Stella responded. This was a full disclosure place, right?
�What is your biggest fear?�
She took in a breath. It scared her so much she didn�t want to say it out loud. If only Denise knew how close it was to being a reality.
�Biggest fear, Stella,� Denise prompted.
Stella examined her hands.
�You want to know mine?� Denise asked. �Something happening to my kids. I�m afraid that�s something that would be so devastating that my entire world would change.�
�I�m afraid that George will be killed because of me,� Stella blurted out.
Denise looked up. �That�s perfectly reasonable.�
�I�ve been through that sort of pain, that loss, and I�m honestly not sure I can do it again. Add on top of that pain, the knowledge that I�m the reason behind his death would end me.� Stella was frozen with the reality that she�d just said that out loud. This was something she wanted to keep buried deep and not even acknowledge the possibility.
�Stella,� Denise�s voice was calm, �you aren�t responsible for the actions of a sadistic psychopath.�
�If George wasn�t anywhere near me, that sadistic motherfucker wouldn�t even know his name,� Stella spit out.
�Stella, I need you to do something for me,� Denise said, setting her tea down. �This is going to be hard for you.�
�Well, all of this is hard for me.�
�We need to get everything out in the open. I�ve put some things together since you�ve been getting therapy and I�m going to ask you a series of questions I want you to answer.�
Stella shrugged. �Okay, that doesn�t seem that difficult.�
�I want honest, truthful, nothing-omitted answers,� Denise cajoled.
Silence. Stella didn�t know if she could do that.
�I will never speak a word of the next 30 minutes to anyone. It wouldn�t matter if you told me you were going to leave this office and go kill someone. Do you understand?�
�You�d be breaking the law,� Stella said matter-of-factly.
Denise�s eyes took on an edge that Stella hadn�t seen before. �I don�t fucking care.�
Stella was taken aback by Denise�s words and then a smile spread across her face. She nodded at Denise to start.
* * *
Patrick and Stella were running a different route today and headed toward the city following the Potomac. It was a beautiful run by the river even when it was still dark outside. The moon reflected in the river made the run very dream-like and allowed Stella to get caught up in the scenery, distracting her from thinking about not being able to breathe. They�d just gotten their pace down when Patrick cleared his throat.
�I�ve been thinking, and I don�t like your plan right now.� He looked at her, but the darkness masked his features and she couldn�t tell if he was concerned or just being condescending.
�Well, come up with something better,� she said.
�I have.�
Silence.
�Well? What is it?� she asked impatiently.
Patrick kept his gaze straight ahead. �Need to know.�
�What the fuck do you mean, need to know? It�s my plan!� She stopped running; he didn�t. She had to race to catch up with him. �Patrick?�
�First of all, it�s our plan. We came up with it together, and honestly, I don�t know if getting the FBI to interview and arrest Jamie will end this.� He looked straight ahead.
�Sure it will.� She was positive she had a plan in place that would get Jamie out of their hair where he couldn�t hurt them.
�I don�t think we�re thinking about all the angles.�
�What angles are we missing?� Stella stared at him, trying to analyze his features.
�I�m concerned that the ATF is going to protect him, El. He was under for four fucking years to bust this group. They�re going to do everything they can to support him. And the fact that the FBI has been snooping around has made the atmosphere at the agency a little interesting.�
�Interesting?� she asked, not understanding his meaning.
�They aren�t going to let this happen. They�ll put him back under where it would be top secret where he�s located. We�ve got to come at this a different way.�
�What?� She felt like she did when she fell off the monkey bars when she was little, landing on her back in a heap. All of her confidence in her plan withered and disappeared.
�I also think he may be in deep shit with the group he was under with,� Patrick continued.
�No shit,� she said, that familiar hardness shoving its way back into her mind.
�No, I�m positive they don�t know he�s ATF. They think he�s on the run because of the bombing and he did steal that money from them when he left. Then you took it from him. They�re hunting him now.�
�So what? He�s hiding in plain sight?�
�Something like that,� Patrick confirmed.
�What are you thinking?�
�What if that group found out he was ATF?�
�They�d kill him.�
Patrick nodded. �Exactly.�

Chapter Sixteen
Quack like a Duck

George had been on the road for over three weeks now and he was looking forward to heading home for a few days. He needed a break. He was sitting in another hotel room, writing a story about Senator Ashby�s stance on gun control. Needing a break, he pulled out his phone and sent a text to Stella.
My duck misses you
He threw his phone on the bed and pulled a Coke out of his cooler. His phone beeped.
Hahahahahahahaha your duck?
George looked at his phone and sure enough, the text he sent to start a sexual back and forth said duck instead of dick. He laughed out loud.
Yep. I want to put my duck everywhere
Stella texted back immediately.
Ducks need to stay in the water
George chuckled.
My duck needs some alone time so it can quack
His phone buzzed again.
You�re so weird. no duck is coming near me�dick that�s cool
He typed his next text and hit send.
So my duck quacking isn�t doing it for you
Her response was immediate.
No.
He laughed. George tapped on the Voxer app. �I was trying for sexting, but it�d be my luck to have a typo like that. My dick does miss you. I�d like to slip into something more comfortable.�
Her laughter sounded in his hotel room. �You�re a fucking idiot.�
Just the sound of her voice changed his entire mood. He felt lighter with her laughter ringing in his ears.
* * *
She was sitting on the couch, Cooper�s head on her lap. Every time Stella stroked his head, his tail wagged. Billy was playing some video game that had him killing zombies and she was drinking.
�So, you moving back in with us?� Billy asked, not taking his eyes off the screen.
�No. Just feeling a little vulnerable I guess.� She looked at her broken hand.
�Yeah, but Patrick said Jamie�s got a nice shiner. It was worth it, wasn�t it?� Billy smirked.
Although Stella didn�t tell him everything, she knew Patrick did, so telling Patrick was really like telling Billy, too.
�Fuck yeah it was,� she answered. Stella pulled an ink pen from the coffee table and stuck in down in the cast. �It itches like a bitch, though.� She kept moving the pen up and down, trying to scratch every inch of her hand and arm covered by the cast. The top of the pen got stuck in the cast when she pulled it out. �Fucker!� she swore, holding her arm out and shaking it so she could see where the cap had lodged itself.
�So, you�re allowing yourself to be used as bait, huh?� Billy asked, pausing the video game to watch her with an amused expression.
�Patrick told you?� She maneuvered the pen down her cast to try to push the top closer to the edge.
�Not much he doesn�t tell me these days, El. Millie has been on his ass constantly since you told her about him lying to you about Jamie. Low blow, by the way. So he needs someone to talk to with all you guys needing him and shit.� Billy walked over to where she was sitting and dropped down to the couch beside her. �Why can�t you need me?�
She filed away the fact that Millie was pissed at Patrick; she�d need to talk to him about it later. �Oh, but I do need you,� she said, laughing.
He took her arm in his hands and expertly used the pen to push the cap to the top of the cast and popped it out. �How�s that?� he asked.
�Oh, shit. Thank you.� She waved her cast at him. �See, I need you.�
�That doesn�t count,� he said, turning his video game back on and sinking back into his seat.
�I need you to give me a break in my otherwise pretty shitty existence. I need to talk about the pictures that keep circulating on Twitter, the fact that I shouldn�t wear tank tops anymore or that I�m twenty-fucking-six years old and I�m afraid to sleep in my own bed. And obviously, I need you to pull out the shit that I get stuck in my cast.�
Billy paused his game again and put his feet on the floor. �El, you don�t have to do this. Let the FBI do what it�s supposed to do. You�re not trained and it�s eating away at you.�
She took a sip of her wine. �I�m committed.�
�Or you should be committed.� He laughed. �I think it�s clear it won�t work. What will you do when it doesn�t work?�
�Know that I did every fucking thing that I could to keep George safe.�
�Get the fuck over yourself. This isn�t about George, it�s about you.�
She felt like he�d slapped her. This was about keeping the ones that she loved safe, even Billy.
�Stella,� he said, shaking her out of her own head.
She shook her head in disagreement. No way.
�Admit it. You want revenge. Doesn�t have anything to do with George. You admit that to me and then we�ll talk more.� He started playing his game and put his legs back on the coffee table.
Stella took a sip of wine and petted Cooper. Maybe she had been lying to herself.
I�m more fucked up than I thought.
* * *
The next day, Stella hurried out of her office and onto K Street. She and Millie were meeting at Caf� Carvy for a quick lunch. Stella wanted to run an idea by Millie. She voxed her en route.
�Lunch Box, I�� She busted out laughing. �This is Magic Box. I�m almost there. Get me whatever you�re having.�
Her Voxer app beeped and she heard Millie laughing. �I may have to get Patrick to start calling me that too.�
Stella smiled as she walked across 19th St. and found Millie standing in line.
�What�d you get us?�
�Turkey,� Millie responded. �I have to watch what�s in this lunch box. Don�t want it to get overfilled, you know?�
�Fucking gross, Millie.� She slapped Millie�s arm and Millie laughed hysterically. �How was y�all�s date last night?�
�It was fine; we went to that Italian place in Old Town. I was surprised you were already in bed when we got home.�
�I went downstairs to think and ended up falling asleep.� She shrugged and picked up her sandwich from the counter.
Millie led them over to a small table outside. �Whatcha thinking about?�
�I want to surprise George in Iowa. Do you think he�d like that?�
Taking a big bite of her sandwich, Millie nodded. �Yes,� she said with her mouth full. �Definitely.� Millie�s phone dinged; she looked at it and smiled. �We�re on Twitter. Let�s do a selfie and I�ll post it.�
�A selfie?� Stella laughed. �I don�t want to have anything to do with your selfie.�
�A fucking picture, Stella. I�ll post it on Twitter. You do need good things on there, you know.�
�Oh, like where I�m eating lunch?� Stella was incredulous that anyone would give a shit where she was having lunch.
�Yes, like where we�re eating lunch. It�s already on there anyway.�
Relenting, Stella leaned into Millie and spread her perfected fake grin across her lips. Millie took a picture and then posted it.
�See? Easy peasy.�
�We�ll have to leave in like, ten minutes or people will come over here trying to kill me,� Stella joked.
�So, Patrick told me the FBI is using you for bait now,� Millie commented, then took another bite of her sandwich.
�Fuck�who hasn�t Patrick told?� Stella rubbed her face with the palm of her hand.
�He�s worried. I think talking about it helps him.� Millie shrugged. �Hot dress, by the way. It makes your ass look amazing.�
�My ass is amazing,� Stella said with a valley girl accent and Millie laughed.
�I�ve told you this a number of times, but I really don�t understand how dumb, don�t forget to pronounce the b, please, you are. Your plan or strategy or whatever it is�is pure�dumbassery.�
Stella stopped mid-bite and put her sandwich down. An amused smile played on her lips. �Dumbassery?� Millie nodded, chewing.
�That�s not a word.�
�It should be and you would be the definition.� Millie put her sandwich down too. She spread her hands around Stella�s face, framing it. �Your fucking picture is the definition of dumbassery.�

Chapter Seventeen
Fight for Us

She walked in the hotel bar and looked around. She didn�t see George until a woman moved and she got a glimpse of his blue oxford shirt and khakis. His hair was too long and curled over his ears. The woman was pretty, professional, and clearly in a serious discussion with Stella�s boyfriend. The woman and George were undoubtedly familiar; they were too close to be strangers. The woman�s head fell back in a cackle and she slapped his arm, yelling, �Will, you�re so bad!� All the anticipation of getting there to see George evaporated and a small twinge of emotion formed in her gut.
Straightening herself, Stella walked to the bar and ordered a drink, all the while watching the exchange going on between George and this woman. The woman put her hand on his and he moved it once, twice; if she moved her red head any closer to George she would be kissing him. Abruptly, George stood, creating distance between himself and the woman. His eyes widened as he saw Stella sitting at the end of the bar, sipping a vodka tonic. She raised her glass toward him as he made his way to where she was sitting.
�Love?� He bent to kiss her cheek, his voice tight.
�I wanted to surprise you,� she admitted with a shrug. �Surprise.�
�Shit, El. It�s not what you think�� he trailed off, looking back where the redhead sat studying them.
�That�s too clich� for us, don�t you think?� Stella stared into the clear liquid in her glass. Is this really how this will end? He cheats on me? �I don�t blame you, you know,� she said honestly. �I just wish you would�ve told me.�
He sat down heavily on the barstool next to her. �Blame me for what?�
She motioned toward the redhead. �Wanting someone else.�
George�s head fell to the bar and he sighed audibly.
�You�d be crazy not to.� Stella finished her drink in a gulp and pushed herself away from the bar. The wall she�d been fighting for over a year started rebuilding itself. �I�m going to see if I can get an earlier flight.� Stella turned and walked out of the bar, her hand shaking as she called a cab.
George grabbed the phone out of her hand and disconnected the call. �You know, it really pisses me off that you�re just willing to give up on us, El.� He started walking toward the elevators with her phone.
She followed him and stood, looking at him, wishing things were different; wishing that she was different. She took in his wrinkled clothes, tired eyes and disheveled hair. �What�s going on with you?� She asked as she followed him into the elevator.
�I�ve been working for 11 days straight. I�m worried about you. I need to write a good story so I can continue to do what I love.� George leaned against the wall of the elevator, his head resting against it.
�I�m not wearing any underwear because I thought as soon as we saw each other we�d attack each other.� Stella looked down. �I didn�t know you were being attacked by other women.� She exited the elevator and waited for him to show her to his room. �Who was the redhead?�
�Jessica.� George opened the door and waited for Stella to go in ahead of him.
Stella stood in the entryway near the door in case she wanted to escape this conversation. She�d rather just leave and not confront this very uncomfortable situation. She knew their relationship was too good to be true and it was sort of a relief to have George end it.
�So, are you fucking her?�
�Fuck, El.� George was exasperated. �No. And why do you even care if you just want to leave me?�
�George, I don�t want to leave you, but I will if that�s what you want,� she said sincerely; she would do whatever he wanted her to do.
�Why would you think I�d want you to be anywhere other than with me? After everything? I don�t know how much more I can do to show and tell you how much I love you.� His voice was weary, his eyes tired, his fight almost non-existent.
�That woman was about to kiss you in a bar.�
�But she didn�t, because I didn�t let her. She thought because I took this assignment that it meant I wanted to be with her,� George explained. �It didn�t.�
�What do you mean?� Stella moved from the entryway into the room.
�Well, she�s the one who requested I be put on Senator Ashby�s press detail,� he answered.
�Why would she do that?�
�She felt like she owed me.�
�For what?�
George took a long breath. �I don�t know, El. For breaking my heart.�
�What?� Stella was reeling. �Oh, shit. Wait�that�s the Jessica. The one who didn�t want to get married so you broke up?� It was all clicking into place now. The reason why George got this job in the first place was because of his ex-girlfriend.
�That�s the one,� he confessed.
�And she offered you this job and you didn�t feel the need to tell me you�d be working with your ex-girlfriend.� Stella was fuming.
�Fuck,� he groaned. �I honestly didn�t think it was important. It�s been years.�
�Well, obviously she feels like it was just yesterday.� Stella couldn�t believe George didn�t mention that when he took the job. �She knows we�re together. I mean, everyone on God�s green earth knows we�re together and yet she was still in your face?�
�I hope you trust me enough to know that I wouldn�t do anything like that to you, El. I�d never cheat on you.� George sat on the bed. �And honestly, you seem hell bent on us not working out anyway. Is that what you want? Us not to work?�
Stella stared at him. �Don�t fucking make this shit about me. Of course I want us to work. I just acknowledge it may not.�
�Because if you just plan on giving up, tell me now and we can go our separate ways. I meant what I said, I want you in my life. I love you. But it�s getting real fucking old that you keep thinking its better if you walk away.�
�First of all, you�re the one that had your ex, a hot redhead, in your face and didn�t tell me that she not only got you this job, but would be accompanying you for months.�
�Nothing happened and nothing�s going to happen.� George put his head in hands. �Unfortunately, I�m utterly and completely in love with you.�
�You,� she said quietly, moving to sit on the opposite side of the bed.
�You what?� He looked at her intensely.
�It�s better for you. I love you and I want what�s better for you, not me. You�re it for me; it doesn�t matter if you leave me or not. I will never love anyone else.� Stella�s walls were trembling from her indecision of having them up or down. The space between them on the bed was a few feet, but the gulf she felt between them was too far to measure.
�Then fucking fight for us. For me. Tell me you aren�t going anywhere. I CAN�T CONTINUE TO WORRY THAT YOU WILL LEAVE ME, STELLA!� he yelled at her from across the bed.
�But I�m just waiting for you to leave me, George,� she admitted.
He took in a breath. �I�m fucking exhausted.�
�I wanted to come surprise you and make you happy. Instead we�re doing this.� She gestured toward him.
�I love that you�re here. She means nothing to me. She was my past. You are my everything.�
Stella got off the bed and walked to George, pulling him to her. George wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her onto his lap.
They stayed that way until George leaned back and pulled her with him. �Let�s go away together,� he said into her ear.
�Like, forever?�
�That would be nice, wouldn�t it?� He chuckled. �I was thinking for the weekend.�
�Okay. Where you taking me?�
�A surprise. I may have something up my sleeve.�
�I�m not sure I care about what�s up your sleeve,� she smiled, her fingers inching to his waist, �it�s what�s down your pants that I care about.�
�I love you and I�m sorry.� George�s lips on her ear sent chills down her spine.
�I know. Me too.�

Chapter Eighteen
I Don�t Get Paid to be Nice

She�d only been able to stay with George a day and a half before she had to get back to work. Her trip to Iowa had the Twittersphere buzzing.
#fbibeautyoncampaigntrail
#bartenderhasbeautychasinghimnow
#fbibeautythrowinghatinring
She�d nearly fell out of her seat at the last hashtag. There was no way she�d ever get into politics. Stella tweeted.
No way in hell I�d run for office. #toobusychasingbartender
Monday had been full of putting out legal fires. Senator Miller called four times and she finally took his call. All he wanted was the status of his case. She was professional, but really didn�t have any new information for him and was getting pretty fucking tired of holding his cheating hand.
�Senator, I�ve told you on a number of occasions that I�ll call you as soon as we get a date set for a hearing. Have I done anything that would indicate that I wouldn�t do what I�ve said I would do?�
�No. I just�� he started.
�Well, then I�ll call you with a date as soon as I get one,� she interrupted.
�I bet no one�s accused you of being nice, Ms. Murphy.�
Stella smiled to herself as she looked out her window onto K Street. �I don�t get paid to be nice. I get paid to be right.� She hung up her phone and finished a Motion for Summary Judgment she�d been working on for four days. Her phone dinged and she saw a notification she had a message in Voxer. She tapped on it as she pulled files out of her desk.
�Love, I need you to do me a favor. Go to the office at Finnegan�s and get the checkbook out of the safe. I need you to pay a bill for me.�
�Fucker, do you not have online checking?� she asked into Voxer. She was just giving him shit.
�Not for that account. I totally forgot to pay a bill this month out of the other account and I�m here. Can you do it tonight?�
�I guess so.� Stella looked at the file in her hand, contemplating the firm�s next move. �You want me to call you when I�m there so that you can tell me the combination?�
�Okay. What time do you think you�ll get there?� he pressed.
�Fuck, George I don�t know.� She didn�t understand why it was such a big deal.
�Shit, I�m sorry. I�m just getting shit from Kelly. I totally forgot to pay their mortgage this month and they got a notice.�
Stella forgot her file and looked at her phone as if George would appear. �What?�
�Please just do this for me and we can talk about it later.� George�s voice was resigned.
�You�re paying your sister�s mortgage?� Stella was baffled. Kelly was an adult. With a job. And a husband. Why the fuck was her big brother paying her mortgage?
�Fuck, Stella. Please,� he begged, clearly not wanting to get into it with her about all that he did for his family.
�Do you pay all your sisters� mortgages?�
Silence.
�You do, don�t you?� She was stunned. This wasn�t anything she�d even contemplated.
�Can we please save this conversation for face to face?� he pleaded.
Stella relented. Really, in the grand scheme of things, this was nothing and definitely something that could be discussed later. �Fine, George. I�ll call you later.�
�Love.� His voice was full of relief.
�Love.�
* * *
�When is this happening?� Denise asked.
Stella was sitting in her usual spot, gazing out the window. She was getting to the point where she looked forward to and dreaded these appointments at the same time.
�That�s a matter of top secret clearance and you don�t have that, so��
�Stella, you can continue to play cat and mouse with me or you can genuinely make efforts to get better. Be better.� Denise sipped her tea and watched Stella with her doe eyes.
�I�m already better.� Stella didn�t know if she believed this or that she could even get �better,� but it felt good to say. And she was at least feeling �less bad� since she started seeing Denise.
�No. You�re not. I know you think you�re ugly, lost, not good enough for George, and you�re in a job you aren�t sure you want, but you have yet to open up the closet that holds all the things that scare you so I can help you and protect you.�
�All of the things that scare me are out of my closet.� After their last session, Denise knew most everything that happened with Jamie and Jack, except that they were the same person. �I answered all your questions in our top secret session and the only thing I didn�t get a chance to tell you about was trying to get my shooter to admit to it while I�m recording it so that I can finally be free of him.�
Denise was unable to keep the shock from her face. �But your dreams are getting worse. Maybe it�s the impending showdown that�s causing such stress on your psyche.�
�A showdown?� She scoffed. �I was shot. I�m scared of the person who shot me. I was kidnapped. I�m scared of the person who kidnapped me. I�m scared that the person who shot me and kidnapped me will hurt George or someone else I love. I�m so fucking scared all the time. I�m tired of being scared. I�ve resigned myself to the fact that I�m okay with being the broken, bent, fucked up person I am, but I worry George will see all that and leave me.�
�Why is it that you think George will leave you? We always come back to this. I just don�t understand. He�s been with you through the last several years and he�s told you repeatedly he�s not going anywhere.�
�I�I just feel it. I know that doesn�t make a ton of sense, but I just�George is one of the most beautiful people I�ve ever met. His soul is sunshine and Nutter Butter cookies. There�s nothing ugly, scary, or mean in him. Me, on the other hand�I�m the imitation Oreos that are just pretending to be real cookies.� Stella shook her head. �There�s no sunshine there, only the moon. The moon is always hiding part of itself.�
�Well, the cookie analogy is well thought out. I do love Nutter Butters and hate those cheap imitation Oreos. Let�s dig a little deeper. Why do you feel like a cheap imitation of anything? You�re a woman who has gone through many different traumas in her life. Your traumas are not only for you to deal with privately, but out in the open for the entire world to see and judge, which makes everything more difficult and you extra strong for dealing with it with such finesse.�
�I feel like I�m just pretending to go through this life until I get killed.� After the words left her, she realized what she said. She inwardly cringed because she�d meant every single word. Stella looked around like she couldn�t believe it. She�d never thought of her herself as biding her time until she died. It wasn�t even just death�everyone dies�she was waiting to be killed. How fucked up can one person get?
Denise cleared her throat. �I actually think it�s very rational to feel like you�ll die after your fianc� died and you were shot during a bombing. I think you�d be delusional if you didn�t have some sort of residual fear about your mortality. Now we just need to help you deal with this precarious thing called life.�
Stella looked at her phone. �My time�s up.� She stood and walked toward the door.
�Stella. We�ll get you through this.� Denise took a sip of tea and then smiled.
�See you next week.�
As she walked back to her office she contemplated the words she�d just spoken out loud. She was waiting to be killed. I�m waiting on Jamie to kill me. It was true, but nothing is really true until you speak it out loud. Once it�s spoken, then you have to acknowledge it and deal with it. Fuck.
She got back to her office and buried herself in her work until her alarm went off, letting her know she needed to get home to let Cooper out before her yoga class.
* * *
After yoga, Stella drove to Finnegan�s and got a check out of George�s safe for his fucking sister�s mortgage. She couldn�t quite wrap her brain around the fact that grown ass women needed their brother to pay for their shit. Kara�s husband had a job. Kelly and her husband had jobs. She just didn�t understand; maybe she never would. As she got back in her car, her phone rang.
�Hi, Dad,� she answered.
�Hey, Stella,� his voice was strained, �you doing okay?�
�Yes, sir.� She drove home to grab Cooper before heading back to Patrick and Billy�s. �You?�
�I�ve had better days.� He sighed into the phone.
�What�s up?�
�I don�t know, I just�� his words got lost by a bad connection.
�Dad? Are you there?� she called into the phone.
�I�m worried about you. I don�t like George not being there with all this shit going on. I�m worried about something happening to you that I can�t control.�
�Shit, Dad, if you�re worried about that, you may get an ulcer,� she joked. �I know all of this is taking a toll on you and Mom. I really am trying to handle it with the FBI and have everything worked out. Jamie is back in the DC office and just walking around like it�s nothing.� She shook her head at the audacity of the bastard.
�I know, I talked to Patrick,� he said, voice bordering on rage. �I can�t even believe the size of this guy�s balls.�
�Dad, I know. I can�t believe that it�s the same guy that spent Christmas with us for four years. I�ve been trying to reconcile this for a year and a half. It�s not possible.�
�I hurt for his family, Stella. I went to that funeral too�� His voice trailed off. �I just don�t know what to think about this.�
�I�m sorry we have to think about it at all.�
He sighed again. �How�s your hand?� he asked, changing the subject, or so he thought.
�It�s okay. It�ll be fine. The cast itches like a bitch though.�
�You coming home for Christmas?� he asked hopefully.
�I don�t know.� She hadn�t even thought about Christmas. �Let me talk to George.�
�Alright. I gotta go.� He was quiet for a few seconds. �I love you, Stella.�
�You too, Dad.� She hung up, worried about her dad�s tone. That was a stranger conversation than usual.
* * *
Stella walked into Patrick and Billy�s house, still clad in her yoga wear. She peeled off the fleece she had worn to Finnegan�s and tossed it on a chair. Cooper was sitting in the middle of the kitchen watching Millie�s every movement at the counter. He didn�t even get up to greet Stella for fear of missing a stray scrap.
�Hey,� Millie said, looking up.
�Hey.� Stella bent down to rub Cooper�s ears and down his back. Cooper�s tail swished the floor rhythmically, happy to see her as always. When he didn�t get up to meet her, worries about his age came to the forefront of her mind, but she shoved them back down. Coop was going to live forever. �Your day good?�
�Oh yeah,� Millie replied. �I sat in an eight hour meeting about the re-authorization of I.D.E.A.� She was stirring two separate pots of pasta and spaghetti sauce, her normal Wednesday meal.
�I have no idea what you�re talking about, but any eight hour meeting sounds horrible.� She opened the oven and saw garlic bread baking. The smell alone made her mouth water.
�You have no clue how bored I was today.� Pulling out the strainer, Millie threw a piece of pasta at Cooper. �I mean, I was so bored I looked at tattoos on Pinterest. Your pictures are on there, did you know that?�
�What the fuck is Pinterest?� Stella inquired as she opened the fridge and pulled out the white wine she opened last night.
�As healthy as you are, you sure do drink a lot,� Millie commented.
Stella snorted. �You�ve know me for five years and you�re just now realizing this?� She raised her eyebrows.
Millie shrugged. �Pour me a glass.� Millie was still in the dress she wore to work, her cobalt shoes kicked off to the side. Her dress was black and gathered at the waist, but the collar was wide and open.
�Where are the boys?�
�I think they�re playing softball on the mall tonight.�
�Why didn�t they ask me to play?� she wondered out loud.
�Because you have a broken hand, jackass.�
�Oh, that�s true,� Stella acknowledged, setting Millie�s wine on the counter. �Duh.� Stella went over to the couch and sat down with her wine.
�Stella�you okay?� Millie didn�t look at Stella, but continued to make their dinner. She didn�t want Stella to think this was some sort of intervention. �You know I love you, but I�m worried about you. First the Jamie run-in and now you�ve basically moved in.�
�I�� Stella wasn�t offended by Millie�s statement; she understood. �I�m just having a really hard time being by myself.� She took a sip of her wine. �I�ve never lived alone,� she admitted. �To be honest, all my thoughts start swirling around in my head when I�m alone and it�s quiet. I haven�t figured out how to turn it off. I�m trying, but I haven�t got it mastered yet. It helps to be around people until I go to sleep.�
�First of all, you�d love living by yourself. You can do whatever you want�walk around naked, eat out of containers, AND watch whatever TV shows you want.� Millie stuck her finger in the sauce again and tasted it. �Perfect.�
As she began mixing the pasta with the sauce, Patrick and Billy came in the front door.
�Just in time,� Stella commented.
�We wouldn�t miss the Hump Day spaghetti.� Billy grinned as he sat down next to Stella on the couch. �What up?� His eyes raked over her strappy yoga tank top. �See, Millie, this is appropriate attire�if you have to wear clothes, that is�for this house. Spandex and strappy things.� He waggled a finger at her. �Do it.�
Patrick walked to Millie and kissed her cheek, whispering something in her ear. She giggled and he slapped her ass as he turned to walk into their room.
�Did you win?� Stella asked.
�I always win,� Billy nodded. �Our team, not so much. There are too many nerds on the team for Patrick and me to make up for.�
�You�re a nerd too.� Stella laughed.
�Yes, but I can play ball.� Billy turned on his video game. �You staying here tonight?�
Stella looked over to where Millie was still messing with dinner. �No, I think I�ll head home after dinner.�
�Damn, I was hoping you�d get drunk and take your top off,� Billy quipped.
Stella almost choked trying not to spit her wine all over the couch. At least Billy never changed.

Chapter Nineteen
Hell�s Empty

A couple of nights later, Stella pulled her car into Georgetown. The November air was crisp and the sky was clear; she actually took a moment to appreciate the beautiful stillness of the late fall night. She parallel parked her car on the second try and shivered in her light coat and dress as she hurried down the street to Skins and Needles. When she opened the door, she saw Cory and Richard involved in a heated discussion. It was her first time back in the shop since they allowed the tattoo photos to be used in the media frenzy last year. No matter what they might think, she actually didn�t blame them. She�d agreed to sit for those photos and didn�t have a problem with them being used. It was the more personal photos that haunted her dreams. The photo of her and Cooper lying on Jamie�s grave made her want to vomit every time she saw it.
�Hey, guys,� she said with a half wave.
Richard gave an �eat shit� look to Cory and turned to face Stella. �Hey, Stella. How�s my girl?� He gave her a one-armed hug and moved her towards his station.
�What happened to your arm?� Cory asked.
�I broke a bone in my hand. Awesome, huh?� she answered Cory first and then looked at Richard. �Pretty good. So, you got my email, right?�
He nodded. �Why are you so dressed up?�
�I know you�ve never seen me in real clothes, Richard, but I do have a real job.� She chuckled. �I can keep them on for these tattoos.� She self-consciously pulled the hem of her navy sheath dress.
�You broke your hand?� he asked.
�Yep, pretty, isn�t it?� She nodded toward the khaki-colored cast on her right hand.
Richard clapped his hands once, breaking up the uncomfortable conversation. �Let�s get going then. I got your email with want you want. I like it�simple and meaningful.�
They left Cory behind the counter and walked toward Richard�s station. He pulled out a drawer and started rummaging around.
�You sure you�re doing okay?� he asked, not looking at her.
She nodded, not giving in to the prickle at the back of her eyes. She sat in his tattoo chair and watched him pull out two stencils. Since she�d run into Jamie she�d been trying not to have a complete fucking breakdown; these tattoos would help her be okay.
�Which do you want to do first?� Richard asked, looking around his station for something.
Stella couldn�t speak yet; she would not cry in public. She pointed to the smaller of the two tattoos on the printout. She was getting them both tonight, but she needed to start with that one.
Richard nodded and started arranging all the instruments. �You won�t get his name tattooed on you, but you�ll do this?�
Stella found her voice. �Yep. I want him to know how much I love him, but that doesn�t mean I�ll put his name on my body. This is a true statement and will be a true statement even after he leaves me.� She put her left arm out where Richard could reach her hand.
Richard shook his head. �What makes you think he�s going to leave?�
Stella smiled sadly at Richard. �He�s smart.�
* * *
After Richard finished with the first tattoo, he took a break. Stella laid her back against the chair and closed her eyes, willing her emotions to go away. His voice jarred her back to reality sooner than she expected.
�You want it on your right bicep?�
Stella�s eyes popped open. �Yep.�
�This is the script you wanted, right?� He held the stencil up for her to examine.
�That�s it.� She smiled.
Richard smiled back, but it didn�t reach his eyes. �Pretty heavy shit, right?�
�Right.�
�So Stella, what�s been going on? I haven�t seen you in a while,� he commented, making small talk, trying to keep things light.
�Trying to keep a low profile.� Stella grimaced as the needle dug into her flesh. �I�m sure my new tattoos are trending on Twitter right now.� This was probably accurate; her phone had been dinging and beeping so much Richard had her put it on silent.
�Shit, I can�t even imagine how hard it must be to be so exposed. I�m sorry we contributed to that.� Richard looked pointedly at Cory, who was pretending not to eavesdrop from the counter. �Wasn�t my decision.�
�It�s okay, Richard. Believe me, between bikini shots and me running, the tattoo photos were the best ones,� she said sincerely.
He smiled and applied more needles to her skin. �I don�t really watch TV.�
�Oh, then you didn�t get to see me running in slow motion!� Stella sighed. �Apparently it was Must See TV.�
�I just felt like we were adding to your pain.� Richard didn�t look at her when he spoke.
�Richard, my pain is so all-consuming, I can�t even tell the level of it. No worries.�
�Okay.� He went back to his tattoo. �But, you�re okay?�
�I�m trying, Richard,� she answered honestly and quietly. �There�s just so much that I�m not in control of. I do appreciate that I�m not on the news every day unless I�m being paid to be there. And the cameras have finally left the lawn.�
�It was that bad?�
�Yes, it was that fucking bad.� She was incredulous. �It was horrific.�
�I�m afraid I missed that,� he shrugged and furrowed his brow in concentration.
�Well, it was really intrusive for a while, but since my interview after the trial, things have died down a bit.�
�That�s good, right?� He wiped her arm with a dry cloth.
�Oh, yes. Sometimes I can go out to eat and run without feeling like it�ll be on the news. I�ve appreciated getting a little semblance of normal back for sure.� That wasn�t totally accurate, but she was hoping for normal.
Richard�s eyes glazed over a bit as he focused on her arm. After what seemed like hours, he leaned back on his stool. This tattoo didn�t hurt as much as the tattoos on her back. She figured it was because they were on bone and not muscle. She was certainly racking up the body art�her mother would be so pleased�but they each meant so much to her. The only tattoo she regretted was �the big one,� the one she got after Jamie �died.� The problem with that one was that now that she knew the reason she�d gotten it was a lie, it left her feeling unsettled, and the hole that was added to it didn�t help any. Though it was still a pretty fucking accurate depiction of what she felt at the time.
�Let�s see,� Stella said as Richard sat back and examined his work.
He held her left hand, helping her get out of the chair. Stella looked at her bicep in the mirror. It looked good. On her right bicep, in black ink, it read:
Hell is empty, all the devils are here
That one statement encompassed how she felt at this moment in her life. Everything she feared was swirling around her and it was just a matter of time before she became a casualty of her circumstances. It scared her and liberated her. It made her love George more fiercely, but made her want to run from him even faster than before.
Stella smiled at Richard. �Thanks, it�s perfect, as usual.�
Richard pulled her into him. �You know I didn�t have anything to do with those pictures, right?�
�It�s fine Richard, really. Those are yours to do with whatever you want.� She pulled back and looked in his eyes. �Seriously, no worries. I had bigger issues to deal with.�
�I know, Stella. It was good to see you. Be careful,� he said in farewell.
Her eyes followed him as he went out back to smoke, then she walked over to Cory at the register and pulled her wallet out of her purse.
Cory put his hands up in a gesture that looked like surrender. �Stella, put your money away. We�re giving you these tattoos for free.�
Stella was shocked. �What? Why?�
�Well, the pictures have given us so much business. It was advertising that we could never have paid for.� Cory walked around the counter and embraced her. �Thank you.�
�Well, you guys are the best and everyone on God�s green earth has seen the tattoo on my back, so it might as well give you some business.�
�Some business?� Cory was bemused. �Your advertising alone paid my salary last month.� He looked at her bandaged bicep. �I hope all your devils are far away from here.�
Stella smiled, it was her fake smile. �Thanks, Cory.�
She emerged from the tattoo parlor with a bandage around her left ring finger and her right bicep. She felt the demons following her. Her tattoo was a current picture of how she felt; she was fighting devils even when she couldn�t see them on a daily basis. Would it ever end?
As soon as she got into her car, she let her emotions take over and tears ran down her face. I�m so fucking tired of crying. After three seconds, she stiffened her spine and started driving over the Key Bridge to meet Patrick and Millie at Caf� Asia; sushi and Kirin were necessary today.
She was running a little late, but when she opened the door and spotted Millie and Patrick, the nerves started to melt away. Patrick stood up and embraced her; Stella went to Millie and hugged her too. Her emotions were more raw than normal after her time at Skins and Needles and her friends were just what she needed to keep the devils at bay.
Patrick had his hand on her back and guided her to sit across from him at the tiny table they were sharing. He signaled to the server to bring another round. They already had a Sapporo waiting for her, but could tell she�d need another one. �Where�s Billy?� Stella asked as they sat.
�Houston?� Millie�s answer was a question. She looked at Patrick for confirmation.
He nodded.
�Will you share a dragon roll with me?� Millie asked Stella. Patrick didn�t like eel.
�Sure, Mil.� Stella picked up the menu to select her sushi rolls.
�So,� Patrick started, �Jamie�s making his presence back in the ATF known.�
Millie put her menu down and looked from Stella to Patrick. �So what now?�
�We�re going to fight,� Stella answered, determined. �I�m going to fight.
* * *
George was standing at the back of a rowdy group of reporters all clambering for the Senator�s attention. He was bored and a little disillusioned by the entire process of being a reporter following the campaign trail. It hadn�t turned out exactly as he expected. His phone dinged. It was Emanuel.
Check your inbox your girl got some new tattoos
He�d asked Emanuel to keep an eye out for Stella while he was gone, and unlike Patrick, he was actually keeping in touch.
Ok
George opened his personal email and the recent message from Emanuel. There were three pictures. The first was of her arm, the cast still on her hand and a fresh tattoo clear on her bicep. The pit of his stomach lurched; she was dealing with this on her own and he was here. Fuck. She was walking Cooper in the park across from their house and had a look of amusement on her gorgeous face. Patrick�s back was in the same picture. Well, I guess she�s not alone.
The next picture made his heart soar and he made an inaudible sound. The picture showed a close up of the ring finger on her left hand, holding Cooper�s leash in the park. The photographer had gotten so close he could read the word inked around her finger, where a ring would usually be��only.� Directly under that picture he saw the inside of her left hand, where the back of her finger said �you.� He coughed as sentiment almost choked him. She didn�t say how much he meant to her, other than she loved him, but this was everything. She�d marked herself to be his. Forever.
He clicked on Voxer. �Breaker, breaker. Love, are you there?� He walked outside and sat on the curb and waited, scanning through her Twitter feed to see where she was. Sometimes it was the easiest way to see what she was doing. It was 6:30, so she was probably still at work. His phone dinged with a Voxer message.
�What up, Blue Balls?� Her voice was upbeat.
�I just saw your new tattoos,� he said with a smile.
�Oh,� she replied hesitantly, �yeah.�
�If I was there, I would fuck you so hard you wouldn�t be able to walk tomorrow.� Some people standing a few feet away looked at him, jaws dropped, appalled by his statement.
�Is that so?� she asked, grin evident in her voice.
�Yep. I would fuck you so long you�d lose count of how many times��
�Will?� He was interrupted by Jessica. �What are you doing out here? Is everything okay?� She stood a few feet away from where he was sitting on the curb in a black suit with knee high boots, her red hair loose around her fair face. He lifted his thumb off the Voxer app and tried to close it, but Stella was too quick.
�Hey, if that�s Jessica, tell her your duck is mine.� Stella laughed.
George was clumsily trying to get out of the message or mute it, but Jessica heard and blushed.
�Tell your girlfriend that she�s as horrible as the media makes her out to be.� Jessica spun on her heel and walked back inside.
George chuckled; if Jessica thought that was bad, she hadn�t heard anything. Voxer beeped at him again and he grinned.
�You still ready to fuck me?� Stella asked through her giggles.
�All day and all night, Love. The duck is ready to quack.� He laughed.
�I�m glad you like my tattoo,� Stella said, suddenly serious. �It�s the truth.�
�Me too, Love. Me too.�

Chapter Twenty
Mine�s Bigger than Yours

Stella hurried across the parking garage into the building that housed the law firm where she was taking a deposition. There were twelve parties in this lawsuit, one plaintiff and eleven defendants. All parties had counsel attend the deposition, but the only attorneys that really did anything were the attorney taking the deposition and the one defending their witness. Depositions were always boring if you were just attending, but when you were actually asking the questions, it could be interesting. However, most parties� attorneys attend because it was the best way to get information from witnesses before trial. You used depositions to prepare for trial, but also to make written arguments in briefs. Christine was supposed to be taking this deposition, but ended up having a conflict and was in court, which led to Stella covering for her, which was arguably the biggest deal of her short career. She�d only been practicing a little over a year and this deposition was huge. She�d be deposing one of the defendants, the CEO of a media conglomerate, who ran a story that was proved false about her client, Senator McMillian. Stella was also deposing the CEO�s secretary regarding what she knew about the events surrounding the story. This was make it or break it for her with her firm for real legal work and she knew it�she needed to prove herself to be a lawyer, not just a distraction. Good thing she was wearing her lucky heels.
She opened the door and while she was waiting for the elevator, twisted the diamond earring that George gave her in her ear. Her phone buzzed. Stella pulled her cart with all her exhibits for her witnesses and her computer into the elevator.
where r u
It was the Senator. He must already be in the office.
elevator
She emerged from the elevator and took a look around the lobby of the law firm. There was an enormous cherry wood reception area directly in the middle of an expansive lobby. There were four different areas to sit so no attorneys would have to sit near each other if they didn�t want to, which had its advantages. Each area had its own conference room area off to the side. She hoped the firm had a conference room big enough for all the egos that were attending the deposition this morning. She walked directly over to Senator McMillian.
�Senator,� she said, shaking his hand. �Stella. Good to see you.� Senator McMillian was an attractive man in his fifties that was in good shape for his age and was rumored to have had numerous affairs with young staffers on the Hill. �You ready?�
�Of course,� she answered with faux confidence. She�d learned early on that even if you didn�t feel like you knew what you were doing, make everyone else think you did. Fake it �til you make it.
The CEO�s counsel walked out from a door on her left and motioned to the crowd of attorneys to follow him into the conference room. Stella and Senator McMillian followed the group and ended up in a conference room that could easily sit 45 people. Stella moved to the end of the table and positioned herself across from where the witness would sit. An older male attorney with silver hair approached her.
�Miss, I�d like a mini-script when you�re done.� He pressed his business card into her hand before walking down the table and dropping into a seat.
Stella�s face burned in embarrassment. He thought she was the fucking court reporter�a mini-script was the type of transcript of the deposition he wanted when they were finished.
Glancing around the conference room, she noticed several of the other attorneys smirking at her after having watched the exchange. She dropped her folders on the table and made her way down to him. �Sir?�
The attorney looked up at her. �Yes?�
She leaned down close to him and said loud enough for everyone to hear, �While I appreciate you giving me your card, I�ll send the court reporter down to you once she gets here.� She dropped his card in his lap and turned to walk back to her chair. She sat down and pulled out her outline of all the topics she wanted to cover with each witness.
Chris Bagwell was the CEO�s counsel and a real asshole. He was waving in the secretary who she was supposed to be deposing second into the room and asked her to sit directly across from Stella. The real court reporter sat at the head of the table and was already set up, looking at the attorneys expectantly.
�Chris. We already discussed I�ll be deposing Mr. Wafford first.� Stella narrowed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. This was going to be a game of whose was bigger. Ugh. She fucking hated the games attorneys played with each other; it was very male and annoyed the shit out of her.
�Well, we�ve decided that Lindsay will go first today.� He motioned for the court reporter to swear in the witness.
Stella didn�t move. �Actually, Chris, we didn�t decide anything. If you�ll take a look at the deposition notice I sent, you�ll find I will be deposing Mr. Wafford first.� She pulled out the notice, which was marked as Exhibit A, and slid it across the table.
�We changed our mind.� He slid the notice back at her.
She caught it and smiled the most condescending smile she could muster. �Too late.�
�Stella, come on,� he said, like this was her just being a bitch.
This had nothing to do with being a bitch, but had everything to do with strategy and necessity. Further, now it had to do with the fact she couldn�t let all these men think they could push her around with an �aw shucks� grin.
�We�re doing Wafford first or we can do neither and your client will have to come back here on a different day when you guys agree that he will go first.� She crossed her arms over her chest. �It�s up to you. I�m sure all the other attorneys would love to reschedule these depositions.�
Chris� smirk fell from his face and she knew she had him. Asshole. �Fine.� He motioned for the secretary to follow him out of the room, but not before he muttered �bitch� under his breath.
�I�ll take that as a compliment, Chris!� Stella called and smiled at the rest of the attorneys at the table and her client sitting next to her. She should�ve worn the shoes with the spikes on them.
* * *
It had been a long week and she was looking forward to drinking heavily and passing out. As she pulled into the driveway, she waved at an agent in front of the house that she didn�t recognize. When Cooper didn�t meet her at the door, fear pricked at the back of her mind. �Cooper!� she yelled, panicked.
She heard him jump off the bed and stomp down the stairs to meet her in the den. �Fuck, you scared the shit out of me!� she said, petting his head, then went into the kitchen to pour a glass full of Crown.
�Damn, you drink like that all the time?�
At the sound of his voice, Stella jumped about five feet in the air, spilling her drink and almost falling on her ass. �Fuck!� She turned to find George, shirtless, his 100-watt dimpled smile beaming. His hair was messy, like he�d just gotten out of bed. Perfect. She got her wits about her before she ran and jumped into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist and burrowing her face into his neck. �I didn�t know you were coming home this early! I thought you were flying in tomorrow morning.�
He squeezed his arms around her and sighed, setting her on her feet. �I thought I�d surprise you and we�d have dinner here tonight. The wedding will be a lot of work shit and my duck wanted some alone time.�
He pulled her hair out of its messy bun and kissed her neck. �I�ve missed you.� He grabbed her left hand and looked at her ring finger and then gazed into her eyes so intensely she thought she may faint.
�I can see that.� Stella reached up to his face with her left hand and ran her fingers over his lips.
�Let me show you.� He threw her over his shoulder and took her to their bed.
* * *
Later that night, he drove his motorcycle to the bar. He missed his bike; it felt good to have the cold air rush past him, even if it was only for a few miles. George was exhausted, but he wanted to put eyes on Finnegan�s while he was home to make sure everything was running smoothly. He�d also wanted to put eyes on Stella, make sure she was okay, and thank her properly for the tattoo on her ring finger. They talked regularly, but he heard the distance in her voice at times. She may not be able to handle him being away so often; they may need to talk about it and how to deal with the distance. Based on the tattoo on her bicep, she was feeling overwhelmed with Jamie being around, too. She�d assured him she was working with the FBI and that everything was going to work out, but he wasn�t so sure.
He pushed open the door to the bar and felt at home, at ease. He smiled at Hazel and Owen behind the bar and the line of people around it. It was a little after ten and the bar was packed. The tables were full of jubilant people drinking and listening to a folk band on the stage. George�s face turned up just being in Finnegan�s. He walked behind the bar and hugged Hazel and Owen.
�I didn�t know you�d be in tonight,� Owen said.
�Well, I didn�t know if I�d be able to get an earlier flight until a few hours ago.�
Hazel went back to pouring drinks. There were a ton of younger faces at the bar, much more than when he left.
�I just thought I�d pop by to see how it�s going. I�m heading back to Iowa on Sunday and have a wedding tomorrow.�
�Things are really great, Will.� Owen poured two whiskeys and put them on the counter, starting a tab.
�This band is good. Did you find them?� George asked.
Owen nodded, smiling as he worked. �If you�re behind the bar, you need to help, boss.�
George grinned and went to the end of the bar to start taking drink orders. The regulars were still there, but there were a ton of new patrons. He worked for hours, his back wet from sweat. He missed this just a little; the people, the drinks, the laughs and even the smell. The band took a break and he pulled out his phone. He�d told El he�d only be gone for an hour, it was 11:59. Shit. He heard a hip hop beat blaring from the speakers and everyone started to stand up.
Owen grinned as the majority of the young people in the bar started yelling with the lyrics. George poured Guinness and tried to listen.
�Fuck the London Guard!� It seemed like the whole bar yelled together.
He looked over to Hazel and she was yelling too. They all appeared to know the song and held up their pint glasses when the song directed, �lift your glass to the sky.� A buzz sounded with the song as everyone started humming. He shook his head. It was very cool and he was impressed.
Owen came to stand near him. �Hope you don�t mind the Irish Celebration.�
�Of course not; that was awesome. Who sings it?�
�Macklemore.� Owen laughed and walked off.
�Are you serious?� He was so out of the loop. Things were changing. Life was changing and he wasn�t around. He felt it with Stella too. He was missing things with her and he didn�t like it.

Chapter Twenty-One
Too Much Porn for One Night

Stella walked out of the bathroom and grabbed her clutch, hoping she didn�t make them late. Senator Ashby�s daughter was getting married at Mount Vernon and George was invited for press purposes. Stella was excited to learn that Millie was invited too, due to her work with the Senator on the educational legislation. She tugged at the hem of her very short, very tight, cocktail dress. It was a Herv� L�ger bandage dress with seven different shades of blue. It only covered one shoulder and was so tight there was no hiding her curves. Her silver shoes were peep-toed six inch heels with crystals all over them. Her intention in buying this particular dress this week was to make sure George�s eyes never left her. When she rounded the corner from the stairs, she heard him curse.
�Holy shit.� George blew out a breath. �You can�t wear that,� he said, looking at his watch, �you have to change.�
Stella stopped in her tracks. �What? Why?� She looked down. She�d even asked the saleslady to help her with the dress for the wedding and she�d said it was completely appropriate.
�Because you can�t upstage the bride, El.� He raised his eyes to meet hers and his dimples made her stomach flip. �She�s going to be pissed.�
�Oh, really?� she teased and walked up to him slowly, obviously giving him a once-over; he was wearing a tuxedo with a pink bowtie and he took her breath away. �You don�t look too bad yourself,� she said appreciatively.
He put his hand up her skirt and grabbed her ass. �You�re not wearing underwear,� he growled.
�Hey!� She swatted his hand away. �Don�t start anything you can�t finish!�
�Oh, I can finish it,� he snarled and picked her up, sitting her on the kitchen counter and spreading her legs so they were on either side of his hips. His hands roamed all over her, his jaw clenched. �You�re not wearing underwear.�
�You said that already.� She laughed. �Have you seen this dress? No underwear would fit under it.�
They heard a car horn from outside.
�Fuck,� George muttered as he helped her down. He rearranged himself in his pants. �I�m going to be in a perpetual state of arousal tonight.�
Perfect. That�s exactly what she was going for.
�Wait. Where�s your cast?� George demanded. He�d been so distracted by her dress, he just noticed that she was missing her cast.
�I cut it off.� She busied herself grabbing her clutch and making her way to the front door, knowing he was going to be irritated with her. She shrugged. �It didn�t go with my dress.�
�Are you fucking kidding me?�
�It took you ten minutes to notice.�
�El, weren�t you supposed to go back to the doctor to get that off?�
�See, killed two birds with one stone. I look hot in my dress and I don�t have to pay for the doctor to do exactly what I just did.�
�But what if it hasn�t fully healed?�
They heard another beep.
Stella grinned and did a couple of break dancing moves from the 80s that included moving her hands all around him. �See?�
�Fuck, you�re��
�Awesome? Hot in this dress? Have the moves of a D-list celebrity?� she finished for him. �Come on, Patrick will get all pissy if he has to beep again.�
�Ridonkulous,� George said. He pulled on a long wool coat and handed her a gray cashmere trench that she�d draped over the back of the barstool.
She laughed and she grabbed his hand to leave. �I�ll show you what else my hand can do later.�
�Tease.�
�It�s not a tease,� she whispered in his ear as they walked down the stairs to the driveway.
Patrick and Millie smiled at them from Patrick�s Audi. George opened the back door so Stella could sit with Millie, who started talking a mile a minute as soon as Stella sat down.
The couple getting married was truly a political power couple. The uniting of political forces was sort of scary. Senator Ashby�s daughter was marrying Parker Harding, the son of a northern Virginia Congressman. They were getting married on the lawn at Mount Vernon and then the reception was in an enormous tent on the lawn overlooking the Potomac. It�d been in all the DC magazines as the wedding of the season.
�You�re looking really hot tonight,� Millie giggled. �Where did you get those shoes? They look like Cinderella slippers.�
�Jimmy Choo.� Stella kicked her foot up and put it on the armrest.
Patrick grimaced. �I know you�re not putting your shoe on my console.�
�I sure am. I plan on putting them higher later.� She laughed and nudged George with her shoe.
George smiled and raised his eyebrows at Stella.
�Fuck,� Patrick muttered under his breath and then elbowed her foot down.
�Do not touch these works of art!� Millie exclaimed.
�They cost enough to be works of art,� Stella murmured, admiring them.
�How high are those?� Millie asked, holding up her simple, black peep-toed heel in comparison.
�Almost six inches, I think.�
�I couldn�t even pretend to walk in those.� Millie shook her head. �I love your dress too. You look like a celebrity.�
�I feel like one. I need to be wearing Spanx, but I just didn�t feel like it. I plan on eating and drinking a lot so�the Spanx were a no go.�
�You don�t need Spanx,� Millie comforted.
�What the fuck are Spanx?� Patrick asked from the front seat.
�You don�t worry about us talking back here,� Millie retorted. �They�re a friend of women, that�s all you ever need to know.�
�I can�t believe we�re going to a wedding at Mount Vernon! This is crazy,� Stella said, hoping to change the topic.
�I know!� Millie gushed. �And so high profile! We�ll probably be the only people who don�t arrive in a limo.�
�Sorry, babe,� Patrick put in. �I�ll open the door for you, if it makes you feel better.�
�Aw, thanks, honey,� Millie replied sarcastically. �Better than nothing, I guess.�
Stella�s phone beeped; she had a text message.
wednesday 7:30
It was from Jamie. She smiled to herself. It was a date.
fine
She responded and then forwarded it to Patrick, whose phone dinged. He pulled it out to check it.
�I know you�re not texting and driving,� Millie chided.
�No, I�m reading my text and driving.�
�Hey, fucker, you�ve got precious cargo in here,� Stella chimed in.
�Whatever,� Patrick responded.
�What crawled in your undies and died today?� Stella asked.
Patrick�s jaw clenched. Stella looked at Millie, her eyebrows raised. George was silent.
�Asshole,� Millie mouthed at Stella.
Stella tried to hold in her laughter, but it ended up sounding like a dying animal, which caused George and Millie to laugh at her.
Patrick was stone-faced.
�I�ll be designated driver if drinking will help take that rod out of his ass,� Stella offered.
�No worries. I got a car to take us home later,� George piped up.
"Awesome!� Millie cried, high-fiving Stella. �Now it�s a real party!"
After the long drive, Patrick finally pulled into Mount Vernon. They got out of their car at the valet and Patrick and Millie walked ahead of Stella and George. Millie pulled out her invitation and handed it to the host placed at the door. George pulled his out of the inside pocket of his coat.
�Glad you brought your invitation,� Stella whispered. She�d never been to a wedding where you had to bring proof you were invited, but she understood this was a safety precaution.
George grabbed her hand and rubbed his thumb over the back of her wrist. Stella leaned into him and inhaled his mint scent.
Once they got to where the service was going to be, both couples sat on the bride�s side. Millie leaned into Stella and whispered, �Everyone is looking at you.�
�No, they aren�t,� Stella hissed.
�I heard her dress cost $18,000.�
Stella�s head whipped around toward Millie. �$18,000?! Holy shit!�
�Shhhh.� Millie giggled.
George put his hand on Stella�s thigh and squeezed.
�Fuck,� she whispered. �Are you serious? This dress cost $2,000 and I thought I was going to shit myself when I bought it.�
"Then why did you buy it?� Millie asked.
"Because I wanted George to think about fucking me every second he looked at me.� Stella put on a new fake smile she was trying out, a broad, genuine smile meant to convey amusement.
Millie looked at Stella, then leaned forward and looked at George. �Things okay?� she mouthed.
Stella shrugged. She�d told Millie about the whole �Jessica situation,� but Millie didn�t think it was that big of a deal. Stella felt like they were okay, but she didn�t want to take any chances; she wanted him thinking about her every second.
Millie grabbed her hand and patted it compassionately.
They stood when the bride walked down the aisle, positively glowing on her father�s arm. Stella thought the dress was gorgeous, if frightfully expensive. It was silk and tight on the bodice and then the skirt was gathered in different areas and reminded her of meringue on a coconut cr�me pie. The bride looked amazing.
The ceremony was short and soon they were standing at high top tables for the cocktail hour. Patrick brought the first round of drinks over to the table.
�Porn martinis?� Millie asked.
�Of course, dear,� Patrick said as he kissed Millie�s cheek and set the girls� martinis down. Servers were circulating with beer and wine, but if you wanted liquor, you had to go to the bar.
George was drinking beer with his hand possessively on Stella�s lower back. Every once in a while he�d grab her ass and she�d giggle. Patrick was scowling. He hated public displays of affection unless he was involved.
�George, it�s good to see you. How�s the campaign trail?� Millie asked in between sips.
�It�s great. I really like being there and getting all the information first and reporting on it, but I miss El. I certainly didn�t want to come to this shitstorm.�
�What? You didn�t want to cover the wedding of the season?� Stella asked, acting completely scandalized and then bumping his shoulder with hers.
�No, I�d rather be alone with you.� He smiled down at her and leaned into her, whispering, �naked.� His teeth nipped at her ear.
Warmness filled her entire body and she smiled at him. �Well, we don�t have to stay all night.�
An announcement came over from where the stage was set up, letting them know that dinner was ready and for everyone to find their seats. She and George were seated at a table with a bunch of other press. George�s hands never left her; even when they were eating he had his hand on her thigh under the table. God, she had missed this.
George talked shop during the dinner about politics and the campaign he was covering. Stella took it all in and enjoyed the scenery and the music. The band was playing fun songs and she was lost in her own mind when she felt George squeeze her thigh.
Looking up, she smiled. �What?�
He stood and held his hand out. �You want to dance with me?�
�Of course!� She got up and threw her napkin on her chair.
They swayed to the music, loosened up after several drinks. Her hands were draped around his neck and she leaned in, smelling him. George pulled her close so that they were connected everywhere. He centered one of his legs in between hers. He�d left his jacket on the back of his chair and she could feel his lean body under his shirt.
George leaned in and kissed her mouth tenderly. �I miss you.�

�I doubt that,� she retorted as they moved fluidly together, remembering how his eyes lit up while talking shop with all the other press. Several of the reporters had tried to ask her questions, but she politely rebuffed them. She�d used all five of her fake smiles during dinner. She wasn�t doing any more interviews; one was painful enough. Her interview with Diane Sawyer was airing as a special on Wednesday night and Stella planned on being very drunk.
�Every fucking morning I wake up without you in my bed it causes fissures in my heart, Love. I have little cracks and holes in my heart because we�re apart.�
Stella pulled him closer, her hands around his neck and his words warming her heart. �I can�t get close enough to you.�
George kissed her bottom lip, pulling it into his mouth slowly. Stella was lost in the moment until she heard Millie�s voice next to her.
�Get a room!� she called with a giggle, bumping her shoulder against Stella�s.
Stella chuckled and separated herself from George, but didn�t take her eyes from those green flecks.
�So, I wanna dansh with the reporter,� Millie said, slurring her words a little.
Stella pulled her eyes from George and looked at Millie, surprised. �How much porn have you had?�
�I love porn so much right now.� Millie giggled.
George reached out and steadied her, laughing as Millie slumped against him in a drunken attempt at slow dancing.
�I guess that means we�re dancing,� Patrick said from behind Millie�s shoulder.
�Well don�t act too fucking excited about it,� Stella responded.
Patrick pulled Stella roughly into his arms and nodded at George. �Watch your hands, man,� he warned with a laugh.
�Got it,� George answered, laughing, and raised his hands to show his innocence.
Stella draped her left hand over Patrick�s shoulder and put her right hand carefully into his, which looked enormous wrapped around hers.
�You got your cast off already?� Patrick asked. �You still have pain?�
Stella shrugged. �It�s fine.�
�What�d the doctor say?�
�Everything was fine,� Stella said, looking to the band. �Things good?�
�Yep,� Patrick whispered.
Stella looked at Millie swaying unevenly in George�s arms. �Are you trying to get her drunk?�
Patrick seemed irritated. �Nope, she�s doing that all on her own.�
�You guys okay?� Stella asked.
�I guess.� Patrick shrugged. �Why wouldn�t we be?�
�Why�re you so fucking sour? Have some drinks and get that fucking face off your face.�
His eyebrows rose, amused. �Get my face off my face?�
�Yes, your face is a downer and this is a party.� Stella nodded firmly. �You�d tell me if you and Millie were having issues, right?�
He looked everywhere but her face. What was going on?
�Patrick�� She�d been so wrapped up in her shit, she hadn�t realized they were going through something. She was a horrible friend.
�What? We�re fine.� He turned them around so that he was facing the Potomac River. �What�s your status with our little project?�
�Good, I have a date.� The alcohol coursing through her made her feel less; she liked it. Too much.
�Good.� He nodded once and twirled her to the music.
She hung onto his arms so she wouldn�t lose her footing. She could always count on him to keep her feet steady.
* * *
�I called a car service,� George announced as he killed the remains of his beer.
The reception had been going on for hours and Millie was fading fast after drinking way too much.
�We know,� laughed Stella. �You told us that before.�
�Coooool,� Millie slurred.
�Let�s go to Camelot,� Stella suggested, giggling hysterically.
Patrick and George looked at each other and smiled. This was too good of an opportunity to pass up.
�Seriously?� George asked.
�Sure!� Stella was drunk as shit. She hadn�t had this much to drink in years�well, maybe in Key West, and Millie would agree to anything at this point. �I wanna buy Millie a lap dance.�
This time Patrick responded. �Seriously?� he echoed George, looking back and forth between the girls.
Stella and Millie�s arms were draped over each other and they were giggling uncontrollably.
Millie gyrated her hips so obnoxiously Patrick almost spit out the last of his beer. �Hell, yeah. Lap dances all around!�
The boys high-fived and Patrick almost ran to get all of their coats so they could leave immediately.
After a forty-five minute ride in a Town Car, they were walking down the block to the strip club. Millie was leading the way, talking animatedly about Billy�s new girlfriend.
�Millie, come walk with me,� Patrick directed calmly.
Millie continued to walk ahead, animatedly turning back and forth to talk to them. All of a sudden, Stella saw Millie fly through the air like a cartoon character. Millie�s dress was black, short and chiffon; it flew up as her face stopped her fall, her black lace panties in stark contrast to her white skin. She�d tripped over uneven pavement in the sidewalk and fell face-first onto the concrete. Millie didn�t even put her hands down to break her own fall. Too much porn. She was splayed out on the sidewalk, her dress flipped up and showing everyone her very firm ass barely covered in lace.
�Oh my shit, Mil!� Stella bent down to make sure she was okay.
Patrick lifted her from the sidewalk to a standing position by the back of her dress. Millie had scraped her chin and face on the concrete; she was bleeding. She was so drunk her reaction time was so slow that she wasn�t able to brace herself against the fall. Her knees and both hands were bleeding as well. Millie unconsciously wiped her bleeding hands on her dress, which only reached to mid-thigh and now had lines of blood down the sides.
�Am I okay?� she inquired, stunned.
Stella stifled a laugh. �No, you�re bleeding.�
�You�re fine,� Patrick assured her.
�My face hurts. Is my face bleeding?� Millie asked.
�Yes,� Stella answered.
�You�re fine, babe,� Patrick said, �just hold onto my hand and walk with me.� He shook his head in amusement at George.
George paid the cover for all of them. The strip club was dark and music pulsed through the room. There were several side stages and one main stage where a woman in a white thong with enormous fake breasts was gyrating slowly. Once they walked in, George took Stella�s hand and pulled her to him.
�I need ice for my knees,� Millie whined.
�We�ll get you some, Grace,� Stella assured her with a grin, �don�t worry.�
Patrick and Millie followed them over to the table in the corner with a good view of the stage. A woman with dark curls cascading down her back emerged from the back. She wore a bright, lime green thong bikini bottom and bustier with mile-high clear heels.
�I�ll go grab some ice and drinks.� Stella kissed George as he sat down. �Don�t get a lap dance without me.�
Stella made her way up to the bar. The female bartender walked over to her and looked her up and down. �Can I help you?�
�Yes, we�re sitting over there at that table.� Stella pointed. �I want to get a bottle of champagne, a bag of ice and the best lap dance available for my female friend at the table.� Stella slid her credit card across the bar.
The bartender nodded. �I�ll send it over.�
�Thanks.�
Stella walked back to the table, enjoying the atmosphere; it was dripping in sex. Just sitting in the room with the stage in front of them made her want to straddle George. When she sat down, Millie was still pouting about her knee. Stella leaned into George. �It�s a good thing she has no idea her face is all scratched up.�
George nodded and smiled as a blonde woman with no top on walked over to the table. She set an ice bucket with a chilled bottle of champagne down on the table with four glasses, then carried over a bag of ice and placed it gently on Millie�s bleeding knee.
Millie looked up and smiled politely. �Thank you.�
The woman put a shot in between her voluptuous breasts and straddled Millie�s lap. Stella began laughing immediately at the shock and alarm that played across Millie�s features. The stripper put her breasts in Millie�s face, pushing her mouth toward the shot glass in between her breasts, and told her to drink. George�s entire body was shaking with laughter and Patrick was looking everywhere but at Millie.
Shocking everyone sitting at the table, Millie put her mouth around the shot glass in between the stripper�s boobs and leaned her head back, taking the shot like a pro and then sitting back to watch the blonde gyrate on her lap with a smirk on her face. Stella�s stomach hurt from laughing so hard.
When the blonde finally kissed Millie�s cheek and told her thank you, Millie narrowed her eyes at Stella. �I hate you!� she yelled over the music.
Stella bent over with laughter. �You should�ve seen your fucking face.�
�Fuck you!� Millie�s melodic laughter rang through the air. �Hey, my face hurts. Is it okay?�

Chapter Twenty-Two
Check Fucking Mate

Patrick ran down Union; Stella saw him from the stairs where she and Cooper were waiting for him. Cooper started jumping up and down seeing him jog in front of the house. They joined in with Patrick�s cadence down Union toward King Street, waving at Agent Gunter as they passed. At least she still had the detail on her house; it was like a security blanket when she did decide to stay at home.
She let Cooper run ahead and then as he peed, she and Patrick would catch up. �So. What�s the plan?�
�I�m trying to get close with someone he trusts at the agency. I�m hoping to drop a few hints here and there and maybe we can find a way to get something going.� Patrick�s voice was clipped, but it wasn�t from exertion.
�Okay. In the meantime, I�m getting him to meet me for dinner Wednesday.�
Patrick�s gait skipped. �What? Where?�
�I sent you that text on Saturday.�
�I was a little preoccupied with my girlfriend getting shit-faced and you getting her lap dances,� Patrick retorted. �Thanks for that by the way.�
�You�re welcome.� Now Stella had to pull Cooper�s leash, letting him know to catch up. �How�s her face?�
�Scabbed over. She had Neosporin on all day Sunday.�
�Damn.� Stella grinned remembering Millie�s dress hem flying up and showing everyone her ass. �Is she going to work today?�
�To be determined; she threw up all day Sunday too. I�m pretty sure that was her first and last time at a strip club.� Patrick checked his watch. �What�s the setup for Wednesday? Has Harris given you all the details? Are you recording as well?� Patrick fired off question after question, not letting her answer.
�It�s fine, Dad! We�re meeting at Chadwick�s.� Stella pulled at Cooper to catch up with them. She took a second to realize he lagged behind a good bit today. He took several gallops and got even with her again. �You okay, Coop?�
He looked up at her, his tongue hanging out but enjoying himself.
�Does George know you�re doing this?� Patrick slowed his pace for her to keep up. �I don�t like you meeting him alone and George didn�t seem like he knew anything about it this weekend.�
�No, George doesn�t know. I don�t want this touching him. He left last night none the wiser.� She slowed her breathing. �I�m not going to be alone; the FBI will have me covered. It should be fine.� Her unease was difficult to mask from Patrick. The only reason she could hide things from George was that he wasn�t around to look at her face.
�I�m just saying,� Patrick shrugged, �he�s going to be pissed.�
�I�ll be fine. Really.� She checked their time on her phone. �Agent Harris will make sure of that.�
Rebuffed, Patrick looked straight ahead. �I can�t tell you how much I worry about you. It�s kinda weird.�
�Well, you�re weird, so I guess that works.�
�Oh, you love me.� He nudged her with his elbow.
�I do.� She focused on breathing for a while until they found their rhythm together, Cooper matching them foot for foot.
* * *
The next night, she rushed home from work to change and get ready for the dinner. She was wearing a light blue, low-cut top that showed off her cleavage, jeans, and her brown knee-high boots. She pulled her wool peacoat on to walk Cooper in the park and contemplated what she was doing. Stella knew this was the only way she could handle getting rid of Jamie. She�d tried to kill him herself and she was surprised when she realized she couldn�t do it.
Cooper pulled her back toward the house and she crossed the street casually, like she didn�t have a care in the world. One of the agents sat in the dark sedan on the road, watching her place. She smiled and made her way back into the house.
Stella hung Cooper�s leash on the hook and left him at the door to the garage, his tail wagging. She could do this. She would do this.
Delilah roared to life and she couldn�t help but smile. She made her way to Georgetown listening to Miranda Lambert. A little Gunpowder and Lead would do wonders for her nerves. She stopped in Rossyln on the street that Agent Harris had told her and pulled up behind a black van. Stella laughed when Harris opened the back door, revealing computers and such in the back�it was just like the movies. He grabbed her hand and she climbed up into the back of the van.
Agent Harris made her pull her shirt off and had the other agent there put a wire on her bra. The man flinched when he saw her scars. He looked away quickly, going over the basics of the microphone. He had her move certain ways so that she would know that would interfere with the recorder, whether it would be muffled or static-sounding, and reminded her that they needed to hear everything clearly. She nodded and made sure she knew all the ways she shouldn�t sit or stand or lean. Agent Harris warned her about tipping him off, about saying too much, too little. After a while, she blocked him out�too much information was going to put her off her game.
She took a deep breath when she stepped down out of the van, then got back in Delilah and took off. She vaguely noticed the van following her. Harris had told her they�d be within range, but wouldn�t be on the same street at the bar.
Chadwick�s was on Canal, one street over from G Street. It was dark and less traveled. Stepping out of the car, she gathered every bit of fake confidence she had and walked toward the bar. Her body betrayed her will and she threw up, twice, in a bush. She hoped Agent Harris appreciated that sound. While she was bending down, she pulled out the pen in her pocket and began recording. Stella turned on the record app on her phone as she closed the distance to the restaurant. She knew having three different devices record their conversation was overkill, but she had to get his admission.
The warmth of the bar hit her face, making her skin hot and her stomach knot. Get it together. She did a quick survey and relaxed a little when she realized that Jamie wasn�t there yet. She walked up to the bar and leaned against it, watching as the bartender made his way over to where she stood.
�Hi.� Stella smiled, covering her nervousness. She knew that Agent Harris was listening to every word.
�Hey, what can I get you?� The bartender was wearing a very tight black t-shirt with the bar�s logo on it. Chadwick�s was an old bar in Georgetown and a little off the beaten path so it wasn�t as loud or crowded as the restaurants and bars on G Street. She was hoping she�d have a better shot of getting the conversation recorded.
�Layer cake, please?� Stella felt the acid in her stomach churn again. �And a water!� she called out as she looked toward the door.
Stella felt his presence immediately. She waited at the bar for him to sidle up next to her.
�What�re you drinking?� Jamie asked as he nudged her shoulder with his.
Her body froze, then she forced herself to relax. Her vengeance was tucked away for this meeting; she wouldn�t get him to talk if she said what she wanted to him.
Jamie�s face was amused. �I drive you to drink?�
�I think that�s pretty fucking clear.� If she was too nice, he�d know something was up too. She needed to dance along a fine line. Stella didn�t know what she was doing, but she was going to give it all she had. She nodded at the bartender when he put her glass of wine down in front of her.
�Yuengling,� Jamie ordered. �We sitting at the bar or a table?� He looked from the bartender to her.
�Let�s sit over there,� Stella pointed at a two-top that was sort of out of the way.
Jamie smirked. �You want to be that alone with me?�
�No, I don�t want to be alone with you at all, but I think I may be able to solve all this shit and we won�t have to be around each other anymore.� She�d been working on her strategy on how to put him at ease. She hoped like hell it worked, because it was all she had.
�Oh really?� Jamie�s eyes raked over her and stayed on her cleavage for a beat too long, just like she knew it would. �That�s a really nice shirt.�
�Thank you.� She pulled the front of her shirt up with her left hand and fake smiled at him.
�Now you�ve ruined my view.�
�Fuck you.�
The table was small, making their conversation spatially and physically intimate, Jamie�s long legs bumping up against hers.
�You cuss way more than you used to,� Jamie commented.
�Well, could you imagine if your fianc� died, then you were in a bombing, got shot, and then kidnapped? It caused my inner sailor to come out.�
�So what�s this resolution you think you have?� Jamie ignored her comment and leaned back in his chair, separating himself from her.
She leaned in. �Well, before I talk to you about what I�m willing to do to help you out, I have some questions. I need closure.�
�Closure from what?�
She squeezed her arms around her chest, which in turn pushed her boobs together, making a ruffling noise and blocking the microphone in her bra. �I know you told me why you shot me in Montana, but I want to know why you were there in the first place.� Leaning back, she exhaled slowly.
Jamie looked around for a while and Stella thought he was just going to ignore her question. �Why?�
Stella cleared her throat and pushed back from the table a bit. �The Jamie that I knew,� she cleared her throat again, �that I loved, wouldn�t have bombed that office.�
�Stella,� Jamie gazed intently at her, �I still love you.�
Stella�s eyes dropped. �No you don�t.�
�Yes, the fuck I do.� Jamie grabbed her right hand, hard. Shit, maybe I should�ve left the cast on. �I hate you too. You�ve put me in a very bad position with some folks that I owe a little money to.�
�They say it�s a thin line.� She looked at their hands together and tried to pull away from him.
�I�m sorry.� He followed her gaze to their hands.
�For which thing?� The hardness was threatening to choke her.
�For everything.� Jamie released her hand and took a sip of his beer.
�Well, that�s an easy apology. You could at least focus on one of the things.�
�I�m sorry for leaving you like that, Stella. For you thinking I was dead. For, what did you say? Ruining you for anyone else.� The corner of his mouth lifted. �We had a really good thing once and you were all that kept me going during a really dark time.�
�I�ll never be okay, Jamie. It�s your fault.�
�I�� Jamie�s eyes glazed over with emotion, but, just as quickly, he pulled it together. �Stella. My entire life changed when I went undercover. I did things� I saw things�� This time Jamie�s eyes filled with an emotion she�d seen before�remorse, along with grief.
�Jamie,� she whispered. She was sorry for both of them, that both of their lives had landed them sitting across from each other exchanging accusations, hating each other when they�d been happy and in love once upon a time.
�No. This is what you wanted, right?� Jamie raised his voice, quieting her. �I lied so many times over the last five years, I don�t even know who I am any more. During the time I was under, all I remembered was my love for you; that was the one true thing that I had and no one could take it from me. Sure, I was able to fuck a lot of chicks, but they weren�t you.�
�Oh, well I guess that makes it okay,� Stella said. �You know what I did while you were fucking all those chicks? Circling the fucking drain. I was dying on the inside because I had to live without you. I never came back from that.� Stella made sure her voice was low, hopefully low enough no one could hear what she said.
�Look, I�m sorry. I would do anything to make you�you again. To make me, me again. Us, us again.� He was leaning in and from the outside it looked like they were having an intimate conversation.
�Well, it�s too fucking late for that now, isn�t it? You say you love me, but the person you loved is gone. Just like the person I loved is gone. The person I loved wouldn�t have kidnapped me. I�ll never be the girl you loved again. This is all that remains.� She pointed at her scarred chest to emphasize her point. Those scars taunted her every fucking day.
Jamie leaned in and put both elbows on the table, cradling his face and covering his eyes. He blew out a long breath and put his hands behind his head. She recognized that gesture�he was contemplating giving in. Then he looked down at her hand, her ring finger, and leaned in, reading it. She stilled.
His mask was on when he looked up into her eyes. �Do you remember when you had my ring on this finger?� he asked, squeezing her ring finger painfully.
She jerked her head up and down, once, in confirmation.
He cocked his head to the side. �I wonder what happened to my ring.�
�My ring,� she whispered.
�What?� His voice was hard and demanding.
�My fucking ring, Jamie,� she repeated.
�That was my family�s ring, Stella. Where is it?� He asked, still squeezing her ring finger. He leaned in very close, his breath hot on her cheek. �I should break your fucking finger off with this shit on it. �Only you.� FUCK that. You are mine, always have been.�
She leaned back quickly. �I honestly think you must be insane. You�ve lost your fucking mind. You left me and now, five years later, you�re saying shit like �you�re mine�? That�s just�� she paused. ��fucking psycho.�
�My ring?� he asked.
�Gone.�
�Gone?� he repeated, his face growing harder.
She was silent.
�Gone?!� his voice grew louder.
�Jamie�� she warned, �this isn�t important.�
�It�s worth a shitload of money. It�s a fucking heirloom. That�s pretty important. What�d you do with it?�
I hocked it to buy the gun I was going to kill you with. The thought made her smile, which pissed him off thoroughly.
�You fucking whore�what did you do?�
�Oh, you loved me a minute ago and now I�m a whore�hmmm�I�m not sure which I like better.� Her surliness was back.
�MY. RING,� he demanded through clenched teeth.
�My ring and I don�t know where it is. I was so fucking distraught after wearing it for two years after you died that I threw it in the Potomac.� The lie came easily and she knew he believed her.
His eyes widened and he cussed under his breath. �Do you�� his voice broke off. Jamie cleared his throat.
She broke off their eye contact and looked down at her finger, the one that reminded her who had her heart. The tattoo was permanent, not like a ring that could just be taken off. She cringed when she thought of George now; he�d kill her if he knew she was here with Jamie. She�d been honest about working with the FBI and she was going to call him and tell him about this on her way home.
�Do you remember that night our senior year when we drove out to that field with wine and pizza?� A smile played at his lips. �We looked up at the stars all night and drank for hours, naked.�
Stella fought the curve her mouth attempted to make. She did remember that night. He�d charmed the clothes right off her and they�d held hands and looked at the stars until the light began filtering through the clouds, their naked bodies tangled. �Best one night stand,� she barely whispered. It was their old joke about how their relationship started.
�The fucking best,� Jamie agreed and ran his thumb across her cheek.
She cleared her throat, leaning away from his touch and shaking off the memory. �Jamie, I can get you some money. I can�t get you all of it, but some of it,� Stella offered, hoping he would cave in and give her something, anything.
�Fuck,� he gritted his teeth, �I�m in real trouble here.� He was sincere and there was a trace of fear in his eyes.
�What�s going on? What did you do?�
�I ran with the bad guys� money.�
�Why?�
He rubbed both hands over his face several times. �Because I fucking bombed a federal office and shot the only woman I ever fucking loved, Stella.� His voice was low and full of turmoil.
The thrill of victory spread through her, but she kept her face blank. �So you just ran after you shot me? You didn�t even know if I was dead or alive?�
�I heard the reports as I was driving, but when I left? No, I didn�t know you were alive.� He was unapologetic.
�Well, I can get you some money.� She felt sweat fall from between her breasts where the tape held the microphone in place. �Tell me why you were even there, Jamie.�
�Fine. There were a couple of guys talking about this big job coming in, guns and drugs. I was pulled into it. We�d been in so deep with this family for so long I didn�t even think about it when I shot the guy who threatened to kill one of the brothers. I shot him and then I thought, I need out. I have to get out. How can I get out? It turns out my superior wasn�t following procedure. I had plenty of evidence to support arrests and I found out it hadn�t been given to the higher ups. All the work I�d been doing for four fucking years was for nothing. I almost lost my shit.� His voice was tense, his words rushed.
�Oh, fuck,� she said with empathy.
�I didn�t know what to do, so I went to the Feds. It took three weeks to get away so that no one with the family I was investigating would make me. I made up a story about how my sister was in a car accident and I needed to get to Alabama and see her in the hospital. It gave me the couple of days I needed to get to DC, talk to the ATF and then to the FBI. Then I saw you in that conference room. Fuck, Stella, I didn�t know what the hell to do. When I got back from DC, I went to your hotel. Somehow they figured something was up and when I got back, they tied me to a chair and threatened to kill me. I got out of it, but had to convince them I wasn�t the narc. I thought I could control the bomb to the front of the office and maybe I�d be able to control what they did. It didn�t quite work like I planned and I had to go through with it or I was dead.�
She was silent.
He looked away and took another gulp of his beer.
�So you killed or you would�ve been killed.� Her lip twitched with the beginnings of a smile. This could be interpreted by the FBI to be pointed at the other agents he had killed in the bombing or he would�ve been killed, but she knew how he would react.
�NO! I saw that guy trying to rape you and I reacted. I�m sorry I shot you. I�m sorry I kidnapped you. You�ll never know how sorry I am.�
She was silent.
�You shot me,� she whispered.
He cocked his head in a question at the way she said it.
�So you helped them bomb the office and then shot me?� Stella wasn�t really shocked by anything other than the fact his cover was blown when he�d gone to see her at her hotel, but she needed this to sound genuine for Harris.
Jamie didn�t answer her question. �When can I get my money?�
�It�ll take a few days.� Stella finished the last sip of her wine and pushed the chair out from under her. �I�ll text you when I get it.� She turned and walked toward the door.
�Stella!� Jamie called. �You and Patrick are still friends, huh?�
Stella didn�t look back as she pushed the door open. Walking into the night air, she smiled. Check Fucking Mate.
* * *
She called Agent Harris as she pulled on to G Street.
�Can we get together tomorrow?� she said as soon as he answered.
�Stella�I don�t know what to say.� Agent Harris started. �You got him to admit to everything. How�d you do that?�
�Doubted me, did you?� She smiled in the phone.
�I��
�No worries, Agent. Just tell me I can go home. I don�t want him trailing me back to you and blowing this whole fucking thing. Tell me you got what you need and you don�t need me anymore. Tell me that you�re going arrest him.�
�I�m going to present this to my higher up tomorrow and I�ll get back with you, but there�s no way they�ll walk away from an ATF agent that killed three other agents and shot you when we have the admission recorded. This is much better than I was expecting.�
�I�m always underestimated. I enjoy that.�
�Stella,� his voice was sincere, �I�m sorry I doubted you.�
She heard people in the background talking excitedly. �Don�t be sorry. Make it count.�
�Will do.� The phone muffled as he directed someone to do something.
�Talk to you tomorrow, Harris.� She disconnected and called George.
�Love?� he answered.
�Hey, babe, you getting ready to watch my interview?�
�Um, Love, why do you sound so�happy?�
�Because I just got Jamie recorded saying he bombed the FBI office and shot me. And kidnapped me. I have single-handedly gotten evidence to put him in jail for multiple life sentences.�
�You did?�
�I fucking did.�
�Wow, you�re amazing. I mean it,� George congratulated. �You okay? He hurt you?�
�Not at all.� Stella wouldn�t go through the details with George, or anyone, for that matter; it was too raw.
�I have to go, I�m eating with Patrick and everybody before we watch the interview, but I wanted to tell you how the meeting with Jamie went.�
�I wish you would�ve told me you were meeting with him,� George chastised, �I had no idea.�
�Better to ask for forgiveness than permission,� she said with a lilt to her voice.
�Love.�
�Love,� she answered and disconnected.
She pulled in front of her old house and got out of the car. The front door opened and Cooper bounded out. Patrick stood in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest. He had a green fleece on and black workout pants. Billy walked to the doorway and smiled over Patrick�s shoulder and waved at her. Stella nodded at them with a smile and walked right into Patrick�s open arms, into his embrace. Millie came running from their room, her eyes wide. Cooper stood in between them, his tail alternately hitting her leg and then his.
�You okay?� Patrick almost whispered in her ear.
She separated herself from him and looked at all of her friends. She took a few seconds and thanked God for them. �I�m fucking better than fantastic. Let�s get some alcohol flowing and then I�ll tell y�all all about it before we watch this clusterfuck of an interview.�
Billy high-fived her and pulled her in for a hug. �Steaks are almost done.� He turned and walked toward the grill in the backyard. �I�m so proud of our little liar. I knew you�d do great!� he called over his shoulder.
�I�m brilliant. Everyone just admit it now.� She felt elated. She couldn�t remember the last time she�d felt so�free. She was free.
I�ll be okay. Everything will be okay.
They ate at the kitchen table like old times and she relayed everything that happened, withholding the conversation regarding her romantic history. Turning off and on her memories of that Jamie was difficult, but she believed what she�d said. The Jamie and Stella that were together were dead. Now, they didn�t even like each other.
�How�d you know if you do�do your boobs like that again�if you did that, Agent Harris wouldn�t hear you?� Billy asked, making her push her boobs together again as an example.
�I practiced!� Stella laughed and pushed her boobs together for him two more times. �I told Harris I wanted to make sure I knew what not to do so I wouldn�t get nervous and fuck the whole thing up.�
�Maybe you are brilliant,� Millie agreed, nodding. �And your boobs are hot in that top.�
Stella smiled. �Patrick, it�s now your turn to tell me how brilliant I am,� she coaxed.
�You did good, El.� His voice was quiet, but his eyes gleamed with pride. He was proud she was able to do it; she knew he�d underestimated her, too.
They drank and talked while they waited for the interview to come on. During the opening minutes, all of the tweets, tabloid pictures and headlines flashed through the screen with Diane Sawyer walking in front of a blue screen while she summarized the past five years of Stella�s life in less than two minutes.
Millie giggled. �Damn, girl, you�re famous.�
�More like infamous,� Stella refuted.
�Same difference,� Billy said.
�And so fucking tragic,� Patrick added.
The interview had been cut significantly, but when the part about George came up her phone buzzed with a message from him.
I really do have blue balls right now
I love you too and you will never lose me
Stella smiled and looked up to see Patrick was getting them more beers. �I need one!� she called into the kitchen. She texted George back.
Hopefully I can help you with that this weekend
Patrick came in and put everyone�s beers on the table, but stayed silent, playing on his phone for the rest of the interview. Her phone vibrated in her hand.
You better do more than that this weekend
Birthday sex is all day sex
She laughed and replied.
Whenever and wherever you want
Her phone buzzed again.
Best shit I�ve heard all day, besides what was just broadcast to millions of people
A commercial came on and Billy stretched his arms over his head. �I think knowing you is a liability, El.� He smirked. �You�re not allowed here now that I�ve bought the place.�
�What?!� she yelled. �You bought this house?!� Stella jumped up and hugged Billy. �I didn�t even know you were thinking about it.�
Millie did the same.
�That�s what happens when you�re all wrapped up in your own shit, like trying to get your homicidal former fianc� arrested.� Billy laughed. �You miss shit.�
�A toast!� Millie declared, raising her glass.
�To the best friends an asshole could ever wish for,� Stella said.
�To next year being totally fucking different than this one,� Patrick toasted.
"To the people who I love more than beer,� Billy joked.
�To the family we choose.� Millie clinked her glass.
* * *
It was George�s birthday today. He was flying home and she was running late. Fuck. She looked at the clock on her car again as she pulled into the traffic circle near Arlington Cemetery. Stella was driving as fast as she could to get back to their house before he did. Pulling into the driveway, she blew out the breath she�d been holding when she rushed into the house and was only met by a tail-wagging Cooper. She did beat George home.
Leaning down, she put her forehead on Cooper�s. �Hey, bud.� His entire backside moved with his wag. �Come on, I need to hurry.�
Stella put her bags down and grabbed his leash for a quick walk. Cooper did a half-hearted dance for her as she put the leash on his leather collar.
When they got back into the garage, she closed it and went inside quickly, grabbed her bag, and hustled upstairs to the bathroom. What do you get someone who can buy whatever they want whenever they want? Not too much. Stella�s hair now reached just past her shoulders and she brushed it out before she shed her clothes. She smiled at the red �Fighter� tattoo that was finally brighter than all the scars on her chest. Stella had tried to look at her scars like just another tattoo, ones that showed her where she was at a particular place and time in her life, but that sort of healthy outlook on her life was difficult.
She carefully wrapped herself in the �present� she�d purchased for George. She had a few minutes so she went downstairs and poured them both glasses of the cabernet that he liked best. Stella set the glasses and food she�d ordered from their favorite Italian restaurant in Old Town on the table. Cooper barked and moved toward the door. Stella heard the motorcycle engine and then the garage door raise. She put the card on the bar next to the wine and trucked it upstairs.
* * *
George pulled into the garage, surprised that Stella was already home from work. He smiled and pulled his helmet off, climbed off his bike and hung the helmet on one of the handlebars. Cooper was waiting for him as usual, but he didn�t see Stella.
�El?� he called and then he glanced over to the bar where wine, food and a card were waiting for him. He tore it open and noticed it was blank except for two lines:
You honestly didn�t think I�d forget your birthday, did you?
Find me!
A wide grin spread across George�s face as he walked up the stairs to their bedroom. He leaned in and didn�t see her. �El?�
Silence.
He walked into his office, nothing. �El?� he called again. Where the fuck is that little minx? �I need my birthday present now, Love,� he said as he turned the corner into the guest bedroom and found her sitting, no, not sitting, positioned, displaying her naked body. A shot of heat went through him as he took her in. She was wrapped in a red bow that only covered her crotch and nipples. Holy shit! He almost lost it then and pounced on her.
�Happy birthday, babe!� She laughed. �Do you like it?�
George used his teeth to take off the ribbon and began kissing her everywhere. �What do you think?� he asked in between kisses.
�I think...� she drawled, pushing him off her and standing, �you�re wearing too many clothes for my present.�
* * *
George had flown in for a little over 24 hours and then flown out again. Stella sat on the couch with her Kindle, wine, and Ben Harper, trying to be okay with the loneliness she felt. Stella knew Jesse had an early curfew because they were in New Orleans with a 12:00 game on Sunday. She called him.
�Hey, MVP,� she said when he picked up.
�Don�t fucking jinx my shit, Stella.� His voice was tired.
�You okay?�
�I�m fine. Just trying to ease into tomorrow.�
Stella thought she heard something else in his voice, but it was so hard to read people over the phone. �You sure? You don�t want to order an in-room massage?�
�That would be really nice.� He laughed and it was genuine.
�What�s on your mind, baller?�
He sighed. �You�re only as good as your last play, Stella, you remember that.�
�Jesse, you�re having a kickass season. What�s this about?�
�I�m 34, Stella. I�m getting old in this industry. My fucking body hurts for two days after games now instead of one. I�m trying to look at the big picture and still play my fucking heart out.�
�Well, that�s understandable,� she acknowledged. �You�re still in your prime, though.�
�I�m also trying to make sure we get your friend Jamie in a place that he gets what he deserves.�
�Jesse, don�t. I got this. I have him dead to rights admitting to everything. Leave it to me. I got this, I promise.�
�Oh yeah, it went well?�
�Check fucking mate,� she confirmed.
�Good.� His voice sounded a little lighter.
�Jesse. Why are you worried about me? I�m fine.� She shifted on the couch, pulling her blanket tighter around her.
�Your being �fine� with everything that�s going on makes me very nervous, Stella.�
�I�ve finally got a handle on everything. There�s an end in sight and it�s making it all bearable. Really, it�s getting better,� she soothed.
�Okay,� Jesse said, resigned. �I saw the interview, I thought you came off real good. Likable.�
�Well, we all know that�s a lie.�
Laughing, Jesse agreed.
�I mean, I should�ve hired ABC News to be my publicist.�
�They did you justice, that�s for sure. How did your work think it went?�
�Christine loved it and calls have been pouring in to talk to the FBI Beauty.� She sighed.
�Well, use it while it lasts because it won�t last forever.�
�Fuck, I hope not.�
�I�m glad to hear your voice, it�s a little lighter than usual.�
�Don�t you fucking jinx me.� She laughed. �Can�t wait to see the game tomorrow. Do good. Fuck some people up.�
�Just for you,� he promised before he hung up.

Chapter Twenty-Three
All My Mistakes

George was sitting at a Mexican restaurant in the Denver airport when his phone dinged with a Vox from Stella.
�I�m here. Where are you?� Her voice coming from his phone made him smile. She�d talked him into having their weekend together over Thanksgiving, instead of spending it in DC. He was pretty sure it was because she didn�t want to be with his family this year. George didn�t blame her, it wasn�t like they were that welcoming to her. Kara, John, and Finn were always their saving graces during the time they had to be around family. Finn loved Stella and followed her everywhere she went.
�At a bar, of course, in the Mexican restaurant. I�m the one with a boner,� he said quietly into his phone.
The sound of her laughter rang out through his phone and he smiled. It was one of his favorite sounds.
�Hurry up and let�s get to the hotel.� George nodded at the bartender and looked over his shoulder as he grabbed his bag and patted his pocket.
�I�m the one running, yelling into my phone.�
He drained his Pacifico Clara and put a twenty on the table. He turned to see Stella walking through the airport. Fuck, she looks amazing. She was wearing a grey sweater that had sort of a bigger collar and black leggings with her knee-high grey boots. She was letting her hair grow out a bit, he liked it; the shorter version looked sharp and hard, but this was much softer. A smile almost split her face in half when she saw him and her legs moved quicker toward him. Relief flooded his body; he was so tense when he was without her. Stella, the hurricane that she was, brought him some sort of weird peace.
George strode over and wrapped his arms around her, leaning in to kiss her. Forgetting his surroundings, he let his tongue search her mouth and she moaned, then pulled back a bit.
�We may want to wait at least until we get in the car for that,� she said, her lipstick smudged on her face.
He took his thumb and wiped at the smudges around her lips. She smirked.
�Did you buy half a sweater?� he asked, taking in the hole in the back of her sweater.
�No,� she laughed, �apparently this is the style.�
�You have no back to your sweater,� George said, running his hands down her back and inside her sweater.
�Watch it.� Stella skirted away from him. �You can�t be putting your hands there in public,� she warned.
�The car. We need to get to the rental car, now.� George took her bag and rushed to the escalator.
They followed the signs, which led them to a bus to take them to the car rental company. George couldn�t keep his hands off her; not seeing her every day was turning him into an adolescent. When they finally got to the car rental company, they walked in to see all the employees gathered to greet them. Ugh. He quickly filled out the paperwork and went out to the car, where the employee attempted to talk them into getting car insurance for �animal attacks.� Is this a Saturday Night Live skit?
George smiled, but Stella burst out in obnoxious laughter, accompanied by a couple of snorts. He started laughing while he signed the last contract and got in the car. As soon as he shut his door, he laughed harder.
�Better watch out for animal attacks,� he reminded her. �Be vigilant.�
Stella nodded, still snorting. �Fucking animals.�
They drove to the hotel while they chatted aimlessly, which was comforting because George was nervous about the weekend. Since they�d gotten back together, it�d been Stella�s shooting, recovery, the press, the kidnapping, the trial, getting Jamie arrested, and whatever else was going on in her life. They�d never just �had a weekend� together to do whatever they wanted, talk about whatever they wanted.
George pulled the rental into the Four Seasons.
Stella�s eyebrows rose. �Wow.�
�What?� He shrugged. He knew she considered it entirely too fancy, but he wanted this weekend to be perfect and carefree.
�Snooty,� she quipped, winking at him.
Stella stepped out of the car and George saw his favorite part of her body as she got out, the curve right under ass. It was perfect; he could trace that curve for hours. She dipped her head down so she could see him. �Come on. I�m starving and need hydration via alcohol.�
George followed her into the hotel after tipping the valet and having their bags taken up. The sweater dipped so far down in the back that he could see both tattoos. Fuck. They checked in and were in the elevator by themselves within minutes. He pushed her back against wall and lifted her, pulling her legs around his waist and devouring her mouth. The elevator slowed and stopped too soon. He sat her feet back on the floor and whispered, �I miss you.�
She was silent, but grabbed his hand and followed him to their room.
* * *
They stayed in bed and ordered room service for dinner, breakfast and lunch. Stella was spent and fell into a peaceful sleep after lunch. George looked over at her laying on the bed, naked, and sighed. They hadn�t put clothes on since they got there. He stretched, walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower. The mirror fogged up within minutes and George traced words on the mirror, the words that were on the tip of his tongue but he couldn�t quite say. Then he watched them fill in and disappear. The scalding water soothed him and the coconut soap reminded him of Stella.
He heard Stella yell as he wrapped the towel around his waist.
�No!� she sobbed. �No, Jamie�NO!�
George ran into the room and found her thrashing, fighting something, someone, in her sleep. He tentatively put a hand on her and she stilled. �Love. It�s me,� he soothed. He hated this, seeing her like this and knowing there was nothing he could do to help.
She whimpered and sobbed again, not awake yet.
George leaned in closer and kissed her mouth. �It�s me, Love,� he whispered in her ear, �you�re safe.�
Her eyes flew open with realization and resignation. �Sorry,� she muttered, turning away from him.
�Don�t apologize.� George tucked a stray hair behind her ear. �I thought you were doing better.�
She shrugged. �Sometimes.�
�Babe, come on, you can tell me,� he urged.
She sighed. �My nightmares are worse lately. Denise put me on different medication, but it doesn�t seem to matter.�
He sat on the bed, his back rubbing against her side, and looked out the window. �You know, all of this will be over soon.�
Stella nodded. �I hope so.�
�FBI going to arrest him?� he asked.
�I think so, but I haven�t heard from Harris since I got him to admit everything. I just figure they�re doing their bureaucratic pissing contest shit.�
�That�s probably true. I�m sure he�ll get you an update when they�re ready to move.� George pulled her hand into his and intertwined their fingers. �Well, let�s get ready and go get beer and snacks to tailgate, okay?�
Stella kissed the back of his hand and then stretched her arms above her head. Her fingers grazed the headboard and the sheet fell, exposing her breasts. He leaned down and pulled her nipple into his mouth. He felt her hands in his hair.
�I love you,� she breathed.
�I love you until it hurts,� he tried to explain.
�Yuck, George. Love isn�t supposed to hurt.� She cocked her head to the side in a question.
�Isn�t it?� He ran a hand through his hair. �If I didn�t love you so much, it wouldn�t hurt me to know that you�re home dealing with all this by yourself. If I didn�t love you to my core, I wouldn�t care that you have a tattoo basically declaring your fears. I want to take all that away from you, Stella. I want to be your comfort. I want to be your peace, like you are for me. I want all these things and one day I will get them. I will look at you and know that we are forever and there are no devils for you to fear, because I�m there.�
A tear escaped her left eye and he stooped to kiss it away, salty on his tongue.
�I want to kiss away all your tears,� he whispered before kissing her lips gently.
�I don�t deserve you,� she confessed.
�Yes�� he kissed her lower lip, pulling it gently between his teeth, �the fuck....� he kissed her top lip, running his tongue underneath it, �you do.�
* * *
It was cold in Denver, but there wasn�t any snow on the ground yet. They�d heard the snow in Aspen was amazing already. George was driving to the Ogden Theatre for the Avett Brothers concert. He�d bought tickets when planning the trip. He had to pay more than twice the price for the tickets off a reseller, but Stella loved them, so he got the tickets for her. It was a pretty cool venue. It�d been around since 1913 and was marked for demolition when someone bought it and refurbished in the early 1990s. It was smaller and the concerts there were said to be more intimate.
It was the coolest venue she�d ever been to and she was there because of George. He was her knight in shining armor, here to save her soul. She smiled remembering his sincere words earlier today and the thought behind them. She never thought she�d be able to have that sort of love again, the love she thought she had with Jamie.
They walked into the theater holding hands, shooting the shit about other people at the concert and the latest episode of Breaking Bad they�d both watched. It was so normal that her heart clenched. It had been so long since she thought maybe they could have a normal where they laughed at each other and unfortunate cases she was handling. She took his hand and felt light as they made their way to the concert.
�I heard this show sold out in like three minutes,� Stella commented.
�I think it was twelve, but thankfully there are people that buy tickets and then mark them up so that people like me can buy them for my hot girlfriend in order to get laid later.�
�Oh, that�s guaranteed,� Stella assured him. �Where are our seats?�
�It�s general admission, that�s why we�re here so early. Come on, let�s grab a place and then I�ll go get beer.�
�Holy shit, this is amazing,� Stella observed from their stools on the balcony, looking over the railing to the floor below them and thanking God they had seats. There�s no way she could be down there with all those people around her for hours. She was too old for that shit.
The concert was amazing. It would certainly go down as one of the coolest experiences she�d ever had. Everyone knew every song and sang as loud as they could with the band. The music filled her soul and let her forget everything else.
When it was over, they held hands and walked back to the rental car.
�I�m glad I don�t work for the FBI anymore.�
�Why�s that?� George asked, rubbing his thumb on the palm of her right hand.
�Because I think I�m high after that concert.� Stella laughed.
�I know, there was a marijuana cloud filling the entire place.�
Stella laid her head on his arm. �What was your favorite song?�
�Well, I loved all the regulars, but I think my favorite was �The Ballad of Love and Hate.�� He squeezed her hand. �What was yours?�
�All My Mistakes,� she said quietly.
That was Stella�s deepest fear, one that she hadn�t shared with anyone. She hoped she was more than just the mistakes she�d made, because it would be a very sad fate for her otherwise.
* * *
They sat on the back porch of the condo they were renting for the next three days, wrapped in each other and blankets. They�d gotten up really early and made the three hour drive to Aspen from Denver, had breakfast, and walked around a bit before heading back to the condo for an �afternoon delight.� Stella was awed by the mountains. The drive was one of those few moments in life that you slow down enough to acknowledge that there�s something out there bigger than you. Now she was completely relaxed, cupping her warm mug of coffee and looking at the serene, snow-covered mountain. She�d never seen anything close to the mountains that surrounded them.
George reached out and tucked a flyaway lock of her raven hair behind her ear. �What�re you thinking?�
�I�m thinking it�s about time I tell you a few things.� She sighed. Stella had been putting off this conversation, which was easy when they weren�t seeing each other that often, but she felt like she owed it to him on their weekend, especially when he�d been so honest with her about his feelings.
George took a sip of his own coffee and looked at the mountain too. �Okay.� His breath floated up and sailed off into the day.
�So, you know how you�re always pissed because you think I�m ready to walk away from you?� Stella started.
George blew out a long breath. �Yeah.�
�It�s not that I�m ready to walk away from you,� she paused, turning her intense gaze to the mountains, watching as her breath came out like smoke and then rose with the wind, �it�s that I don�t think I�ll be around for long.�
�What the fuck does that mean?� George sat up straighter and she could feel his eyes on her.
She didn�t turn to face him. �It means I�m pretty much living my life knowing I�ll die and thinking it�ll be sooner rather than later. I just don�t want this for you, George. You want forever with someone and I don�t know�� Her voice broke. �I don�t know if I can be your forever. God knows I�d love to, but I can�t even think about my future. When I try, all I see is black; a blank page that never gets written.�
�Shit, El.� George ran a hand through his dark, disheveled hair.
They were silent, both contemplating that reality. Then George got up and walked inside, leaving her with the reality that he may just agree with her. Stella took a sip of her coffee and wondered if this might be what finally drove him from her.
* * *
His thoughts scattered in a million directions and then, within seconds, things fit into place. Stella thinking that she would die soon explained why she acted the way she did. It wasn�t her leaving, it was her attempting to protect him in her own fucked up way. He walked into the room they were sharing and grabbed the grey box he�d had in his pocket for three weeks. He�d made such careful plans for tonight, but this felt right.
Now.
He walked back onto the porch. She hadn�t moved and a tear had seared down her cheek. He stood there, taking in her messy black waves and fresh face. This was the way he wanted her, just out of his bed, all the time. He couldn�t relate to the Stella Murphy that everyone saw on TV in press conferences. That woman was poised and perfect, wearing couture clothes perfectly planned and appropriate for every event. The El he loved was fucking flawed and she owned it. She didn�t need makeup or even underwear and was surly on a whim. She wore her pain like a badge. She was his Love and his heart. What he�d been seeing of her lately was something fake and foreign and nothing he could identify with.
He cleared his throat and stood directly in front of her. �So, that was pretty fucking heavy for two o�clock in the afternoon. So I�ll see your forever and raise you.� He got down on one knee and held out the 15 carat emerald he�d bought for her. It was surrounded by diamonds and he knew she�d love it the minute he saw it. �You are the most complicated, challenging, baffling person I�ve ever come into contact with, let alone love with all my heart. I�ve had this ring for about a year, because I knew we�d get married. I don�t want forever without you. I want your forever. I hear you and understand what you�re telling me. What I want you to know is that as long as you�re here, you�re mine and I�m yours. Stop being scared about you and me. You aren�t scared about anything else.�
A small sound escaped her throat and it made his heart hurt.
�I need you to marry me,� he said again, still holding the box out to her, his hand barely trembling.
�George,� she whispered, her voice full of longing.
�Stop thinking and let me love you. I don�t need you protecting me; I need to know you aren�t going anywhere and you want to be with me as long as you�re here.�
Stella nodded her head and a grin spread across her gorgeous lips. He slipped the ring on her finger, covering the tattoo he loved. He picked her up, which caused her mug to fall from her lap and break on the ground, but he didn�t care, the pieces and blankets abandoned as he carried her into the bedroom.
* * *
She took her clothes off and donned the St. Regis robe the spa had provided. Stella walked to the front of the spa and smiled.
The hostess smiled back. �Mrs. Finnegan, please follow me.�
Stella didn�t correct her and followed her into a lounge where everything was beige and plush. White flowers decorated the lounge, food and tea adorned the perimeter of the room. The hostess showed Stella through the lounge into another room that was lit solely by the fireplace.
�Mrs. Finnegan, please sit down and I�ll hook you up to our oxygen machines.�
Oxygen? Stella hadn�t had any real altitude issues while in Aspen, even though she�d been short of breath. An oxygen machine wasn�t on her radar as part of a spa day.
She plopped down on a chaise lounge chair and smiled to herself at the audacity of the situation; being engaged and getting oxygen before her massage at the St. Regis spa in Aspen. She didn�t belong here, but George made the reservation for her to get a massage and she wouldn�t turn that down. The hostess put the oxygen tube under her nose and offered her champagne. Fuck yeah. This is the life. Stella could get used to this. She closed her eyes and pretended she belonged here and let the joy of her engagement permeate her body.
Mrs. Finnegan. Stella Murphy Finnegan. Begin again. She always loved that song.
* * *
Stella and George�s trip was romantic and peaceful and exactly what she needed. They didn�t ski. To be honest, she was a little afraid of skiing. The altitude sort of kicked her ass and she had to be careful with how much she drank. She just wanted to stay in the bed, so that�s what they did, only venturing out on the porch or for food. They felt inconspicuous in Aspen, like no one knew who they were.
Their last night there, they sat on a couch outside of a bar, huge heat lamps making it comfortable even in late November. They were drinking wine and lamenting the end of their vacation when Stella�s phone dinged a vox from Millie.
�Magic Box, this is Lunch Box. I know you didn�t get fucking engaged and not tell me. You two are trending on Twitter. Hoping it�s a rumor; I don�t believe half the shit I see on there because of you, but let me know.�
Stella looked at George. �I guess we haven�t been as off the radar as we thought.� She shrugged. George�s dimples had been constant since she told him she�d marry him. She was ecstatic she was the one that brought out those dimples. She pulled up her phone and looked through Twitter.
#holymotherofrockonfbibeauty
#bartenderproposedaspen
#fbibeautyoffmarket
#georgeputaringonit
�I don�t mind trending on Twitter for this,� Stella admitted. This wouldn�t ruin her bliss. She wanted to tell her friends first, but she�d rather tell them tomorrow in person when she got back to DC. Then a thought crossed her mind. �Oh God! I have to tell my parents.�
George took a sip of wine and grinned. His green wool cap was pulled down low on his head; it made his green flecks stand out. His cheeks were red from the cold.
�Wait. Did you ask my dad? I know that�s sort of old school, but did you? Because he�ll be pissed if you didn�t.� Stella was talking a mile a minute.
�I did.� His eyes lit up with his confession.
�Wait. You did!� Stella tapped her dad�s face on her phone and looked at George. �You�re perfect. What�s wrong with you?�
�Dad! Hey! Is Mom around too? I have some news.� Her voice sounded so giddy she hardly even recognized herself.

Chapter Twenty-Four
House of Cards

Stella had gone to work the Monday after Thanksgiving straight from Aspen and spent all day playing catch up and trying to get a grasp of the busy schedule ahead of her. She felt rejuvenated and couldn�t wait to tell her friends the details about her engagement. Her entire office was abuzz about the news. Greg had called her to confirm whether the rumors were true, but she told him to put everyone off until she had a chance to tell her loved ones. He said he would issue a statement in a few days.
She walked into Billy�s house and Cooper came running and almost knocked her down with his body. Stella leaned down and hugged him and whispered in his ear, �I missed you too, Coop.� She smiled and rubbed him all over, scratching his belly where she knew he loved it.
Then it was Millie�s turn to come running and almost knock her down. Millie grabbed her left hand and screamed. She started jumping up and down and Stella joined in, feeling like a complete idiot. Sure, she was excited, but she wasn�t the squealing girl Millie was about these sorts of things.
�Wait, you are engaged, right? I mean, it�s not a diamond,� Millie clarified, �but this is totally you.�
Stella laughed. �Yes, we�re engaged.�
Millie began jumping up and down again. Patrick came into the kitchen from the porch and Millie pulled Stella towards him.
�Look! Look!� Millie held out El�s left hand.
Patrick looked at it, puzzled at first. Stella thought she saw a flash of something in his eyes, annoyance maybe, then a smile spread slowly across his face.
�George and El are engaged!!!� Millie squealed.
Stella shrugged and grinned like an idiot.
�I thought engagement rings were diamonds?� Patrick asked.
Millie stopped jumping, the delight falling from her face. �Patrick!� she scolded. �First you say congratulations, then you ask dumbass questions.�
�Congratulations,� Patrick mimicked.
The front door opened and Billy walked in with two cases of Yuengling. �What�s up?� he asked when he got into the kitchen.
�I�m engaged!� Stella announced.
�What?!� Billy�s smile was genuine; he set the beer on the floor and pulled her into a bear hug. �That�s a fucking big ass ring, El. I hope you�ve been lifting enough weights to carry it around,� he mocked, trying to lift her left hand and straining to get it up.
Stella�s laugh cut through the room, which caused Millie and Patrick to start laughing too. �I know, it�s kind of obnoxious. I hope I don�t lose it. You guys know how I am.� Stella pulled her bag through the kitchen. �I�m going to drop this stuff downstairs and then we can all toast my good fortune. Can you believe someone�s crazy enough to love my ass?� she asked, pausing to look between her three ex-roommates. �I can stay, right?�
�Of course!� Millie called.
Stella twisted the ring around her finger; it was so big it covered most of her tattoo. She lay on the bed and Cooper jumped up and eased on top of her, pinning her down to the bed and licking her face.
�I love you too, Cooper,� she told him in between licks.
* * *
Stella stretched her entire body before opening her eyes. She was back in her old house; they�d eaten dinner together last night and drank way too much. It was like old times. Cooper climbed up her body and laid on top of her, licking her face in his version of a wakeup call.
�Ugh, stop.� Stella swatted at Cooper. �Your breath stinks.� She wiped her face with the sheet. �That�s so gross. I only let you do that yesterday because I�d been gone. Don�t get used to it.�
Cooper jumped off the bed and ran upstairs toward the back door. Stella straightened her tank top and followed him. When she opened the door, she was greeted with a foot of freshly fallen snow. It was an early snowstorm, and there were reports DC may get more snow today, which sent the masses to grocery stores to buy every last gallon of milk and loaf of bread. Damn, I�ll have to dig my car out. Cooper walked out onto the covered section of the porch gingerly and then jumped into the snow and disappeared as he hopped his way to the back of the fenced-in yard. Patrick opened his bedroom door and walked, shirtless, to the coffee maker. She was pretty sure his eyes were still closed.
�So, we�re snowed in?� she asked, looking at the tiger tattooed on Patrick�s back.
�Fucking great,� he said, adding coffee and water to the coffee maker.
�Well, at least we don�t have to go to work hungover,� she shrugged.
�Have you turned on the TV?� he asked, pushing the on button, not looking at her.
�Not yet, but you know DC shuts down at like, six inches of snow, and it�s more than that because Cooper disappeared in the backyard.�
Patrick laughed.
�So, what�s up with you?� Stella asked, leaning against the counter next to him. �You were quiet last night.�
�Nothing. Just got a lot going on, you know?� He pulled down mugs from the cabinet.
Stella didn�t know if he was referring to their plan or something else. �You okay?�
�Sure.� He leaned his hip against the counter.
�You know you don�t have to do this, I��
�Y�all are up early.� Millie emerged from their room, her highlighted hair pulled back in an elegant high ponytail, ready for the day in a dress, tights and boots.
�You know you�re not going to work today, right?� Stella commented.
Cooper�s bark rang from outside and Stella turned to see his paws on the door, begging to come in.
�Did it snow?� Millie asked, completely unaware.
�Uh�yes. Looks like it�s a snow day,� Patrick confirmed, pointing out the window. �I�m going to get clothes on and shovel out the cars.�
Millie walked to the den, looked out the window, and turned the news on. �Huh,� she huffed, falling into a chair, �I got dressed for nothing.�
Stella went downstairs to put on a sweatshirt, then came back up and poured herself a cup of coffee, contemplating Patrick�s mood. She sat, drinking her coffee and watching the DC news anchor talk about all the closings. She checked her email and confirmed that her office was, in fact, closed. She finished her coffee and walked back to Millie and Patrick�s room, where she pulled one of Patrick�s all-weather jackets out of the closet and yelled to Millie, �Can I borrow your rain boots?�
�Sure,� Mille answered. She was busy typing away on her laptop.
Zipping up the jacket, Stella opened the front door and took a step into the snow. She sank to her knee. She loved the snow when it fell in the city and covered everything. It was like a makeover for the entire place; it covered all the ugly and made you only see the beautifulness of where you were. Once the snow had been there for a while, you started to remember the ugliness again. The snow turned black with dirt and the roads iced over, making them impossible to traverse. But for the time when the snow fell it was like heaven on earth, a quiet, lovely fa�ade that melted away to reveal a gritty reality.
�Patrick?� she called as she tried to maneuver through the snow.
He looked up at her, surprised.
�Can I help?�
He shook his head. �Go back inside; I got this,� he replied shortly.
Stella awkwardly walked toward her car and opened her trunk to grab her shovel and scraper. She shuffled to where he was and began shoveling.
�I�m serious, El, I got this.�
�You don�t have to do everything by yourself and you can certainly talk to me.� She looked at him, hoping he�d give something away.
�I�I�m trying to sort out some things.� He continued to shovel.
�Like what?� She wasn�t going to let this go.
He looked back at the house and put his hands on his hips, his chest heaving from exertion. �Like leaving DC.�
Stella stopped shoveling and examined his face, it gave nothing away. �What? Why?�
He shrugged and started shoveling again. Stella wondered if she�d be able to get it out of him or if she should talk to Billy.
�Patrick?�
He looked up at her, his eyes betraying pain and indecision.
�Your person?� She smiled slightly.
He nodded. �My person. Now fucking shovel.�
* * *
It had been a week since she�d told everyone she was engaged and she�d stayed at her house since then, mainly because it seemed like Patrick needed to sort things out with Millie, especially if he was thinking about moving. Stella had just stepped out of her car and saw she had a new Voxer message from Patrick.
�El, I think Jamie may have found out you�re working with the FBI.� His voice was quiet and strained. �Be careful.�
Stella felt a flutter in her stomach, nerves that would turn into vomit. Pulling out her medicine, she cussed as she took the last pill. Fuck, I can�t run out of those right now. She always knew that Jamie finding out she was working with the FBI was a possibility, but it still stirred fear that she�d been suppressing for months. She walked into the FBI building and put her bag on the screening belt, her thoughts swirling out of control. Hopefully Harris would tell her things were on schedule and they would arrest Jamie, but she couldn�t shake the ominous feeling she had in her gut. She�d come to the FBI building during her lunch hour, so she was in a black suit and heels, looking like every other professional female in the building. She walked to the conference room where Agent Harris told her he�d meet her.
She opened the door and there were two men in cheap suits sitting at the table with Agent Harris. She stared at them for a beat, trying to figure out what was going on and why she�d been summoned. Stella wasn�t doing witness protection; they�d just have to figure something else out.
�Hi, Stella. These are Special Agents Moore and Stevens. Have a seat.� He gave her an uncomfortable look.
A twinge of fear played at the base of Stella�s neck.
�Sorry I haven�t gotten with you sooner, but I took the recording you got for us up the chain. We were finally able to interview Jack Ryder last week.�
Stella exhaled in relief. This is where he was going to tell her that he got the go-ahead to arrest him.
�The ATF attorneys wouldn�t let us ask anything about his undercover assignment. They basically shut the interview down before it began.�
Stella never sat, but was standing across the table from Agent Harris. She took him in, his forced casual demeanor, his grey pinstriped suit, his pink tie and carefully mussed hair. �B-but, you have the recording,� she stammered, her voice an octave higher than normal. She began pacing the length of the small conference room. Her hopes were crashing around her like waves and she could feel the undertow grab her, trying to pull her under, flipping her head over heels until she finally drowned.
�I know, but it�s grainy and there are some parts that we can�t hear.� Agent Harris� voice brought her back to reality and she looked at him, at his short brown hair and non-descript features. He looked embarrassed now, as if he couldn�t believe this was the outcome of the investigation. �I believe you, but what I think doesn�t matter that much. It�s all about what the US Attorney feels like he can pursue and because there�s a four-year long undercover investigation in jeopardy, they�ve told me to shut it down.� He sighed, resigned. �I have to shut it down.�
Stella felt like she�d been punched in the gut. They didn�t care that an agent took part in a bombing that killed three agents because of a four-year investigation. They didn�t care that an agent shot an attorney because of a fucking four-year investigation.
�You have to shut it down,� she repeated. �Are you fucking kidding me?� She stalked over to the door, put her hand on the knob, and toyed with the idea of leaving immediately. Stella had so many choice words for him, but her voice failed her.
One of the agents nodded in confirmation. �I�m afraid so, Ms. Murphy. The investigation has been closed.�
Pulling her voice out of her ass, she allowed the hardness she�d been pushing away for the past year and a half take over her entire body. �You know, I�m sure the families of Trey Williams, Jeffery Riggins, and Peter Richardson will appreciate that one of the guys that killed their loved ones is back doing his job.� Her voice sounded stronger than she felt. �I�m sure they�ll be able to sleep better at night knowing that you had information to put him away but chose not to pursue it.�
�As you are aware, any information you have regarding this incident is top secret and cannot be disclosed to anyone. If it is disclosed, that would be a violation of federal law,� the other agent threatened.
�I�m a fucking witness. What I know is who killed those people and shot me.� Stella was incredulous. �That�s not top secret, that�s testimony, asshole.�
�The US Attorney told me that they would pursue charges against you if you disclose anything from your time in Montana,� Agent Harris said, not even looking at her now.
Stella paced the entire length of the room again before responding. �Okay, then I can disclose what was admitted to me by Jack Ryder,� she suggested, thinking out loud.
Agent Harris shook his head and looked down.
�You know what, Agent Harris? Fuck you. And fuck the FBI. You guys can charge me if you want, I�m sure that will go over really well�witness got dirty agent to admit his involvement in a terrorist act and witness is facing charges for telling the truth.� She stalked out the conference room and slammed the door.
She pressed her phone. �Patrick�� her voice failed her again, but she refused to cry. She was not fucking crying. �We�ve got to go back to the drawing board.�
�What�s your twenty?� Patrick�s voice echoed in the hall as she exited the building.
�Leaving now. Headed to your house tonight. We�ll talk then.�
Her thoughts were so jumbled she didn�t even know what emotions she had.
This changed everything.

Chapter Twenty-Five
Red Hands

The weekend after the meeting with Agent Harris, the one where he bent her over and shoved a pole up her ass, she had plans to spend the night with Millie. A nice, quiet, wine-heavy girls� night was exactly what she needed. No boys allowed.
When she�d told George what happened with Harris, he couldn�t believe it and made her conference call Greg; they talked for an hour about what her legal options were. It wasn�t very pretty. Patrick had been less surprised and listened to her rant about the FBI and the ATF; they drank and then passed out. Millie was at a reception on the Hill that night, and without her around, she and Patrick were able to talk frankly about her situation. He�d called it �their� situation, but she knew it was hers�it wasn�t his, or theirs, and she was trying to come up with a solution.
Stella took a sip of her third glass of wine and pushed her empty plate across the coffee table. She and Millie were lounging in the den watching Pitch Perfect, laughing hysterically and decompressing from her horrific week. Billy was out of town all month for an investigation in Chicago and Patrick was in Atlanta with Jesse, doing God knew what at football parties. Stella had met Millie at their house after work and made one of the meals she could cook, eggplant rollatini and a salad. She was looking forward to a night without talking about anything heavy, just chick flicks and wine.
�Okay, that had to be one of the funniest movies I�ve seen in a while,� Stella said, picking up their dinner plates.
�I liked the No Diggity part,� Millie agreed, taking a sip of her wine. �So what now? Do you want a romantic comedy? There�s one with Justin Timberlake�let�s watch that one. We could mute it and pause it when he has his shirt off.�
Stella�s laugh rang through the house. �Or we could drink every time we want him to break into song.�
�It�s not a fucking musical.�
�It doesn�t matter. When I see him I see him with the frosted curly hair and the matching denim outfit with Britney Spears.�
�Ummmm okay� I just see him naked with his fucking arrow.�
�Why are you so obsessed with the arrow?� Stella teased, plopping back onto the couch.
�Because that�s the best part of a man�s body.�
�The arrow or the dick?�
�It depends on the day,� Millie commented, which sent Stella into hysterics.
JT didn�t disappoint and Stella was about to open their third bottle of wine when they heard what sounded like a knock at the door. Cooper, who�d been asleep on the floor, stood straight up and growled.
Stella paused the movie, looked out the window, and cursed. �Mil, are you expecting anyone?� she asked, looking toward the foyer.
Millie took a sip of her wine and shook her head. �No. You?�
A year ago, Stella would�ve just chalked up the noise to an aggressive paparazzi dickhead trying to get a picture of her, but since the FBI wasn�t concerned with her and basically told Jamie she�d told them about him, she was scared. She walked to the front windows and gazed out into the dark. The front step was empty, though Millie and Stella had both heard the noise. Shrugging, Stella walked back over to the couch, pressed play, and took a large gulp of her wine. The week caught up with her all of a sudden and she put her glass down. �I�m about to pass out. You care if I change into my night clothes?�
�Night clothes? What are you, fifty?� Millie laughed, spitting red wine on the floor, which made her laugh even more. �Shit.�
�Well, you know I don�t own pajamas. I�m sleeping in shorts and a tank top solely for your benefit. I don�t really think you want me sleeping naked.�
A loud clank sounded in the backyard, making them both look toward the back door.
Cooper growled, the hair on his back standing straight up, and ran from the front of the house to the back, barking like a maniac, stopping occasionally to shake his head, like the noise hurt.
�What the fuck was that?� Millie asked, an edge creeping into her voice.
�Do you guys have anything in the backyard that might�ve just blown over in the wind?� Stella asked.
�Not that I�m aware of.� Millie pulled her caramel hair back into a knot on the top of her head. �Should we go investigate?� she suggested, moving to grab a broom from the closet.
�Really? We�re going to investigate?� Stella laughed and looked toward the front of the house where she�d heard the first noise. �Don�t you know you never go investigate�haven�t you ever seen any horror movies?�
�Good point,� she murmured. �What do you think that was?�
�I don�t know, Mil.� Stella shook her head, her heart beating faster in her chest. �I heard something up front too.�
Millie�s eyes widened at Stella�s concern. Just then, the back door burst open, glass from the window exploding everywhere. Cooper growled and barked and then stopped. Dread filled Stella�s gut and disappeared into her throat; she tried not to throw it up.
Dread crept up her spine when Jamie sauntered around the corner and she knew no one could protect her now. Millie�s shock was evident on her face as she looked at Jamie then back at Stella. Cooper was nowhere to be seen.
�Millie.� Jamie nodded courteously. �Stella.� He grabbed the half empty bottle of cabernet sauvignon and turned it up, enjoying a healthy swig, his eyes locked on Stella. �Stella, why don�t you save Millie a lot of trouble and come with me?�
�Where�s Cooper and what�re you doing here?� Stella asked, trying not to show her terror, her face a blank mask.
Millie stood and flattened herself against the wall, her eyes the size of saucers. Whatever was going on had nothing to do with her, and she tried desperately to fade into the background.
�I�m here for you, babe.� Jamie�s eyes didn�t waver from Stella�s. �Like always.�
�You know,� Stella said, voice oozing with confidence she didn�t have, �I should�ve killed you when I had the chance.� She looked toward the back door and Cooper came waltzing back in with a huge bone Jamie must�ve thrown outside for him. She felt like she could breathe again.
�Me too, Stella, me too.� Jamie laughed and took another gulp of wine out of the bottle. �You know what they say, should a, could a, would a��
�Why are you here, Jamie? Or should I call you Jack? I can�t remember.� Stella�s eyes narrowed at her former fianc�.
�Oh, babe, you call me whatever you want. I�m here for you and the fucking money you promised me when you were making that recording for the FBI. Now get your bag and let�s go so I don�t have to hurt your friend here. Camille, right? Millie?� Jamie�s gaze went over to Millie for a few seconds. �Unfortunately, Millie, I only have plans for us, so I really don�t have time to deal with you.� He set the bottle on the coffee table right in front of Stella and stared intently in her eyes, daring her to do something stupid.
Stella shook her hair behind her shoulders, trying to buy a little time to come up with a plan, willing Millie to get away from Jamie.
Jamie took another step toward her and grabbed her left arm in the crease of her underarm. His touch pushed her over the edge and she reacted, grabbing the bottle off the table and swinging it at his head with all her might. Jamie moved quickly to the right and it just grazed his chin.
�Fuck!� he yelled.
Red wine sprayed all over the floor and the wall, mixing with the blood from his now split-open chin. The blood quickly rushed down his neck and dripped to the floor.
�Fool me once,� Stella said and she moved quickly to shove him off balance while he was still in shock from the blow to the chin.
Jamie finally got his wits about him and kicked her legs out from under her, the move effortless and detached. She fell on her back on top of the coffee table, which in turn crashed to the floor, the wind knocked out of her. The back of her sweater soaked in the wine for the few seconds she lay on the floor, waiting for Jamie�s next move. She didn�t have to wait long. He punched her in the face and Stella saw an explosion behind her eyes and then stars before she rested her head on the floor in the pool of wine. Pain bloomed in her head and she froze for several seconds.
�Stella!� she heard Millie cry from far off.
�Why are you always so difficult?� Jamie said, picking her up by the arm and dragging her to the front of the house.
Her vision was blurry and black around the edges; she probably had a concussion. I will not be taken out of this house. I�d rather die, right here.
Stella mustered the courage to fight, to fight with everything she had left, when she heard an explosion. Her ears were ringing, everything slowed, and she felt what she thought was water spray on her. Stella reached up to wipe the water off her face, but her hand came back crimson.
Jamie�s grip on her arm loosened significantly and she took a step to the side. Turning slowly to see why Jamie released her, she saw him collapse to the ground. Confused, she looked down to see the entire right side of his face gone; blown off. Stella heard a bloodcurdling scream and looked frantically around to see where it was coming from while taking another step back from him. She stumbled over her own feet and fell backward on her ass, frantically using her heels to push away from him.
The screaming continued. It just kept going. She looked down and there were pieces of his face on her shirt. Flesh. Blood. She brought her shaky hands to her face and felt pieces of him on her face. The scream amplified and Stella finally realized it was her. She was screaming and she couldn�t stop. Blood was soaked through her hair and she pushed it back so that she could see clearly. Her vision, although still dark on the edges, showed Jamie slumped awkwardly on the ground with a third of his face blown off, blood pooled on the hardwood floor and splattered on the wall. Stella, still screaming, felt herself lose her grasp on consciousness.
* * *
Stella came to on the floor in the front room of her old home. There were people everywhere; a young EMT was smiling down at her.
�Hello there. Stella, right? We were hoping you�d wake up before we had to take you in. How are you feeling?�
Immediately, Stella turned to the side and threw up. When she looked up again, she saw the police officers and Jamie�s body. She looked down at her shirt, still splattered with Jamie, and threw up again; red wine and what looked like blood. Her stomach seized again and again until there was nothing left to come up.
�Can you tell me your name?� the EMT prodded gently after Stella stopped vomiting.
�Stella Murphy.� Her voice was hoarse from dry heaving.
�EL!� Millie ran from the den, sobbing. �Oh, God! El! Oh��
The EMT looked at her with a question in her eyes.
�El�s my nickname,� Stella supplied quietly.
Nodding, the EMT shined a light in her eyes.
�El, oh my shit... What the fuck... I mean, what�� Millie was all over the place; Stella didn�t blame her. This was hard to wrap your brain around.
�Where�s Cooper?� Stella frantically wondered. �Cooper. Is he okay?�
�He�s in my room,� Millie answered, her sobs turning to quiet, free-flowing tears. �He�s fine.�
�When can I get out of here?� Stella wanted to leave this house immediately. She had to get out of this room. She couldn�t stay here with Jamie�s body.
�I need to check your vitals and make sure you don�t have a concussion or any other internal injuries.�
�Yeah, he beat the shit�� Millie started, touching Stella�s shoulder and second guessing her words. �I mean, get checked out, El. Be safe.� She sighed. �He did beat the shit out of you.�
�He�s done worse,� she admitted softly, almost to herself. She looked at Jamie�s body, lifeless, on the floor in front of the door. Bile made its way into her throat again and she pushed it down with everything she had.
�How many fingers am I holding up?� the EMT asked. �Stella. How many?�
Stella looked away from Jamie to the EMT. The EMT�s eyes were sad. Stella wondered if they were sad for her or if the EMT had a sadder story. Not fucking possible.
�Four,� Stella answered, closing her eyes and trying to block out the image of Jamie�s face.
�Good.� The EMT continued to check everything while Stella sat quietly and Millie cried. �Okay. I think you have a concussion; you�ll need someone to watch over you tonight and make sure you�re okay.�
�Will do.� Stella stood up, wobbled, and grabbed onto the wall for support.
�She�s staying here,� Millie said.
The EMT nodded and then headed toward the ambulance.
�I can�t stay here, Millie. You can�t stay here. This...�
Millie grabbed Stella�s hand. �You�re right, El, what the fuck was I thinking? We�ll go to your house.�
�I don�t want to drag this circus to my house just yet.� She sighed and looked at the flashing lights outside and knew the media was a few steps away.
�Okay� You�re right, we�ll just get a hotel room. I�m staying with you, wherever you are, El. I�ve already called Patrick and George. They�re both trying to get flights home immediately.�
Stella smiled, so thankful for her friend. �I need to get out of here, Millie. I have to... I... I can�t see this anymore. I have Jamie all over me. I can�t...� Stella felt something in her break apart and tears began falling down her face. I thought I�d broken everything inside me already; again there�s more.
�Ms. Murphy?� A young officer walked up to her, holding several evidence bags. �We�re going to need your clothes. You�ll need to come with me.�
Her brain was trying to process what he was telling her to do.
�Okay,� Millie answered for her. She took Stella�s hand and led her to Patrick�s room. �El? Sir, I�m going to take her in here and take her clothes off, okay?�
�No, that�s not protocol, I�m going to have to do it.�
Silence.
�No fucking way,� Millie retorted, giving the young cop her back-the-fuck-off glare. �I�ll take them off.�
The officer looked around for someone to help him, but everyone seemed caught up in their own portion of the investigation.
�El, come with me. We�ll get your clothes off and I�ll give you new ones.� Millie tried to comfort her friend, patting her shoulder reassuringly. �It�ll be easy as pie.�
�Ma�am, I can�t let you do that.� The officer was firm.
�Oh really? What�re you gonna to do to stop me?� Millie took Stella by the hand and pulled her into her room. Cooper was on the floor wagging his tail and eating the bone that Jamie had given him like there wasn�t a dead body a few rooms away. �El, I�m going to take your clothes off and put them in this bag.� She walked to her closet and pulled out some jeans and a T-shirt. �Here, you can put these on.�
Stella was looking at her, but all she could see was Jamie�s head blown apart. Fuck.
�Ma�am, at least wear these gloves, please.� The officer shoved some latex gloves at Millie, then stood in the doorway, watching.
�Hold your hands up.�
Stella did as she was told mechanically. When she lifted her arms up, something warm and reddish dripped off the sleeve and onto her head. She thought about vomiting again.
�Skin the cat,� Millie said as she pulled Stella�s shirt carefully over her head, trying not to get any of the blood and skin on Stella.
�What?�
�What?� Millie asked, confused.
�What did you say about a cat?� Stella questioned.
�Oh, my grandmother used to say that to me when she took my shirt off.�
�That doesn�t make any sense, Mil.�
�I guess it doesn�t.� She chuckled. �Made you laugh, though. Can you get your pants? I don�t have any sayings for that.�
�I got it.� Stella wrenched off her soaked jeans and put them in the bag.
�Put those clothes on.� She pointed to the clothes she�d put on the bed. �Here you go.� Millie shoved the bags at the cop and gave Stella another glance before pushing him into the hall and closing the door behind her.
Stella pulled on Millie�s jeans; they were sort of tight and she didn�t think she could button the button. She took them back off and rummaged through Patrick�s things to find some workout pants. She slipped those on and pulled the drawstring to tie herself in. Then she put on the t-shirt Millie had given her. It was royal blue and read, �This is what awesome looks like.� Stella almost laughed at the irony of it and opened the door. She ran smack into Agent Harris.
�We should stop meeting this way, Stella.� His eyes gave nothing away as he took her in.
�Agent Harris, what�re you doing here?� She stepped backward back into Patrick�s room. Anger boiled inside her fear, inside her confusion; her mind was in so many places she had no idea what to think.
�Well, you know I got reassigned after putting the guy involved in the terrorist attack in Montana away, and then I was leading the investigation that you were involved in. When they shut that down, I got promoted and just happened to be in the neighborhood when I heard the police radio. Then I got the call about an ATF agent shot at this address, so I thought I�d swing by, see if I could help.�
She just stared at him; gawked, really. Her brain wasn�t working properly; every time she closed her eyes just to think, she saw Jamie. Why do I feel bad? I wanted him gone. Regardless, she sure as hell didn�t want to talk to this FBI asshole. Agent Fucking Harris threw her under the bus. All she wanted was a shower. �You were promoted�� she repeated. �Swing by? You just happened to be in the fucking neighborhood?�
�Well, interesting things always seem to happen around you. I thought I�d move close.� He smiled; it made her uncomfortable. �I�ve got some questions for you.� He motioned toward the kitchen table.
�Hold on just a minute!� an older City of Alexandria police officer called from the den. �This isn�t your jurisdiction.�
�Federal agent shot!� Harris called back. �I believe it is my jurisdiction.�
�Fuck, that�s a federal agent?�
�Yep.� Agent Harris took out his notepad and pen.
�Well, can we at least let one of ours sit in for the witness interviews?� the cop bargained.
�You bet. I always want to work with the locals.� Agent Harris nodded. �You ready, Stella?�
�I have blood all over me. Do I look fucking ready for an interrogation?� Stella erupted.
�Let me just get a preliminary statement from you and then we�ll get you out of here. The media is going to shit themselves with this one.� His tone was sympathetic but his eyes were alight with interest; it wasn�t every day this sort of case came around. Also, Jamie�s death solved many problems, for the ATF and the FBI...
Her thoughts turned inward and she felt utterly lost and completely defeated. �Let me grab a water and sit down,� she agreed.
Millie got water for everyone and they all sat at the kitchen table: Stella, Millie, Agent Harris, and the older Alexandria cop.
Stella took a gulp of water and motioned to Harris. �Ask away.�
�Tell me what happened,� Agent Harris said.
�Millie and I were watching some chick movie and Jamie busted through the back door. He wanted me to come with him; seems he found out about my conversations with you somehow.� Her eyes narrowed at him. �He punched me, then threw me on the floor of the den on the table.� She pointed at the broken table and wine on the floor and the wall.
�Wait. Did he throw you on the floor or the table?�
�The table. It broke and I landed on the floor. I think. It�s hard to remember everything clearly when you�re getting your ass kicked.�
�Jamie?�
Stella shook her head to clear her thoughts. �Jack.�
�You get any shots in?�
�Yes.�
�Where?�
�Wine bottle to the chin I think.� She looked at Millie. Millie nodded in agreement.
�You see all this?� Harris asked Millie.
Millie nodded again.
Harris turned to the officer. �Take her to a separate room and interview her.� He looked back at Stella. �What next?�
Taking another gulp of water, Stella watched Millie walk to the front of the house with the officer. Her mind was going a mile a minute and she was trying to quiet it, trying to count and breathe, but her body was betraying her, her hands starting to shake and her legs feeling weak.
�He was forcing me out the front door and I was just about to brace my legs on either side of it. I wasn�t leaving with him, you know? Then I heard a weird sound, felt something wet on my face, and he let go of me. When he let me go, I looked down and realized parts of his face were on my face. Then I passed out. The end.�
�The end,� he mimicked.
�Yep.� Stella stood up. �Can we go now? It�s been a very long night and I�m pretty sure I have a concussion. If you need anything you can call my attorney, Greg Cotter.�
�Stella, did you see where the shot came from?�
She shook her head.
�Did you see anyone in front of the house?�
She shook her head.
�Do you need my attorney�s number?� She started walking to where Millie stood speaking with the cop.
�Stella?� Harris called, stopping her.
�Yes.�
His eyes softened. �I�m sorry.�
�Well, then give me, Millie and Cooper a ride home. It�s the least you can do for our fucking troubles.� The night, the week, the years all began pressing on her as she stood there; she needed to escape. All of her defenses, all of her fake smiles, they couldn�t help her now.
�Where�s your car?� he asked, putting his pen in his pocket.
�Cooper and I walked; he needed some exercise time,� she said, looking at Cooper, still comfortable as could be on the floor of Patrick�s room with his new bone.
�Sure, but you know I�m going to need for you to come to the Department tomorrow to get the rest of your statement.�
�Fine. I just want to get out of here. I want a shower.� Stella was shaking and desperately trying to hide it. She walked to Millie�s room and pulled on one of Patrick�s hoodies. It was huge and smelled like him; she shoved her hands in the pockets to hide her trembling hands. Her lip was threatening to shake and her body racked with anxiety, fear, and utter devastation. She sobbed loudly and then covered her head with both her sleeved hands.
Agent Harris put his hand on Stella�s back and led her out of the house, navigating around officers and the coroner. I�m about to lose it. She passed Jamie�s body and dry heaved again; her stomach cramped and seized with nothing left to vomit. Millie was quiet as she followed Stella and Agent Harris down the block to his car. Cooper sat in the back with Stella and Millie rode in the front of the dark sedan. There was no attempt at conversation and every once in a while, Stella would sob into her hands. Millie was staring straight ahead, either in shock or eerily calm.
�Thanks for the ride.� Stella was barely able to articulate words as he pulled up in front of the house. �You have my number, but officially go through my attorney.�
�Stella, honestly, I�m really sorry.�
She nodded, numb. Oh, please bring on the numb. She stood there dazedly, watching his lights disappearing into the night.
�El. Come on, let�s get inside,� Millie coaxed softly.
Stella�s feet began moving toward the door, then she realized she left her purse. �Fuck. I left everything; my keys�� her voice broke.
�I got your purse.� Millie thought enough to grab a bag for herself and Stella�s purse before they left. She handed Stella the keys and they walked into the quiet house. It was quite a change from the bustling bodies and blue lights they�d just left at Millie�s.
Once inside, all three of them stood in the den for a full minute, not knowing what to do, not looking at each other. Cooper eventually walked into the kitchen to get water. Stella sighed and looked at Millie.
�I�m sorry, Mil.� Her voice was low and rough, fighting to keep emotion out of it.
Millie took a few steps and closed the gap between them, standing a few inches from Stella and grabbing her hands. �Don�t you ever be fucking sorry for that psycho bastard.�
�I didn�t want you to have to deal with any of this. I just can�t seem to free myself of the crazy. Why?�
Millie shook her head full of pity. �I don�t know, but I�m pretty sure you�re done having to deal with that crazy.�
�I�m going to get in the shower and wash my ex-fianc� off my face.� She laughed hysterically for a few seconds. �Who the fuck has ever had to say those words?�
�You�ll be okay, El,� Millie comforted.
�I don�t think so, Mil. Not this time.� They started up the stairs, Cooper following them closely. �The sheets are clean. Make yourself at home.�
�El, I love you,� Millie said as she walked in the guest room and closed the door.
Stella slowly undressed and stood in the bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror. Shock kept the feelings and emotions at bay; she had cried, but it was that detached crying that came with life-changing events. She turned the shower on as hot as it could get and closed the glass door behind her. Stella stood in the shower silently, letting all the blood, wine, and pieces of Jamie wash down the drain. She felt pieces of herself break off and flow away with the blood; the hope she�d had the last few weeks dropped into the drain. The wholeness she�d felt a few weeks ago, filled with the love she felt for George, disappeared along with the blood, the water washing it out into the sewer.
Getting out of the shower, she grabbed a towel and wrapped it around herself, then wandered around the room and bathroom, packing a small bag. She threw jeans, shirts, underwear and bathing suits in her bag, making sure she grabbed her Wonder Woman shoes from Key West. She opened her medicine cabinet, hoping she�d just misplaced the remainder of her stomach medicine. The pill bottle in the cabinet was empty. Fuck. She dressed quickly and put Patrick�s hoodie back on; it comforted her for some reason. She shoved her feet in her running shoes and motioned for Cooper to go downstairs.
Looking in at Millie, she shed one more silent tear. Stella quietly wrote a note hoping that Millie wouldn�t worry too much when she woke up alone. She tiptoed in the room and put it on the bed next to her friend. Her head was buzzing with panic; she couldn�t be here when the media started clambering for pictures of her as a broken, devastated mess. She needed to leave. Now.
Stella padded down the stairs with her bag and Cooper�s things, put everything in the car, and walked, almost zombie-like, back inside. She stopped and leaned onto the bar, bracing herself for what she was about to do. Easing her ring off her finger, her eyes caught on her tattoo. Only you. Stella gave the ring one more glance before she laid it on a piece of paper that basically said, �I love you, that�s why I can�t stay.�
Cooper ran all around her, making sure she didn�t leave him. She petted his head as she locked up the house and opened the passenger door for him. �See, Coop, I�m not leaving you.� Her voice was low and full of sobs she was trying to hold back.
Stella sank into the seat of her car and cried. This was it. This had broken her for good. She wasn�t fit to be around George. She wasn�t fit to be around anyone�she�d almost gotten Millie hurt by association. She didn�t even know how to be normal any more. She knew she wouldn�t be able to do her job. Jamie was dead and it was her fault. It was his fault, too, of course, but to have the death of someone literally on her was something she just wasn�t prepared for and she didn�t think it was something she could ever come back from. Stella came to grips with the fact that she was losing everything, just like she always knew she would.
She opened the garage door and squeezed her eyes closed, attempting to gather resolve, then reversed out of the driveway. She drove automatically until she finally reached I-95. Taking the ramp onto the highway, she released a breath she�d been holding. George. Her mind was having a hard time reconciling what she was doing. Her conscience was telling her it was the wrong thing to do, that all George had ever done was love her, fissures and all, but she just couldn�t stay.
She drove for four hours until she�d just reached North Carolina. It was a little after three am when she spotted an Econo Lodge sign and took the exit, pulling the car into the parking lot off the side of the office. She walked in and asked if there were vacancies. The older gentleman behind the desk eyed her warily.
�Yep,� he told her, �be $69.99 plus tax for the night.�
Stella pulled out money from her purse, handed it to the man, and waited for her key. She had to go back to her car and drive around to the back side of the motel where her room was located. �Come on, Coop.�
Stella looked around, feeling unsafe, and then forced herself to relax. No one knew she was here. Hell, she�d just decided to stop at this place ten minutes ago, and she had Cooper. He�d protect her. They entered the room and she didn�t even take in the smell of cigarettes or the dirty towel hanging from the counter in the bathroom; she simply collapsed on top of the bed, a bed she typically would be mortified to even touch. Cooper jumped up next to her and put his head on her belly. They slept.

Chapter Twenty-Six
The Fourth Time�s the Charm

As Millie disconnected the phone, George just stood in his hotel room and looked at the phone in disbelief. He could never protect her. I�m going to lose her again. He got online and started trying to get flights out of Iowa, where Senator Ashby had again returned to campaign. He couldn�t find a flight online so he called the airline. Stella was currently unconscious and being examined at Patrick�s house. Millie had said she�d keep him updated. He finally got through and lined up an 8:00 am flight and started packing.
Restless, he called Kara, frustrated when it went straight to voicemail and he had to leave her a message. Hopefully she�d be able to pick him up from Dulles while Finn was in school.
George paced. He couldn�t sleep. He would�ve normally had a drink, but he was worried he wouldn�t wake up for his early flight. He�d called his boss and let him know he was running back to DC for a day or two. He paced some more. Most of all, he tried to convince himself it would be okay; she would be okay, they would be okay. He had a nagging worry in his mind that it wouldn�t be okay and that the best thing that could happen to them, Jamie gone, would be their undoing.
He�d already left Stella a voicemail and a text for her to call him, to please let him know she was okay. Now all he could do was wait. It was torture to endure it, torture knowing she was hurting and he could do nothing.
* * *
George�s knee was shaking the two joined together seats on his flight back to DC. He was anxiously waiting for takeoff when he got a text from Millie.
El�s okay, but she�s gone
I�d call you but I�m crying
She left me at your place in the middle of the night
I�ve called Patrick
George sucked in a breath. He was right. She left him. He replied.
What do you mean she�s gone?
Millie responded immediately.
She left me a note
George hung his head.
What kind of note
Thank goodness Millie was an attentive texter.
A sad one
I�ll talk to you when you get here
She loves you
The flight attendant came by and told him to turn his phone off. Fuck.
It was the longest flight of his life and sitting on the tram that moved him from his gate to the main terminal almost made him lose his shit. He�d talked to Patrick, Jesse, and Kara, but Stella still wasn�t answering her phone. Patrick was trying to get a flight from Atlanta to DC today and Jesse said if Patrick couldn�t get one, he�d fly him up to DC himself. He sent her text after text. It made him feel better, because he knew she would get them eventually, and he didn�t trust his voice for Voxer. He just wished she would reply.
Love please answer my calls
Let me know you�re ok
Please
Where are you
When he exited the terminal, Kara was there in her Lexus SUV, waiting for him with a pained expression on her face. He threw his bag into the back and got in the passenger seat.
She leaned in and kissed his cheek. �I�m so sorry, Will.�
�Just get me home.� George called Stella�s number again. �El, please,� his voice cracked, �please don�t do this.�
His sister grabbed his hand. �We can make it through anything. Remember that.�
He wiped a tear from his face and stared out the window. Kara left him alone and turned up the radio. She started to get out when she parked in George�s driveway.
�Thank you, Kara, but I need to be by myself.�
�Will, I think I should come in and make sure you�re okay.�
George shook his head. �No.�
�Will, let me help you,� Kara implored. �There are pictures of her driving away from here in the middle of the night. I think she�s gone.�
�No.� George turned and walked to his front door. He waved without looking back at his sister.
He walked through the foyer and smelled her; her coconut scent lingered everywhere. He set his bag down and took in the den, then the kitchen. His eyes stopped on the piece of paper on the breakfast bar. The ring he�d given her was sitting on top of the paper and he felt his heart rip out of his chest. He�d been in plenty of fights in his life, but he�d never felt pain like this. He picked up the barstool and threw it across the room. He looked at his phone, willing Stella to call him. It was 10:00 am. Where was she? Was she okay? Was she coming back? He called Millie.
�Have you heard from her?� George asked as soon as Millie answered.
�No,� she responded softly. �George, I�m so sorry. You should�ve seen what happened last night. I think she just needed time to think.� Millie sighed. �Do you want to come by?�
�No. I�m going to find her,� he answered, resolved.
�I� I think Patrick is trying to find her, too. He told me last night he was headed back here, but I just got a text that he�s following a hunch.�
�A hunch?� George paced back and forth. �What kind of hunch?�
�That�s all the text says and he won�t answer when I call him.� Millie cleared her throat.
�Mil, she has to come back. I can�t�� George�s voice broke.
�George, she�ll come back. I know her. She loves you. I can�t imagine she would just leave everything.�
�Yes, she would. She has the only thing she wouldn�t leave behind; she doesn�t give a shit about anything else.� His head fell forward, hanging by his neck. �I have to go. I have to try to find her somehow. I can�t just stay here.�
�Where are you going to go, George? What if she comes back and you�re gone? No one has heard from her. Have you talked to her dad?�
�No,� George answered. That was a good idea, though, he should call Frank next. �What happened?� George really wasn�t sure he wanted to know.
Millie let out a long breath. �Well, El and I had drinks and were watching a movie; she was going to spend the night since the boys were out of town. Then we heard something at the front, and you know how paranoid she is, so we were on alert. Then, all of a sudden, Jamie busted in through the back door. He tried to talk her into coming with him. She was so fierce, George. She told him no.� Millie was silent for a beat too long.
�What?�
�Then he picked her up and slammed her down so hard on the coffee table that it busted.� Millie took a deep breath. �She hit him in the face with the wine bottle. He punched her in the face� so hard. And I didn�t do anything. I just watched him. I was frozen. I couldn�t even move. I feel so guilty. I just stood there. I couldn�t do anything.� Her voice cracked. �I didn�t do anything.�
�Millie, it�s not your fault.�
�Then he picked her up and started dragging her toward the front door. She was kicking and screaming, and then there was this explosion. I ducked so I didn�t see anything else, but someone shot Jamie as he was trying to force El out the front door. His face exploded all over her, George. It was horrible. She kept saying that Jamie was all over her. She had to take off all her clothes and leave them with the police. Agent Harris inter��
�Agent Harris?� he interrupted.
�Yeah, El was surprised too. He said he was in the area and because it was a federal agent that had been killed it was his jurisdiction. He dropped us off at your place last night. I fell asleep in the guest room and she was gone when I woke up. She left me a note. She�s coming back.�
�What did your note say?�
�You don�t want to know.�
�What did it say, Millie?� he implored.
�That she loved me. That she treasured my friendship, but she had to get away for a while. She told me to take care of Patrick and you; to make sure you were all right.�
George felt his world shift beneath him. �I gotta go.�
�George?�
�Yeah, Millie?�
�I�m sorry.�
�Bye.� George could barely say the words. He disconnected the phone and took a deep breath. He turned and faced what he didn�t want to and picked up the paper he knew would leave him changed. He�d lost her again; this was the fourth time. He wondered if it would be the last time. He couldn�t for the life of him remember the last thing he�d said to her. George hoped it was that he loved her.
George, you�re one of the good ones. I�ve always told you that because it�s true. I feel so lucky that I was able to have you in my life for so long, but you�re too good for me. I fear if I stay you�ll be hurt. You already have been hurt and I�m sorry for that. I�m not in a place where I can look past my own ugliness. I promise I�ll always love you and hope you can appreciate us and move on. You�re going to make some lucky girl very happy. Please don�t hate me. I just had a guy�s face explode on me. I don�t want to hurt you anymore. I�ve had all these things happen to me and you�ve been hurt in the process. I just want you to be happy. Please be happy. Love someone that is just as good as you. Don�t worry about me and Coop. We�ll be fine. I�ll make it. I just have to regroup once again. It seems I�m always doing that. This time I�ll keep you out of the fray. Whatever happens, know that everything I�m doing is for you. I�m sorry I couldn�t keep my promise, but know that you are the only one for me. That�s my forever.
Love,

Your El
He crumpled the letter and threw it on the floor, then he pulled glass after glass down from his cabinets and threw each and every one of them against the wall. He didn�t feel better.
He�d never feel better.
* * *
Waking in the random roadside motel didn�t allow Stella to block out the events from the night before. She refused to shower. She didn�t even turn the light on in the bathroom when she peed. Stella needed to get back on the road; she just wanted to make it to the beach. She called her dad as soon as she and Cooper got back on the road.
�Holy shit, Stella. Are you okay?� he asked frantically when he answered the phone. �You�ve been all over the news.�
�Don�t you get tired of asking me that, Dad?�
�I...I guess.� His voice faltered. �I�m serious, we�re really worried about you and George got back to his house this morning and you were gone. He�s going crazy and says you won�t answer your phone.�
�Dad, I want to stay at the house at the beach for a while. Can you arrange it for me?� Stella inquired, no emotion in her voice. �I�ll be there in a couple hours.�
�Stella? Answer my fucking questions.� He raised his voice. �I�m not doing shit until you tell me you�re okay.�
�I�m not, Dad. I�m so not okay. Jamie�s brains were on my face last night�on my shirt, in my hair�I�m not okay. I just left George, the only man that will ever love me, and I�m not okay. I don�t think I can ever be okay.�
Silence.
�I need this, Dad, please,� she begged. �Cooper and I are headed to the beach now. I just need to know that I can stay there for a few days to cry my eyes out by myself.�
�I don�t know...� he started, �your mom is��
�Don�t tell Mom where I am. Please,� she pleaded. �Just tell her you talked to me and I�m okay, just taking a moment.� Stella finally looked in the mirror and cringed. Her face was stained red with blood. She�d washed her face a bunch of times, but she guessed she didn�t get all the blood off; she was stained.
�Stella, if I don�t hear from you every single day, I will come and get you. I�m not kidding,� he choked. �You�re breaking my heart.�
�I�m sorry, Dad, I really am, but I�m so tired. I�m so fucking tired of pretending to be okay. I need to fall apart for a while.� Stella was honest; she�d let herself fall apart when Jamie �died,� so maybe she needed to release the pieces of her she�d been holding together for so long in order to heal.
�I can�t say I understand, Stella, but I�ll try,� he conceded. �At least promise to text me every day.�
�I promise.�
�I love you.�
�I love you too, Dad. Thank you.� She hung up, turned her phone back off, and cried the remaining miles to her sanctuary.

Chapter Twenty-Seven
Falling Apart

When she pulled into the driveway, her lips almost turned up into a smile. Almost. When she opened her door, Cooper forced his way out her side of the car and ran to the beach. She just stared at the house; she couldn�t decide what to do or if coming here was the best choice after all. She walked to the mailbox and pulled out an envelope with the key. There was a note in it from her dad�s friend.
Please stay as long as you need. Let me know if you need anything else.
She sighed and walked around the house to the beach to sit on the stairs and look out at the water. It was warmer than she expected for December. Cooper was running up and down the shoreline, jumping the waves and barking at the birds. She clapped her hands for him and he came running, clambering up the steps to the back door. She opened it and memories flashed back of her and George. She could swear she felt herself breaking into a million pieces. Why keep putting yourself back together if you�re just going to keep breaking apart?
Cooper ran all around house, smelling every corner, and then followed her to the bedroom she�d shared with George. She climbed on the bed and got into the fetal position, but all of a sudden felt sick and ran into the bathroom where she threw up bile. Stella hoped that her concussion would hurry up and release her from all the vomiting. She hadn�t eaten in a while. Shit. She�d stopped and bought liquor, but no food, and there wasn�t any food at the house. Instead of being smart and going to get food, she climbed back in bed. Cooper put his head on her stomach and they slept.
She woke with a start, hearing steps on the stairs, and jumped out of the bed, her heart racing. Cooper bounded down and thundered to the door, hair raised. Stella�s stomach clenched as the steps got closer.
�I thought you might be here,� Patrick said, pushing the door open. �You okay?�
Stella slumped on the bed in relief. Patrick. She should�ve known he�d find her. �No,� she said very softly, shaking her head.
He walked over and sat next to her. He put his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close to him, not saying a word. After a while, he moved her back toward the pillow and they lay in the bed together, her head propped on his chest. Cooper jumped on the bed and laid on her side, getting as close as possible to Stella.
�So what�s the plan?� Patrick asked.
�I have no fucking idea,� she answered honestly. She relaxed into him and let him comfort her.
* * *
George sat at the end of the bar with Emanuel and let Owen pour him his fifth Jameson. His slumped shoulders conveyed his lack of sleep and complete weariness. He hadn�t heard one fucking word from Stella. She�d broken up with him via a note and left without another fucking word. She promised she wouldn�t run. She lied. Again.
�She broke her promise,� he muttered, putting his head on the bar.
�What?� Emanuel asked, leaning closer to George.
George sat up quickly, too quickly, and almost fell from his barstool. Emanuel and Owen both grabbed him. �She broke her fucking promise.�
�I�m sorry, Will.� Emanuel shook his head. �Have you heard from her?�
�No.� He slammed the glass down after he guzzled its contents. Stella�s whereabouts were media fodder and reporters yelled at him every time he left his house. George got up and walked to the office. He needed a minute.
He slammed the door and gazed around the room. He could clearly see his first kiss with Stella. He�d pushed her against the wall and attacked her like he was a fifteen-year-old boy. What do I do now? How could this be happening to me again? He paced the length of the small office, trying to figure out his next step. Could he let her go? Should he let her go? They�d been doing well, or at least they�d been making a go of it, until this. They were going to get married. She said yes.
It always lead back to fucking Jamie. George was glad Jamie was dead, but pissed that he was still hurting her from the grave. A knock sounded on the door.
�What?� he barked.
�Will?� The door opened hesitantly and Hazel peered around the side.
He sighed. �Yes?�
�Are you okay?�
�Yeah, I�m fucking great. A big bundle of fucking awesome,� he answered sarcastically.
Hazel stepped tentatively into the office and shut the door. George stalked over to the desk and sat on the edge.
�What can I do for you? You know Owen runs everything now. I�m just up here�drinking.�
�I saw on the news she�s gone,� Hazel started.
He blinked.
�She left you? After everything, she just left?�
�Yep,� George admitted. �It appears she just left.�
Hazel walked toward him, closing the gap between them. She had her red hair up in a messy bun and a V-neck Finnegan�s shirt on, the neckline dipped low enough to bring in good tips behind the bar. George gazed past her, wondering why she�d closed the door.
�You know, I could help you get over her. No strings attached.� She licked her lips, watching his eyes follow her tongue across her lower lip. �It worked before.� She kept moving until her body was between his legs, pressing into him.
George looked at her and nodded. Maybe he should just do it; it would help him get over Stella and he did love redheads� But he saw the look in her eyes and knew it wouldn�t just be strings attached, it would be super glue. Hazel leaned in and took his lower lip in her mouth gently. George stood up quickly, putting much-needed space between them.
�Bad idea,� he said, walking past her and out the door, through the bar and out into the night.
* * *
They�d been at the house for two days, side-stepping anything related to Jamie and what happened. Stella had been throwing up constantly and Patrick was afraid to press her. She�d actually gotten in the water while Patrick was gone buying food�whatever the air temperature, the water was fucking freezing, even colder than she expected, and she had to pull Patrick�s hoodie on over her bathing suit and sit under a blanket until she�d warmed up.
Stella plodded back to the house and sat on the kitchen counter, watching as Patrick pulled food out of bags and set them out for her inspection. Her stomach had been in knots since Jamie; she�d hardly eaten anything. Patrick left an hour ago to get takeout and came back with chicken fingers and fries from one restaurant, pizza from another, and a salad from a third.
�Patrick,� she said, kicking him with her bare foot, �you didn�t have to stop at three different places.�
Cooper sat at Stella�s feet waiting for a bite of whatever they didn�t eat.
�I just didn�t know what you wanted.� He shrugged and pulled paper plates out.
�So I got a text from Millie,� Stella said hesitantly. �I thought things were going so well with you guys. I definitely didn�t see that one coming.�
�Yeah, me either.� Patrick stuffed a fry in his mouth. �She was right, though. She can do better.�
�Patrick,� Stella put her hand on her best friend�s shoulder, �you are better. Why would you think she could do better than you?� Stella turned her nose up at the salad and pizza, opting for the fries, which she poured onto her plate. �Mmm�these are good. Thanks.�
Patrick pulled out his iPad to check his emails, then turned on music. �What did the message from Millie say?� he asked, not looking at Stella.
�That she moved out.� Stella popped another fry in her mouth, then threw one at Cooper, who caught it with ease. �What�s going on?� She examined Patrick�s smooth features, his eyes betraying his cool fa�ade. Stella knew he was hurting. �I know you�re so used to protecting me, but let me help,� she cajoled, �please.�
Patrick shook his head, put a piece of pizza on his plate, and walked over to the couch, turning on the TV. Stella looked at him, then his iPad, still playing music, and eased down from the counter. Her head was still killing her. She didn�t know which was worse, her head or her stomach.
Stella tried a different tactic with Patrick as she walked over to the couch. �I spoke with Harris today and said I just needed to clear my head and not be hounded by the media. I told him where I was and he could call my cell instead of Greg. He gave me a week to come back for our follow-up interview.�
�Fuck him,� Patrick said in between bites of pizza, not looking at her.
�Patrick, talk to me,� she pleaded gently, wanting him to talk to her about Millie. She knew he loved her. �I�m sorry you�re hurting. I just want to help.�
Patrick shook his head and looked at her, her black bikini mostly covered by his unzipped hoodie, her hair, messy and wavy from the salt air, grazing her shoulders. Her eyes were bloodshot and she hadn�t put on any makeup since Friday morning.
Stella shrugged, giving up her attempt at conversation, and walked back to her plate of fries in the kitchen. �Did you get me��
Stella didn�t get a chance to finish her question because Patrick was behind her, his body pushing her into the counter, his arms pinning her on either side. Stella gasped in surprise at his sudden touch. Shock coursed through her body. She tried to turn around, but Patrick wouldn�t let her.
He leaned down and kissed her neck. Stella, stunned, tried even harder to look at him. �Patrick?� Her voice was full of trepidation. What the fuck was he doing?
�Shh,� he whispered in her ear.
Stella squirmed and tried to turn to face him, but he held her tight against the counter.
�I can�t look at you when I say this, El. Please let me say this.�
Stella stilled at the urgency in his voice.
�Millie left me because she knew I was in love with you, El,� Patrick admitted.
Stella closed her eyes. No. No. No. �Don�t.�
�You know she�s right.� His lips grazed her ear and Stella�s body felt electric from his touch.
No. Fuck no. A buzz traveled through her and settled in between her legs. What�s wrong with me? I love George. This was Patrick, her Patrick. He was like her brother. Not�
�El, I�ve loved you for a long time and I�m just going to lay it out here,� he said, his voice hoarse and full of emotion. �If you don�t love me back, its fine. I just need to taste you once, kiss you once, make love to you once��
She froze. Stella couldn�t believe she was hearing this from Patrick, her best friend. �But you�re my best friend,� she barely whispered. He was all she had left; she couldn�t lose him too. �My person.�
His lips were at her ear again. �I�ll always be your person. I�ll always be your best friend. Always, El.� He sighed, his breath like silk on her hair. �I�ve been patient. I�ve waited for you. I�ve loved you while you loved George. Watching you not be with me has been the hardest thing I�ve ever done.�
Stella couldn�t speak with his lips so close. She couldn�t see him, couldn�t see his eyes, didn�t know how to respond. �Pa�� she started.
�I�ll always be your person. You believe that, don�t you?� He was so close. He felt like comfort, like the calm she needed. He felt like home and she hated herself for it.
She nodded; she did believe him. In less than a second, Patrick had flipped her around and lifted her up on the counter, holding her legs around his waist. He used his right hand to pull her hair back, forcing her to expose her neck to him. She gasped again; she couldn�t wrap her brain around what was happening.
Patrick ran his tongue from her collarbone to her earlobe and Stella�s legs fell open around him, letting him get closer to her.
No. I can�t do this. �No. Patrick,� she gasped, �we can�t.�
His lips crushed against hers, silencing her protests. The second time his lips met hers he stared into her eyes. He separated himself from her and pulled his hoodie down her arms to puddle behind her. �I promise I�ll always be your best friend, El. I promise.� He crashed his mouth into hers again and released the ties on her bikini top at the same time. Her top fell away, revealing her hard nipples, and he used the pad of his tongue on both of them.
Stella was having difficulty breathing, thinking. Her body was betraying her mind; she loved George. George.
Patrick separated himself from her for a breath and took her bikini bottoms off, leaving Stella completely bared to him. He got down on his knees and all thoughts left her head.
* * *
Stella woke up with thoughts of the night before, of Patrick carrying her to the stairs without separating his mouth from hers. Their bodies tangled with each other all night and she was exhausted. Nausea woke her up, though, and she stumbled to the bathroom to throw up. Lowering her face to the faucet, she took a big drink of water and splashed some on her face as well. The evidence of their night was crumpled in the trashcan. She was shocked that Patrick had even had condoms.
Stella examined herself in the mirror, taking stock of herself, and saw what she always knew�she wasn�t good enough for George.
She�d had sex with her best friend when she loved George.
She�d had sex with her best friend�s ex-boyfriend.
Emotions crept up her body like spiders and made her close her eyes. Millie loved Patrick and Stella loved George, right? What have we done?
When she opened her eyes, Patrick was leaning against the doorframe of the bathroom. �You look like your dog just died.� He cocked his head and smiled. �That does nothing for my ego, El.�
�What�re we doing?� Stella turned to look at him in all his beautiful naked glory; sleek, sinewy muscles etched in his chest and abs, skin tight and silken. His steely blue eyes pierced her.
�I�m not sure what you�re doing, but I�m doing what I always do, loving and protecting you. Now come on, let�s go back to bed.�
When she hesitated, he came to stand behind her and wrapped his arms around her body so she knew what he wanted. He stared into her eyes in the mirror until she smiled weakly at him. He picked her up and carried her back to bed.

Chapter Twenty-Eight
Not How I Thought

Everything hurt�her stomach, her brain, and especially her heart. Stella hadn�t made her mind up as to what she was doing yet, but she�d been clinging to Patrick like she was standing on the edge of a cliff and one motion could send her tumbling down. She finally allowed herself to really think about what�d happened to Jamie and wondered if she�d come back from this. Dunking herself in the freezing ocean helped her make her feel things other than pain. Patrick was making her feel things other than pain.
She felt like she�d been fighting for years and she was exhausted. She didn�t know if she could make it another round. Stella used up her last bit of fight trying to get the FBI to arrest Jamie; she didn�t know if she could face another bout of media attention plus criminal investigations and keep her shit together at the same time. She wondered what the end felt like�is this what the end feels like? Is this it? It was humbling knowing this might be it even though she wasn�t sure she wanted this to be the end. Every muscle in her body felt depleted, especially her heart.
Patrick sat next to her on the beach, staring out at the water as Cooper chased the seagulls, who taunted him by diving down at him and then flying up before he could reach them. Stella would usually smile at Cooper when he played with the gulls, but she didn�t know if she would ever smile again. Her emotions were all over the place; she was devastated from losing George and Jamie and possibly Patrick. She�d made him tell her they were okay over and over again, until she started to believe it. Patrick was her rock; she needed him. Something told her that they were meant to be together, but she wasn�t sure Patrick felt the same. He started this whole thing and he wasn�t fighting the connection, but, on the other hand, it was like he just wanted to get her out of his system. They�d always be friends, so maybe she could just forget about this and chalk it up to an emotional breakdown.
�So, I guess I really fucked everything up.� She shook her head, looking down at the sand.
�El, you�ll be okay.� Patrick laid back in the sand, propping himself up on his elbows, and took a sip of his beer.
�I didn�t know it would be like this�� she started. �He would�ve killed me.� She drew a circle in the sand. The wind blew her hair in her face and the reality of what happened washed over her.
�Yes, he would�ve,� Patrick confirmed and pushed her hair back.
�This was the only way,� she repeated, her fingers drawing a line through the circle.
Patrick took her hand in his and kissed her palm. �You know that it was.�
Stella squeezed her eyes tight; she could still see red. �I didn�t know it would be like this.� She craved the numbness she had when Jamie �died� the first time. She was raw this time; it was like pouring alcohol on open wounds. She was an open wound.
�We did what we needed to do to protect you.� Patrick�s sunglasses blocked his eyes so she couldn�t tell what he was thinking.
�Jesse�s still on board?� Stella asked, looking back at the water.
�Oh yeah, we went to a party together in Atlanta. I was all over Twitter and Facebook, partying with him.�
�Okay, good. I don�t want this on you. If shit goes down, I�ll take the blame.�
�El. He was forcing you to leave with him; no one will ever believe you were behind this.� Patrick sat up and dragged her to sit in between his legs, facing him. �This was the only way. You know that. You�ve got to handle your shit, El. You can�t fall apart on me. I did this for you.�
�I know.� Her voice broke off and buried itself in the sand. This was all her fault. Patrick and Jesse had done this for her; they had done this horrible, terrible, evil thing to protect her. She didn�t know if she could live with what they�d done; what she�d done. �Anyone see you at the airport?�
�No. Jesse had a change of clothes for me in someone�s car he borrowed and your dad drove me to the plane in Atlanta. The car I left at National was still there and no one was the wiser. When I finished, I flew back to Atlanta and your dad was waiting. Jesse�s plane just sat there and waited on me. It�d be awesome to be rich like that.�
She brushed the sand with her foot. �How did you know he�d take that bait?�
Patrick rubbed her cheek with his thumb. �Because I would�ve.�
�Patrick,� Stella blew her bangs out of her eyes, �I�ll never be able to thank you enough.� And Jesse. And her father. Good God, her father helped. How will I ever thank them?
�Sure you can, El.� Patrick took off his sunglasses and looked into her eyes, his cold blue eyes losing their edge, softening as he leaned in and nuzzled her neck. �You have to.�
�How?� She could never repay him. She�d never forgive herself for dragging him into this. Her insides started to curl and fester. She hung her head and sighed, wiping away the circle she�d drawn in the sand.
Patrick must�ve been able to see her shutting down. �Don�t,� he said, pulling her hand in his. �Come back with me. Let him go. That�s why we did all this�so you can move on, El.�
She looked out as the waves crashed and Cooper dove into the surf. �I don�t know if I can,� she whispered.
�Fuck, El,� Patrick swore, exasperated, throwing her hand down as if it were on fire. �If it�s George you want, go back to George. Just live your fucking life. If you don�t, all of this was for nothing. That, I won�t forgive you for.�

Chapter Twenty-Nine
Can�t

Stella was driving back to Old Town after staying one extra night in North Carolina without Patrick. He�d left her at the house yesterday, telling her to come back to him, assuring her that he�d be waiting. He had pulled her into him and whispered in her ear, �You�re my person.� She�d kissed him tenderly; he�d urged her mouth open and what she�d intended to be a soft goodbye kiss turned hotter and full of need. He�d left her panting and stalked off to his car without another word.
She pulled her phone out and tapped her dad�s number.
�Dad?�
�Baby?� His voice was full of concern. �Are you okay?�
�For now. I�m headed back to DC; I�ve gotta go to the FBI office for additional interviews.� She pulled out onto 95 North and headed toward a big decision. �Dad,� she sighed audibly, �I�m really confused.�
�About what?�
�The better question would be what am I not confused about�� She chuckled. �But I was wondering if you can be in love with two people.�
�I don�t know, Stella. Maybe.� He cleared his throat. �Why?�
�I was just asking,� she lied. Liar.
�Did something happen with Patrick?� Her dad read her like a book.
�Oh, Dad!� she sobbed. �He told me he loved me! During all this shit, he told me he loved me.�
�Well, I�m not too surprised by that, are you?� His tone wasn�t judgmental, but matter of fact.
�Yes!� She shook her head. �Completely.�
�Well, then you�re pretty good at ignoring the obvious.�
�What do you mean?�
�Stella, men don�t do what he did for just any woman��
�But he�s my best friend,� she interrupted.
�That�s a pretty good foundation for love.�
�Ugh, Dad. You�re confusing me even more.� She pushed her sunglasses up her nose. �After he told me all that, he said that we could still be friends and if I wanted to go back to George, it would be fine. I don�t know what to think about anything. Millie broke up with him and he talked to me honestly for one day, then it was like he pretended it never happened.�
�Well, I don�t know what he�s thinking, but I do know he may have thought it didn�t matter what he said or did, that you�d go back to George regardless. Is that what you�re planning on doing?�
�I don�t know, Dad.� She gazed at the lines on the road. �I think I love them both.�
�Well, I�ll impart this little bit of advice. If you do go back to George, never tell him what happened, Stella. Never. It won�t end well.�
�Well, I could�ve told you that.�
* * *
She kept telling herself she was making the right decision. Thoughts of the past week reverberated in her head, nonstop. Emotions swirled through her, around her, tangled like a kite�s string in a blistering wind. Patrick assured her he was fine with her going back to George; he basically convinced her to go back to George. Did that mean Patrick didn�t want her? How was she supposed to respond to that?
The day he left, she and Cooper had stayed on the beach all day, trying to make a decision, to convince herself one way or the other. There was never any doubt in her mind before Patrick had confessed his love to her, but now she had to consider what that meant to her. On one hand, she couldn�t believe they�d actually slept together, but on the other, it wasn�t a huge surprise. Their bodies were naturally in tune with one another. There was no awkwardness it was as if they�d been together for years. She sighed. You only see what you want to see, and for years she�d wanted to see a supportive best friend that was willing to do anything for her. A constant slideshow of the last several years played in her head. George had been there for her and his love never wavered, but Patrick was her person, her solid. He was her rock, the one she always turned to no matter what happened. That was love, too.
She turned up the radio and hummed along with The Band Perry, letting her mind drift to a fantasy where everything worked out for her. She casually stroked the fur on Cooper�s back as she thought of this dream world where everything was perfect and sunshine, rainbows and unicorns. She wanted unicorns.
The song ended and the broadcaster came on with news. Hearing her name shook her from her reverie. Her whereabouts were news again. That�s great. Apparently, the story about ATF Agent Jack Ryder being shot at �Stella�s former home� while Stella and her best friend watched a movie was all over the news. This didn�t surprise her, but she�d sheltered herself from TV, radio, and internet for the past few days and didn�t know if she was prepared for the onslaught of questions. She�d been texting with Greg and simply directed him to handle it. Emotionally, she was done and couldn�t fathom making any sort of statements right now.
She had a big decision to make and she was the queen of dreadful decisions.
* * *
She pulled the Challenger in front of the house and cut the engine. She closed her eyes and counted to 18, trying not to think of the last time she was at this house. Jamie. Stella tried not to picture Jamie�s head exploding. She didn�t know if she could even go in the house now. Opening the car door, she stepped into the driveway and Cooper jumped out. Breathe. Cooper ran to the closest bush while she stared up at the door. As if he could sense her presence, the door opened and those blue eyes stared at her, full of life. Full of hope.
�El�� It was a moan.
Oh shit. Stella moved slowly and Cooper followed, bounding up the stairs to where Patrick stood, his hands shoved in his pockets. She walked up the stairs staring at her feet. She felt strong arms encircle her and pull her into his body. Stella released a breath and shook her way free from his grip. He let her take a step back from him, but framed her face with his hands and leaned into her, kissing her. Stella shook her head imperceptibly and Patrick stilled. He stepped back and his gaze searched hers.
�El?� His eyes grew cold as she stood there, frozen, unable to tell her best friend she wasn�t staying with him. He grasped her hands in his with a death grip.
�I can�t,� she barely whispered.
�What?� he croaked, his eyes boring into hers.
�I�m going to George�s.� She broke off eye contact and looked at Cooper, who was standing in between them, smiling his doggie smile, waiting for someone to pet him.
Silence.
A tear slipped from her eye.
�Tell me you don�t love me.� His voice shook with emotion she�d never heard from him before.
Stella continued to stare down, avoiding his piercing gaze. She didn�t want to see his eyes when he realized she wasn�t coming to be with him.
�Fucking look at me!� His voice rose. �El!�
Stella shook her head no and began backing away from him, pulling her hands away as she walked.
�Oh, you think I�m going to make it that easy? Just let you come here and say �I can�t�? Tell me you don�t love me, El.� Patrick jerked her forward, causing her body to crash into his. �TELL ME!� He dropped to his knees to meet her downward gaze. �Look at me and fucking tell me you don�t feel it. Feel this thing, this pull between me and you. I love you, El, and I�m pretty fucking sure you love me too.�
Another tear fell from her as she tried to remember what she�d come here to tell him. �I-I can�t,� she stammered.
�You can�t what?� His voice shook with indignation.
Stella was shaking her head rapidly. Please don�t make me say it. Please.
�You can�t what?!� He was yelling now. �El. You can�t what?!�
Stella finally looked into those blue eyes that had always been there for her. Her hand ached to touch him, cradle his head in her hands, but she couldn�t. She knew once she touched him she�d lose her resolve. She owed him the truth. �I can�t tell you that I don�t love you, Patrick.�
�Then come home. Come to our room. I already bought a new bed and new sheets.� He put his palms on her hips; it felt intimate and she exhaled shakily.
�Patrick, I love George too.�
Patrick�s head dropped and his shoulders slumped. �Please, El, don�t do this.�
�I do love you,� she whispered. She took a step back and Patrick grabbed her by the back of her thighs and roughly pulled her to him, his face buried in her stomach. Stella looked around for any cameras, panicked. It would kill her if this was caught by someone and plastered all over the internet.
�Stay with me�love me�trust me,� he almost sobbed into her. �El, please��
Stella�s resolve broke and tears flooded down her face. She lowered herself to her knees too, so they were face to face. She began shaking with sorrow, with a grief that she didn�t know she could feel. Stella hadn�t anticipated that this conversation would alter her this way; maybe it was because it was Patrick, her person, her rock, and she was losing him. �You told me nothing would change, Patrick,� she said, her words quivering with emotion. �You better not have lied to me again.�
Patrick shook his head in disbelief. She gently put both of her hands on the back of his head and sighed, letting the tears flow. Realizing what she was close to doing, she froze and began to frantically untangle herself from him.
�I have to go.� She practically ran down to her car. �Cooper!� she yelled and he came running, jumping into the car. Tears began to fall full force as she pulled away from the curb. When she glanced back in the rearview mirror, Patrick was still on his knees, his head in his hands. Fuck.

Chapter Thirty
The Road to Hell is Paved with Good Intentions

She turned onto her street with every intention of pulling into the driveway and begging George to take her back, but there were reporters camped out in the park and she simply drove past. Patrick�s face was embedded in her mind now. She sobbed uncontrollably and blindly grabbed her phone, taking the first left she could and pulling over.
�Hey, bitch,� Millie answered.
�Millie,� Stella�s voice caught, �can we stay with you?�
Silence.
�Please.� Stella wasn�t above begging.
When Millie spoke, her voice was reserved. �Of course, El. Come on over.�
�Be there in five.�
Millie had texted her new address to Stella while she was still in North Carolina; she had moved about five miles closer to DC to an area called Del Ray. Stella was moving on autopilot, thankful for turn-by-turn navigation. She pulled into the parking lot of the condos and saw Millie standing on the sidewalk waiting for her.
Stella opened her door and Cooper jumped through it, running up to Millie, who stood on the sidewalk in grey sweatpants and her American Law sweatshirt, her hair piled on her head. She had no makeup on and had clearly pulled on Ugg boots solely to come meet Stella.
�Hey, boy,� Millie said, her voice full of sadness.
Stella and Millie embraced without saying anything.
�I�m sorry,� Stella whispered, still not trusting her voice.
�I�m sorry for your fucked up life.�
�I�m glad we�re both sorry; the two of us living together should be fun.�
Millie cocked her head to the side in a question. �Why are you staying with me, El?� she asked conversationally, putting her arm through Stella�s as they walked to her condo.
�Because I�m a stupid, stupid asshole.�
�That doesn�t answer my question.�
�I drove to my house, George�s house, and I couldn�t go in. I had the full intention to beg him to take me back, Mil, but my car wouldn�t stop. I guess I just need more time.�
�More time for what?� Millie prodded as she opened the door.
�I don�t know.� Stella shook her head and felt nauseous. �Where�s your bathroom?�
Millie pointed down the hall, concerned.
Stella suddenly felt hot and barely made it to the toilet before she threw up the chicken biscuit she�d eaten for breakfast while driving home. Her knees shook and she sunk to the floor of the bathroom. Hot tears streamed down her face. She was shocked she had any tears left. Stella felt Millie�s presence before she saw her. Millie sat down on the floor and Cooper lay next to them.
�What the hell is going on, El?� Millie�s voice was soft.
Stella�s head drooped. She felt so guilty about what she�d done with Patrick; he was her best friend�s boyfriend for fuck�s sake. All the emotions she felt were fighting with each other and making her sick. �Millie, I think I�ve finally had all I can take.�
�What do you mean?�
�I think this last bit of my life has been my undoing. I want to drive with Cooper and just keep driving. I�m tired, Mil. I�m so fucking tired of the fight that is my stupid life. I can�t do it anymore. I don�t have anything left.�
Millie smoothed Stella�s hair back, her gentleness bringing a fresh round of tears. Stella looked at the pastel-striped shower curtain and frowned; she didn�t deserve Millie either. The only people she hadn�t fucked over that meant anything to her were Jesse and Billy, and they�d probably hate her after this too.
�Patrick told you?� Millie asked.
Stella couldn�t form words, so she nodded.
�And you�re here?� Millie�s voice was surprised.
She nodded again. A tear streaked down Millie�s face and she wiped it away quickly, pulling Stella into a hug.
�You�ve been throwing up since Jamie?�
�Ugh,� Stella shuddered, �yes.�
�You need to go to the doctor. You could have a concussion or something.�
Stella shook her head. �I ran out of my medicine. This is the worse stress I�ve had in a while, so it�s probably just my body reacting to that.�
�I�ll go with you,� Millie coaxed. �I really think you need to see someone.�
�You don�t have to do that, Mil. I�ll call and make an appointment with my internist for this week, maybe they can fit me in.�
�Okay,� she said softly. �What happened with George?�
�I left him,� Stella half-sobbed in relief at talking to someone who wasn�t Patrick. �God, he�s so much better off without me, Millie, but selfishly, I just want to go and beg him to take me back.�
�He�s been out of his mind crazy, El. He�s been calling and texting me multiple times a day.� Millie looked at her hands. �You should at least tell him where you are and that you�re okay.�
�I�m not okay. I�m so far from okay it�s ridiculous.�
�Well, call him and tell him you�re fucked up, but alive; tell him that you love him and miss him, but you�re staying with me for a bit. To get your bearings.�
�Mil.� Stella began shaking her head back and forth, then stopped because she thought she�d throw up again.
�Do. It.� Millie pushed Stella�s phone across the floor to her.
Stella opened the Voxer app and new tears fell seeing the picture of them smiling in Aspen. �George�� Her voice broke and she ended the message. Millie nudged her. Stella looked up, trying to stave off new tears, and tried again. �George. I love you and I miss you. I�m staying with Millie for a while to get my wits about me. I�m not sure where you are, but I�m sorry. For everything.�
* * *
The next day, Stella walked into FBI headquarters and through the metal detectors. Her heels clicked on the marble floor and she followed the hall to the office where she was supposed to meet Agent Harris.
She opened the door and saw him sitting at the table, alone. �Stella. I�m sorry. I really did what I could. The ATF pulled out the big guns on this one.�
�Well, that�s really great. Will the truth come out now?�
He shook his head sadly. �I doubt it, but that�s above my pay grade.�
Stella sighed and sat down. She put her phone on the table, she�d pressed record just outside the door. The screen had already faded to black.
�Ask your fucking questions so I can get to work please,� she said with a matter-of-fact tone.
�Had you talked to Jack before he showed up at Millie�s house?�
�Well, as you are aware, I�d been talking to him to get him to admit he shot me and kidnapped me.� She wasn�t giving him anything.
�What was he doing there?�
�No idea.� Stella shrugged. �He was trying to get me to go with him.�
�Where?�
�I don�t know. He didn�t tell me that, only that he wished he would�ve killed me earlier.� She fidgeted.
�Did he say anything else?�
�Only that he knew I�d recorded one of our conversations for the FBI. I wonder where he heard that,� she spit out.
Agent Harris� eyes widened at that accusation. He stood quickly. �Stella, I know you don�t believe me, but I�m truly sorry. If he came after you because you were helping us, I�I don�t know how he knew that.� It was the first time Stella had ever seen the calm, collected Agent Harris flustered in any way.
�It doesn�t matter what I believe. I was shot at. Again. I�m lucky to be alive. Again. I won�t be making the mistake of helping the FBI. Again. Ever. If you have any other questions, please call Greg.�
Stella lifted herself out of her chair and walked out of the office, not looking back. She hadn�t blatantly lied. She answered the questions truthfully; that was the brilliance of Patrick�s plan.
She sighed. She missed him. He refused to take her calls and was ignoring her texts, which she completely deserved.

Chapter Thirty-One
Everyone�s a Little Broken

Millie was on a date with a lobbyist who wore bowties and Stella had the condo to herself. She was enjoying living in companionable silence with someone else; she had mastered the art of staying out of Millie�s way and Millie hadn�t asked her when she would be leaving.
She dialed his number for the millionth time in the last week and, just like always, he put her straight to voicemail. Fucker. Stella threw the phone as hard as she could on the bed. �Fuck!� She walked into the closet and put her feet in flip flops, even though it was freezing outside, and ran down the stairs. She got in her car before she could talk herself into staying home and angrily chewed the side of her mouth as she drove to her old house. This is stupid.
She let out a breath when she saw Billy and Patrick�s cars in the driveway; it was odd that they were both home on a Saturday night. She pulled in front of the house, walked determinedly up to the door, and knocked. Hard. Billy opened the door mid-laugh, but it caught in his throat when he saw her.
�El.�
She stepped around him and walked into the house. She saw Billy�s girlfriend sitting in one of the chairs in the den and looked around for Patrick. She turned to Billy, her face a question.
Billy leaned towards her and pulled her into a hug. It was the first time he�d seen her since Jamie was shot. �I�m glad you�re okay,� he said loudly. Then he whispered, �You broke him,� and released her.
She glared at Billy, wondering what he meant. She turned to his girlfriend and gave her a fake smile. �Hey, Kayce.�
�Hi, Stella,� the cute brunette said, �I didn�t know you were coming over.�
�I just need to give Patrick something.� She started walking toward Patrick�s room.
�You may want to wait!� Billy called after her.
Just then, Patrick came out of his room in only boxer briefs and walked to the fridge. He looked into the den casually and stopped short when he saw Stella. He pulled a bottle of water out of the fridge and drank it all in one gulp.
�Oh, shit,� Billy muttered behind her.
�Why aren�t you answering my calls or texts?� Stella asked.
Patrick�s eyes bored into her, hardening as he stared. He reached silently into the fridge for another bottle of water.
�Patrick?� a leggy blond girl in only a t-shirt asked from the doorframe. She smiled at Stella with her just-fucked face.
Stella fumed. Of course. Patrick threw the blonde the bottle of water. She caught it and gaped at Stella.
�Answer my fucking question,� Stella demanded.
�You don�t get to tell me what to do. Do you?�
They continued to stare at each other, making everyone else in the room decidedly uncomfortable.
Patrick shrugged. �I�ve been busy,� he relented.
Stella stepped into him and hissed, �See, I was right. I can�t trust you to do what you say.� She turned on her heel and stomped away, making it to the den before she felt his hand grab her arm hard, stopping her in her tracks.
�Fuck. You. Stella!� Patrick yelled into her ear.
The force of his words knocked her sideways and she closed her eyes. She felt like she�d been slapped across the face. Although it was unfair, Stella was hoping they�d be able to stay friends. It wasn�t fair to either one of them to think that way, but she didn�t want to lose him. She�d lost him anyway. Stella didn�t turn around, but looked at Billy, whose face showed disbelief. She ran through the den and out the door as fast as she could.
* * *
George was sitting on his hotel bed drinking whiskey straight from the bottle when his phone dinged with a Voxer message. It was Jesse.
�Sweaty Balls, you okay? I haven�t heard from you.�
�Plays with his Balls, not close to okay.� George�s voice was lifeless as spoke into the app. His phone rang immediately. �Hey, man.�
�Dude, your voice sounds�sad.�
�I am sad,� George admitted. He probably wouldn�t normally have shared that with anyone, especially a guy like Jesse, but he�d consumed almost half of his bottle of whiskey.
�Well, have you talked to her?�
�Yes,� he sighed into the phone, �it didn�t go well.�
�What do you mean?� Jesse asked.
�Well, she apologized for leaving.�
�Sounds promising��
�It was, until I told her I couldn�t keep losing her. Every fucking time things get hard or she needs someone, she runs. And she doesn�t run to me�she runs to you, or to Patrick. That�s not how relationships work. You�re supposed to run to each other when you need someone.�
Jesse was silent.
�She ripped my fucking heart out, Jesse, leaving me with all her things in my house like she didn�t even care about anything.�
�But don�t you see, George? She didn�t give a shit about anything except running,� Jesse protested. �Jamie�d been killed right in front of her. Shit, from what I heard, his face exploded on her and all she thought about was that she destroys everything she loves. She told me she didn�t want to destroy you.� He sighed. �Now, I�m not saying that shit isn�t crazy. I�m just saying she wasn�t in her right mind, you know?�
�She ripped my fucking heart out,� George repeated.
Jesse chuckled. �Yeah, I got that.�
The whiskey still burned as it went down his throat, but it was getting smoother the more he drank. He�d been drunk since he read Stella�s note. �I think about her all the time. I wonder if she�s okay; if she�s hurting as bad as I am��
�She is,� Jesse confirmed.
�You�ve talked to her?� Of course he�d talked to her.
�Yeah, man.�
�I told her I couldn�t keep losing her.� Where is this verbal diarrhea coming from?
�I know.�
�I called her a fucking liar.�
�I know that too.� Jesse sighed.
�Jess, she lied to me. She told me she was going to be with me for the rest of her life, then she ran. She fucking ran to fucking Patrick.�
�So what�s pissing you off more, that she ran or that Patrick found her and you didn�t?� Jesse laughed.
�Patrick,� George admitted. Fuck, he really didn�t want to tell anyone that.
�I guessed that one.� Jesse chuckled again. �You know he�s gone right?�
�What do you mean?�
�He�s driving down to Atlanta now. He got transferred down here.�
�So�is she still staying with Millie?� George asked. He hadn�t asked her anything on the phone, just let her apologize and then yelled at her for ten minutes before throwing his phone against the wall.
�Yep.�
�I wanted to kill him, you know,� George said, then took another gulp of whiskey. �I would�ve fucking killed him myself.�
�I�m aware,� Jesse placated him.
�If they find out who killed him, I�m going to shake his fucking hand. The FBI and ATF are being hush-hush about the whole damn thing.�
Jesse was quiet for a beat. �They�re reporting fucking Jack Ryder died. I can�t believe how fucked up this whole situation is. I mean, no one�s even acknowledging Jamie Rivers.�
�I don�t fucking care anything about him or his family. He destroyed our lives. His fucking sister drugged El.�
�I know�I know. I just wonder how they�re keeping all this shit secret, you know?�
�I don�t want it to end like this,� George confessed quietly, hanging his head.
�How do you want it to end?�
�When she and I are old and gray and our minds are the only things working anymore.� George�s words were starting to slur together. �When we�ve had 50 years together, holding hands and fucking.�
George willed himself to not cry, not to feel the shattering of his own heart. When he�d read the note she left for him, his entire world broke apart and fell at his feet. Then every fucking morning when he woke after passing out and he realized she wasn�t there, his heart shattered all over again. He was working so hard to think of something else besides the curve of her ass and her obnoxious laugh.
�George! Call her, talk to her,� Jesse commanded. �Make it work.�
�I told her it was too hard to be with her. It was too��
�Fucking call her, man, you�re miserable,� Jesse interrupted.
�You know what she said, Jesse? She said that if things weren�t hard, they weren�t worth shit. I�d told her that before about us. I�m beginning to think that she was right, though. We just weren�t meant to be.� He knew he was telling himself that because he just didn�t know if he could get over the fear she�d keep leaving him.
�That�s bullshit and if she�s got you thinking that, I�m more worried about her than I was before.�
�Hey, man, I have to go and finish the rest of my whiskey. I�ll start slurring soon, so��
Jesse laughed. �You�re already slurring, man.�
�Thanks, Jesse. I appreciate you calling.� George disconnected and took a long pull from his bottle. He hoped he�d pass out soon.
* * *
She�d skipped her appointment with Denise while she was at the beach, so this was her first session after Jamie was killed. Stella sat cross-legged in the arm chair, her black ankle boots on the floor where she�d kicked them off when she walked in. She found she was able to think better with her shoes off. She examined her black and white striped tights instead of looking at Denise.
�Stella. How are things today?� Denise asked.
�Things are�� Stella couldn�t answer. She didn�t know how to put her emotions into words.
As if Denise knew the problem, she asked, �If you had to describe your mood with a color what would it be?�
�Brown,� Stella answered automatically.
�Okay, brown? Why?�
�Brown is ugly and has no redeemable characteristics.�
�Some people like brown,� Denise countered. �But, so that�s your mood?�
�My mood is devastated.� She ran a finger down her leg to scratch her foot; the white lines of her tights curved when they reached her calves. �It�s surreal. I�ve been barely functioning for the last year, but on the surface, people see a professional who�s good at what she does. You see me engaged to someone I love. You see me handling all these things in the media��
�You do appear to be moving through all these things seamlessly.�
�Seamlessly?� Stella�s laugh escaped her mouth and it was bitter and hard. �That may be an appropriate statement, because in order to look seamless, you must need to have an entire world of shit going on under the surface. I don�t see this seamless outside, but I�ll tell you I�ve never felt more lost inside.�
�Stella, you�ve been through more than any one person should go through in a lifetime. It seems like the threat is over and you deserve to be happy. Will you allow yourself to be happy?� This was the first time Denise had ever even referred to their off the record conversation.
�I don�t even know how to be happy anymore,� Stella confirmed.
�You need to change how you look at yourself. Don�t be the person you were, be the person you want to be for yourself. There�s nothing holding you back, Stella. Cut the anchor that�s been holding you down and swim to the surface as fast as you can.�
Stella took that in. Denise really believed that she could simply decide to be different, be better. She wondered what Denise would think about her real actions, about her betrayal of the man she loved. There were times where the admission was on the tip of her tongue, where she almost begged for forgiveness. She didn�t know if she could be better. She wondered if telling Denise everything would make her feel better.
No, she didn�t deserve to feel better. She�s the one who made all of the decisions that changed her internal makeup. She wasn�t the broken victim anymore, she wasn�t the heartbroken girl anymore�she�d changed her own story.
She�d rewritten her story to be the master of her own decisions, to do evil, and to fight for her life. She�d won, right? She had to live with these lies and her actions everyday of her life, but it was worth it. She�d have to be okay with that.

Chapter Thirty-Two
Three Minutes

He�d been drinking since noon. It was Sunday, the week before Christmas, and he�d flown into DC late last night; he was taking the entire week off and not completely sure he was looking forward to it. He was sitting in his office at the bar, drinking by himself.
George didn�t like coming home anymore because it was their home, not his. Fuck, it even still smelled like her. Her favorite cereal was still in the pantry and her fucking shampoo was in their shower�she was everywhere. Her closet was still mostly stocked with her clothes and shoes, minus the pile of stuff Millie had taken to her house in some sort of covert operation. It was torture. Pure, unadulterated torture.
George unscrewed the bottle of Jameson and poured it into a glass with a few ice cubes and looked at the picture he�d put on his desk a few weeks ago. It was them in Aspen on top of the mountain, both of them with enormous grins and Stella with his ring on her finger where it should be. Or not. He didn�t even know if that�s what he wanted anymore, if she was so ready to leave him. He leaned back in his chair and tried to figure out what he wanted. Again.
Smiling, he thought back to the girl he�d first met at the park when Brutus and Cooper were playing. There�d been something about her, the sparkle in her eye and her sexy southern accent drew him to her. Her ass hadn�t hurt his eyes either. She was a different person than she was that day, and she�d turned into an entirely different person since she first started coming to the bar. She went from a girl crushed by her circumstances to a woman that could move fucking mountains at will. He didn�t know what she was now, only that she thought she wasn�t good enough for him.
He pulled a piece of paper from his printer and took a gulp of his whiskey. Then he wrote.
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He looked at the list, hoping for some moment of clarity. It gave him none.
Stella tried to talk to him every day in some way since she got back from the beach; she�d apologized time and time again and seemed to sincerely want to make it better. The problem was that he didn�t know if anything she said or did could erase what she�d done. Maybe he�d lost her one too many times. He pulled out his phone and checked the time. 6:12. Perfect. He�d walk to his mom�s for Sunday dinner. He�d been avoiding his family for weeks, not wanting to deal with them. George knew they knew because he�d been getting well-meaning messages and texts every day for the last 10 days. Nothing was ever a secret when you were dumped by the FBI Beauty, he thought bitterly. Walking out in the crisp evening air, he pulled his wool cap down and put his gloves on. His breath appeared in front of him and it made him think of her again, how she was a part of him and there was really no escaping it. The cloud of his breath went away. �Just like you, El, a part of me and then you just fucking disappear.� I must be drunk; that didn�t even make any fucking sense. He laughed and it tasted acidic on his lips.
His face was numb from the cold by the time he walked in his mother�s house. His family was sitting around the table and all heads turned toward him when he appeared in the dining room.
�Unca Wih!� Finn got up from the table and ran to him, giving his lower legs a bear hug.
�Hey, light of my life.� He lifted her with ease and embraced her.
�You stink,� she said and waved her hand around. Her curls bounced around her face and she squeezed her nose with her other hand.
George laughed. �Tell me how you really feel.� He put her down and walked to the head of the table to kiss her mother�s cheek and then slumped in his seat at the other end of the table.
His mother got up and went in the kitchen.
�Are you drunk?� Kelly hissed.
�Yes,� George stage-whispered.
�Are you okay, Will?� Kara asked, putting her hand on his shoulder.
He hadn�t talked to her since she dropped him off at his house when Stella left, but it didn�t stop her from checking in on him every day.
�We�ve all been trying to get in touch with you,� she continued.
He nodded. �I know.�
His mother came back from the kitchen with a plate and a glass of water for him. She silently began putting food on his plate.
�Thanks, Mom,� he mumbled.
�Well?� Jack asked. �Are you working or sulking?�
Kara, Kate and John glared at him.
George erupted in laughter. �Fuck you, Jack.�
Everyone gasped and Kara stood quickly. �Finn, come on, baby, let�s go in the other room. You�re done anyway.�
�You said a bad word!� Finn called over her shoulder as Kara herded her out of the dining room.
�Sorry, Finn!� Shit. He was too drunk to be here.
Kate stared at him, her grey-green eyes boring into him.
�Eat this.� His mother put a plate of food down in front of him and sank back into her seat. �Maybe you�ll be able to have a proper conversation after you eat.�
�I haven�t had a decent conversation in two weeks.� He began shoveling food in his mouth.
Kara came back in, her eyes full of concern. �Will, talk to us.� She put her hand on his left hand to comfort him.
�About what, Care Bear?� He put his fork down. �About how the love of my life walked away from me and completely crushed me? About how the media is having a circus with her life? With my life?�
�If that�s what you want to talk about.� Her voice was calm, trying to soothe him.
�I don�t want to talk about that.� He picked up his fork and continued eating.
�Are you working?� John asked.
�Yes. I�ve been in Florida and New Hampshire this week and the fucking primary is like a year away.�
�Watch your language in my house, young man,� his mother snapped.
He hung his head. He shouldn�t have come. This was a very bad idea.
�So you went right back to work after she left?� Kara interrogated.
�Yep.�
�Jessica said you missed several days,� Jack said.
George looked at his sister with a glare.
�Why the fuck are you talking to her?� George roared.
�Willston George Finnegan, if I have to tell you to watch your language one more time, you will finish your meal on the porch.�
�You know what, Mom? I�ve lost my fucking appetite.� He pushed himself from the table with such force the chair scraped the floor with a loud noise that filled the awkward silence. He stalked toward the door.
�Will, we warned you about her.� His mother�s voice froze him in his tracks. �I never liked her and you were going to marry her against my wishes. This is for the best.� Her lips were pursed as if she�d smelled something rancid.
Slowly, he turned to face his family and the anger he�d been keeping at bay for the past weeks exploded. �Oh really, Mother? This is for the best? That the love of my life ripped my fucking heart out? Better that I�m miserable than be associated with her? I�m walking around like a zombie because I don�t know if I want to get her back, but you think this is for the best? The woman who I asked to marry me, the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with, had someone murdered in front of her and instead of running to me for comfort, she fucking left me. You think that�s best for me?�
�Will, you will not use that tone of voice with me.� His mother�s voice was steely and unforgiving. �It�s what�s best for this family. She was embarrassing and not good enough for you.�
�I know I had to do a lot of explaining at my work about my future sister-in-law,� Jack put in.
George turned his fury toward Jack. �Oh really? Did you tell your coworkers about jacking off to her picture too? Because I�m sure that would have been an interesting conversation.�
Jack�s eyes widened. �You asshole.�
�Oh yeah, I�m the asshole. How about you pay your own fucking mortgage from now on, motherfucker? See how you like that.�
Kelly stood up, her eyes blazing. �You can�t do that, Will. That�s our money.�
�Fuck �our money.� You�ve been sitting on your ass for years. I do everything for you and you can�t even accept my future wife into our family. You know what, fuck all of you�� He wrenched opened the front door and marched down the stairs.
Well, that didn�t turn out like I expected.
* * *
Stella and George had talked several times. He was still mad. Their first conversation was harsh. What she remembered most was the tone in George�s voice�he�d given up on her, on them. Stella had thrown herself into her work so she wouldn�t think about the two men that had her tied in knots. Millie was still letting her stay, but she�d looked at a couple of places for herself with Cooper. She was hoping to find a place before Christmas, but that was just a few days away. She�d still been throwing up every day, so obviously the stress and anxiety remained. She�d run out of her stomach medication two months ago and she just hadn�t had time to get back to the doctor. When she finally called, the first appointment available was the Monday after Christmas. Why they couldn�t just call in a fucking refill on her meds, she�d never understand.
Stella was straightening her hair when Millie popped her head in the bathroom.
�At least make an appointment to see that stomach doctor,� Millie reminded her for the billionth time. �The acid in your stomach is eating away at my pipes.�
�That�s fucking disgusting, Millie.� Stella looked at Millie in the mirror. �I got an appointment; they just can�t see me until next week.�
�When I lived in the sorority house, they had to get new pipes because of all the vomiting that went on.�
Stella turned and laughed. �You�re lying.�
�Swear.�
�That�s nasty.� Stella shook her head. �Hopefully you won�t have to get new pipes just because you let me stay here for a few weeks.�
�Should you go to a different doctor sooner, like urgent care or something?�
�No. I think, with all my problems, it�s best if I see my doctor, who�s familiar with my background.� Stella shrugged. �I wouldn�t want to have to take the time to explain my medical history to another doctor.�
Millie turned and walked into the living room to grab her things. �If I didn�t know you couldn�t be pregnant, I�d be making you take a test!� she called as she shut the door.
A spike of fear drove through Stella�s entire body. Then she laughed. Although she hadn�t had her period in a while... Wait. When was the last time she had her period? She couldn�t remember. She wasn�t necessarily regular after she�d gotten out of the hospital, so it didn�t worry her that much. The doctors all told her she wouldn�t be able to get pregnant because of all the surgeries she�d had, but for a minute, her mind responded like it was a possibility and her paranoia about getting pregnant since she started having sex took over. She shook her head, laughing at herself. Impossible.
Stella got her briefcase and got in her car. Shit, now I�m going to keep wondering. She should just get a test and do it for shits and giggles. It�d be negative and she would feel better.
She stopped at a pharmacy on her way to work, and before she even entered her firm�s office, went to the bathroom and peed on the damn stick. The three minutes it took to get the results were excruciating even though she knew what she was doing was ridiculous. After three minutes her phone buzzed; she looked at the test and couldn�t figure out if there was one line or two. More frustrated than before, she unwrapped the other test that actually said �pregnant� or �not pregnant.� I should�ve taken the pregnancy test for dummies first. Now I don�t have to pee! This just keeps getting better. She hovered over the toilet long enough to get a few drops for the new stick and responded to emails for work while she waited another three minutes.
When the timer on her phone went off, she casually glanced at the test and did a double take.
OH. MY. SHIT.
The Beginning...

Epilogue
The Beginning

Looking around the church, Stella saw everyone she loved. She cradled the person who�d changed her entire life with a single look, who made the decision for her to be better for her, and smiled at his dark hair.
The last 15 months had been the longest and shortest of her life. Her pregnancy was as much a shock to her as it was to medical professionals, and she was treated as a high-risk case, seeing a perinatologist since her first call to her doctor�s office in a state of shock.
She hated every second of her pregnancy. Her morning sickness was just plain fucking sickness, there was no limiting it to the morning. The only thing she could eat without vomiting were Eggo waffles and potatoes, which resulted in her gaining around 60 pounds. She tugged at the dress she was wearing, the mid-section draping to cover her flabby stomach.
It was all worth it when those beautiful eyes blinked at her from across the recovery room. She�d needed to have a C-section because of her injuries, but it was like something otherworldly happened to her when she saw her son for the first time.
The day she took two pregnancy tests in the work bathroom, she�d called her doctor in borderline hysterics. Thank God they had her come right in, and after another urine test, a blood test, two hours of conversation (including phone calls to the doctors in Montana and at the rehab facility), an ultrasound, and a blood draw that made her think the phlebotomist was really a vampire, she drove to Millie�s in a daze. They both sat on the couch, shell-shocked, for what felt like hours.
�Well, I guess we can�t handle this how we typically would�although, I can still drink.� Millie went to the kitchen and pulled out a bottle of wine.
�That�s super bitchy.� Stella pouted.
�Um, it is�but I can�t help it. This is insane.� Millie poured three servings of wine into one glass.
�So, I have to see some specialist because they don�t believe I�ll be able to carry the baby to term.� Stella grimaced saying that out loud.
Millie drank the entire bottle of wine by herself that night and they talked about the actuality of Stella having a baby and how that would change things. They decided to wait until she was twelve weeks along to tell anyone else, because the reality was that she�d probably lose the baby before then. They�d already given her information about all the procedures she�d have to go through if she lost the baby at this stage; she�d sat in the doctor�s office like a zombie while he talked at her about all the risk factors, but all she took away from the experience was that she was alone. That had scared the shit out of her.
Those three weeks had been the longest of her fucking life. She scrutinized everything she did and put in her body and chastised herself for every decision she�d made in the past nine weeks. She started buying organic, good, only-the-best-for-her-baby food, drinking tons of water, and she even read What to Expect When You�re Expecting aloud to Millie at night, with Cooper�s head on her belly. It�s like he knew she was pregnant and loved the baby already. She was just trying to make it to the magic twelve-week mark. She woke up every morning worried there�d be a puddle of blood under her, and the worry that filled her brain left her with no room for thoughts of anything else. Her emotions had shifted from her demons and turmoil to this baby. It consumed her entire brain; she�d desperately needed this all consuming worry for another person to get past her past.
The Pastor held up her son; her healthy, black-headed son. He had green eyes and was the fucking light of her life. He�d known their voices in the delivery room and looked in her direction when Stella had spoken to him. The immediate love she felt for the little bundle of red skin, wrinkles, and matted hair shocked her. He�d changed everything for her, made her into a person again. She�d be forever grateful for that.
Liam Murphy Finnegan was being christened in George�s family church. They stood together at the altar, letting Liam be carried down the aisle, showing all the members of the church their baby. Then the Pastor gave Liam to his godfather to hold. She�d never seen Patrick so in love with anyone; his cold blue eyes practically melted when they looked at Liam.
It was a tough ride for Stella and Patrick to rebuild what they burned down at the beach, but he�d kept his promise. Like he always does. Patrick moved away because he couldn�t stand to be near her and had told her as much when he finally spoke to her. She was giving him the space he deserved because she loved him that much.
Kara stood next to Patrick and took her godmother duties very seriously, wiping the water from Liam�s face after the blessing. Stella�s heart felt whole and full as her fingers intertwined with George�s and she looked out on the front row to smile at Millie, her parents, Jesse, Billy, and the Finnegan crew.
George was beyond shocked when she�d told him she was pregnant. His reaction had stunned Stella. He�d cried, his head in his hands. She�d sat next to him to comfort him and he�d held her. She wasn�t sure what she expected, but that wasn�t it.
�But, I thought you couldn�t get pregnant,� he�d said softly.
�So did the doctors.� She�d shrugged. �Miracle baby, I guess.�
�I guess that�s what we needed. A miracle.� His green eyes shined from tears.
�I love you,� she�d whispered. �Always have.�
�Never stopped.� He�d kissed her gently.
Stella had felt a flood of emotions from the kiss; regret, guilt, lust, desire, relief� They may just be okay after all.
She and George had gotten married in Key West with only a few people in attendance. It was perfect. Every day with Liam was a step away from her old life; the hardness and ugliness she once felt were replaced by a pillow of love for this bundle of eating and shitting. She felt a new purpose that was separate from herself and she was driven to be the best mother she could be.
She couldn�t believe the way things had worked out and that this was her life, especially after the past five years. She didn�t think she deserved to be this lucky, to feel this much love, to be saved. Liam had shown her everything; her fears, concerns and everything else faded into the background. Liam taught her that she could love, and fiercely.
Her love might not be perfect, but what love is?
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