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I have found the one whom my soul loves.
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Prologue
Fifth Anniversary ~ January of Senior Year
"Where are we going?" Bonnie asked. She dog-eared the book she was reading and sat it on her lap, "This seems far. You know I've got some studying to do."
"We're close. I promise." Eli replied. He looked at his girlfriend. She was beautiful in every way. Every time he saw her, that single thought flew across his mind. Today, her butterscotch hair was up in a ponytail and she was wearing a light blue sundress. He reached over and held her pale hand, rubbing his thumb over each light-pink polished nail. She rolled her eyes playfully and smiled.
Ten minutes later, he pulled his '88 squirrel gray Chevy into a dirt driveway and parked beside a small, but sturdy brick house. The lake stretched out beyond the house.
"Alright, loop me in. Where are we?" Bonnie’s curiosity was peaked as she climbed out of the truck, the door creaking and groaning. She turned around and let loose an admiring sigh.
"This is my grandparents’ old house before they moved into town. Pops said I could come here anytime I wanted; to fish, swim, whatever." Eli pulled out a key and unlocked the front door. "He has someone come out here twice a month to clean and mow. Eventually, this will be mine."
"Oh wait! This is the house we went to one time that summer in elementary school, right?” Eli nodded and she continued, “Well it's very pretty. I didn’t remember it until now. I think having a lakefront property is really neat," Bonnie said, crossing the threshold into the house.
It housed all the comforts of any regular home. The living room was fully furnished, with a bookcase in the corner full of antique hardcover books and knick knacks. A medium-sized flat screen TV hung on the wall opposite of the khaki colored leather couch. A shelf joined the entertainment console that housed a DVD player and cable box. The air smelled like vanilla and clean linen.
Bonnie walked over to the floor-to-ceiling bookcase. It was custom built and massive. Books always drew her like some sort of invisible magnet. While she was browsing, Eli walked into the adjoining kitchen. He powered on the CD player sitting on the kitchen counter. Michael Bolton's soulful voice filled the room singing, "When a Man Loves a Woman."
Through the bar cutout, Eli saw Bonnie freeze as the music started. She threw her head back and laughed. Eli smiled, like he always did when she laughed; it was such a comforting adorable, real laugh. It was infectious, loud and girly all in one.
"Wow, Eli. No you didn't! Oh wow, I don't know if I should laugh or cry!" she exclaimed.
"Will you just hush and dance with me?" Eli grinned and held out his hand. A week earlier he had borrowed the CD from Bonnie's mother, Cindy, after telling her his idea for their anniversary date. He knew that her favorite singer was Bolton and this was her ultimate favorite song.
They danced then, a sweet and slow dance while Bolton crooned on. Bonnie closed her eyes and leaned her head against Eli's chest. She inhaled his faint scent of cologne. He smelled heavenly, just like always.
"You are something else, Eli," she whispered.
Bonnie looked up and kissed him gently. She still couldn't believe that five years had passed. Friends since the fourth grade, he had been her 'bodyguard' on the playground at recess. The first year of middle school saw them drifting away from each other. They weren’t in many classes together their sixth grade year. While Eli became involved in sports, Bonnie showed more interest in the fine arts. Her artistic talents blossomed as Eli’s athletic skills came out.
During the middle of seventh grade they both attended a school dance. Bonnie was dancing with Steven Borman, who would’ve ended up as her boyfriend, when Eli cut in. He confessed his attraction and they had been a couple ever since. Unlike normal teenage romances, they had never split up or taken a break.
"Five years already. We've been through a lot, haven't we?" Bonnie asked. The last five years saw among other events: the divorce of Bonnie's parents, Eli breaking three different bones playing football, and Bonnie's rise to fame as an artist.
"If I died this very instant, I would die a happy guy. Five years isn't anything, compared to us being together a lifetime. I love you so much, Bonnie," Eli whispered breathlessly. He stopped dancing, picked Bonnie up and carried her to the bedroom. He was so nervous and felt his heart beating wildly. This is it, he thought.
Bonnie laughed as Eli carried her. He was always picking her up, always making her feel so protected. So loved and wanted. She found herself always wanting to be near him. She feared that it was something that had become an obsession.
They made it to the bedroom and stopped at the doorway. Bonnie looked inside the room and her breath caught in her throat. She was amazed. On the bed, there were rose petals spelling out the question: Marry me?
She finally caught her breath and let out a little gasp. Eli put her down on her feet and got down on one knee. He brought out a small black box from his pocket. When he looked up, he saw that Bonnie had a single tear running down her cheek. His heart was going off like jack hammer.
"Bonnie, I love you so much. I know we're young, but I also know that I don't want anyone else but you. Will you -"
"Yes!" Bonnie exclaimed, cutting his question short. She immediately clapped her hand over her mouth. "Oh, I'm sorry, I cut you off. But yes, yes I will marry you. I love you! I love you so much!"
Eli rose from his knee and laughed as Bonnie threw her arms around him. They kissed and Eli fell gracefully onto the bed, pulling Bonnie with him.
A year ago, on their fourth anniversary they had taken each other's virginity. It had been one of the most amazing and scariest moments of each of their young lives. Eli had wanted to do it ever since the beginning of high school, when his hormones started making appearances. Bonnie wasn't ready and so he waited. His love for her was stronger than any desire he had and any joking he endured.
They made love now, on the antique wooden bed. This time was slow and magical just like the other times. Time had taught them things about each other. They moved in rhythm as if their bodies were made specifically for one another. Afterwards, Bonnie nestled her head against his chest. Neither of them said anything, they were both lost in their own thoughts about the future.
Six Months Later
"I don't understand what your problem is, Eli. Why are you so moody? You know I can't help if I don't know what's wrong," Bonnie said, clearly exasperated. The tension in the air was thick and she was at her wit's end. She had arrived at his house ready for the movies. He had met her in a horrible mood, something that was becoming more frequent.
"Maybe I don't want your help, Bonnie. I don't understand why you have to always try to fix things, like you're my mom. Some things just can't be fixed," Eli said. He took out a cigarette and lit it. He had picked up the habit a month before. While she didn't agree with it, she had never chastised him about it.
"Well, I'll leave if you want. I don’t have a problem doing that if it means I won't be unjustly attacked just because you're suffering from PMS." Bonnie retorted.
She tried to put on a brave front, but in reality she was scared. She was scared to death. They hardly ever fought, and when they did, a panic set in and wouldn't let go until it was over. She knew the statistics of high school sweethearts. Young couples hardly ever made it after high school. Somehow she and Eli always made it through the rough times, but the rough times were happening more often.
She stood in front of him and stared. Finally, she reached into her purse and grabbed her keys. He avoided eye contact and took a drag of his smoke. Minutes passed by and Eli didn't say a word. He finished his cigarette and threw it on the ground. Bonnie sighed and turned around.
"I cheated on you," Eli confessed in a whisper. Bonnie felt her heart stop. She turned around slowly but didn't say a word.
"About a month ago at that graduation party I went to with Eddie. I was drunk. I told you I slept over at his house, but I really passed out at the party. I woke up next to some chick. I don't remember all of it, but I know I cheated on you." His words tumbled out fast, while he stared at the ground.
She felt like she was drowning. The acid in her stomach started lining her throat. She wanted to be mad, but the only emotion her heart allowed her to feel was anxiety and fear.
She took a deep breath and said, "Okay, well we…we can get through this. Okay? Shit happens, right? You always say that," her voice faltered. She felt light headed. She took a step toward Eli, but he stepped back.
Agony hit her heart hard. He never pulled away from her, never in five and a half years. Finally, he looked up, and his eyes showed a mixture of pain and humiliation.
"No," he spoke softly, "I need time to think."
Bonnie started to feel dizzy, her heart pounded in her chest. "Have you been cheating on me with her? Are you wanting to be with her?" tears started trickling down her face. She didn’t make a move to wipe them away.
"No B, nothing like that. It was just that one time. But for me to do that… it just means something's wrong. My heart isn't in the right place. Now that you know, we can't just act like it never happened. I just need time and space to think," Eli said.
His voice was calm and steady. He was relieved that his secret was out in the open. It had been eating away at him all these weeks. That girl’s face would fill his mind every time he was with Bonnie. Uncontrollable sobbing wracked Bonnie's slim body and she slumped to the sidewalk. She felt Eli's strong arms go around her, but it was different this time. They were stiff and awkward. They sat that way on the ground for a while.
"I...I can feel my heart breaking, Eli,” she stammered. “I want to go home. Please take me home," she finally said in between sobs.
Eli's body went rigid. She was in so much pain, it wasn't right. He picked Bonnie up and put her in the front seat of her Dodge Neon. She curled up like a baby and continued to sob.
When they arrived at Bonnie's, Eli carried her up the front porch steps and rang the doorbell. Cindy came out looking confused and worried.
"Elijah, what happened? Is she okay?" the slight framed woman grabbed her teenage daughter from Eli's hands and held her as if she were an infant. "Open the door so I can get her in the house. And for the love of God, tell me what the hell is going on!”
Inside, Cindy laid her daughter on the couch and straightened up, "Now tell me what happened. Is she hurt? Did y'all have a fight?"
Eli tried to speak, but instead started crying himself. Cindy pulled him to her and he buried his face into her shoulder. "It’s okay, baby. Whatever happened, it'll be okay," Cindy whispered, patting Eli’s back.
"I cheated on her Ms. Cindy. At that graduation party I went to. I had to break up with her. I need some time to think," Eli croaked. He pushed himself away from Bonnie's mom and aggressively wiped his eyes and grabbed a folded up note from his pocket.
"Please give this to her when she calms down. I'm really sorry."
He ran out of the house and down the sidewalk. Like Bonnie, he could fee his heart ripping in two.
That night, after her mother had finally fallen asleep, Bonnie opened the note. Her head was aching, her eyes swollen from hours of nonstop crying. Her hand shook as she held the note and read:
Bonnie,
This is my prayer for you:
That you laugh more than you cry.
That you love more than you hate.
That you have less fear and more confidence.
I pray that you realize you are the most beautiful girl ever. You are perfect for me, but I'm not right for you. Not right now. I hate letting you go. I know it's for the best though. It's going to hurt you and it's going to kill me. But I have to. I just have to.
I pray that one day you'll forgive me. You will always have my heart. I pray that you remember THAT always.
I'm so sorry.
Eli
PS We will be together again. I know it in my heart. Just be patient with me.
Chapter One
Six Years Later
"Don’t turn it to channel 7, Nikki just texted me. Apparently that slimy entertainment channel is doing a story about you and Mick," my sister quietly says, not looking up from her phone as she quickly types a text message. Tatum looks as tired as I feel. Her usual bright sky blue eyes are surrounded by purple bags and her dark blonde hair hangs limply in a lazy ponytail.
I heave a sigh and sink down on the couch by my mom's bedside.
"Those people make me so mad. Always being nosy, never giving anyone privacy they deserve," Mama says her voice hoarse. The breathing tube they removed earlier scratched her throat. A half full bottle of sore throat spray sits on her tray off to the side.
"Don’t I know it Mama? Don't worry, I'm used to it. There are more urgent matters at hand. They'll get bored," I reach over and smooth her graying hair out of her face. The heart monitor beeps are steady.
A week earlier, Mama had been involved in a near fatal car accident. She was trapped inside the car, and the jaws of life were used to cut her out. I was a thousand miles away when it happened and I hopped on the next available flight to be by her side. Miraculously, she survived without any permanent damage. Mama credits God not having Heaven ready yet for her. She had been in ICU for a few days before they deemed her fit for a private room.
"Well, let them interview me. I'll tell them exactly what's on my mind. That inconsiderate sack of crap tried to forbid you to see your own dear Mama." She closes her eyes, takes a few deep breaths and is out in an instant. The medication the physicians has her on tires her quickly. I say a silent 'thank you' because at the moment I just don't want to hear anymore negativity. My head feels like mush and my heart is on the defensive after Mick was brought up.
"Lord forbid any reporters talk to her. She'll have them repenting for their sins in an instant." Tatum jokes as she stands and stretches. "You want to come have dinner with me? It’ll be my treat." My little sister cocks her head to the side and gives me a lazy grin.
I nod and we leave the room. It's weird being home after so long on the road. The town has grown immensely, the traffic has gotten worse. Everything seems almost clogged and claustrophobic. Even the hospital, the same one I was born, has built on and been expanded. Not, only had I changed, but my hometown was completely different as well.
"So have you talked to him? Has he apologized or anything?" Tatum asks shyly. She doesn't like to bring Mick up. It’s too soon and she knows I don’t care to talk about him, not yet anyway. Tatum is smart beyond her years and extremely sensitive to others around her. She’s always had that gift.
"No he hasn't, but that's ok. I'm glad it happened...not mom's accident, but the break up. I think it was way past due." I reply quietly, lost in my own thoughts.
Mick Jones had been my boyfriend for the past five years. We met at a local bar where his band headlined one night. Shortly after, they hit it big and signed a record deal. Mick begged me to come on the road with him and so I did. I packed a small suitcase and took off with him. I shocked Mick, my mom and sister and myself.
Things were good for a long time. Being with a rocker was an equal mix of extreme dramatics and extreme chill. I was infatuated with Mick and carelessly threw myself into our relationship. Mick had some contacts and helped my career as an artist. I ended up creating the cover of their album and won some high spirited praise from the art world. Now we had split up. The past few months had been rough and full of fighting. The equal drama/chill relationship took a nosedive to total dramatics 24/7.
When my mom had her accident, I told him I was going to go home for an undetermined amount of time. This sparked a huge argument and Mick gave me an ultimatum. He did not want me to go, and it was either him or my mom. I chose my mom.
Gossip spreads quickly in the music industry. An hour after I boarded my plane, the news of our break up was already on TV and the radio. I never liked being a celebrity's significant other and always tried to keep private. Still, people knew who I was, and they knew we had split up.
My sister knew about our break up via technology before I even broke the news to her personally. Giving up that part of my life was going to be easy. But having that part give up on me would prove difficult it seemed.
"It's still weird seeing you on TV and hearing people talk about you like they know you. Before you landed, someone on the radio said you cheated on him. I was so mad. I almost called the radio station to set the record straight," Tatum says as we get ours trays and pick our food.
"Girl, I know. Believe me; it's weird for me too. The rumors hurt a lot, but you just learn to live with them. After a while they don't bother you as much." I reply as we sit down.
We eat our dinner quickly, inhaling the tasteless hospital cafeteria food. We clear our trays and start back to the elevators.
"What about all your stuff? Are you going to move back in with Mama?" Tatum asks.
"I've emailed Mick's assistant to pack all my belongings and mail them to me. Mick might be a lot of things, but he's decent enough to give me that right. I'm not worried 'bout most of it though. I just want my paintings mainly," I say.
Right before the wreck, I had been in talks with a major museum about having my paintings displayed. I had finally gotten the courage to dive into that realm of the business.
"And yes, I'm going to move back, until Mama says she's okay to live by herself." Tatum nods in agreement. She is in the Army, stationed 100 miles away. She had gotten approved leave to come when the accident happened, but it was going to end quickly.
"That's good. I won't worry as much then," she smiles at me and turns into the room. I walk right into her because she has stopped.
"Hey girl, watch where you're…" I trail off spotting the reason why she’s still.
A police officer is seated beside my mom's bed. Mama is sitting up and smiling. They both stop their conversation and look our way.
"Holy shit on a shingle." I whisper. My heart flip-flops around and I feel my breath hitch in my lungs.
"Hey, Bonnie," Eli says with an easy smile.
***
The sun was shining and there was a light breeze. Bonnie shut her eyes and took a deep breath. It almost felt weird having things feel so perfect. She stretched her arms up high and Eli startled her by grabbing one of her hands.
"Hey you, you swam out there pretty far!" Bonnie exclaimed, and stretched up to meet Eli’s face giving him a kiss.
He smelled like lake water but he looked amazing. He sat down beside her chair, on the ground. Bonnie admired his strong torso and his handsome face. His tan skin was a stark contrast to her pale complexion and she loved it. He could have just stepped off the pages of a magazine in Bonnie's opinion. He was so good looking.
"Yea, it was really cool. Eddie took me out to this buoy that isn’t used anymore. The water is so clear today. We were thinking about renting a jet ski for the rest of the afternoon, would you like that?"
Bonnie smiled and nodded. Eli smiled big and jumped up, "Awesome! I’ll go tell him. Hey, is that a new drawing?"
Bonnie was guarded with her drawings. If anyone else had asked, she would have covered it and made excuses. With Eli, she was never ashamed of her work or shy. She offered the sketch pad up to him. She studied his face while he viewed her drawing. She had drawn a portrait of Eli in the middle of the lake. It was a close up of his face and she had captured his off kilter smile perfectly this time.
"Damn, I look good!" Eli joked as he gave the book back to Bonnie. He leaned down and whispered in her ear, "I love being your muse." Then he kissed her bottom lip and ran off. She stared at him running toward Eddie.
That night, Bonnie was half lying on Eli in the chaise lounge chair in front of the bonfire. Eddie and his girlfriend Molly were making out in front of them, but Bonnie hardly noticed them. The lake looked so pretty in the moonlight, and Bonnie wished she had her sketchbook to try and capture it. She and Eli had a light blanket pulled over them and Bonnie was absent mildly rubbing Eli’s bare stomach. His abs were so cut and defined, she couldn’t help but trace over the lines and muscles.
"You’re going to have to stop that soon or else," Eli whispered his voice gravely and sexy sounding.
Bonnie paused and whispered back, "Why?"
"You’re turning me on, that’s why. And we’re not exactly in the privacy of one of our rooms out here."
Bonnie snickered, "You chicken. You don’t want to do it on the ground? You afraid of a little dirt?"
"Nope, I don’t actually. You deserve the best experience every time," Eli's voice was low and sincere.
Things were silent for a minute and Bonnie struggled to find her words. Sometimes Eli’s simplest statements were the ones that blew her away.
"You mean that?" she whispered. She wrapped her arm around his neck.
"Of course I do. Don’t get me wrong, it’d probably be fun to do it like that, but I just wouldn’t feel right treating it like some animalistic act or something. You know you deserve all the romance, rose petals, lit candles et cetera, et cetera. I know I don’t do that all the time, but I do try to make every time a little special," Eli was so nonchalant with his confession, but Bonnie felt the meaning behind the words.
He was right, he did try to make each time special. It was a big deal to him, just like it was to her. He was never like other guys, not like her friends boyfriends, who always wanted it no matter where and no matter how uncomfortable. He cared about her and everything that he did to her was magic, sweet and gentle. He was like a guy from a different century.
“You amaze me, boy.”
Eli grinned and whispered back, “And you amaze me, girl.”
They kissed and Eli stopped the kiss short when a new song started on the radio. It was The Cowboy in Me by Tim McGraw.
“Come on, let's dance.”
“Okay,” she said without hesitation. They danced barefoot on the sand in front of the fire. Eli’s face looked rugged in a handsome way with the firelight dancing over it. His chest was smooth as Bonnie laid her head near his heart.
"This is a good song,” Bonnie whispered
"I know this is a good one.”
"Today was a perfect day.”
"I agree. It scares me that it was so perfect you know."
Bonnie looked into Eli’s beautiful green eyes and they reflected a mixture of fear and happiness. His confession surprised her.
“I thought that too, earlier. But I think it's okay to have a perfect day every once in a while. I think that’s in God's plan to have us happy most days. I rather spend the day being happy then waste time fighting or being mad.”
Eli nodded, “I think so, too, baby,” he kissed her softly, and then sighed. The song finished but they continued to dance. They shuffled slowly in a wide circle. Finally, Bonnie stopped and reached for Eli's hand, "Let's go to sleep."
Eli followed behind her as she walked to the tent a few yards away. They both called goodnight to Eddie and Molly.
Inside the tent they cuddled next to each other. Eli’s strong arm went around Bonnie instinctively and he rested his chin on top of her head.
"I love you, Eli."
"Love you too, Bon."
Chapter Two
Eli looks nervous as he rakes his fingers through his light brown curls. He appears exactly the same, as if he hasn’t aged a bit in the last six years.
"I better go. It was nice seeing you Ms. Cindy," he says, avoiding mine and Tatum's glances like the plague. He smiles at our mom and grasps her hand.
"Now, now you don't have to leave just because of them two! Girls come over here. Bonnie, say hi," orders Mama.
I mumble a barely audible greeting while staring at the floor. My heart is still doing major tumbles and I can’t breathe right.
"Did I tell you girls that Eli was the first responder at the accident?" Mama asks. I look up in surprise. I glance at Eli and he smiles sheepishly. Those dimples of his pop out like they always used to.
"Were you really?" I ask, surprising myself.
Eli looks just as surprise as I feel and hesitates before answering, "Yes I was. I saw the accident myself while I was making a routine traffic stop. I was the FR and stayed with Ms. Cindy through the whole thing."
"He held my hand while they used the Jaws of Life on the Honda, and then he rode in the ambulance with me," Mama says, and I wonder why she never said anything before. A surge of anger flares up, for an instant, when I think about her keeping that from me.
"Well thank you for that. That was very nice of you," Tatum says. Always the polite one, I can tell Tatum is touched by the story.
"Least I could do. But I best be getting on. I'll see you again soon, Ms. Cindy," Eli says leaning down to kiss Mama’s forehead. She has the biggest smile on her face; I can tell seeing Eli has made her happy. It sends a sharp pain down my chest to my stomach. Sweat breaks out above my brow suddenly.
"Nice seeing you girls again. Y'all call me if you need anything," Eli says as he walks past Tatum and then me. His sea green eyes locks with mine and I feel my stomach heave. I turn sharply and flee to the adjoining bathroom. I barely make it to the toilet before I get sick. My eyes automatically start watering and I hear Mama gasp.
"Check on her. See if she's okay," Mama commands. I feel a strong hand on my shoulder, and my hair is scooped up out of my face.
"There, there. You're okay. It's alright," Eli's voice is low and smooth as silk. "I didn't know I was going to evoke that kind of response. I'm kind of hurt." I hear him chuckle.
I groan at his joke and grab some toilet paper to wipe my face. "I'm so sorry," I moan.
Tatum appears beside me and holds out a glass of water. I sip it slowly, while Eli flushes the toilet.
"How about you girls go home and get some real rest? I'm off tomorrow and can stay overnight with Ms. Cindy," Eli suggests. His brows are furrowed, concern etch on his face. He is still handsome, his features more defined and more mature.
The offer is appealing. I had been sleeping on the fold out cot and eating too much hospital food. I was averaging a shower every two days and my body is just plain tired.
"You don't mind Eli?" Tatum asks.
"No, not at all. Let me run home to change. Is that fine, Ms. Cindy?" Eli is at the doorway of the bathroom looking at Mama.
"Yes, honey, that's a great idea. Thank you," she answers. I rise and walk to the sink. I splash my face with cold water.
Eli stands beside me. He places his hand lightly on my shoulder. "You okay now B? I could bring you some medicine from my house," he says quietly. Hearing him use my old nickname calms my nerves. My own body is betraying me. I look away from the mirror and into those beautiful familiar eyes.
"Yeah, I'm sorry. It's been a long week. My body's just worn down," I reply. I can smell a new car smell on him, mix in with a clean linen scent.
"You still look good girl," Eli winks and pats my back while my heart quickens. "I'll be back ladies."
After he leaves I sit beside Mama. With the idea of real sleep on my mind, my eyelids are growing heavy. Embarrassment sweeps over me like a wave. Everything is so odd; Eli here in the room, being the one who rescued Mama, me getting sick with him so close. Way to be cool Jinks.
"Are you okay, Bonnie?" Mama asks. She reaches for my hand, "It's been a long time since you’ve seen each other, I know. He's grown into a fine fellow though and I really do owe him so much gratitude for staying with me all those hours that night."
"Oh Mama, I don't doubt he's a good man. It just shocked the hell out of me seeing him after all this time. I'm fine. I'm just worn out. You don't worry about me, okay?"
Mama smiles and squeezes my hand. When Eli broke up with me, Mama never spoke one negative word against him. This both irritated the hell out of me and comforted me as well. She was Eli’s babysitter when we were in elementary school and that was the real reason we became friends. She loved Eli like a son, and always had. And now I knew she still thought of him in the same way. It’s obvious it means a great deal for him to be the hero in her accident.
Tatum sits quietly on the windowsill. She looks out the window down into the parking lot and street below, "Well, everything happens for a reason, right? Maybe you and Eli are supposed to make amends.”
Tatum has always been mad at me for leaving home so abruptly. She partially blamed Eli, but held me mostly accountable.
I was depressed, lonely and just wanting something different. When I met Mick, I knew he was what I needed. He was the exact opposite of Eli. He was controlling, but in a chivalrous kind of way. He was reckless and wild. And he put himself first and foremost. But he still found something attractive in my forlorn personality and adopted me as his newest girlfriend.
When he asked me to go on the road with him, I agreed without much hesitation. Tatum was furious. She was a high school junior at that point, and still believed in fairy tales and true love. Eli was still like her brother in her eyes, and I was doing him unjust. Tatum believed Eli’s letter that we would end up together again.
"That may very well be true, but for now I'd like to stop talking about Elijah Stone. If I'm supposed to make amends, it'll happen on its own time." I rebuke.
I immediately feel bad for my tone and try to change the subject by asking, "Tatum, when does your leave end?"
"It ends the week after next. I was granted two weeks," her words are clipped and the awkward tension returns.
I must have dozed off because all of a sudden Eli is nudging my shoulder. I look up and see that he’s dressed in a concert shirt and jeans. I yawn and stand up. He’s so close to me, it feels foreign and oddly soothing at the same time.
"Let me call a taxi," Tatum says.
"Wait, why? Y'all don't have a car here?" Eli asks. Tatum and I shake our heads simultaneously.
"Ms. Cindy, I'm going to take the girls to the house then I'll be right back okay?" he asks.
I look at Tatum, but she only shrugs. I know she is exhausted so I decide not to put up a fight this time. Mama agrees and gives both of us girls a kiss.
This was the first night we are spending away from her since we both arrived. I’ve been constantly worrying about her even though the doctors declared her out of the woods and making progress. For some reason, in the corner of my mind, the thought that nothing bad could happen if I had been there, was present. I feel so apprehensive about leaving her, even though her face is calm and her gray eyes, identical to mine, are warm and relaxed. Plus, I knew Eli was coming back so she really won’t be alone more than half an hour.
I heave a sigh and follow Tatum behind Eli to the elevators.
"Thank you Eli," Tatum whispers. We step into the elevator and Eli stands in the middle of us. Tatum leans her head against his shoulder and I see red. Why is she being a traitor?
Eli smiles, reaches up and pats her head softly. A burn starts in my throat and even though Eli is here helping us and has pretty much saved my mother's life, I feel the overwhelming urge to punch him. I hate him right now for being so damn comfortable around my baby sister and essentially still comfortable around me.
I take a deep breath and try to calm my racing thoughts. I'm sure it’s lack of sleep and lack of nutritional food that has made me go slightly insane. My mom almost died; I just broke up with my boyfriend of 5 years. We had dated the same amount of time I dated Eli. But for some reason this break up felt freeing, not suffocating like mine and Eli's had felt.
No, no don't go there, Bonnie. Keep those damn memories to yourself. Keep them locked up where they belong.
I can’t afford to think back to that time. Not right now. I’m not ready.
"You cut your hair, it's so short," Eli whispers, interrupting my inner pep talk. I look up at him and he grins at me.
"It used to be a lot shorter," I answer. I reach up and grab a strand. It is past my shoulders and has grown out considerably from when I chopped it off to chin length. It feels greasy and stringy and all of a sudden embarrassment flares up inside.
"I think it's very pretty," Eli whispers. I feel my cheeks redden and I quickly drop my hand. The elevator pings, signally we’re at the bottom floor and I quickly step off when the doors open. Eli leads us out the hospital doors into the parking lot. He walks to a silver SUV and opens the front and back passenger door for us. I climb in the back, while Tatum crawls into the front seat.
Tatum, in her usual fashion, is very inquisitive, “So Eli, when did you become a cop?"
"Almost two years ago. Right after I got out of the Marines."
"Yeah, whenever I'm done with the Army, I might go into the academy. Not sure yet. I still have a little less than two years."
"I enjoyed the Marines, but I was happy to get out. I knew from the first year I'd never be able to make a career out of it. My ultimate goal is to make detective on squad," says Eli.
"How are your parents?" I ask from the backseat. The question is out before I can even think. What is wrong with you? You’re going to play 20 questions with him now?
Eli glances back at me and smiles. His constant smiling is seriously getting on my nerves. It reminds me of the past, how he always had a grin plastered on his face. If he wasn't smiling then you knew something was really wrong. That slightly crooked smile was one of the constants in high school. I could always rely on it.
"They’re well. My mom is about to retire from the school and dad has been really into fishing here lately,” he faces the front and adds quietly, “They always ask about you."
I nod. I adored Eli's parents when we were together. They were the most perfect pair, so sweet and loving to each other. They gave me unwavering support when my parents split up and Mrs. Stone would take Tatum and I out on 'girl dates' to help my mom out.
I smile thinking of them. The Stones are great people, two of the most influential people I had in my life growing up. Mrs. Stone only had Eli, and told me often I was the daughter she never had.
Eli parks in front of Mama's house and gets out opening our doors.
"I'll walk you ladies up if it's alright," Eli states as he walks beside us. Tatum fumbles through her purse to find the house keys and I peek at Eli, who is in turn looking straight at me. He smiles when we make eye contact. My heart skips a beat.
"It's really nice to have you back, Bonnie," He gives me a quick hug, "Sweet dreams." He releases me, his smile still plastered on his face. He hugs Tatum next and she gives him a kiss on his cheek.
"Good night Eli. See you tomorrow," she calls out. He turns around and starts to walk toward his car. I immediately go inside the house and peek out the front window. Tatum stands next to me.
"He's still handsome," Tatum breathes.
"I know," I agree quietly.
"He likes you."
I can sense her looking at me, but I stare straight ahead. Eli's car heads down the street, his brake lights bright in the dark.
"No he doesn't, he's being friendly. Eli's always been a friendly flirt."
"You're so dense. He's always been in love with you. He never quit, even after you left." I glance at her sideways and she rolls her eyes and heads toward her old room, carrying her bags.
"I'm not dense, little sister. You just believe too much in fairy tales."
Tatum turns around to face me. She raises her eyebrow and give me a funny look, "Maybe, you should start believing in them."
I enter my old room and quickly change into a pair of pajamas. Tatum’s observations are something I’m not ready to deal with. All these old memories are not welcomed. I’ve been just fine without Eli in my life the last six years. Haven't I?
My room hasn't changed very much. Mama kept all my old knick knacks and décor. When I left with Mick, I didn’t take very much. I look over to the bulletin board above the desk.
The cork board has always been a scrapbook mural for all my souvenirs and pictures. There were pictures of me with Tatum, with school friends, and with church friends. Then there were, of course, pictures with Eli. In many of them we were laughing at the camera, reveling in some sort of inside joke. In some of them we were kissing. His full, heart shaped lips hungrily meeting mine, our eyes shut, lost in the power of one singular kiss.
My favorite picture is one that had been taken by Tatum while we were at one of Eli's football games. He looks so handsome in his tight uniform. I remember always being so proud of him, so proud to be his.
In this picture, I’m sitting beside him with my arms around his stomach. I have a smile from ear to ear that makes me look like a lovesick lunatic. Eli is looking down at me with such an adoring gaze it almost makes me weep.
He was caught off guard and not ready for the photograph, but it showed so much into the depths of his soul and what he felt for me. When I first saw the picture I had cried. Eli asked me what was wrong and I just kissed him. The old adage, 'a picture is worth a thousand words' was never truer than it had been for that candid picture.
I smile and reach up to grab a photo strip from the cork board. On the side in my messy handwriting was written, "B & E, 3rd anniversary." It had been taken at the mall. I was wearing my dorky glasses and in a couple of pictures Eli wore them too. One picture we were kissing. I blush. We sure did a lot of kissing back then.
I put the picture back and climb into my old bed. Of course, that brings back memories as well since it was the bed that both Eli and I lost our virginity on. Everything in this room screams Eli. No wonder I always avoided it during visits with my mother.
Sleep comes quickly. I am more exhausted than I realize. I dream of Eli, but I can’t grasp any details. I wake up with a start, sweat beading on my forehead.
"Get a freaking grip, Bonnie," I whisper laying back down. Staring at the ceiling, I try to fight off thoughts about old relationships and broken hearts.
***
She had skipped school today. Her mom hadn't even chided her; instead she just sighed at the sight of her oldest in pajamas during breakfast.
She hadn't texted or talked to anyone all day, not even Eli. She felt so alone. More alone than she had ever felt before. Her heart physically ached. This was it, today made everything final. Her family as she had always known it would be forever changed.
She took out her cell phone and dialed Eli. Talking to anyone else just felt useless. She knew Eli was at football practice right now, but she just wanted to hear his voice, even if it was going to be on his voicemail.
It rang twice before Eli picked up, "Hey B," he sounded winded. Bonnie was surprised he even answered, that she hesitated before replying.
"Eli? Hey I didn't think you were going to answer. I was just going to leave you a message," she said, trying to keep her voice steady.
"It's okay babe. I asked Coach if I could leave early. I'm walking to my car now."
"Wait, why? Coach never lets anyone leave early."
Bonnie heard Eli take a breath before answering, "Bonnie, I know what's going on this afternoon. I'm about to head to your house."
His voice was soft and patient. Bonnie felt her heart soar with a mixture of adoration and sadness. He knew, and he was coming to be with her.
"Okay. Hurry please," her voice broke and she felt her eyes burning with the threat of tears. She hung up the phone and started bawling. It was like a dam had busted on the inside. All the anger, fear, frustration and sadness she had kept inside came flooding out. She lay on her bed in the fetal position and gave in to the release of emotions that she had been holding in all this time.
Eli found her in the room and rushed to her. He lay down behind her and reached around to hold her. He kissed the back of her head and rubbed her arms.
"Shhh baby, it's okay. It's going to be alright. You got to calm down, okay?" he whispered. Bonnie turned around to face him and buried her head in his chest. He smelled like a combination of sweat, outdoors and locker combined with AXE spray and she started laughing despite herself.
Eli seemed puzzled. "What's funny?"
Bonnie pushed herself away so she could look up at him. His eyebrows were furrowed and he was biting his bottom lip, something he did when he was confused.
Bonnie crinkled her nose in a teasing manner, sat up and said, "You stink." She started laughing again and Eli smiled.
"Well, excuse me. I didn't have time to take a shower; I had to save a damsel in distress after all." Eli sat up beside her and sniffed his armpits, which made Bonnie laugh even more.
"Ugh,
you're right I do stink. Sorry babe." He looked embarrassed and this made Bonnie smile. She loved this boy, so much.
She hugged his neck, putting her hands in his sweaty hair and said, “I love you so much. Sometimes it scares me how much I love you."
Eli pulled her back so he could look at her. Her eyes were red rimmed and puffy. Her hair was pulled into a lifeless ponytail and her color was paler than normal. Today had been rough for her, he knew.
"Why does it scare you baby?" he whispered. He held her chin gently between his thumb and forefinger and stared into her eyes.
"It just does. You're the only thing I know as far as boyfriend wise. What happens if we end up like my parents? If all our love just disappeared one day and we hated each other? I would be devastated. It scares me because I have so much invested in you. You make up a large percent of my life. That's scary," Bonnie explained quietly.
She took a deep breath and took Eli's hand. "This right here," she lifted up their joined hands, "makes me feel anchored to the world. Like, if I didn't have you I would just float away. I hate being so weak and putting so much on you. But I also love feeling so protected and safe.
"You're not weak, Bonnie. You're one of the strongest people I know. And I've got a lot invested in you too. You are my life. I can't help it either and I don't want to. It makes me happy to love you so much and to have you love me the same," Eli said finally after a few minutes of silence. He kissed Bonnie's forehead. Under his embrace, Bonnie felt a shiver run down her spine.
"It feels like I've loved you since the beginning of time," Bonnie whispered, fresh tears spilling down her face. Eli's breath
came out ragged and he straightened up. Bonnie looked up into his face and he had a pained expression.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
Eli swallowed hard. "I've thought that exact same thing." He smiled wide and leaned in to kiss her tenderly. With her eyes closed Bonnie felt like she was flying. This is what Eli did to her. She felt so much built up passion and longing, she started kissing him harder. Her breathing quickened and her heart sped up.
"I love you, so much. I need you Eli," she whispered. Eli moaned quietly and started unbuttoning her shirt.
Like so many times in the past, they made love that afternoon. It was sweet and slow, and afterwards Eli held Bonnie close to him. He could feel her heart beat underneath his embrace.
"You are my anchor Bonnie. Nothing can make me let you go." he whispered. He felt her heave a soft sigh and hugged her tighter.
"Good I'm glad. You're stuck with me Stone," Bonnie whispered quietly. Her heart felt lighter, her burdens smaller than they had previously been.
She knew that life would forever be changed. Now she was going to be a part of a broken family and she would have to be strong not only for her mom but for Tatum as well. They would grieve in their own little ways, but life would go on. It always did.
Chapter Three
The next week, Eli agreed to take shifts staying with my mom the following week. Her doctors had said she needed to be in the hospital for another week for labs and tests to rule out any other internal problems.
After that, she would be able to go home, and Tatum’s leave was up. Amber, Mick’s assistant, texted me the previous day promising to send my stuff back soon and see if the flowers she ordered had arrived.
Tatum eased the tension whenever Eli and I were together. She would ask questions that were in neutral territory, like about his parents, his job, our old friends. She would bring me into the conversations and eventually Eli and I were the ones talking.
Tatum has always been the negotiator in our family. She is quick, smart and always knew how to disarm any negative situation.
It was becoming manageable to be around Eli. It wasn't the same like the past, but he didn’t make me get sick anymore. He came to the hospital every day after his shift was over. On his days off he would spend the whole day with us.
Since she was being released in a few days, Mama asks if we could retrieve an outfit from her house. There had been other runs to the house, but Tatum and Eli were the ones to go. Their relationship had quickly gone back to the same as it was six years ago. He always adored Tatum as his own little sister, no matter how annoying she could be.
This time, Tatum was in the cafeteria getting a snack and it was just Eli and I in the room. He always did the driving since it was his car, but wasn't comfortable going into Mama's house by himself and getting her personal belongings.
"Mother, do you need it right this minute?" I ask with an attitude. Being alone with Eli does not seem appealing. It’s uncomfortable territory. I’m okay with Tatum there, but I hadn't been alone with him at all. Just the thought of it sends me into a panic. My heartbeat speeds up and my palms become slick with sweat.
"Why, actually I do. And I don't care too much for that attitude, either. Do you think I like being laid up like this? That I’m unable to do my own errands? Well I don't. And I don’t like having a daughter that have major attitude problems like you," Mama says, her voice wavering.
A tremendous wave of guilt washes over me and I apologize immediately. Today was a hard day, pain management wise. I immediately feel like a big brat.
"Come on," I tap Eli on the shoulder. He smiles, and follows suit. We walk silently through the parking lot to his car.
There is a deafening silence in the car as we ride. I stare out the window, lost in my own thoughts when Eli finally speaks, “She really knows how to make you feel like shit.”
“Ha! No kidding!” I exclaim, “She’s the best at putting things in perspective for you.” Eli nods in agreement. We pull up to the house and go inside. Eli follows behind me into Mama’s room.
“You know, that night of her accident, all she could talk about was how stupid I was for what I did,” Eli whispers at the doorway of Mama’s room. I stop rummaging in the closet and stare at him. Here it is, the moment we had been dodging since the first day coming face to face.
“No, she didn’t.”
“Yeah, I’m not lying. She said if she was going to die, she wanted me to know that what I did was wrong and make a promise to try and rectify it,” Eli shakes his head and scoffs sadly, “Made me feel like the biggest piece of shit ever. But like you said, she’s the best at the whole perspective thing.”
"I'm sorry, Eli. I'm trying."
"I know you are, B. It's okay," he breathes deep and gives me that crooked smile, "Did you find that outfit?”
I nod and we leave. Things have just changed, in the smallest way possible.
**A few days later**
There’s a soft rap on the door and Eli pokes his head in. I sit up straighter in the chair and wave.
"Ready for a break?"
"Don’t you need to change out of your uniform?"
"No, I’m working later on tonight, taking over a shift for a buddy so I won't bother." He looks worn out and tired.
"Well that’s no bueno. Sorry."
He stands there, his head cocked to the side, staring at me. I feel self-conscious and nervously fidget with my hair, smoothing back the flyways I can feel.
"Do you want to get a coffee or something downstairs? I can use a little caffeine boost right now." "Yeah, that sounds good. You have to buy though, since it’s your idea."
I follow Eli out the door and we walk down the hall. I’ve been noticing that people regard Eli with unspoken respect and those with common sense were on their best behavior when Eli was near.
Although, it’s more comfortable being around him, it’s still strange. We grab a couple of donuts and find a table.
"Ah, so it is true about cops and donuts, huh?” I joke. Eli grins, takes a big bite from his and rolls his eyes.
"So tell me how your night shift went? Don’t you get scared at night?" I ask, trying to make conversation.
"Are you kidding? That hurts you think I'm so weak and such a pansy," Eli grins big and I return the smile. Flakes of donut glaze are near his mouth and instinctively I reach up and rub it off.
The gesture, though miniscule in scale, startles me. From the look on Eli's face, he’s feeling the same way. My hand is frozen on his face, his stubble pricking my thumb in the slightest way. I stare into those sea green eyes and don’t flinch as he grabs my hand gently in his own.
We stay that way for a minute. My hearts beats faster than a hummingbird's wings in flight. This overwhelming urge to reach over and kiss him consumes me. I want to taste his lips, run my fingers through his hair. I envision myself climbing in his lap just to breathe him in.
His eyes are closed as he brings my hand closer to his mouth. His breath is warm as he exhales and lightly kisses my wrist.
I feel a lump form in my throat and hot tears spring to my eyes. I’m partially mad that he has the gall to do that and partially ridiculously happy that he has shown such a sweet gentle affection.
"Sorry," he whispers. His voice is low and raspy. He slowly lowers our hands to the table and releases mine. He gives an apologetic smile and shakes his head.
"It sounds stupid, but sometimes I forget. When you're around it’s really easy to revert back to how things were. You're just easy to be around, despite the circumstances."
His attention turns towards his coffee and donut and we finish our breakfast in silence. My heart and head is one mess of confusion. It may not be right, but it feels that way. I don’t want anything to do with him, but I do. I finish and take a deep breath.
"You’re getting easier to be around, Eli. Don’t make apologies. Just keep being yourself. It's been a relief to have you around helping with Mama. I really do appreciate it."
Eli nods slowly, "Anything for my favorite Jinks women. Where’s Tatum anyway?”
"She went to Mama’s to shower and sleep."
"Well don’t wake her up when you get home. You both take as long as you need to. I won't be needed for my next shift 'til tonight."
We stand and suddenly Eli envelopes me in a hug. It feels so normal and I immediately wrap my arms around him. I lay my head on his chest and hear his heart beating slow and steady. This was my favorite place in the world long ago.
"Thanks for having breakfast with me. I had a rough night to be honest and this was a really nice change of pace," he says, still holding on to me.
"You’re welcome. Thank you, too."
Eli releases me and gives a shy smile. Yup, things were starting to change.
***
At the end of the week, Tatum and I stand at the airport terminal, waiting on her flight to board. She has on her fatigues and looks nervous, but excited. Her goodbye with Mama had brought tears to all of us.
I realize then, how much I miss my little sister. The night before, I apologized to her during a sisterly pow-wow. I’ve been holding onto so much guilt for abandoning her in the middle of some of the hardest years a girl has to go through. We cried a lot, laughed more and by the end of the night I felt better about mine and my sister’s relationship.
The announcement for her boarding comes on. We embrace fiercely and I take a deep breath to keep the tears from coming again.
“Bonnie, I love you so much and you’re the best sister ever…but please don’t be an idiot about Eli, okay? Don’t be too stubborn that you don’t recognize that God is giving you guys a second chance” Tatum whispers in my ear. I smile and kiss her cheek.
“I don’t know when you became so knowledgeable, baby sis. But I’ll try. I love you so much! This time I’ll write more okay?”
She just nods and wipes her hand over her eyes. She grabs her bags and with one last kiss turns around and leaves.
My sister is a woman, and a damn great one at that.
***
Eli was nervous. Most of the time he had nerves of steel, so he didn't know what was wrong with him. They had been to countless dances throughout middle and high school. There were at least a dozen pictures of the two dressed up in front of some lame decoration to prove it. But then again this was Prom. It was the dance that every girl dreamed of the entire four years of their high school career. He had heard girls in his freshman class planning for the future event. Ridiculous, he always thought.
He knew Bonnie was excited about it. It was the last dance they would go to. She wasn't over the top with her excitement, but Eli knew that she was still a little anxious.
He didn’t know what her dress looked like, only that it was teal. He picked a tux to match and had his mom help him with the corsage.
He rang the doorbell at Bonnie's house. His parents were already over here, waiting to take pictures and see the couple off. Ms. Cindy opened the door and swooned over how handsome he was. He walked in the living room and hugged his mom who looked near tears.
"Bonnie, he's heeerrre," Tatum said in a sing song voice. She winked at Eli and he smiled back. The room got quiet and Eli swore he could hear his heart thud in his chest. He took a deep breath as he heard Bonnie's heels on the floor getting closer.
She turned the corner and time froze. Everyone else disappeared and it was just the two of them in the room. Her dress was the most amazing blue in the world. Like the oceans in some far away paradise. It was spaghetti strapped and although it wasn’t bejeweled in any way, but it still looked like the most exotic thing Eli had ever seen on Bonnie. Her beautiful blond hair was curled and had a silver dolphin barrette in it.
Eli finally heard the noises in the room, his mom and Bonnie's mom oohing and aahing. He saw his mom dab her eyes with a tissue.
"So beautiful!" Ms. Cindy said.
"Gorgeous!" his own mother chimed in.
Bonnie blushed and walked over to Eli. She shrugged as if saying, well….
"You're Heaven," Eli whispered and felt his throat close up. He lightly kissed her cheek then offered her the corsage he was holding. It was a white lilac with an assortment of blue flowers. His mom had helped him pick it out.
Bonnie's smile was so big and bright as she took the corsage and slid on her wrist. Being so close, Eli could see the glitter on her eyelids and on her shoulders. His chest tightened as he caught the smell of his favorite perfume of hers. They hurried and took the obligatory pictures, posing a dozen different ways for all the parents. Eli could tell Bonnie was having fun. She had always been the type who was most comfortable in jeans and a T-shirt, but she did occasionally like to dress up.
They were in the limo before too long and stopped at Bonnie's Dad's house. Things were still tense between Bonnie's parents and it would be too uncomfortable for them to be in the same house, so Bonnie had asked to make a special detour. Eli, of course, obliged. If she had asked for the moon he would gladly do it.
On the way to Prom, Eli's head was a fuzzy mess. Every time he looked at Bonnie it felt like he was watching a movie. It didn't feel real, this night, this limo ride with her.
I am the luckiest guy on earth, he thought.
Bonnie looked at him and smiled, "This is already the best night ever, Eli. Thank you. I love you so much." They kissed slow and sweet. Everything was perfect. Tonight would be perfect no matter what.
Prom turned out to be a flurry of strobe lights, lots of love songs and pure happiness all around. Bonnie and Eli danced most the time, but also hung out with their mutual friends. Bonnie was so relaxed and carefree, Eli's worry about her having a good time melted away. They took pictures and greeted the teacher chaperones. The night was fun; pure, unadulterated and easy fun.
Their last dance was to "Yellow" by Coldplay, a song that Eli loved. Bonnie's curls had turned straight and her glitter had worn off, but she still looked gorgeous.
"Happiness suits you, Miss Jinks," Eli whispered.
"As it does you Mister Stone," she smiled and rested her head on his chest. "Tonight's been perfect. Even this song, it's perfect for us."
"I came along. I wrote a song for you." Eli sang quietly, leaning into Bonnie's ear. "And all the things you do. And it was called yellow."
"Do you still want to marry me? I mean truly think that we could get married and have kids?" Bonnie whispered out of the blue.
"Of course I do. I've never wanted anything more than that. Nothing else matters to me." Eli answered quickly, never hesitating. He suddenly felt like he had been hit in the gut. "I mean, you want that too, right? It doesn't have to happen right away or anything…” Eli stammered.
"Eli, of course I want to marry you. I would like to do it sooner than later. I just want to make sure you want to, even after school fades away. Even when our circumstances change," Bonnie answered.
They continued to dance. Eli was focused on how it would be when they did get married; He would wake up next to this girl every single day. Share a house together. Share nights, afternoons and mornings. They would finally be able to share everything. The thought made him ridiculously happy and he kissed the top of her hair when the song ended.
"Let's blow this popsicle stand shall we?" Eli asked putting his arm around Bonnie's shoulders. They said their goodbyes to all their close friends and left the auditorium.
"What do you want to do now?" Bonnie asked in the limo, taking off her heels.
"I was going to see if you wanted to go to the lake house. Spend the night with me. I've already asked your mom and got the okay," he smiled sheepishly, "Hope that was fine?"
Bonnie smiled. Since their anniversary date at the lake house, they had been back a few times to hang out, swim, fish and spend the night together. It was a magical place and it felt like home.
That night they skinny dipped in the lake around 2 am. They watched a cheesy scary movie afterwards, all wrapped up in each other's arms on the couch. Around dawn they decided to fall asleep.
Right before they did he whispered, "I wish every night was like this." He pulled Bonnie close and sighed.
"It will be babe. Until we're old and gray," Bonnie answered dreamily. They both slipped away, lost in their dreams.
Chapter Four
I woke up chilled to the bone. My throat felt on fire and I can’t breathe. Oh dear God, I’m sick.
Why is this happening to me? I have to take care of Mama all by myself. Now I have to figure out a way to do that and keep my germs away at the same time. Just perfect.
I drag myself out of the bed, wrap a blanket around me and walk into the kitchen. My eyeballs feel like they’re about to pop out of my head, there’s so much sinus pressure.
"Ugh,” I groan loudly searching the cabinet and finding nothing but Pepto and Ibuprofen. I check on Mama, who is sleeping soundly.
Remember just call if you need anything, Eli's voice pops in my head. I roll my eyes and pick up mom's phone and text Eli.
Hey, can you call me please?
It’s B.
I shiver and head back to my bedroom. I haven’t even pulled my covers over me, when the phone rings.
"Hey," I answer, sounding horrible and pathetic.
"Bonnie? What's wrong? You sound horrible."
"Thanks," I chuckle, but that hurts my throat so I end up having a coughing spell, “Eli, I'm sick. I woke up feeling like death warmed over. Do you think you can come help me with Mama whenever you're off work? I wouldn't ask unless I had to, I'm sorry.”
A long pause follows and I look at the screen to make sure we’re still connected.
"I'll take the day off. Do you have meds? Is it the flu or a stomach virus?”
"No, Mama doesn't have anything, but that's okay. It's just a head cold or something. I'll be fine. I just need help with Mama. I can't get her sick when she just got out of the hospital.”
"No, no I understand. I'll be there soon. Is the key still under the broken brick?”
I smile at his familiarity. It’s nice in a way. "Yes it is. I'll be in bed, I'm going back to sleep. Thank you."
"It’s okay, B. I'll see you in a bit."
I am so cold; my skin is covered in goose bumps. I shut my eyes and drift off to an uncomfortable sleep.
I wake to the smell of Vicks menthol. The low hum of a small motor is all I hear and I spy a square shaped humidifier on my nightstand. I groan when I realized how sore my throat is and how achy my body was feels. Instead of being cold I’m suddenly burning up and I throw the covers off of me.
"Hey, Bonnie. How did you sleep?" Eli's voice is soft, smooth like honey. He’s sitting beside my bed, with a book in his lap. His hair is wet, slicked back and he’s wearing a dark t-shirt with some video game logo on it.
"Okay for the most part. Thanks for the machine. That'll help out a bunch."
He nodded and got up. “I picked up some medicine for you too. Let me go get it. But first let's get you sitting up.”
Big flames of embarrassment rise in my chest as Eli's strong and gentle hands hook underneath my arms and pull me up. He fluffs the pillows behind me and lays a sheet over my ratty PJ-covered body.
I smile weakly, "I'm fine, Eli. Really. It's just the flu, I guess. How's Mama doing?"
"She's good. She woke up a couple hours ago and is watching TV. But you're not fine, honey; the flu can be some nasty stuff. I brought some medicine the pharmacist recommended to me."
His eyes are big and full of sympathy. Eli’s so tough on the outside, but has always been so tenderhearted, such a caregiver. He’s always been like that, as if it was engraved in him at birth to be a great caretaker.
"I haven't been this sick in a long time," I grumble. My head is throbbing, as if somebody’s attacking with a jackhammer from the inside.
Eli’s cool hand touches my forehead gently, "I know. You hardly ever get sick. Must have picked something up from the hospital all that time you were there."
When he leaves the room, I pick up the phone. The clock reads that it was past lunchtime. I've been asleep much longer than I thought. When Eli returns, his arms are full of medicines. He sets a glass of clear liquid down and starts naming all the things he has.
"I picked up tissues, Theraflu, more ibuprofen, sore throat spray, some Vicks chest rub stuff, and cough drops. Oh and I bought some chicken noodle soup and Sprite. Sprite is the only thing I'll drink if I'm real sick. Don't know why, but it's what my mom uses,” he smiles at me as he lays everything on my dresser.
His helpfulness makes me choke up. I had prepared myself to tough it out, without any help. I only wanted Eli to help with Mama. For years now, I’ve been taking care of myself and besides Mama needed the most help anyway. But Eli went and bought almost a whole pharmacy…for me.
"What is it? Do you feel bad?" He hands me a tissue, "Here we'll go ahead and get some of this stuff in you to make you start feeling better."
I blow my nose and croak out, "Thank you, Eli. You don't have to take care of me. But it sure is nice."
He sits down gingerly and hands me a measuring medicine cup filled with disgusting orange liquid. "What are ex-best friends for huh? I told you that I'd be here for anything. People get sick, but they also need someone to help take care of them when they get that way, you know? Don't worry about it."
I take the medicine and immediately drink the Sprite. I can feel it cooling my throat instantly. After I tell Eli I’m hungry, he leaves to go make some soup. In a few minutes he comes in with a bed tray.
"Do you remember when you got sick in Mrs. Benolk's class? It was like a chain reaction after that. One of the most interesting days of middle school for sure,” Eli says flipping through the channels on the TV. I smile big as the memory comes back to me. It was eighth grade year and I had stubbornly gone to school against advice of my parents. I ended up getting a fever and getting sick in the middle of class.
"That was something huh? Mrs. Benolk acted like I had the plague. Ha!" I laugh softly. I eat the rest of my soup and Eli picks a talk show to watch. We sit in comfortable silence.
Soon, I start to feel sleepy. I put my empty bowl on the table and scoot farther underneath the covers. My head thankfully isn’t pounding like before and I feel relief the instant I shut my eyes. Before I lose all awareness, I feel Eli gently tuck the cover in. He switches the TV off and brushes a cool hand across my forehead.
I feel his lips softly brush my brow before whispering good night. These tiny gestures are giving me such a warm feeling of comfort. It’s hard to squash down the feeling of enjoyment I’ve begun to feel. And suddenly I’m not sure I want to anymore. It’s nice being taken care of. Mick never was attentive when I was sick, and instead avoided me at all cost, afraid he would catch whatever I had and ruin his shows. But Eli, he puts everyone above himself.
I wake up a couple hours later and feel a big improvement all overt. Eli isn’t here, but I spy his note on the cleaned off night table. It reads: Going to get meds for Cindy. Be back soon.
I climb out of bed. I’m so stiff and sore, from the lack of activity. I stretch gingerly and head to the bathroom.
My hair almost makes me cry. It looks like a bird’s nest, sticking out in all directions. I splash some cold water on my face. Doing so is a reminder that I desperately need a shower.
I turn the shower on hotter than usual and get undressed. A warm blanket of air engulfs me when I step inside. I wash my hair and lather up the rest of me in my favorite soap. My head still hurts, but not as bad.
"Shit," I whisper realizing I didn't bring a change of clothes in the bathroom with me. I towel wrap my hair and grab Mama’s pink fluffy robe.
When I enter my room, I nearly bump into Eli. He is changing the sheets on my bed. "Hey you don't have to do that, Eli."
The gesture makes me want to cry, my emotions are obviously all over the map.
"No it's okay. I heard you in the shower and figured it'd be nice to get into a clean bed, too. I'll finish in a minute so you can change."
He stops suddenly when he looks at me. My face is flush and my skin has broken out in goose bumps.
"You okay, B?" Eli puts a hand to my forehead and makes a tsk-tsk noise. He helps sit me down on the bed.
"I think I just need some more meds," I whisper.
"Yeah, seems like that. Here, just one sec,” with nimble fingers he swiftly pulls out two different kinds of medicine, “Let me go get you some Sprite okay? I'll be right back." And as fast as lightning he’s out of the room.
My head is foggy, like somebody has taken a hundred cotton balls and stuffed them inside. I try to take a deep breath but my chest aches. I feel like death.
Eli rushes back with a glass filled with Sprite. I take the medicine and take a sip. Sitting the glass down, I start to cry. I’ve reached my breaking point. I have never handled being severely ill very well.
"Shhh, it's going to be okay honey. You'll start getting better soon. I promise. I'll get you ready for bed okay?"
"No!" I exclaim through my crying.
Eli stills beside me, "Bonnie, I just want to help you. I swear I am not going to be indecent. I would never do that to you. If you want to do it by yourself that's fine honey. I just want you to know I'm here if you need me.”
I take a deep breath and look at his face. It hurts looking at something so beautiful, so full of caring that I don’t deserve.
I finally nod and mumble, “Okay.”
He goes to my dresser and retrieves some clean pajamas and underwear. He then comes over to me, “Did you dry off all the way?”
I nod and he nods back, “Okay... I'm going to start then alright? I'll be quick.”
I nod and look at him again. My eyes are glued to his as he puts the shirt over my head, struggling to get it over the towel wrapped around my hair. He takes my arms out of the robe gingerly and into the shirt. His touch is so soft and warm. It feels safe.
“There you go. Now the rest, okay?” He holds my stare and I whisper my agreement. Eli kneels beside me with my underwear and lifts each foot into them. He brings them up all the way to my thighs.
“Okay, honey. Grab on to me and stand up a little okay?” I’m drowning at this point. My insides have erupted into flames.
“This doesn't mean ANYTHING got it?” I say hoarsely. This breaks the tension a little and Eli laughs.
“No way, ma'am! I totally got it.”
We lock eyes again as I stand up and hook my arms around his neck. Even though it’s been years, him being so close to me is familiar. He smells like fresh laundry. He quickly slides my underwear up over my bottom. My whole body is tingling.
He clears his throat, “Um, okay let me sit you down and put your pants on, alright?”
He pulls my pants over my feet and legs then stands me up again to pull them the rest of the way. He sits me down again and grabs my hairbrush.
“I'm going to brush your hair then you can rest. Alright, darlin’?” His voice is low and husky. Was this doing anything to him? Did I want it to? All I do is nod and close my eyes as he gently towel dries my hair and starts brushing.
“Is this hard for you?” I whisper.
“A little bit,” he admits after a brief hesitation, “But I'm okay. Are you okay?”
I snicker, “Yeah, except for the whole feeling like death part.” Eli chuckles and I continue, “It’s nice though, being taken care of. I really do appreciate you helping me and Mama out.” I intertwine my fingers in my lap. The rhythm of the brush going up and down is relaxing.
“It's not that big of a deal. I'm glad you called me, Bonnie. Do you want me to bring the dryer in here and dry your hair? I know you hate to sleep with wet hair.” He pauses letting that nugget of information stay in the air.
“Um, yes if you don't mind,” I answer.
He gets the dryer and sits down behind me. The feel of his fingers running through my hair sends tiny shivers coursing through my body. When we were together, my hair was longer and he always loved to brush it. When he switches the dryer off, I sigh sadly.
“There we go,” he says softly. He brushes my hair one more time and my eyes grow heavy.
I lay down and he pulls the covers up to my chin, “Good night hon. Get some rest baby doll.” His thumb strokes my cheek and I feel his warm lips on my forehead.
***
Eli woke up to complete darkness. Wherever he was, it was pitch black. He realized he was lying on a lumpy mattress.
He reached in his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. It lit up showing it was around 3 am. There was a dull pounding on the left side of his head and his mouth was completely dry, almost as if he had cotton balls stuffed in there.
All of a sudden, he heard a soft moan and felt someone shift. For a minute his heart stopped. Memories from a few hours before flood in. He remembers where he’s at, Eddie's friend's graduation party.
What he did at the party hours before came back as well. And a stream of bile rose up in his mouth. He hadn’t gone to the party with ill intentions.
"You sure are sexy as hell," Jacie, or (was it Joni?) whispered in his ear. Her hand was by his crotch, making teasing grazes across his lap.
"Mmm, hmmm. They all say that," he whispered, his heart in his throat. Her perfume enveloped him smelling like vanilla. His hand idled on the small of her back.
He was so drunk.
She was prettier now, than she had been hours before when he saw her in the doorway.
"So, Eddie told me that you've only been with one girl. Don't you believe in variety?" her lips were on his neck, close by his Adam's apple. She wanted him, he knew that. She was practically straddling him as it was and he felt his face flush. His breathing was ragged and his heart felt like it was going to beat out of his chest at any moment.
“She's my girl. She's the only one I've ever wanted to be with," he said weakly. Bonnie's face came to mind and made him smile and feel sad all at the same time. She was probably asleep now. She never stayed up late most weekends.
"Awe, well isn't that cute? She sure is a lucky girl," Jacie/Joni sarcastically said, her voice low and scratchy. Her face was in front of his now. He smelled the vodka on her breath. She bit his lip hard and he instantly pulled back, which made it hurt worse. Blood filled his mouth and he became hard even though he wasn't trying. They kissed then, aggressive and rough, not like how he was used to. He tasted blood, salt and beer.
This is the second girl I’ve ever kissed, he thought. Bonnie’s face came to the forefront of his mind and he pulled away.
"No, I can't. I love her. I can't do this. I don't even know you," Eli said. He pulled away as far as he could. His hands were on her shoulders gently pushing her away. She pushed against him, hurriedly kissed him again. She smelled like sweat and booze. It was disgusting.
"I don't like the word no. I don't want you as a boyfriend. I just want to show you how another girl can feel," she growled and pressed herself against him.
She walked him to a dark room, opened the door and pushed him inside. The last thing Eli saw was Bonnie's face as he was pushed onto the mattress. Then the world turned black.
Eli looked over to the source of the sound and saw the girl on her stomach, her fire red hair splayed out around her. She lifted her head and smiled. His phone’s light lit her face. She wasn't that pretty, nowhere close to how beautiful Bonnie was. Eli's heart slammed against his chest. He felt tears threatening to spill. His throat was on fire.
"What’s wrong sweetie pie?”
Jacie/Joni laughed and faced away.
Chapter Five
"Mama, I'm so sorry. I have no clue how they figured out where we lived," I apologize, peeking through the blinds. At least 50 paparazzi are hanging outside on the sidewalk and in part of our yard. Like vultures waiting to strike. Their cars line the street up and down, blocking multiple driveways.
"Honey, it's not your fault. Anybody can find out anything about anyone nowadays," Mama replies. I groan and turn around. Mama is sitting in her recliner watching TV, not seeming bothered at all.
"The neighbors are going to be pissed," I reply sitting on the couch, "And I really need to go to the store. We could use some groceries."
"This will all pass. I don't want you going out there and being attacked with nosy questions. Why don't you call Eli and see if he can't get them to move on," I shake my head. Here we go again.
"No, I can handle a few paps by myself. I rather not call him and seem like some damsel in distress." I know I’m being stubborn, but I already feel guilty for being so weak while I was sick the previous week. Eli had taken two days off to continue taking care of us, staying at our house and sleeping on the couch. He had been at our beck and call and had already done so much. Too much for me.
"Fine, I'll call him. You're going to have to get over your stubbornness. Y'all were friends first before having a relationship. Remember that," Mama picks up her phone and starts dialing. I just stare at her, my mouth open.
"Hi, Eli? Yes it's Ms. Cindy….are you busy? Well I have some paparazzi in front of my house and around the neighborhood and Bonnie really needs to go grocery shopping. I don't want her being harassed….yes, yes okay that sounds great….Okay see you in a bit. Bye," she hangs up and continues to watch TV.
"Well?"
"He’ll be here soon. He's going to tell them to move on or he'll arrest them. Then he said he'll take you to the store. I’m going to take a nap. A friend of mine might come over later for dinner and a movie."
Mama stands and throws the remote beside me on the couch and with her cane ambles to her room.
I turn the TV volume up and start flipping through channels. I stop on an entertainment show and watch as my face filled the screen.
"Bonnie Jinks has not been reached for comment on her break up with rock star Mick Jones. Her mother was involved in a near fatal car accident and it seems Bonnie broke things off before heading to her home state of Texas to join her mother's bedside. We caught up with Mick a few days ago and he gave this comment," the show's host fades into the background as a video of Mick took up the screen. He looks normal, wearing a faded and ripped t shirt and skinny jeans.
All of a sudden, I hear a commotion outside and peek through the blinds again. Eli is standing in the lawn in his uniform with his police car parked in the middle of the street. He’s talking to the photographers and I hear loud booing. But they’re packing up and leaving. I smile, despite myself, and settle back down on the couch.
On the TV, Mick is in the middle of talking, "You know, I hope she comes back. It's a shame what happened to her mom and all. I don't know if she's going through a quarter life crisis or something but she knows I love her." He takes off his sunglasses and wipes away the imaginary tears he has. He is a damn good actor that’s for sure. I always told him he should dabble in acting along with his music career.
There’s a knocking on the door and I call for Eli to come in. He opens the door smiling and closes the door quickly behind him.
"Man those guys are like freaking piranhas! They bribed me for a picture of you. You're lucky I'm such an honest guy," Eli declares and sits down on Mama’s recliner, “They told me they would give me $200 for one shot. If it's okay with you, we should hang out until they all leave."
I nod and continue to watch the TV. Eli gets the hint and stays quiet as the show's host comes back on the screen.
"We have received word that Bonnie's mother is out of the hospital now and resting at home. We have been unsuccessful at getting a comment from the shy artist. Our reporter was just shooed away from her mother's residence by a local cop. This is what was said."
Suddenly, Eli filled the screen and my jaw drops.
"If you folks do not get off this private property, then I will be forced to arrest all of you. Ms. Jinks and her family have the right to privacy in their own home, and we do not take too kindly to this type of harassment," Eli’s southern drawl is stern and sexy as hell. The host cuts in and something else is said, but I’m not paying attention anymore.
I look at Eli and he’s smirking. I raise my eyebrows as he laughs and exclaims, "Ha! That’s the first time I've seen myself on TV, which was pretty damn cool!"
"You're not mad? I'm so sorry they did that, Eli."
My apology is sincere; I really do feel bad for Eli getting tossed in the middle of my drama. It isn’t fair.
"B, it's okay. Like I said that was cool. I don't have a problem with being on TV, I was doing my job. And I was helping you and Ms. Cindy." He smiles at me and stands. He crosses to the couch and looks through the blinds. "It looks like they're all gone. You want to go to the store now? Or wait a little bit longer?" He peers down at me.
"Um, aren't you on duty or something? Now that they're gone, I can take myself to the store."
Instantly, guilt courses through my body, I sound like a rude bitch. I look up at Eli’s frowning face. My cheeks heats up as embarrassment takes over. I’m acting like a brat.
"I'm sorry; I didn't mean to be rude. You're being really nice and I appreciate the help, I really do but-"
Eli holds up a hand, stopping me, "It’s alright, B. You're not being rude, so don't apologize. It's just that I'm really happy I helped you, that’s all.”
“I’m just in a bad mood today. I’m sorry.”
He breathes deep and sits down next to me, making sure not to get too close. "You know, it's weird for me too sometimes. I just want to start where we used to be? As friends, of course. You're like my oldest friend, you know that right?” His grin is big and goofy and I feel something stir in my belly. A warm sensation passes through me and I feel my bad mood start to ebb away.
I nod, too shocked at his sudden confession to vocalize an answer.
"I don't want this tension, this uncomfortable feeling surrounding us. I don't want you to hate me. I'm sorry I'm being so pushy. I'm sorry Ms. Cindy is being so pushy too," he laughs and his face relaxes a little, "She's so intent on getting things back to how they were. It's kind of sweet."
He reaches over and holds my hand. It feels so normal. Like the last six years hasn't happened and we’re 18 again. Our hands have always felt like they were made to fit together.
When I don’t protest or pull away he continues talking, "I'm actually off duty right now and I would love to be able to accompany you to the grocery store. I just want to protect you, Bonnie. I don't want those douche bags around you, hounding you. You've been through enough."
Nodding again, I whisper, "That's very nice of you," then out of nowhere and without thinking, I blurt out, "Isn't your wife wondering why you're spending so much time over with us Jinks’?"
He laughs, “I’m not married. No wife wondering where I am."
"Girlfriend?"
"Nope. Actually, I haven't had one in a while," he answers. I look up into his eyes and my stomach twists sharply. Those stunning sea green eyes have always been my weakness.
"Why are you asking?" His voice has gone soft, teasing me. His eyes have that familiar twinkle and a lump forms in my throat. He is so striking. So completely handsome. So familiar.
I begin to cry then, tears falling down my face. Eli's expression changes immediately and he puts his arm around me.
Six years cannot take away the pain this man had brought me, but it also cannot take away the complete longing I have always felt when near him.
"I just can't help it. I just want to hate you. Hate you so much for what happened, but I can't. Not anymore. When you're around, it's so easy for things to feel like they used to, before that day. Part of me wants that, craves it.” I confess my head buried in his chest. I feel him heave a big sigh and his grip tightens slightly.
He’s silent though, so I continue, "Mama told me to remember that we were friends first. She’s right; you've always been there for me. You’ve been there for most of my life. It still hurts so much to be around you because I just want you and I to be like it used to. I'm just really confused. I'm sorry."
Looking up into Eli’s handsome face calms me. It’s the same face that I’ve kissed a million times. Those eyes that I used to daydream about in art class, his heart shaped lips that promised me forever. All the curves and valleys were so familiar. My hand reaches out to caress his cheek.
Eli sighs and pulls away to kiss my forehead. My throat tightens up and fire is just consuming me on the inside. I’m in danger of crying again.
"Bonnie, do you remember what my note said? How you'll always have my heart?" I nod and he continues, "It was true, and it’s still true. I know this isn't the right time for us, but maybe it will be soon. I feel it. I haven't stopped loving you."
He kisses me then, soft and sweetly. My heart quickens and tightens up. Suddenly, I’m 18 again, back to the day when he proposed to me. My brain is screaming at me to stop, that I’m being ignorant, but my heart overrides its commands. His lips are so soft and he holds me tenderly. Our bodies melt against one another.
It’s the best kiss I’ve had in a while.
He pulls away and sighs, "Lord, have mercy; I've wanted to do that since I first saw you at the hospital. I'm sorry, I'm not trying to take advantage of you, and it just felt like the right thing -"
I cut him off and kiss him again. This isn't just some guy. This is Eli. The same boy who took up for me on the playground at recess during the fourth grade. The one who told Steven Bowman to take a hike so he could dance with me. The one who held me while I cried on the day my parents got divorced. This was Eli, who in the 11th grade, tenderly and gently took the virginity that I gave to him and kissed my tears away when it was over.
This kiss is more aggressive, hungrier than the previous. I take his head in both my hands while his hands move toward my hips. He leans back and pulls me onto his lap.
When it’s over, I notice his eyes are misty, "What's wrong? Are you okay?" I ask.
He smiles as he twirls a piece of my hair around his finger. My heart is still beating fast and he places his other hand over it. He finally nods in response.
"I love you so damn much, Bonnie," Eli whispers, "I never thought I would be able to kiss you again. Not in a million years. I never thought it was going to happen." He leans forward and hugs me. "You, my dear, have made me a very happy man right now."
"I love you, too, Eli. I never stopped." My confession is a whisper. I’m completely drained from the rollercoaster of emotions that has just taken place.
We sit there for a while, me on his lap, cuddling together, kissing every now and then. His arms are strong, stronger than they used to be. I notice that he’s still using the same cologne that he did in high school. I want to stay like this forever.
"How about you come with me to my house and let me change. Then we'll go to the store?" Eli asks. I nod and climb off of him.
"You mean I get to ride in the cop car?" I ask playfully. Eli smiles back and cups my chin, another gesture from the past; one that always brought butterflies to my stomach.
"Looks like it. I got to park it at the house and get the truck before we head off,” he says kissing my forehead.
I check on Mama, who’s still sleeping and apply some fresh make up. We start down the sidewalk and instinctively I take Eli's hand. Out of the corner of my eyes I see him smile while he opens the door for me.
I quiz Eli on all the gadgets in his patrol car. He laughs at my amazement of all the tech toys. All the tension from the previous hour has been completely erased.
"You live in your Pops lake house?" I ask once I recognize the direction we’re headed. Eli nods.
"Pops died a couple years ago and Gran said he had deeded the property to me while I was still in middle school. So I came out here, fixed it up a little and it's been home ever since," he looks sideways at me, "I hope its ok with you, going there. Since you know…" he trails off.
He proposed to me at that house. With petals on the bed that spelled out, marry me? We danced to Michael Bolton's love song. That day had been one of the best of my life.
"It’s ok. No worries," I assure him.
"Bonnie, I loved every minute of what just happened at Miss Cindy’s. But I don't want to rush you into anything. I don't want you to do anything you don’t want to do. I know you just got out of that relationship with that guy and everything…" his voice trails off and I reach for his hand.
“No worries, Elijah. You've always been such a worrier. I'm a grown ass woman and if I don't want to do something, please bet that I'll let you know," I take a breath and continue, "All those years with Mick were just empty. I cared about him, sure. But there was always something missing. Always something lacking and I never really found true happiness with him. Fun times, yes. Not real happiness though. You have always been a part of my life, even when we weren't together."
I take a shaky breath, it was so freeing being able to admit that. I’ve never been truthful about Mick to anyone, let alone to myself.
“I mean, you don't have to answer if you don't want to, but…I just don't know what we are right now, you know?" Eli says.
"I don't think I'll ever be able to describe the type of relationship we have. Let's quit being serious okay? I've had enough serious moments the last few weeks to last a lifetime."
At that instant, we pull up to the house. Eli really did fix it up; the roof, the porch everything. There’s an addition to side, as if an extra room has been built. A boat sits off to the side as well as the old gray '88 Chevy Eli used to drive in high school. It’s a bit more rusted than I remember.
"Gaw, you still have that Chevy? I'm surprised it hasn't bit the dust yet!" I exclaim, climbing out of the cruiser. We walk up the driveway onto the porch.
"Be nice, you'll hurt her feelings. She may be old, but she's reliable," Eli unlocks and opens the door and I step in. I’m blown away by how different everything looks. The place has been modernized with electronic gadgets and a big flat screen TV. The couches are different and the walls have been painted.
It looks and feels like home. It feels like Eli.
"Let me change quickly and we can go," Eli calls as he heads down the hallway to the back bedroom. "Make yourself at home. I'll be really quick."
I quietly walk down the hallway after him, looking at pictures on the wall. There are framed pictures of his family, some old that I recognize and some newer. At the very end of the hall, I recognize a piece of art hanging in a very expensive looking frame.
It’s the cover art I had drawn for Mick's band's CD. I reach up and trace my initials at the far left corner: BMJ. It’s surreal seeing it framed on Eli’s wall. He’s pass by this every day for the last few years. And I had no idea.
"Hey, if you want, and don't mind, I could pick some stuff up to cook dinner tonight. I'm not that bad of a cook," Eli interrupts my thoughts and comes out of his room. He stops suddenly to keep from running into me.
I look up and notice he isn't wearing a shirt, just a pair of shorts. My mind goes blank as I stare at his chest. It’s beautiful, a complete masterpiece of perfection.
"Why do you have this?" I ask after hesitating for a split second, tapping the glass.
He grins and his cheeks redden. "Well it's not cause I like the band. To be honest I think they suck."
He walks past me into the living room and picks up a shirt from the chair. He comes to stand by me and he’s so close I can smell the body soap he just used. I look up at him.
"I always thought it was neat. And in that upper far right side, you can make out a man's face. I always hoped that it was me. That I was still in here,” he taps his temple, “You have crazy epic talent. I liked the thought of having a piece of you inside my house," he finished.
I turn my body to him and once again I’m awestruck at how beautiful he is. He was always attractive, but turning into a man has done him well. There’s a tattoo above his heart, something in a different language. I reach up and lightly touched it.
"What does it say?" His heart thuds rapidly underneath my fingertips.
"In French, ‘I have found the one whom my soul loves, ‘Song of Solomon 3:4’.” Eli whispers back. He closes his eyes and places his hand over mine. His hand is warm, his grip so soft.
"There's another here," he points to his inner left arm. "That says, ‘Many waters cannot quench love; rivers cannot wash it away,’ Song of Solomon 8: 7." He meets my gaze, "I got them for you. I'm sorry; I know that seems creepy, especially having your artwork framed in my hallway. I swear I’m not your stalker.”
"Shh," I command quietly. I take his hands and lead him to his room. I stop in front of his bed and take my shirt off. My breathing is fast and I look up in his eyes with tears in mine... I turn around so he can see the right side of my ribcage. My tattoo is there, another phrase but in English, so he knows what it reads immediately.
“‘All beautiful you are, my darling; there is no flaw in you. Song of Solomon 4:7’," he reads aloud. His voice is low and makes my stomach flutter. All around us I can practically feel the electricity coming from us.
"That one is for you," I whisper before I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. His full lips are sweet and fit perfectly over mine. He pulls away after a minute, his green eyes lock on mine and I nod. He starts slowly pulling his shorts down.
"Is this okay, Bonnie? I don't want to rush things." He looks so uncertain standing in his boxer briefs, so unsure of himself.
My smile is wide, "I haven't done anything so right, in a long, long time."
I take off the remainder of my clothes and we start kissing again. I feel weak and vulnerable, but underneath all that are the familiar feelings of raw love, hunger, and need. Every time we made love, it convinced me our bodies had been made specifically for each other.
This time wouldn’t be any different, no matter how many years had passed.
He picks me up with ease and carries me out of the room. I raise an eyebrow, and he smiles, his eyes warm and intense. His eyes show every emotion he’s feeling right now, they always did give him away. He continues to walk through the house naked and finally stops at another room. This faces towards the lake and the wall was made out of glass. A black dresser is to the side and in the middle is a white sheeted round bed with a white canopy halfway around it. Red pillows decorate the head of the bed. The room is adorned with art that I gifted him in high school. I am taken by surprise to see more of my artwork, long ago forgotten.
"You built this?" I whisper. He nods and kisses my nose.
"I've never used it, to be honest. It was just something that I needed to build for some reason. You like it?" he asks. I kiss him on the nose back and nod.
He carries me to the dresser where he turns the CD player on. Ed Sheeran’s “Kiss Me” comes on and Eli looks apologetic.
“I swear I’m not trying to be cheesy. This song always reminded me of you.”
"It's beautiful, just like you," is my answer. He lowers me down slowly on the bed and lies down beside me. I feel self-conscience laying there in the nude, so I reach for the covers, but Eli stops me.
"No, please. Please, just let me look. You're so beautiful, Bonnie. You've gotten more beautiful with time," he murmurs. He gently caresses my tattoo with his fingertips.
"Song of Solomon verses always reminded me of us. ‘All beautiful you are, my darling; there is no flaw in you’."
He leans down and kisses the tattoo and moves up. His lips are on my neck, touching it so softly and move behind my ear. Each kiss makes my insides quiver. The room is spinning. His touch is a thousand flames; exhilarating every inch of me. My body quivers in anticipation because it recognizes his touch, his kiss.
He raises his head and looks in my eyes. His hand rests on my stomach right below my belly button, "Is this the spot still?" he asks softly, his fingers tracing a certain pattern only he knew that made my legs turn to jelly.
I nod, unable to talk. I touch his face and wrap my fingers through his silky hair, "Please, Eli. Please."
"Okay, love. Okay," his voice is thick with emotion as he lowers himself down to kiss me. When he slips inside me I feel my heart beat right out of my chest. He has his head buried in my shoulder but I lift it up. His smile brings his dimples coming out. We lock eyes and make love.
Time stands still and everything becomes quiet. A line of sweat beads his brow and his cheeks are flush. One hand comes to my face and cups it lightly. We take our time, exploring each other. He feels amazing; he makes me feel amazing.
"I love you. I've never stopped," he admits quietly. I can feel the buildup and I know the explosion is approaching. His declaration has turned me on even more. To have this man, this gorgeous man, love me after all this time is beyond me.
"Tell me again. Please," I beg. I grip his arms, feeling his muscles. He leans down and kisses me hungry and rough. His pace quickens, pushing me farther to the finish.
"I love you. I love you. You are my sun, and my moon and my stars," he tells me as I start moaning softly. I grab his hand tighter and he keeps talking, "And I was dead without you. I love you so... Damn….Much."
Suddenly, we explode together. We yell out as we peak together. The world becomes an inky black and all I can see are a million stars. Every inch of my body tingles.
Eli collapses on top me, his body drenched in sweat. We’re panting, willing our bodies to calm down and our hearts to slow. He spoons up against me, his arm slung over my body. I take a finger and gently run it up and down. Things are silent for a while.
Finally, he breaks the silence; his voice a shaky whisper, “I was always so jealous when I saw you with him. Or when I turned on the TV and saw some video clip of you and him at his concerts. You were by his side and looked so pretty, so gorgeous… just like always. The first time I saw you two together, I threw up. I was sick for the rest of the week. It didn’t feel right, you being gone, with another guy."
Scooting closer to me, he draws his arms tighter around my body, "Anytime someone mentioned you, my heart broke a little more. I would pass magazines in the grocery store from time to time, and they had y'all on the cover and I would almost cry right there. Seeing you with some other guy, smiling, holding on to him...it drove me crazy. I realized how stupid I was for letting you go and by that time you were already gone. I was too late."
He sighs and continues, "I know that we should go slowly. We have to. But I just want to erase the last six years and start where we left off. Making wedding plans, talking about babies. You were going to move in with me that summer, remember?" he looks up and I nod, not able to find my voice. All this information is coming at me too fast. His eyes reflect the pain and hurt of the past. The pain and hurt that I thought only belonged to me.
"I've waited so long for you. So long to have you again and I don't want to mess it up, Bonnie. I don't ever want to mess things up again." He starts crying softly and I feel my own tears spill onto my cheek. I cling to him, this grown man, whose tears are making their way to my bare chest. My heart aches for him, for both of us.
"We’ll take it one day at a time, Eli. I want to be with you. I've just been so stubborn before, trying to push you away even though I knew you and I were destined for each other. One day at a time." I kiss him, deep and passionately and all I want to do is stay here, naked with my beautiful soul mate. Reality sets in though, like it always does at the most inopportune times. We have stuff to do.
"Let's go take a shower. We still have to go shopping," I suggest smiling, breaking away from the kiss. He stands up and lifts me off the bed. He carries me through the house back to his room. We shower together, kissing for long periods of time under the water. His body is incredible, naked and wet in front of me. His arms are massive and strong. He holds me so tight, like he’s afraid I’m going to float away.
While he’s washing my back, I say, "I have found the one whom my soul loves. Did you really get that for me?" Eli turns me around, his eyebrows in a crease, suddenly serious. He cups my cheek lightly.
"Yes, I did. I got it the year you left to New York. It's for you, nobody else." I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him again. This makes my heart happy, my soul ecstatic.
After getting dressed, I check my phone and see a text from my mom: Take your time. Mr. D is over and we’re watching a movie. But please don’t forget the groceries. Xoxo mama
"Hey, do you know who Mr. D is? Some friend of Mama’s?" I ask as we leave the house.
"Mr. Dean, the former football coach. We usually just called him Coach. He and your mother have been dating for a while. Is he over there right now?"
I nod, perplexed. Why didn’t I know that Mama is dating Coach? Being on the road kept me preoccupied with Mick's touring schedule and I feel a stabbing pang of guilt for not being an attentive daughter like I should have been. Everything took a backseat to Mick and the gravity of just how wrong I’ve been comes at me full assault.
We climb into the old Chevy and take off towards town.
"So what are you cooking tonight Chef? And when exactly did you start cooking?" I smile and reach for his hand.
Eli scoffs with mock hurt, "I've been cooking for ages now. Mostly Ramon noodles and Hamburger Helper, but I can whip some things up from scratch as well. What would you like?"
"Shrimp, maybe? I haven't had that in ages. Not sure if Coach likes it, but I know Mama does."
We reach the local grocery store, still run by Mr. and Mrs. Darcy, who are older than dirt, but act like teenagers. Mrs. Darcy comes up to us as we enter the store.
"As I live and breathe, Bonnie Marie!" She hugs me tight. "And Elijah John, how have you been my dear?" She hugs Eli next.
"Hi, Mrs. Darcy," we greet in unison. She starts talking about how she’s been praying for her and I zone out a little.
My focus turns to Eli's face as he listens to Mrs. Darcy. Maybe I was too quick to sleep with him, maybe not. Maybe there are no rules when it comes to reuniting with someone who holds your heart. All I know is right now everything feels so right. Finally.
After the first time I slept with Mick, I held back my tears until after he was asleep. He had been the first one after Eli that I had been with and it felt so wrong.
Eli was right about the man’s face in the band’s cover. As always, when I paint I don't really think about what I'm doing. I zone out and just paint or draw. When I finished that cover I gasped when I saw Eli's face looking back at me.
The heart makes its needs known, sometimes subtly.
Mrs. Darcy left so we could shop and we went down every isle. We had done a lot of grocery shopping in high school. After the divorce, Mama took on double shifts at the hospital to make up for the lack of income. I became responsible for some household duties, including grocery shopping. Back then it always felt like we were playing grownups, shopping together like I'd seen so many older couples do. Today was no different.
He seemed more relax now, more laid back. He jokes easily with me, making my stomach cramp from laughing so hard.
We load our groceries in his truck and head to Mama’s. Coach’s red Jeep is in the driveway. It’s the same one he had in high school.
I grab some bags and follow Eli up the walk. I recognize Mr. Dean as soon as I see him. He’s older now, but still holds an air of authority about him. He stands up from his spot on the couch and reaches for my bags.
"Bonnie, how nice to see you again," he looks over to Eli and nods, "Hey Eli, how's work been?"
“Been good, Coach. I need to meet my ticket quota though here soon.” Both of them laugh and head to the kitchen.
"You make him watch these corny shows?" I roll my eyes at the cheesy Lifetime movie on TV. I lean down and kiss the top of her head, "I’ve missed so much, huh?"
Mama looks up and smiles, "That's how life is sweetie. You get grown then you have your own worries and events to keep you company. I never mentioned him because it was never that serious. But I think the accident changed both our point of views."
"I can see how that can happen. It's put a lot of things in perspective for me that’s for sure. Um, Eli is staying for dinner. He’s gonna make shrimp."
Mama nods in agreement and I walk into the kitchen and find Eli already cooking. Coach is sitting at the bar with a beer in hand and Eli's open bottle is next to the stove. Apparently, I’ve just interrupted their talk about football.
My heart starts pounding when Eli smiles at me. The sparks I felt had never died down. And now that we’re back together, they’ve returned. I feel like a giddy teenager as I walk up to him and nestle beside him. His arm rests comfortably behind my back.
In this instant, I know, we are made for each other.
"So Bonnie, your mom mentioned you'll staying with her for a while," Mr. Dean says.
"Yes, sir. Until she's ready for me to leave," I answer politely. "It's nice to be home. I sure have missed it." Coach nods and smiles and takes a long pull from his bottle.
"If you aren't doing anything this Sunday you and Elijah should come to my church. I've been taking your mom for a while now and she really likes it. It's down on the corner of Main and O'Dell," Coach mentions. I nod, church sounds nice.
Tatum and I had been raised with church as the center point of our lives for as long as I could remember. Eli went to the same church and that's another reason why we became such close friends.
I haven't been to church in about five or six years. The thought unnerves me and immediate guilt engulfs my heart. It's not that I had adopted Mick's agnostic views; I still believed in God and Jesus and considered myself a Christian the whole time I was with him. However, the needing and longing for service and reading my Bible had evaded me.
"Coach, you must be getting old, because I've been going to that church longer than you have!" Eli exclaims. They share a laugh and start talking about football again. I give Eli a quick peck on the cheek and walk into the living room.
"Mama, can I talk to you in my room?" My voice is barely a whisper. She looks up confused and stands to follow me. She sits down on my bed and I close the door quietly behind me.
“I slept with him."
"I know," Mama smirked.
"Wait, huh? How did you know?"
"Because I'm your mother, and I can tell. I think it's wonderful. You should ask him to stay the night. Mr. Dean and I were planning on watching movies all night. Your mother has turned into quite the night owl in my age," she winks and stands.
"Wait, wait, you don't think it's wrong? Or it’s too soon after Mick? You think its okay?"
"Of course, Bonnie. If it feels right in your heart, then of course it's okay. You're a grown woman now, you don't need my approval."
She walks out of the room, leaving me confused and full of more questions. I sit for a few minutes before I hear a gentle knock at the door as Eli pokes his head in.
"Hey you," he greets softly. He comes to me and hugs me tight. "I guess you told your mom, huh?" I look up to his face and I give a slight nod. He always knew me better than anyone.
"Are you regretting it?" His question snaps me back to reality.
"No! No way, I'm not. I promise,” I reply, "I just wanted to get my mom's thoughts. It's all good, Eli I promise." I tiptoe and kiss him.
"She actually told me to invite you to spend the night. She mentioned that her and Coach would probably stay up late and watch movies." A giggle escapes and I look up at him, “So, if you want to...the offer's there."
"I am off tomorrow as it turns out…” Eli smiles and runs a hand through his curls.
Hours later, Eli and I are cuddled together on the couch. I keep dozing off, exhausted from the long taxing day. Eli's strong arms are wrapped around me and things are so comfortable, as if the last six years haven't happened. Would we pick up where we left off? Should we? My heart flutters every time I think of being Eli's again. The thought of having him by my side through everything makes me hopeful, happy.
All of a sudden, I’m being lifted. I open my eyes and realize Eli’s carrying me. I shift and snuggle up against his chest. The house is silent.
"Shh, its okay hon. Go back to sleep, I'm just taking you to bed." His whisper is low, barely audible and it makes me feel safe and secure. He lays down me down and climbs in beside me.
“Good night, handsome.” I murmur.
“Good night, darlin’. Thank you for giving me the best day ever.” His lips are in my hair, on the nape of my neck. His breath tickles my skin as he sighs softly. I’m slipping further into sleep when I hear him say one last thing that makes my whole body sing.
“I love you, Bonnie.”
***“
“I have so many crazy high school stories. Some that would just
make you sick to your stomach,” Mick bragged. Bonnie cringed on the inside thinking, Why would someone be proud of that? What kind of accomplishment is that? She raised her eyebrows at him and he smiled.
“I don’t. Not really. I was good in high school.”
“Oh come on now, there’s not a little slut in you dying to get out?” Mick grin is cocky. He thought he was so funny and clever. What the hell am I doing here with him in the first place, Bonnie thought, her anger growing.
“No, not really. I was with one guy throughout high school” For some reason she didn't tell him his name. It wasn't something she wanted him to have.
“Wow, the whole time? All four years? That’s amazing. It’s unheard of. Nobody sane does that!” Mick wrinkled his nose in disgust. Bonnie's heart did a double beat and she felt her face flush.
“Yea well, we were in love you know,” Bonnie's answer was clipped. She hoped he noticed but it didn’t seem like he did, "He was my best friend and we both didn’t see any greener pastures on the other side,” Bonnie shrugged. “It was good. So please don’t make it to be like I missed out because I didn’t.”
Her sudden boldness surprised her. Usually she had only been meek and mild with mick, letting him take the reins and letting him think she agreed with all his opinions. Mick looked a little shocked as well.
He threw up his hands in mock surrender. He laughed then grinned wide, “No worries. To each their own, right? Obviously it wasn’t that good if you aren’t together now thought you know.” He takes out his cell phone and started typing out a text while Bonnie just stared at him.
Bonnie’s heart sank at his blunt observation. How dare he?! What a pompous ass! He’s right though, it wasn’t all good apparently. If it had been good, then I would be somewhere with Eli right now, not Mick.
“Oh well, things in the past should stay there,” he said. He took her hand and squeezed it. She looked into his sky blue eyes and smiled. He had good points, of course. He had a funny personality, great talent, a carefree attitude. And he was adorable. With jet black hair and sky blue almond shaped eyes, almost exotic in a way.
“So anyway I wanted to tell you something important on this little coffee date.” Mick suddenly changed the subject.
“Okay, loop me in,” Bonnie checked her watch; they had only been sitting here for 10 minutes. Their little dates were always short.
“Well, we finally got signed and we will be heading out on the road to the studio here within the next couple weeks!” Mick grinned wide, showing his excitement.
“Oh wow, that’s awesome Mick! Congratulations!” Bonnie stood up and hugged his neck. Even though he was drinking a coffee, he still smelled like liquor. She wrinkled her nose in disgust.
“Well, thanks love, but that’s not it. I wanted to see…” Mick trailed off, reached up and scratched the back of his neck nervously. Bonnie thought it was nice to see him unsure of his self, uneasy about something for once.
“What? Do you need help packing or something?”
“Oh no, nothing like that,” Mick quietly chuckled. “But you’re sweet to offer.” Mick grabbed her hand and rubbed her knuckles. “I wanted to know if you wanted to come with us. After we record, we’ll release a debut and then start our tour. I want you to come with me please.”
Bonnie raised her eyebrow, and her heart jumped into her throat. Thoughts flew throughout her mind at a rapid pace: What about my mom? What about Tatum? I’m supposed to start school soon and intern. And finally her last thought which surprised her, what about Eli?
Oh Eli, the only thing besides her mother and sister, that had been a constant in her life. He was the only guy in her life who had always been there for her, no matter what. But now he was gone. Betrayed her for one drunken night and broke her heart.
He had tried to get in touch with her. But she avoided him like the plague. Him and all the memories associated with him only brought her misery. This town had turned into her prison, her memories were her captors.
Bonnie took a deep breath, took a sip of her drink and smiled brightly. It was time for a change. "I think that would be awesome Mick! Yes I’ll come with you.”
His thin face broke out in a grin and his gorgeous eyes lit up. Mick leaned over and hugged her tight. She returned his kisses passionately. It was time to really give Mick a shot, be able to give him her heart unabashedly.
All the while though, Eli’s beautiful face filled her brain. Those dimples, the curls and the velvet touch of his caress. She felt as if she had just handed out the harshest punishment she could for him.
Her stomach soured as one more thought crossed her mind: What the hell did I just do?
Chapter Six
“Are you sure you want to hear this?” Eli sits on the bed with a pained expression on his face. Deep set wrinkles adorn his forehead as his eyebrows pinch together. He had just gotten off work and surprised me with flowers at Mama’s house. A nagging thought has been plaguing me: things would never be okay unless Eli and I got rid of the giant elephant in the room. We had to talk about what happened.
“Yes, I’m sure. I need to hear this. If we’re going to move on, then this has to happen. I know it sounds stupid, but just please believe me.”
“It just makes me sick to even think about it Bon, it was a long time ago.”
“I know it makes me sick too. But if you don’t tell me this will always be a hurdle, an unspoken barrier between us. I can’t deal with that. We don’t need any barriers.”
Eli stares at me for a long time; his face, a blank canvas. As if he has to completely turn himself off in order to re tell the story. My heart is threatening to lodge in my throat but I breathe deep and force it to steady.
“After we graduated, I was scared. Everything I had ever known was gone and we were expected to make all these new changes in such a short amount of time. Eddie invited me to that party and I just wanted to have a good time.”
Eli continues his story, hesitating at certain points, his voice breaking every now and then. My heart silently breaks and my chest feels frozen, but my face remains stoic, unflinching at his story.
When he finishes, I whisper, “So why did you have to break up with me?”
“Because I thought I had to. I knew what I did was wrong. For me to do that, I just figured something must have been messed up with me and my loyalty to us.” He pauses and lowers his head. “But I know now that you would have forgiven me. That I didn’t have to break up with you. We could have worked through it. Couldn’t we?” He looks up and I nod in agreement. It was true, I would have forgiven him. We would have pushed through.
“Did you ever see her again? You know, after we were through?”
His smile is sad as he answers, “Yeah, yeah I did actually. The first year on the force, I busted her for prostitution. She’d turn into a crack whore basically. Her teeth were all rotted out, her body wasted away to nothing. She didn’t recognize me, she was barely coherent. And when I saw her and arrested her, my heart just went out to you. That I did that to you with her and look at what kind of person she ended up being.”
He drops his head and runs his fingers through his hair. A huge weight has been lifted off. I move toward the bed and move his arm so I can sit on his lap. He doesn’t look at me as he leans his head against my chest.
“Everything happens for a reason right? It was a long time ago and it’s over now. Now we can move on. Thank you for telling me. I know that sucked for you.”
“I love you, so much," he whispers.
“I know. I love you, too.”
“I was such an idiot. I don't know how many times I wished I could go back and just beat the shit out of my younger self,” He shakes his head, his eyes looking sad.
“Ha! It wouldn't have done much good. You were kind of arrogant back then. You thought you knew everything.”
“Hey! I wasn't that bad was I?”
“No, you weren’t. You were the best. And you still are.”
“No I’m not. You were always the better half.”
We kiss then. Talking about the past has worn me out. My insides feel weird and my nerves are on edge. I just want to enjoy Eli now, and think about the good memories we have, not the bad ones. But one more secret had to be shared in order to really move on. A secret of my own.
“Eli, I have to tell you something, too.”
“Uh-oh. That’s kind of scary sounding,” A slight frown forms on his strong face.
I shake my head, “Not scary, just sad.”
I scoot off his lap and settle beside him. It has been years since I’ve thought about this. It has been buried deep within my heart, right alongside Eli; memories I tried to get rid of, hide my heart from.
I take a deep breath, wipe away the silent tears that have already started flowing and begin with a shaky voice, “A month after you broke up with me, I found out I was pregnant.”
I pause for a minute and let it sink in. Confusion replaces the worry on his face.
“I was going to tell you. I was so scared because I had no idea what I was going to do. I mean, I still loved you and wanted you, but I knew you didn’t feel the same. I told Mama and she said to wait until I was past the first trimester.
“I made it to month four. I was starting to get excited about the whole thing. I was even excited to tell you, because I knew that no matter what, you would be there for me. On the day I was going to tell you, I started cramping really bad. Then, I started bleeding and Mama took me to the doctor. I miscarried.”
Eli’s eyes are glistening with tears. He grabs my face with both his hands and stares in my eyes. My chest is so tight with the memory. His thumbs wipe away the tears and stroke my cheeks.
“I figured that it wouldn’t do much good telling you after the fact. So I never did.”
He shakes his head and pulls me in for a kiss. When we part, he whispers, “I’m so sorry you had to go through that alone, baby doll. You shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.”
We sit there and cry. We weep for each other, for our unborn baby that never had a chance, for drunken mistakes and lost relationships.
And then, we make love, because in the end the past is the past. It cannot be changed, only learned from. Finally, we found our way back to one another and our future is unwritten.
***
Since she didn’t have a permanent mailing address, the only way her sister could send her a letter was through email. And even then, Bonnie had to be in a place that had free Wi-Fi in order to check it. She was really roughing it sometimes, she thought. All in the name of love and rock and roll.
That afternoon, she had a few hours to kill alone while Mick and the guys were performing sound checks and practicing. It was beginning to be the same old stuff day after day.
Bonnie was lonely. The road was not all the fun Mick had promised. She sighed as she opened her laptop and pulled up her email. There were 3 emails in a row from Tatum. Two of them had picture attachments. The last one simply stated: “CALL ME ASAP!”
She picked up her phone, grateful it had been turned on the previous day. There were many times she went without conveniences in order for Mick and the band to have what they needed.
She dialed her sister’s number and waited through two rings.
“Hello Bonnie?” Tatum asked breathlessly.
“Uh huh, what you up to? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, I just finished a run. Anyway, I wanted to tell you that we found out Eli is going overseas. His parents told Mom.” That was Tatum, short and to the point, always.
The news hit Bonnie hard and her heart skipped a beat. The country wasn’t in the middle of a war, but things had been stressed in certain parts overseas. The little news that she did hear had been centered on the controversy in a war ridden country and the USA were on the way to help.
“Bonnie, you still there? I just wanted to let you know. Just pray for him okay? That’s all Mama says we can do.”
A mental image of Eli in a Marine uniform involved in a combat battle plagued Bonnie’s thoughts. No matter what, Eli had a special part in her heart. Her hurt feelings and sadness over what had happened, everything that happened even the miscarriage, had dissipated over time. When she thought of Eli, it was out of longing for their happy past.
“Yeah, I’m here. Sorry I zoned out. I’ll pray for him too. Thank you for telling me.”
“No problem. So how are things? What city are you guys in?” Tatum asked, somehow knowing that her sister would need a new topic to talk about.
They spoke for another half hour and Bonnie finally had to let her go to head back to the bus. Fear had settled in her heart and mind for Eli. She would just have to hope and pray for the best and ask God to send him back alive, even if he wasn’t coming back for her.
Chapter Seven
"Mick, what are you doing here?" I can smell the alcohol from the doorway, as he stands on my porch wearing tight black jeans and a ragged white shirt.
Seeing him shocks my whole being. It has already been a couple months since Mama's accident. I had started moving on, with Eli. Every day was better than the last and I was finally settled into a comfortable routine.
"You know why. I'm here to bring you back home. I know your mom's fine now. You can leave this place and quit playing babysitter," he reaches for my hand but I pull away.
"Mick, this is my home. You know that. This was just a wasted trip for you." I wrap my arms around my stomach.
"I just don't get you, Bonnie. I gave you everything, and all you're doing is treating me like shit!" Mick's face changes into a mask of disgust; his eyes reflect all the venom in his heart for me.
Nobody ever tells Mick Jones no.
He takes a step toward me and I step back. I’ve seen him like this only a handful of times and the outcome has never been that great.
"Is there a problem here, Bonnie?" Eli’s voice is a welcomed relief. He’s come from the side of the house.
Mick turns and stares with hatred in his eyes. I lock eyes with Eli and he gives me a slight nod. I let out the breath I had been holding.
"And who do we have here?" Mick slurs.
"Hi, I'm Officer Stone, and a personal friend of Bonnie's. What's going on here? Have you been drinking sir?" Eli is calm and professional and I feel my heart swell with pride. Officer Stone is pretty hot sight to behold.
Mick's eyes go slit like a cat's, "Oh? Is that right? A close personal friend, huh?"
The man loves his Jack Daniels. I knew deep down, back when we were together, that Mick was an alcoholic, but I always looked the other way. Seeing it from a fresh perspective I could tell how much trouble he was in. Could I have stopped him from going down this path?
Once upon a time, I had loved Mick. He had been fun, lively and carefree. Always ready to have a good time. He saved me for a long time from myself. I don’t want a fight to start between him and Eli. This needs to be fixed it, I need to intervene and just make this problem go away.
"Mick, you've been drinking. Let me call your assistant ok? You just need to sleep it off." I grab Mick's arm gently and Eli raises an eyebrow.
"Oh shut up, Bonnie! Don't touch me!" he yanks his arm away causing me to stumble. I see Eli take a step toward us and I hold up my hand.
"Mick, please. Just let me call Amber ok? She can come pick you up. I can tell you're really drunk and you just need some sleep."
Tears threaten to fall, as I realize how many times I had said the exact same words to him in the past. This is my entire fault. I was one of those enabler people you hear about on addiction shows. It’s just as much my fault as Mick's for his alcohol problem.
"I see you've already moved on huh, Bonnie?" Mick sneers as he brushes his hand across his forehead. "I didn't know you were such an easy lay, especially since it took me almost a damn year with you! But I bet you don't mind sloppy seconds now do you officer?" Mick laughs mockingly and glances at Eli.
Tears fall at the character assault. My face flushes hot and I feel sweaty all over. This can’t be happening. This is too unreal.
"Alright buddy, it's time to go. You need to sleep this off alright?" Eli struggles with remaining calm. I can see his forehead wrinkle, as if he is glaring at Mick behind his sunglasses. Eli's crossed arms are tensed, the muscles standing out. There’s no way of knowing how long Eli can keep it professional. I don’t know if he can dislodge himself from the personal feelings in this situation.
Eli makes a move to grab him but backs up quickly as Mick swings. Everything is a blur as Eli wrestles Mick to the ground with his arms behind his back. Both of them are cussing.
"NO!" I cry out. I step forward as Mick starts grimacing in pain, "Stop Eli, you're hurting him."
Eli ignores me as he starts reading him his Miranda Rights. He handcuffs and stands him up and Mick groans in pain.
"Stop, Eli! You can't!" I grab Eli's upper arm.
"Not now, Bonnie," he growls. Beads of sweat cover his forehead and his vein on the side of his neck bulges out. He pushes Mick to the side of the house toward the patrol car.
"You should listen to the bitch," Mick spits out.
Eli pushes him hard and he stumbles. Eli yanks him up and shoves him in the back of the car. He slams the door with frightening force.
“You can't arrest him, Eli! Just let me call his assistant. Please!" I’m hysterical. Neighbors have come out to gawk.
“Back up, Bonnie!" he yells stabbing the air with his finger. I stop suddenly. Eli has never screamed at me like this before.
"He’s going to sleep it off, Bonnie," he says, this time in a lowered tone, "He is publicly intoxicated and last time I checked, that’s still against the law. So quit trying to do my job!" Sweat is coming down his red face. He lowers his arm and turns around.
"He doesn't need to go to jail though," my voice is whiny, desperate. I know its bothering Eli that I’m taking up for him, but I can't help myself, "Please Eli. He needs help, like rehab help."
"Jail will be help for right now, Bonnie," he turns and faces me, "Why do you care so much huh? Why is he so important to you?" I know what he wants to ask: Are you still in love with him?
“I just want him to get help, Eli. It's partly my fault why he's gotten so bad. I enabled him too long with his drinking. I don’t want him to get in legal trouble. He doesn’t need that with his career. He just needs help and I want to help him.”
Eli scoffs, "Well, that's noble and all, but maybe you've forgotten you have a new life here. You never," he spits the word out like it was venom, "gave me the time of day when we broke up. Never. Yet with this pig, it's different?"
A fresh wave of tears fall. My breath hitches in my chest. Things are unraveling way too fast. It needs to stop, go back to how it was. I shake my head, "Eli, things were different back then. I love you so much; I don't need Mick like I need you. But I have to do what feels right. I just want to help him out as a fellow human being, ex-boyfriend or not. Please Eli."
Eli shakes his head and gives a strained laugh, "Whatever, Bonnie. You do what you want. I don't need this drama. Your boyfriend will be in city lock up until he's sober."
With that, he climbs into his car and slams the door. I sink to my knees as he drives off. My heart feels like a hundred pounds and it physically hurts, wrenching into itself. What was going to happen next?
***
"Hey dude is that a picture of your girl?” Eli looked over at his new friend and roommate.
He shrugged, “Not exactly, she used to be.”
Johnson walked over and peered at the picture Eli was holding, “She’s pretty.”
“She is. More than anyone I know,” Eli felt a lump growing in his throat, Great just what I need, to pansy out in front of this dude, he thought. He put the picture back in his drawer and lay down.
Part of him wished he would die out here. If he died, then he wouldn’t have to worry about coming back to the real world, the one where he and Bonnie no longer existed. If he died then he
wouldn’t have to wonder how she was on the road with that loser rocker. His Bonnie would never be okay with constant travel, and no place to call home. The old Bonnie liked stability and consistency. The Bonnie who took off with some guy she hardly knew wasn’t the Bonnie he grew up with. Eli often thought that maybe that part of her was gone, killed off by Eli’s betrayal. Was he responsible for killing her in a sense?
Another part of him wished that when he went home, Bonnie would be waiting at the airport gate, ready to welcome him with open arms and take him back. He wanted to hold her slim, petite body in his arms. He wanted to feel her, smell her and kiss her. Everything about her he had taken for granted. He wanted her back so bad.
The days were long and hard. Eli kept to himself mainly because he didn’t care about getting to know anyone that might end up dead after all this. He didn’t do death well, losing Bonnie was like death and it still haunted him.
He thought of her all the time. He would be in the middle of cleaning his weapon, roll call or physical training and a memory would come flooding back out of nowhere. They hurt so badly sometimes, making his heart literally ache. He would curl his hands into fist and bite his lip to keep from crying.
Eventually, he did develop a brotherly comrade with the rest of the guys stationed with him. These were good guys mostly, a couple of bad seeds mixed in, but good nonetheless. Eli put his heart and soul into his work, rather it be helping clean up or standing guard at night. He found that if he put just the right amount of concentration he could go hours without thinking about Bonnie.
One day, while the desert air threatened to suffocate him and the rest of his troop, he received a surprise letter from Tatum. He recognized her small, neat handwriting before he looked at the return address. He went inside his barracks to read it:
Dear Eli, I pray for you every day while you are overseas. What do you do over there? Is it really hot? Have you been in any battles?
I really don't know why I'm writing you this letter. I know you're not my friend anymore because of you and Bonnie. But I miss you and I think I'll always think of you as an older brother. It's lonely here with just my mom. My dad married some chick that I barely know. And we hardly hear from Bonnie. I miss her so much. I miss you too.
I pray all the time for things to go back to the way they were. I miss those times. Even though you and Bonnie were obsessed with each other and kissed way too much in front of me. I still miss being a part of that family.
But now you're gone and Bonnie's gone. And I just have my lousy friends.
This letter has turned kind of depressing, huh? Sorry about that. I know you are busy with really important Marine stuff so I'll let you go. My mom said to tell you that if you need anything let us know and we'll send you a care package. TTYL -- Tatum
Eli smiled. Tatum was always so random. He missed the little girl that he had known for forever. She had been as much part of his life as Bonnie had been. Bonnie never excluded Tatum and was always a great big sister. The chain reaction that had taken place after his betrayal had involved more than just him and Bonnie.
He decided right then and there to keep his bond with Tatum alive. He wouldn’t disappoint her; she needed a brotherly figure in her life.
He rummaged through his chest and got a pen and paper and proceeded to write her back.
Chapter Eight
The next few days are one big blur. I spend most of my time parked on the couch in front of the TV. Mick's arrest made national entertainment news and he checked himself into a rehab after posting bond.
Our breakup is being blamed as the cause of Mick's downward spiral. Even though I know the truth it still hurts being blamed by the media. They don’t know a damn thing, yet their opinions are broadcast as facts.
I haven't heard from Eli at all. I texted him late that first night and never got a response. I’ve driven myself crazy with worry, guilt, regret and pain. What is wrong with me? All I’ve ever wanted was to be Eli’s again.
"Well looks like Eli Stone is done with me," I mutter as Mama walks into the kitchen. It’s been four days. Four miserable days.
She looks over at me and shakes her head, "If love was easy, Bonnie, your dad and I would still be together. Love is hard and sometimes you lose at it. But if you want to win, child, you never give up."
She hugs me tight. I know she’s right, she's always right when it comes to important life problems. I have to fight for Eli if I want him back.
"Well I guess I better quit stalling. Mind if I borrow your car?" Mama shakes her head no and smiles. I grab the keys from the counter top and kiss her goodbye.
I drive the now-familiar route to the lake house, but realize I have no clue if Eli is working or not.
"Shoot!" The gas light flicks on as the warning bell dings. I pull into a gas station is two blocks away.
My heart nearly flutters out of my chest when I see Eli's truck in the parking lot. I hurriedly park near one of the gas pumps and rush from the car to the store. I barely hear the cashier's greeting. All my focus is on Eli. The extreme need to see him is overwhelming.
I spot him near the coffee machine, his back facing me. He’s wearing jeans and a tank top. His hair is wet and slicked back. The butterflies that always engulf me at the sight of Eli come over me again. I hold back from pummeling him with a bear hug and instead whisper his name. He turns around and I grin.
"Hey B," he whispers softly and smiles. The dam inside me breaks and tears start spilling from my eyes as I close the distance between us. His strong arms wrap around me.
I hear him sigh and take a deep breath, "I'm sorry, Bonnie. I really am." He takes my face in his hand and wipes my tears away with his thumbs, "Let's get out of here okay?" I nod, unable to use my voice. All I want is to be in his arms. Eli pays for his coffee and we walk outside.
"Oh shoot, I forgot to pay for gas. That's why I stopped in the first place," I remember. Eli hands me his coffee and makes a gesture telling me to stay put. He walks inside and up to the cashier. I watch him as he makes light conversation and gives his easy grin, his dimples showing.
This man, he’s mine. He has always been mine.
He leaves the store and reaches for his coffee. With his other hand he reaches for mine pulling me along, "Come on, hon."
"So you're not working today?" I ask while
"Nope, I was actually coming to see you. I wanted to talk," Eli gives an apologetic grin. I step closer to him and grab his free hand.
"And I was coming to see you," I reply. Eli shakes his head and laughs. We stand there, staring at each other.
As soon as the pump clicks off, we hear a gunshot. Eli's face changes in an instant. My heart stands still. He puts his hand on my back and pushes me down. Fear thunders throughout my body, goose bumps spread across my skin. Eli draws out his pistol from his side holster he’s wearing and my heart plummets.
Eli could get hurt. This is serious, not some stupid TV show. This is real life and my boyfriend going to put his life on the line.
I’m terrified.
"Stay here, Bonnie, okay? Everything's going to be okay baby. Just call 911." Eli gives me a tight smile and kisses my forehead. "Do not go in there okay? No matter what." Fear crosses his eyes for a split second, but he quickly gains composure. Right before he takes off across the parking lot, he winks at me.
Time stands still as I watch him run to the front and crouch behind a trash can right outside the door. Two more gun shots go off and make me jump out of my skin. I squat farther to the ground. The loud pops bring me back to reality and I quickly pull my cell phone out of my pocket.
"Hello, 911 what is your emergency?" a calm lady answers. I lift my head to peer through the car window. Eli’s not by the trash can anymore.
"Yes, there's been gun fire at the Quickie Mart, on the corner of Washington and Bellaire. There's an off- duty officer here, Eli Stone. Please send back up for him. Please."
I’m still on the phone when I hear yelling coming from the store. I look around; there are two other cars at the pumps. Both drivers are in the same position I am, hunkered down on the concrete.
"Ma'am, how close are the police? My boyfriend is Eli Stone and he's the only officer here. I don't know what's going on inside." I lean against the car door and crane my neck to see out the window again.
All of a sudden, a guy dressed all in black runs out holding a duffel bag. He heads off to the right but drops the bag. Eli comes running out of the convenience store with his gun drawn.
The guy has already turned back to grab the bag, but now he has a gun drawn too. Sweat is glistening off both of their faces. Eli's tendons pop out as he holds his pistol in a deathly grip. His chest is heaving hard.
My world turns silent. Everything fades away except Eli and the robber. Eli is screaming at the guy and he’s yelling back at Eli. But the only thing I hear are the loud jackrabbit beats of my heart.
This is a dream. It has to be.
Eli yells again, moving his stance slightly. The guy in black starts backing up and Eli takes a few more steps.
My heart freezes as I see the robber's finger squeeze the trigger. The silence is broken by the deafening pop that follows. I drop the phone and scream.
Eli's right shoulder jerks back by the force. A surprise look crosses his face. He looks over at me screaming. Its okay, he mouths. He looks back to the gunman who is still as a statue.
Quicker than I’ve ever seen him move, Eli whips his arm back in front of him and lowers his gun, pointing towards the guy's legs. He squints and pops two gun shots. The guy lets out a high-pitched squeal and drops to the ground.
Keeping his arms in front of him, Eli walks slowly to the guy. He bites his bottom lip, but still has a look of determination on his face. Pride swells in my chest. It flows throughout my body, making me tingle with adoration.
I furiously wipe the tears off my face as the loud whoops of three police cars fill the air. They come from different directions, circling the gas station. Police officers jump out as soon as they park, their guns drawn. They start shouting at both Eli and the gunman.
Eli doesn’t look up but identifies himself as a cop. His left hand flicks to his waist and pulls out his badge. He holds it up in the air for a second then lowers it. His black tank top clings to him.
The saying, in a blink of an eye, has always been so foreign to me. How can something happen so fast that nobody even suspected? Surely at least one person would have an inkling as to what was about to happen. Nothing can happen that quickly.
Except it did. The gunman raises his gun when Eli is about 5 feet away. He fires off a shot aimed at the center of Eli's body. As soon as the gun goes off, the police officers around the gas station start firing. The noise is deafening, like fireworks at a fourth of July celebration. Everything is so loud.
They shoot him multiple times. The gunman’s body jump with each shot, and then my Eli falls to the ground too.
I scream again, my heart threatening to give out on me at any moment. This isn’t right. This isn’t fair. I run to him, oblivious to anything else going on. All the yelling and noise just becomes static. I trip and fall right before I get to him and crawl the rest of the way, ignoring the pain in both my knees and hands. Blood has already pooled out around his body.
“No, Eli, no, no, no, no!” I gently take his head in my hands and lift it on my lap. His eyes are closed, his mouth slightly open. I put my head down to see if I can hear him breathing. He was, thank God. “Baby, please wake up. You’ve got to wake up for me,” I’m choking on my own tears. I can’t find my breath; it feels like my airways are frozen. He has two bullets in him.
The bullet had to have hit his heart.
Eli's eyes flutter open and he coughs, his hand coming up to cup my cheek, "Bonnie, it’s okay. It's okay."
"I love you so much, Eli. Please don't leave me okay? Stay here with me."
"I love you too, baby. I always have and always will. Don't worry okay?" He pulls my head down to him. Our lips crash together in a fearful kiss. I hear ambulance sirens and I feel hands around my arms. Someone lifts me off of Eli. He reaches out to me as I’m carried farther away.
"Eli, please! Dear God in Heaven, please!" The EMTs come to his side. There’s a flurry of movements as they cut his shirt and load him onto the stretcher.
"ELIJAH, DON'T LEAVE ME!!!" I scream. My heart is ripping in two again. I can’t lose him again. I won’t be able to live through it.
Then everything turns black.
***
As soon as he walked in, he immediately regretted it. There was a reason why he never became a bar hopper. They
sucked. He spotted Eddie at the main bar. He waved him over with a big smile on his face. Eli could tell he was already smashed.
This should be interesting, Eli thought
sarcastically. He walked over to Eddie and shook hands. Eddie attempted to pull him into a man hug but lost his balance.
“Whoa there buddy. Started a little early, huh?” Eli laughed trying to keep things light.
Eddie nodded and grinned broad. “You know me; the party's been going on since noon!”
Eli inwardly groaned and sat down. He didn't understand why he was being so negative. He used to enjoy hanging out with Ed. He motioned for the bartender to come over and he ordered a light beer. He looked around the bar and noticed all the balding, older men gathered around a TV in the corner. Down a few spots from him was a couple, oblivious to their surroundings.
“So man, who's all supposed to come out?” Eli asked after taking a short drink from his bottle.
“Just some of the group. Noah, Robert, Travis. They all hit me up saying they would come out. Everybody was real excited that you were back in town. We’ve missed ya dude.”
Eli gave a dry laugh. “I've only been gone 18 months. Feels like a lot longer.” He took another short swig and felt the liquid move throughout his body, loosening everything up. He raked
his fingers through his short buzz cut. He missed his curls, mainly because Bonnie had loved them so much.
“So how was it over there man? Were you guys ever in some major trouble or what?” Eddie took a long pull of the bottle and smacked his lips.
“Yea, I mean it's no walk in the park dude. It sucks a lot. I’m probably going back on the next tour.” Eli took a deep breath and let it out through his teeth. These guys had no clue.
Eddie nodded absentminded and took another pull from his bottle. Eli noticed his face was covered with sweat. He felt bad for his friend, but he couldn’t place his finger on why. It was then that a group of four men barged through the door loudly talking. Eli quickly recognized his other high school pals. They loudly approached Eli and Eddie and started giving Eli claps on the back.
Slowly Eli felt his edge soften. He took life too seriously, more so than his buddies for sure. He felt the tensions in his shoulders melt off as his world grew hazy under the influence of alcohol.
Tonight he wouldn’t give a care in the world. He played darts and pool. He laughed too loud and too long at stupid unfunny jokes and rooted for a team he didn’t care about. He let loose.
But in the back of his mind, he secretly hoped that Bonnie would walk in, look at him with those heart-stopping
gray eyes and tell him that he had enough to drink and it was time to come home with her. Because he knew if that happened, he wouldn’t give a second thought to doing exactly what she said.
She never came through the doors though, no matter how hard he wished. He ended up drinking way too much. He had to call a taxi to his parents’ house and crashed on the couch.
Before succumbing to sleep he wondered what Bonnie was doing at that very second.
Chapter Nine
I wake up to the sound of my mom praying fervently. My vision is blurry so I blink repeatedly. I look over and see she’s on her knees leaning over a small couch.
"Hey," I call out. Her head snaps up and she turns.
"Oh baby girl! Oh my God, you've had me so worried. Are you okay?"
"Eli, where is he? Is he alive?" Everything that happened rushes at me like an unrelenting wave. Mom reaches for my face and her eyes are pained.
"Honey, he's in surgery. He has been for the last three hours." A stabbing pain hits my heart. I had to find him. He needed me. I need him.
I take a breath and began to sit up, "I gotta go see him. Why am I here?" I look around at all the medical equipment in the small space.
"They have you here for observation. They couldn't wake you up after you fainted. You've been knocked out the entire time. Nobody could wake you up. I was so scared." Mama wipes a tear that had begun falling. She grabs my hand and squeezes gently. "Eli will be okay; the bullet didn't hit his heart. So we can praise the Lord for that. He was a real hero today."
I nod, keeping silent, as tears run down my cheeks. Mama leaves to find a nurse while I lay there praying. The scene where Eli falls to the ground keeps replaying in my head. He looked so weak, so vulnerable laying there on the ground, blood pouring out.
Mama comes back with a nurse who then quickly takes all my vitals and gives me some water to drink. I sign release papers and finally it’s time to leave that cramped room. Mama wraps her arm around my waist and we find the waiting room for the surgery floor. Eli's parents are there.
They inform us that the doctor had just came back and said that while it was a close one, Eli pulled through surgery and would be fine. Mrs. Stone looks at me with red rimmed, puffy eyes and holds her arms out. I am wrapped in her arms and she whispers, “You saved his life.”
Exhaustion overwhelms me. I feel like I’ve just been through a triathlon. I want to see Eli so bad it hurts. I want to kiss him, to hold him and lie down next to him. He was almost taken away from me again, and the thought made me emotional.
An hour later, when the doctor comes and lets us know that Eli can have visitors I jump out of my seat. Dizziness clouds my head, but I follow the doctor. The need to be with Eli is overpowering. His parents graciously let me in as the first visitor.
He looks like he has shrunk. His skin is pale; his hair greasy and lifeless. A standard white hospital blanket’s pulled halfway up his chest. Bandages cover his chest. He locks eyes with me and gives me his crooked smile and I nearly collapse in tears. I tentatively grab his hand when I reach his bedside. “Hi there, handsome.”
“Hey, baby doll. Are you okay? You didn’t get hurt did you?” His caring, selfless question makes tears fall down my cheeks.
I shake my head no, “I’m fine, how are you? Are you hurting?”
“Nah, I’m good right now. They’ve given me lots of good drugs. Ha!” He smiles again, “Come here babe. You can lie down beside me.” He pats the bed and I gingerly climb in, careful not to touch or bump his chest. My head is even with his and he kisses my nose, forehead and cheeks.
“You saved my life today, Eli,” I whisper. I trace his eyebrows with my finger.
“It was nothing I wouldn’t do again. I’m glad you made it unscathed. It’s been a heck of a day, huh?” his voice is raw with emotion. I nod and close my eyes, as his lips find my forehead again. Things are content as I lie here beside him. Every breath he takes is a blessing and makes me relieved that I haven’t lost him. We are still for a long time when he finally speaks.
“You know where I want to go when I get out of here?”
“Where’s that?” I whisper.
“I’d like to go to church. Situations like this kind of put things in perspective.”
I look into his eyes and he beams as I reply, “I think that is a wonderful idea.”
***
Eli is released from the hospital a few days later. The newspaper and TV station did a feature on him which embarrassed him to no end. While he was in the hospital the family of the shooter had contacted him and apologized. Eli quickly offered his condolences for the loss of their son and even sent them flowers.
That gesture shook me to my core. The shooter had almost killed him, yet Eli is so selfless; so thoughtful and mindful of the parents losing their child that his heart automatically went out to them. He didn’t feel sorry for himself, or complain about the pain. He was too busy trying to make a selfless gesture.
While he was in the hospital, I did a few sketches of him sleeping. Then, from memory, I sketched a few scenes from the shootout. It was scary re-living those seconds but therapeutic to put it on paper.
That night, after he was released, it was decided that he would stay at Mama’s. We were sitting on the couch watching late night TV when I get up to retrieve the sketches.
I hand him the pictures, one by one, without explanation and his face reflects admiration.
“I had to capture those images. They were burning a hole in my brain.” I explain, sitting down next to him.
“I’m glad you did. I look pretty bad ass in them. You should put a costume on me though!” Eli laughs out loud at his own joke, “Seriously though, thank you B. I love them. I love all your work. You’ve always been so talented.” He pulls me closer to him.
“That was one of the scariest situations I’ve been in. It felt so surreal the entire time, you know? There was one close call overseas, where I really thought I was knocking on death’s door and this came in as a close second to that.”
Sighing, I scoot closer to him, “I know baby. It puts things in perspective for sure.”
“It does. My thoughts kept going to you. I prayed that if I were going to die that you wouldn’t see. I wouldn’t want that burdening you for the rest of your life, you know? I kept thinking about the day I asked you to marry me; the look on your face when you saw the rose petals. It was the happiest day of my life. It really was.”
 “Mine too babe,” I breathe deep and relax, “We are very lucky, so blessed to have both made it out of there alive.”
Life has dealt me some pretty crazy cards, but things are starting to look up.
***
Eli heard the crash of metal and the breaking of glass. His automatic reaction was to duck. He heard the driver he had just pulled over swear loudly.
When the crunching had stopped, Eli jerked upright. He saw dim headlights against a tree across the street and heard a horn continuously blaring. The smell of burnt tire rubber was thick in the air. Immediately, he radioed for back up.
“You get out of here, now. I don’t need you in the way of emergency vehicles,” Eli directed the pulled over driver.
He shuddered, hoping for a miracle. It was dark, masking the true color of the flipped and twisted car. With a sick twisting of his stomach he read the bumper sticker on the bumper, "Never drive faster than your Angel can fly."
The car was flipped and twisted around an old cement sign. The passenger side was visible but the driver’s side had completely disappeared. Eli tried to ignore the pounding in his ears. Oh God, please don't let it be her, he thought.
He heard a soft mangled cry; a woman's cry. It was then that he knew. He rushed over and knelt down. He brought his flashlight out and shined it off to the side. There hanging upside down was Ms. Cindy. Blood was dripping from a gash on her forehead. The car horn all of a sudden turned off.
Ms. Cindy looked over and Eli felt tears well up.
She looked broken and
so terrified, "Elijah, is that you?"
“Yes ma’am, I’m right here. You’re
going to be alright Miss Cindy,” Eli reached inside carefully and grabbed Cindy’s hand.
“Oh boy, I know its bad honey. I don’t know what happened. But it hurts, it hurts like Hades.”
“Miss Cindy, don’t try to talk. Just rest your voice. I’m going to try and get in here and find a way to get you out.”
Eli crouched, careful to avoid the broken glass that littered the ground. He was able to maneuver halfway into the upside down car but the console and dash had crumpled up together to block him from getting to the other side of Miss Cindy. He didn’t know how she was alive. He exited the wrecked car and stood up.
“Eli, please don’t leave me!” she exclaimed. He had never heard her like this. He bent down and looked in at her. He made eye contact and forced a smile.
“Don’t worry ma’am, you’re not going to get rid of me that easy. I’m checking to make sure
there’s no gas leak. This car is pretty wrecked, I won’t lie. I just want to make sure there’s no fire hazard ok?” Miss Cindy nodded.
He quickly made an inspection of the wreck and heard in the distance an ambulance and fire truck.
Hurry, hurry, hurry.
He bent down and reached for Miss Cindy’s hand again. She took it eagerly but her grip was weak. She was losing too much blood. They had to hurry. He leaned to the side and radioed in to the station again.
“This is Stone. We’re going to need the jaws out here on Miller Road. The cars mangled, and a survivor inside.”
“10-4 copy that. Will dispatch jaws out there, Stone.” Eli let out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding and turned his focus on Miss Cindy.
“Were you the only one in the car?”
She nodded, swinging the blood flow into her eyes. She gasped and fidgeted around frightened.
“Its okay, Miss Cindy. I’ve got some tissues in here. I’ll get it. Don’t worry. You are going to be just fine.”
He reached in his pocket with his free hand and brought out a handkerchief. He gingerly dabbed at her face.
“Eli, if I don't make it...” Cindy started, but Eli cut her off.
“Now don’t be talking like that, Miss Cindy. You’re going to be just fine.”
“Listen boy, if I don’t make it, you need to tell Bonnie you're sorry for what you did and you get things right with her,” Cindy started coughing. The smoked was getting thicker. Eli’s eyes stung. His heart skipped a beat at the mention of Bonnie’s name.
“You were a dumb kid, but I know that you two are something special,” Miss Cindy started coughing and Eli dabbed at her face again. She looked him in the eye and awkwardly smiled.
“Promise me Eli, you'll rectify things ok? You got to make it alright.”
“I promise I’ll do what I can, Cindy. I miss her. I miss her a lot.”
“I know you do, honey.” In the distance
the sirens grew louder. Hurry, hurry, hurry, he silently prayed.
“Everything is
going to be fine, Miss Cindy.”
“It will be once you stop being a dummy. Both of you.” He heard the teasing in Ms. Cindy’s voice.
“No, no I was talking about you,” Eli laughed despite himself.
Within the next minutes the EMTs showed up along with the fire truck.
The Jaws of Life were brought out to cut the car away. Miss Cindy was nervous and Eli asked if he could stay and hold her hand.
After what seemed like forever the EMTs had Cindy on the stretcher. Her clothes were bloodied and shredded. It looked as if she had numerous broken bones and a bad gash on her head.
“Come with me please, son,” Miss Cindy begged.
“Of course.”
He looked to the EMT who nodded. He climbed in alongside the stretcher. Cindy smiled at him then closed her eyes. Her lips moved silently and Eli realized she was praying. That’s a good idea right about now, he thought. Eli kept his eyes open but silently prayed to God to keep Miss Cindy alive. And he said a word of thanks for being able to be there for Miss Cindy.
She
held out her hand and he took it.
Oh Bonnie, I wish you were here, he thought as the ambulance started down the road.
Chapter Ten
Eli looks like a model wearing khaki shorts, a blue tank top and running shoes. His curls fall over his forehead. He’s come to pick me up for a date.
“Hey good-looking, are you ready to get scared on the Ferris wheel?”
“I don’t think I’ll be going on that ride, or many rides really. I just want to go so you can blow $20 for some little stuffed animal. And then blow $40 more for a big one.” I smile tiptoeing to kiss him.
“I’m so hurt, B. You think I’m going to waste $60 on something I can buy at the store for $10? You must think I’m super stupid.” Eli puts his hand dramatically over his eyes and pretends to cry. I laugh a little too loudly. This is our first real outing since the shooting and it makes me so giddy to see Eli back to his old self.
The fair is like a blast from the past. The smell of cotton candy, fried corn and turkey legs fills the air as we enter the gates of the Fair. This fair was a staple of our youth. Every year we went, riding the same rides, playing the same games. It was usually me and Eli, Tatum and one of her friends and a couple of mutual friends of ours.
I realize how much I’ve missed the fair. This was the first time since the fall of our senior year that I’ve went.
We were standing in line for the Ferris wheel when I heard someone call out, “Bonnie, Eli! Hey!” I turn around and see Elizabeth Snow, a girl that I knew from kindergarten, off to the side. I wave at her and she came and walks up to us. She hugs my neck enthusiastically.
“Hey! How have you been? It’s been way too long!” Elizabeth says. She’s pushing a stroller carrying a doe eyed black-haired infant.
“Oh goodness, is that your baby? Congratulations, she’s beautiful! And you’re right, it has been too long.”
“Well, I’ve heard all sorts of rumors that you were with some rock band and Eli you went to the Marines...” Elizabeth falters and looks embarrassed.
“No rumors, they were true, but we’re both back now,” I answer feeling a little awkward. This was going to take some time to get used to.
“That’s good, I’m glad to see you together. Y’all have fun.” She hugs us both this time and walks off.
Eli holds onto my hand, rubbing his thumb over the back of it. “When you were still gone, so many people asked about you. Asked where you were, what had happened to us. It was hard trying to explain it so many times; eventually word spread and people just quit asking. You know we depressed a lot of people by breaking up. Well I guess I depressed them since it was my fault. But still, we were voted most likely to get married. Nobody thought we would ever break up.”
“I know, Eli. I can only imagine how weird that was. But I’m here now, with you. Letting you take me on this horrid Ferris wheel,” I shudder. My fear of heights has always been bad, but Eli loves any and all rides so I would suck it up and ride them with him, regardless if they were scary or not. He always made me feel safe anyway.
“I’ll hold onto you, baby.” He leans down and whispers in my ear. His breath is warm and gives me goose bumps.
“Promise?” My breathing quickens, this man doesn’t even have to touch me in order to turn me on.
“I’ll never let you go. You know that. Or at least you should. You're stuck with me forever now.”
“Ha-ha well you better put a ring on it mister…again,” I smile big to let him know I’m joking.
A look of seriousness washes over his face and he says, “Maybe soon.”
We really haven’t discussed any future things like marriage. So his answer makes my face heat up. When he grins at me, my legs turn to jelly. He is so damn gorgeous. How did I get so lucky all those years ago?
“We’re going to have beautiful babies you know that,” I blurt out. Eli laughs and his arms wrap around me.
“Yes ma’am, I can only dream and hope.”
We finally get on the Ferris wheel and I concentrate on breathing slow so I won’t freak out. Eli rubs my arm up and down very rhythmically. It comforts me in a huge way. I finally open my eyes and look around. We are almost to the very top.
“Do you remember what Tatum would say when she was younger?” I ask.
Eli chuckles and looks down at me. “Yea, I can see the North Pole from here. Look I see Santa, I’m being for real, quit making fun of me meanie heads!” he mimics in a high pitch voice. I laugh. Tatum was always such a riot when she was younger. She was so fully engrossed in the fairytales, the magic of everything. It was enamoring.
Needless to say, she was beyond thrilled to hear that Eli and I were back together. Our happy ever after was proof that she should still give fairy tales a chance, I guess.
We take some fold out chairs from the trunk of Eli’s car and sit by Mama and Coach, who had met up with us earlier. A big stage for local artists to perform has been set up.
“Oh no, the infamous camera! That thing is as old as dirt, does it still take film?” Eli asks when I bring my camera from my bag.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, it does. I won’t go digital until I have to.” I huff in mock anger. I point the camera at him and he makes a goofy face. Mama and Coach laugh on as we make silly poses.
Coach stands up and puts a hand out for the camera, “Here, y’all do a serious one now so your Mama can put it in her scrapbook.”
Eli grabs my hand and pulls me onto his lap. He sits upright and brings his arms around me. My heart soars. His arms are so strong, and being so close to him still gives me butterflies.
“I love you babe, smile pretty now,” he whispers. We both smile as the flash goes off. I stand and take the camera from Coach and take one of him and Mama. It’s nice to see Mama so happy.
It’s almost as if Eli and I haven’t been apart. Besides Elizabeth, nobody asks about the past. They see that we’re together and that’s that. Some did ask Eli about the shooting and everyone was really gracious.
The main act finally comes on and for a brief second I think of Mick. I think of all the concerts I went to, how boring they became. How stressful and high maintenance being back stage was. I’m glad to be on the other side of a concert for once. It was nicer here.
I’m sitting in Eli's lap when he nudges me and asks, "Hey do you want to move in with me?" I draw in a breath sharply and look at him.
“Seriously?” I whisper back. He shakes his head and smiles wide.
A huge grin breaks out, “I think that's a wonderful idea, Mr. Stone.”
“Good I’m glad. Here, get up and follow me. I want to show you something.”
He makes a move to get up and I stand. I hold onto his hand as Eli pulls me through the crowd. We walk up to the left of the stage and stand at the stairs. A man in a black polo sees Eli, nods, then brings a walkie-talkie up to his mouth and mutters something.
“What’s going on, Eli?” I stop, pulling on his hand. Eli grins wide, but I see a hint of nervousness present.
“Trust me, and don’t freak out. I’m already freaked out enough. Come on,” He pulls me up the stairs and we take the stage. My stomach flip-flops when I look out at the hundreds of faces in the audience. I feel faint, my heart jack-hammering in my chest.
Eli takes the microphone given to him, “Hello everyone. It’s a fine day for a fair, isn’t it?” Whoops and whistles follow as a reply. Eli beams at me.
“I’m going to make this short and sweet. Around six years ago I asked this girl to marry me when we were young and still in high school.” The band behind us starts playing music and I recognize Ed Sheeran’s “Give Me Love”. A huge lump forms in my throat.
“Things happen, as they always do, and she was the one that got away. But now I’ve got her back and I’m never letting her go,” Eli pulls me closer, kisses my cheek and the crowd gets rowdy.
Eli pulls away from me, letting go of my hand. He reaches into his pocket and drops down to one knee. I close my eyes as the crowd becomes deafening. The music continues to play and the tears fall.
“Bonnie Marie Jinks, I’ve lost you once already and I don’t think I can take it a second time. I need to ask you an important question…again.”
I am grinning like a fool. I can’t help myself. Finally, everything in my universe has come together. God is giving me a second chance at my happy ever after.
“Bonnie, marry me?” The audience claps and cheers. All I can do is shake my head yes Eli lays the microphone down and jumps up. He wraps his arms around me in a strong hug and lifts me up.
“I love you, so much B. Thank you.” He whispers, his breath hot on my ear. “I can’t wait to make you Mrs. Bonnie Stone.”
“We were made for each other, Eli. I love you.”
He sits me down and kisses me. His lips cover mine completely and a slow burn starts in my stomach. The crowd is still going crazy, but all I concentrate on is Eli.
Our kiss finally ends and Eli thanks the band and the crowd before we exit. He takes me around back and I finally look at my ring. It’s my ring, from the first proposal. I had given it back to him shortly after the break up.
“I wanted you to have it again. It seemed right,” Eli explains quietly, taking hold of my hand and admiring the ring.
“Together again,” I reply softly, bringing my hand up to caress his face. He’s warm to the touch, definitely on an adrenaline high.
“I’m never letting you go, Bonnie. I’m promising you forever here.”
“Good. I don’t want it any other way.”
With that, we start kissing and get lost in our own world. I finally have the one my soul loves.
The End
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