
        
            
                
            
        

    
Blockbuster by tufano79



Category: Canon Pairings, Twilight


Genre: Drama, Friendship, Hurt/Comfort, Romance


Language: English


Characters: Bella/Edward


Status: In-Progress


Published: 2021-05-08


Updated: 2021-11-27


Packaged: 2021-11-27 16:09:20


Rating: NC-17


Chapters: 24


Words: 151,623


Publisher: starslibrary.net


Summary: [image: Blockbuster Banner]









 
  
   Jacob abandoned Bella, leaving her and their son destitute. Years later, the book she wrote about their struggles became a bestseller. Edward, a film producer and former child actor, wanted to option Bella's book and turn it into a blockbuster. Falling in love wasn't part of the plan ...
  
 




 
  
   What will they do when Jacob comes back?
  
 










Prologue




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

Thank you to Clo, who created both of the banners for this story. Also, thank you to the folks in the Twi-Fic Plot Bunny Farm for posting abandoned bunnies and giving me the opportunity to write this. 

Now, this story does not belong to me. I just like to play with the characters that Stephenie Meyer created. 

Jacob abandoned Bella, leaving her and their son destitute. Years later, the book she wrote about their struggles became a bestseller. Edward, a film producer and former child actor, wanted to option Bella's book and turn it into a blockbuster. Falling in love wasn't part of the plan ... 

What will they do when Jacob comes back?

Blockbuster

Prologue: Eight Years Ago

Bella

If you’d asked me how I pictured my future, this would not be it. I’ve come so far, but I was still … so …

I don’t know.

I had dreams. I had wishes. I had a future. I was happy. Then, my life imploded.

“Bella, this isn’t working,” Jake said to me coldly. He stared at me and glowered at the little boy, our three-year-old Seth, who was my world. He was born when I was eighteen and nowhere ready to be a mother. “You need to leave and take that with you.”

“Our son is not a ‘that’,” I snapped. “Jake, I don’t have anywhere to go. Give me a few months to get back on my feet, separate from you and then we’ll go.”

“No,” he sneered. “This hasn’t been working for year. It’s time to cut our losses and you need to be out by the end of the day.”

“I have to work, Jacob,” I said. “Can you be any more of an asshole?”

“I’m giving you a day,” he smirked. “I could have just thrown out your shit yesterday while you were working and while I was taking care of that boy.”

“That boy is your son,” I hissed.

“Is he, though?’ Jacob asked. “He looks a lot like Mike Newton. You’re such a slut, Bella.”

“I can’t believe this,” I whispered. “I can’t believe I ever loved you.”

Jacob knew I’d only ever been with him. Seth, our son, was conceived the first time we’d had sex and the condom had broken. Seth was the light of my life, where Jacob was the looming dark shadow.

“You better be gone by the time I come back from work. If you’re not, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing. You’d lose custody of Seth and he’d be raised by a proper family,” Jacob muttered. “Not by slut like you.” He picked up his keys, leaving the dingy apartment we’d shared.

It wasn’t even an apartment. It was a shack on his father’s property. It had a small kitchenette, a small living space and two tiny bedrooms. It barely had indoor plumbing. There was shower stall and a composting toilet. It was my responsibility to clean it every week.

Well, we didn’t share it anymore.

I was just a piece of shit in Jacob’s eyes. I was not the ‘love of his life’ as he proclaimed that night we’d conceived Seth. I was not the mother of his son.

I was a burden.

Not anymore … I wasn’t his doormat.

I’d have to find a new apartment, pack up all my stuff and all of Seth’s belongings. With a sigh, I picked up my decrepit cell phone and called my manager at Thriftway. I told him that I had to take a sick day. Clearly, he wasn’t happy, but he gave me the time.

Seth, who had been blissfully unaware that his parents were fighting, walked over to me. “What’s wrong, Mommy?”

“We’ve got to move, baby,” I said, trying not to cry. “I need you to go into your room and pack up all your clothes.” I handed him a large duffle bag.

“What about my books? My toys?” he asked. He was so smart for a kid who was three.

“Whatever fits in the bag, Seth,” I murmured. Leaning forward, I kissed his forehead. He dragged the bag behind his tiny body. Seth was lucky … he had his own room. I was relegated to the couch because Jacob took the master bedroom. I picked up another duffle bag and emptied out the drawers in his bedroom that he generously offered me.

We loaded up our meager belongings into the back of the last gift I’d received from my father – a monstrous red pickup truck. It was barely road-worthy, but it was the only thing that was truly mine. I strapped in Seth into the booster seat. With a sigh, I got into the driver’s seat and cranked the engine.

“Where are we going, Mommy?” Seth asked.

“First stop is the library. Mommy needs to find a new place for us to live, baby,” I answered.

I drove to the Forks Library and parked the car. Inside, Seth went down to the children’s section for story time. I used my library card to reserve a computer, searching for an apartment in Forks or Port Angeles. The commute would be long, but it was still local. Unfortunately, luck was not on our side. There were no available apartments. At least, none that would fit within my tiny budget.

I had some money saved, but not nearly enough. I’d have to dip into that savings to get a hotel room tonight.

The next day, I left Seth with one of my few friends, Angela Cheney. She’d married her high school sweetheart. She was the only person who didn’t look at me like I was a mistake. She also gave me free child care at her daycare facility because she knew my situation.

She knew that I had no money thanks to my father’s death and my need to declare bankruptcy.

She knew that Jacob and his father were emotionally abusive toward me. They never lifted a finger to physically hurt me, but their words did enough.

She also knew that I was alone in the world.

She wanted to help me. She wanted to do more, but her close-minded, conservative minister father forbade her to do more for me because I had a child out of wedlock.

So, she helped me with Seth.

As far as Pastor Weber was concerned, Seth was just another kid. Not my kid.  

When I got to the Thriftway, my manager called me into his office. “Bella, I hate to do this to you …” he began.

“Then, don’t,” I pleaded. “I was evicted from my home yesterday. I needed to pack everything up and …”

“I’m truly sorry, Bella, but you aren’t reliable,” he said. “When you’re here, your mind is split and you call in at least once a month for some sort of ‘emergency.’ I need someone who can be here, consistently.”

“This is discrimination,” I said. “My mind is split because I had to come in days after I gave birth or when my child is sick.”

“Leave your child with his father,” the manager suggested. “Or get a baby sitter. I just can’t rely on you, Bella. You’ve received several warnings and yesterday was the final straw. Pack up your locker and we’ll mail you your last check.”

“In case you haven’t heard, I don’t have an address,” I sneered. “I’m homeless.”

The manager frowned and looked conflicted. “I’ll give you your check in cash, Bella. Let me check how many hours you worked and then I’ll be back with the money.” He got up and left me in the office. I took off the ugly vest, trying not to cry. When he came back, he had an envelope. “This is your final paycheck and a month-long severance package. It’s more than I should give you, but I feel awful …”

“You could just let me keep my job,” I muttered.

“I can’t, Bella,” he replied. “I wish you the best.” He handed me the envelope.

I sighed, tucking what he gave me into my purse. Perhaps, with this money, I could make a fresh start. I didn’t need to stay in Forks. It was a tiny blip on the map. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to grow. I would forever be the disgraced daughter of Chief Charles Swan. The girl who had a baby with Jacob Black and ruined his future.

What about my future?

I didn’t want to date Jacob in the first place. My father encouraged our relationship and I wanted to make him happy. I went out with Jacob and it was the biggest mistake of my life.

Not anymore.

If he was done with me? Then, I’m done with this waterlogged hell hole.

Finding new determination, I walked out of the Thriftway and to my truck. I drove to Angela’s daycare facility. She gave me a friendly smile when I entered the building. Seth saw me immediately, sprinting into my arms. “Mommy!”

“Hey, baby,” I grinned at him.

“I thought you had to work, Bells?” Angela asked.

“I was fired,” I whispered over Seth’s head. “Seth, do you remember Mommy’s dream?”

“To move out of Forks and to be a writer,” Seth said, snuggling into my arms. “To be happy.”

“How about we take the first steps to move out of Forks?” I murmured, crouching down and brushing his hair back.

“Bella, are you sure?” Angela breathed.

“I can’t stay here, Ang,” I replied. “You know what I have to live with.”

“I hate that people are so close-minded, all standing behind my father and Billy Black. The things they say about you,” Angela sneered. “You are one of the smartest people I know. You were valedictorian of our graduating class.”

“But, that doesn’t matter,” I sighed. “I need to get out of here. I have to get out of here.”

Angela looked at me, pursing her lips. She got up, darting into her office. She came out with her wallet. “I know that you are struggling. Take this,” she said, pressing all her cash into my palm.

“Angela, I don’t need your charity,” I argued.

“It’s not charity,” she pressed. “Bells, I will always love you. You didn’t deserve any of this. Please, keep in touch with me. Promise me, Bells.”

“Okay, Ang,” I said.

She hugged me tightly. “Be safe, please.”

“I will,” I whispered back.

“When are you leaving?” she asked.

“Tomorrow morning. I need to do some planning. Where will I go?” I shrugged.

“Away from here,” Angela laughed. “Someplace warm and without rain?”

“Works for me,” I grinned.

I took Seth’s hand and again, we went to the library. This time, I did research on where I could move to start my new life with my son. However, while I was researching, I found a quote that further solidified my decision to leave this toxic environment.

“Your present circumstances don’t determine where you can go; they merely determine where you start.”

 Nido Qubein

As we left early the following morning, that quote became my mantra as we drove away from Forks, Washington and toward our future.

If only it was smooth sailing …

xx Blockbuster xx

Present Day

“Thank you for coming to McCoffee Café,” I said, handing the patron their order. “Enjoy your drink.”

“I appreciate it, Bella,” said the patron, putting a hefty tip into the tip jar. “See you later.”

“For your next caffeine fix, hmmm?” I teased with a grin, but it didn’t reach my eyes. The patron left with a wink, seemingly trying to flirt with me, but I wasn’t interested. I couldn’t ever be interested. I was too broken.

“Mom! I need you to sign this permission form,” Seth said as he barreled into the coffee shop.

“Hello, child of mine, light of my life. I’ve missed you while you were at school,” I deadpanned, ruffling his hair. “No hello? No I love you?”

“Hello, the most wonderful mother of mine. I love you more than the stars and the moon,” he sighed, rolling his eyes. He kissed my cheek before slapping the permission form onto the counter. He slid his arm around my waist. My son was nearly as tall as me and he was almost twelve. I read the permission form before signing it. “You okay, Mom?”

“I’m good, baby,” I answered. “How was school?”

“Meh, it was school. Other than getting this form to go to the aquarium, it was boring,” Seth shrugged.

“That’s because you’re too smart, Seth,” I snickered.

“Can you leave?” he asked.

“I need to wait until either Uncle Emmett or Aunt Rose get back,” I explained. Seth’s eyes darkened as his lips pursed angrily. “Calm down, Captain Protective. It’s the middle of the day and we’re in a safe neighborhood.”

“But, Uncle Emmett promised that you wouldn’t be in the store by yourself, Mom,” Seth growled.

“I’m not by myself. Eric is in the back, cleaning the machines,” I explained. “I’m okay.”

It took us almost five years to get from Forks to our new home in San Francisco. It had been almost five years since we found our place in the world. It was not an easy journey, to say the least. My son grew up way too quickly and he was incredibly protective of me. When we’d arrived in San Francisco, we were both battle weary and terrified of our own shadows. I’d used my last dollar to buy my son a cup of hot cocoa at the coffee shop where I had worked, occasionally. The owners, Rosalie and Emmett McCarty saw our weary souls and adopted us.

They gave us a roof over our heads, a safe place to land and a chance to finally recuperate from the nightmare of our escape from Forks. I was given a job and with the support of Rose and Emmett, who became my family, along with Rose’s twin brother, Jasper, Seth was able to flourish. I went to night school, graduating with a degree in English Literature.

I’d also written a novel, telling my story. I’d obviously fictionalized it, but my best-selling novel, Long and Winding Road, was semi-autobiographical. Writing it was cathartic, to be honest. I was able to pour out my sadness, anger and fear onto the pages. I started writing in a flimsy notebook, at night when Seth was sleeping or during breaks at my menial jobs. After I’d landed at McCoffee Café, I was able to purchase a refurbished laptop. When I wasn’t working on papers for college, I was typing the novel.

“I have returned,” Emmett boomed as he walked into the café. “I have coffee, too. A brand new Colombian blend. I think it will sell really well!”

“You left Mom alone, Uncle Em,” Seth snapped.

“Seth Michael Swan, you apologize to Uncle Emmett,” I chided. “I was fine. I’m fine.”

“Sorry, Uncle Em,” Seth grumbled, picking up his backpack. “I’m going upstairs. I have homework.” He skirted past the gentle giant of a man and ran up to our apartment above the shop.

“I probably should have waited. I’m so sorry, Bella,” Emmett sighed, putting the boxes he’d been carrying behind the counter. “I know you don’t like …”

“Emmett, you’re fine,” I said. “Eric was in the back and I only had two customers.”

“Why don’t you go check on Seth? I’ll stay here until Rose gets back with the kids,” Emmett smiled. “Thanks for stepping in, last minute.”

“Not a problem. I was just doing some editing today. It’s the least I could do,” I replied.

“You coming over for dinner tomorrow?” Emmett asked. “Rose is making her famous mac and cheese!”

“We’ll be there,” I nodded. I hugged my friend and followed my son’s footsteps. Using my key, I unlocked the door and heard some music from Seth’s bedroom. Our apartment was small, but it was ours. The furniture was found at rummage sales and second-hand stores. The only things that we’d purchased new was the bedding and towels. The mattresses might be used, but I was not going to buy used sheets or towels. Gross …

 I padded to our tiny kitchen and I pulled out stuff for dinner. Seth walked out with his brow furrowed. “Mom, there was a message on the machine.”

Yes, we lived in the dark ages and still had a landline. Even though I’d gotten paid a pretty penny for my novel, I couldn’t stop living frugally. So, we had a landline and an answering machine. Seth had a pay-as-you-go phone. I had a refurbished iPhone that Rose gave me. It had been hers before she upgraded. She gave me her old phone so I can be a little more up-to-date.

“What did the message say?” I asked.

“It was some movie studio,” Seth said. “Here, let me play it for you.” He walked to the kitchen phone, pressing the button on our answering machine.

“Hello, I’m calling for Isabella Swan, the author of the novel, Long and Winding Road. I’m with Summit Studios and we’d like to meet with you to discuss purchasing the rights to produce your novel, Long and Winding Road, into a movie. It’s filled with so much and it would really translate onto the big screen. If you would like, please call me, Laurent Schneider, at 213-555-0623 at your earliest convenience. You can also email me at lschneider at summit (dot) com.  I look forward to hearing from you.”

Seth was sitting at the kitchen table, his eyes wide. “Mom, this guy is legit,” Seth said. He turned around my dilapidated computer and showed me a picture of Laurent Schneider on Summit’s website. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to think about it,” I answered honestly. “For now, I want to enjoy dinner with my favorite son.”

“I’m you’re only son,” Seth snickered.

“Semantics,” I quipped. “Now, do you want tacos or enchiladas?”

A/N: Here’s the prologue of a new story that I’ve had bubbling in my mind for a while now. I adopted it from someone in the Twi-Fic Plot Bunny Farm. I pray I do it justice. 

Thanks to Clo for creating the banners for me. They’re gorgeous! You can see those, along with pictures of the characters and other things on my blog. You can access that from a link on my profile. I’m also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. 

I don’t know the update schedule for this story. As soon as I do, I’ll let you all know. I’ll see you on the flipside, kids!

 




Chapter 1




I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 



None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …



Be prepared to meet our favorite leading man in the next chapter ... maybe?



Also, Bella, during present day, is twenty-nine turning thirty. She had Seth while she was eighteen. Seth is currently eleven years old, about to turn twelve. She left Forks when she was twenty-two, almost twenty-three. 



Anyhow, on with it!



Chapter One



Bella



“Ugh, this thing won’t load,” I grumbled, scowling at my computer. “What’s that faint whining sound?”



“That’s because it’s older than dirt, Bella. That whining sound is its last gasping breaths,” Jasper, Rose’s twin brother, and one of my closest friends, teased me. “You know, you can get a new computer. That money you’d earned from your books are collecting dust in the bank.”



“It’s for Seth’s college fund,” I argued.



“Isabella Marie, you need a new computer. You needed a new computer when you walked in with that hunk of junk. It’s a glorified brick! No! I take that back. A brick has more functions than that dinosaur,” Jasper sighed. “Will you let me show the ways of modern technology? You’re going to need it.”



I pursed my lips, wringing my hands anxiously. I hated to waste money. I’d always be afraid of being starving, homeless and bankrupt. You never know when the rug will be pulled out from underneath you. Jasper gently stopped my hands. “Stop, Bells. You’re not going to be thrown out of the apartment. Emmett and Rosalie would never do that to you. You’re not going to lose Seth if you buy yourself a new computer.”



“Sorry,” I whispered, hating that my insecurities were so easily identified.



“Come on, sweet girl,” Jasper smirked. “You need a new computer since I don’t want my best girl to stall out. You’re on fire with the novels you’ve written. A new one will be published at the end of the month and you’ll be back on the best seller list!”



“Okay,” I sighed, closing my computer. “I don’t want to spend too much.”



“Bella, you will spend too much because you’re getting a MacBook. It’ll last you for forever,” Jasper said. “Maybe. we can also update your cell phone, too.”



“Jasper,” I moaned, allowing him to drag me from the publishing house where I worked. When I wasn’t writing for them, I worked as a copy editor to earn some extra money.



It all came down to money.



We got into his Toyota Rav-4 and drove to the Apple Store in Union Square. When we walked in, a chirpy sales associate asked us what we needed. Jasper prattled off some computer mumbo-jumbo and the sales associate scurried away. Another sales associate, a guy with hipster glasses and an iPad, approached us with a grin. Within an hour, I had a new laptop and cell phone. Honestly, I spent way too much money. I damn near had a panic attack when I signed the credit slip, but Jasper promised me tequila.



“I don’t want tequila,” I grumbled to him. “Chocolate, Hale. I want chocolate. Lots and lots of chocolate.”



“I think I know where I’m taking you after this, Bells. We have a date with Ghirardelli,” Jasper smiled, hugging me. “We’ll get you some chocolate, Bells.”



Jasper and I met when Rose tried to set us up on a date. Rose’s heart was in the right place, but I didn’t date. My focus was on my son, and always would be.  I also needed to keep my head above water. Dating divided my attention and I couldn’t afford that.



Besides, as handsome as Jasper was, I wasn’t attracted to him in that way. I thought of him more like an older brother. I loved him dearly, but not romantically. He was one of my best friends. Also, he was another person who was extremely protective of me. In addition to our friendship, he was my connection to the publishing house that had published my first novel. He was my copy editor, agent and sounding board.



“Here’s your laptop and new phone. If you need any help with anything, please feel free to call me. I put my card in there along with my cell phone number,” the associate grinned, handing me the bag. His eyes swept over me and I felt very uncomfortable with his attention. I took a step closer to Jasper.



“I think we’ve got it,” Jasper replied coldly, taking my hand and weaving our fingers together. The associate’s smile fell, but he nodded. “Come on, sweet girl. We have a chocolate sundae with our name on it.” He took the bag from me, leading me out of the store. When we turned the corner, walking to his car. “You okay, Bells?”



“Yeah, I’m fine,” I answered. “Thanks for getting him to back off. I know pretending to be my boyfriend is not high on your list of things to do.”



“The dude was creepy, sweet girl,” he scoffed. “I know that you don’t see me like that, but we do give off that couply-vibe. I’ll happily pretend to be your boyfriend if it keeps assholes like that at bay.”



“If only I knew you all those years ago when Jacob and I got together,” I sighed.



“Then, you wouldn’t have Seth,” Jasper murmured, arching a brow at me.



“I adore Seth. He’s my everything, but I hate his sperm donor. Not once, after I left, did he send me one cent of child support. He kicked me out and then moved on with his fucking life,” I snapped.



“Don’t hold back, Bells,” Jasper deadpanned.



“This is me holding back,” I sighed. “You don’t know what I survived, Jas.”



“Only you know, Bella. I still think you should talk to someone. I know Rose has offered and the publishing house has awesome insurance. You could go to therapy,” Jasper said, driving us to Ghirardelli. “Anyway, I had ulterior motives to get you out today besides getting you a new computer. Have you talked to that Laurent guy?”



“We’ve been emailing,” I answered. “I was trying to respond to his latest email when my old computer crapped out on me.”



“You know, you could call him. He gave you his phone number,” Jasper snickered. “What are thinking about doing? Are you considering their offer?”



“I don’t know. I don’t want to sell the rights to my novel and then find out it’s butchered by some hack screenplay writer,” I sighed.



“How about this? I go with you,” Jasper suggested. “I can go under the guise of representing the publishing house. I mean, I am your agent, Bells. Who better to represent you than your handsome, dashing, brilliant agent, best friend and protective older brother-ish?”



“Older brother-ish?” I quipped.



“Work with me, Swan,” Jasper huffed out. We walked into Ghirardelli Square, getting in line at the ice cream shop. “Here’s my take. I think you should go down to Los Angeles and meet with the studio, to see what their offer is. You can also try to get a director you respect and possibly become that hack screenplay writer so you have a say in your movie.”



We stepped to the front of the line and Jasper ordered my favorite, along with his. Paying for our ice cream, we went outside to eat our treat. I idly ran my spoon along the edge of my Treasure Island sundae.



“Bells, you love that,” Jasper laughed. “Eat your ice cream, woman!”



I rolled my eyes, taking a bite of my sundae. “I do love it. I’m just thinking.”



“You think too much, sweet girl,” Jasper sighed, pushing his finger between my brows. “I know you have tendency to get inside your mind. It’s gotten better since you’ve joined our family. Hell, you actually smile!”



“I also don’t look like a walking skeleton,” I smirked. “It’s amazing what regular meals can do for you.”



“You were so skinny and I met you a couple months after you’d settled into San Francisco,” Jasper chuckled sadly. “I can’t imagine what you lived through, sweet girl.” He slipped his arm around my shoulder. I snuggled to his side, leaning my cheek against his bicep. “You’re stronger than anyone I know.”



“I don’t know about that,” I sighed.



“I still think you should talk to someone,” Jasper suggested.



“I’ll think about it,” I nodded.



“What about the meeting with Summit?”



“Do you want to book the flight or should I?” I asked.



xx Blockbuster xx



“Mom, make sure you take pictures of the Hollywood sign! You have to,” Seth said as he sat on my bed while I packed my bag for the trip to Los Angeles. “If you meet Iron Man? You must get his autograph, and a picture and any deets about the latest Marvel movie.”



“You’re obsessed, Seth,” I snickered, folding a pair dress pants and placing them in my suitcase. “I highly doubt I’ll meet Robert Downey Jr.”



“Who’s that?” he asked.



“The actor who plays Iron Man,” I sighed, tossing a pillow at him. “Though, I’m partial to Captain America.”



“Meh, he’s okay,” Seth shrugged. “Iron Man has all the cool toys. Captain America only had the shield and super strength.”



“I don’t care about his powers. I’m talking about his looks,” I laughed.



“Ugh, Mom. Just, no,” Seth grumbled, falling back on the bed and covering his face. I lived to embarrass my child. He was so easily flustered, but he knew that he was my number one priority. He’d always be my number one priority. “Mom, will you call me as soon as you get in?”



“I will. I promise,” I smiled, sitting down next to him and kissing his temple. “You be good for Aunt Rose and Uncle Emmett, okay?” He nodded quietly, laying down to put his head in my lap and slid his arms around my waist. He’d used to do this when he was younger while we were on the road. It wasn’t the safest position while driving, but it was the best we could do if I was behind the wheel and he needed some snuggles. “What’s this, baby?”



“I want you to go, but I don’t,” he whispered against my belly.



“Oh, Seth,” I breathed. “I can back out. Perhaps, have a phone conference with the executive from the studio? That way I don’t have to leave.”



“No, I’m sorry. You’ve given up so much for me, Mom,” Seth said, sitting up quickly and hugging me tightly. “It’s just that …”



“We haven’t been apart since we left Forks,” I finished for him. “I get it, baby. I promise to call you and if you need to get ahold of me, you can call me any time. Okay?”



“Okay, Mom,” Seth nodded. “I love you.”



“I love you, too,” I breathed, brushing his hair back. “I need to finish packing. Don’t you have homework to work on?”



“Yeah, I’ve got math,” he grumbled, rolling his eyes. “I hate math.”



“You and me both, kiddo,” I laughed. He kissed my cheek and ambled back to his room to work on his math homework. I finished packing and zipped up my borrowed luggage. I rolled it out to the living room of my apartment. I made dinner for Seth and me. He asked for his favorite meal of spaghetti and meatballs and I happily obliged. After we ate our meal, Seth did the dishes and we watched some television before he went to bed.



On the couch, I did some research about the studio executive and verified our flight. I also double checked our hotel reservation, making sure that Jasper and I had two adjoining rooms. The studio was footing the bill for our trip. So, we’d booked everything and the studio sent me a check.



A very generous check.



They must really want the rights to my book.



That night, I’d barely slept. I was an anxious mess. One, I’d never been on a plane before. Two, I was terrified of leaving Seth. Probably, more than he was. He was right. We had never been apart since our departure from Forks and while I trusted Rose and Emmett, I just wanted to know that my son was safe and cared for.



When the alarm went off, I dragged my body out of bed. I checked on my son, waking him up to go to school. With a lot of prodding, he got up. He took a shower and dressed in a pair of jeans and a hoodie. As he was eating breakfast, I reminded him, “When you get back from school, get off the bus and come to the café. You’ll go home with Rose and Emmett, okay?”



“Okay,” he said, hugging me. “Love you and have fun, Mom.”



“Love you more, baby,” I breathed. “Don’t grow too much.”



“I’ll try,” he laughed. He slung his bag over his shoulder, galumphing down the stairs and getting on the bus.



Once I saw it turn the corner, I wiped a tear away before dragging my exhausted ass to our shared bathroom. I was lucky that Seth was an easy kid, not to mention fastidious. He picked up after himself and didn’t leave the seat up. I showered and put on some light makeup. I put on a pair of grey slacks and light pink sweater. Finishing the outfit with a pair of ballet flats, I awkwardly carried my suitcase down the narrow steps to the café, where I was meeting Jasper.



“Hey Bells,” Emmett said, waving at me. “You ready for your big trip?”



“I’m ready for some coffee,” I sighed. “Triple espresso and a breakfast sandwich, please.” I put some money on the counter.



“Bella, you know that your money isn’t good here,” Emmett chided.



“Put it in the register, Emmett, or I’ll use my keys to put it in there myself,” I smirked, sitting down at one of the booths.



“You are one of the most stubborn women I’ve ever met,” Emmett laughed, shaking his head at me. “I’ll get you that coffee and have Lauren make your sandwich.”



Emmett and Rosalie had been a godsend for me. They were about ten years older than me. Emmett was a former professional football player. His career ended when he was tackled. He had a compression fracture that ended his career and decided to retire. He used his money from his time in the NFL to start this business. He could have opened it up anywhere, but he loved San Francisco. It was where he retired his jersey and built his home.



When I was at my lowest, five years after I’d left Forks, and barely subsisting, ready to give up; they saw me. They didn’t see a vagrant or a failure. They saw a woman with a young child who desperately needed help. So, they opened up their home to me and Seth. They saved me when I was beyond exhausted and a week away from starving to death. I’d done everything to provide for my son with little thought to my own health.



When I was back on my feet and not about pass out from lack of nutrition, they gave me the apartment that we currently live in, rent-free. They owned the building that housed McCoffee Café, leasing about ten apartments and another retail space, a small clothing boutique. I also started working at McCoffee Café and when I was able to do so, I began paying rent. I also started to go to night school and got my degree.



It was when I finished school and published my novel that our luck really began to turn around.



I’d managed to pay back everyone who had helped me along the way, in our journey away from Jacob Black and his hateful, despicable father. The rest was put into a trust fund for Seth for his college education.



I was also forced to use some of that money to purchase my new MacBook Pro and iPhone 12. But, in retrospect, they were good purchases. Too expensive, but needed.



“Here you go, Bells,” Emmett said, putting a large travel cup in front of me. “The sandwich will be ready in a bit.”



“Thanks, Em,” I smiled, taking a sip of the coffee. “I couldn’t sleep last night.”



“Why?”



“I’m anxious about this trip, about leaving Seth,” I answered honestly.



“Your little man will be perfectly safe with me and Rose,” Emmett grinned.



“I’m not worried about that. I don’t want to leave him,” I whispered, tearing at the napkin in front of me. “I can handle going to work and going to school, but I’m going to be so far away.” Lauren came out with my sandwich, placing it on the table with a friendly smile. I picked it up, nibbling on it and avoiding Emmett’s gaze.



“Bells, I love you and I’d do anything to protect you and Seth. He’ll be fine. You’ll be fine,” Emmett said soothingly, taking my hand. “I know that your whole world is Seth, but other than going to school, what have you done for yourself since he’s been born? And, don’t say the computer and phone because those are necessities you should have, little one.”



“Being a mother is my first and only priority. My mom left when I was a baby and all I had was my dad and when he died, I had nothing. My childhood home was foreclosed on and all the memories I had were lost because …” I trailed off.



“Being a mother is important, but so is self-care,” Emmett chided. “Bells, Seth is getting older and you shouldn’t shut yourself away from …”



“I don’t want to date,” I said sharply.



“Not everyone is like Seth’s sperm donor, Bells. Look at me. Look at Jas!” Emmett countered. “We’re good guys, yeah?”



“You’re the best,” I replied, giving him a tiny smile.



“Then, we’re proof that good men still exist, Bells. If not for you, then for Seth. He has a kick ass mom, but doesn’t he deserve a father, too?” Emmett suggested.



“He has you. He has Jasper,” I offered.



“We love Seth. He’s an amazing young man, but we’re not his dad,” Emmett grinned. “I just would love for him to have … I don’t know … Please, think about it. You deserve to be loved and so does Seth. You deserve happiness.”



No, I didn’t. Do you know what had I had to do in order to survive? I should be in jail. 



I have blood on my hands.



“Sweet girl, are you ready to go the City of Angels?” Jasper asked, strolling into the coffee shop. He was also a welcome distraction from the conversation I was having with Emmett. “There’s a limo waiting outside for us to take us to the airport. Then, we’re off to sunny southern California. I think I want to try surfing. Have you ever been surfing?”



“I grew up in the Pacific Northwest. We had some intense waves, but the water was as cold as ice,” I snorted. “So, no. There’s a limo?”



“Yep. Em, I parked my car in the alley,” Jasper said. “Can you move it to your place?”



“Will do,” Emmett agreed, holding out his fist. Jasper bumped it with a crooked grin. “Have fun, you two. And, Bells? Remember what I said.” He kissed my forehead.



With a nod, I hugged him and followed Jasper out of the coffee shop to the waiting limo. The driver took my luggage, putting it into the trunk. We settled into the backseat. Jasper took out his laptop, opening up whatever book he was editing. I watched as we drove through the city, arriving at San Francisco International Airport.



“Are you going to do some work on your latest novel?” Jasper asked, typing rapidly on his computer.



“Maybe, once we get settled,” I shrugged. “How long is the flight to Los Angeles?”



“About an hour and a half,” Jasper replied. “We’ll be landing at around noon and it’ll take about an hour to get to the hotel. Traffic is a bitch, or so I’ve heard. We could do some touristy stuff today and tomorrow before our meeting at City Club Los Angeles with the studio executives … hold on, wait a minute.”



“What?”



“I got an email from Laurent and he said they found a director who is highly interested on working this project,” Jasper explained. “Holy shit!”



“You’re giving me heart palpitations, Jasper,” I growled. “What’s going on?!”



“Have you ever heard of Edward Cullen?” Jasper asked.



“No. Should I?” I retorted.



“Bella, I love you, but you live under a rock,” he laughed. “Edward Cullen just won an Academy Award for his latest movie, some World War II epic.” He tapped a few keys on his computer, turning it to me and I saw a black and white picture of an extraordinarily handsome man. He had long-ish hair that flopped onto his forehead, strong eyebrows, an angular jaw and pouty lips. His smile was easy, relaxed, but genuine. “This is your director. He’s fucking phenomenal. You have to watch D-Day. It’s the movie that won the Oscar.” He took back his computer, fingers flying over the keyboard. “It’s on Netflix. You’re watching it tonight, Bells.”



“Why don’t I watch it on the plane?” I suggested.



“It’s almost three hours long,” Jasper replied. “We’ll get some room service and watch it tonight.”



The limo pulled up to the airport and we clambered out of the back. Jasper gave the driver a tip. I followed his lead, walking to an outdoor kiosk. Jasper and I checked into the flight, giving our bags to the TSA agent. We walked through the airport, sailing through security and we sat down at our gate. I took out my computer and I logged into the airport’s Wi-Fi. I did some research, looking up information about Edward Cullen.



He was thirty-two years old and was a former child actor. He’d starred a popular movie series when he was a teenager and young adult. During his last movie as an actor, he’d done some directing and producing. He loved that aspect far more than being in front of the camera. He stopped acting and went to university to get his degree. The rest, as they say, was history.



He was described as the next Ron Howard, but with hair and a jaw that could cut glass.



He’d been on People’s Sexiest Man Alive list at least six times, topping the list two years ago.



He was sexy. There was no denying that.



“Checking up on your director?” Jasper quipped. “Or ogling him?”



“Shut up, Jasper,” I muttered, closing my computer and stuffing it into my carry-on bag. I felt my face flame and I looked out the window, watching the planes take off and land. “I’m going to get some more coffee. Do you want some?”



“Bella, I didn’t mean to make fun of you,” Jasper said softly. “I’m sorry. I just thought …”



“I’ll take that as a no,” I interrupted, standing up and putting my purse over my shoulder, along with my carry-on. “I’ll be back.” I didn’t wait for him to respond. I found a Seattle’s Best Coffee and got another espresso along with a parfait. I sipped my coffee, idly eating my treat. I was embarrassed by Jasper’s comment and angry that I’d taken so much offense to it. I shouldn’t be so sensitive, but it was hard not to be. I had walls upon walls protecting me. It was the only way I could survive, in the past and looking forward to the future. I stayed in the café until my cell phone vibrated.



The plane is boarding. I’m sorry I gave you so much shit. Forgive me, sweet girl? ~ J



I’m on my way ~ B



I threw away my rubbish and walked back to the gate. Jasper was waiting for me, a sheepish look on his face. “I’m sorry about being so sensitive,” I sighed, hugging him.



“You have no reason to apologize, Bella,” he responded. “I know your touchy topics and obviously I pressed a button. I should know better by now.”



“Well, to answer your question, I was researching Edward Cullen, but I was slightly ogling him,” I admitted. “He’s handsome, but he’s probably arrogant and rude.”



“From my research, he’s one of those down-to-earth types. Genuinely kind and hard-working,” Jasper said as we had our boarding passes scanned. We walked down the jetway. The flight attendant guided us to our seats, which were in front part of the plane. “Damn, they are pulling out all the stops. First class? This is sweet. You are having a mimosa.”



“Jasper, I don’t want to drink,” I groaned.



“It’s a rite of passage,” Jasper said. Once everyone was seated, he flagged down a flight attendant. She eagerly agreed to get us a mimosa, arriving a few moments later with two glasses with orange juice and champagne. “To the making of the movie, Long and Winding Road.” He clinked his glass with mine.



“To trying something new,” I added, sipping the bubbling drink.



“How do you like it?” he asked.



“It’s good,” I answered. “A little bitter.”



“Well, finish that up. It’ll relax you, sweet girl,” Jasper said.



There were a couple of thumps and I squeaked, grabbing Jasper’s hand. “What was that?”



“They closed the doors,” Jasper explained calmly, threading his fingers with mine. “We’re okay, Bells. Traveling by airplane is safer than traveling by car.” He talked to me the entire time we taxied to the runway. When the plane sped up, pushing us into the seats, he let me squeeze the hell out of his hand until we leveled off. “You okay?”



“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Sorry about freaking out.”



“I get it. The first time I flew, I hyperventilated and Rose smacked me stupid,” Jasper laughed. “Granted, I was ten and we hit an air pocket, but I panicked.”



“I can see Rose smacking you stupid,” I laughed.



“It’s what she does best,” Jasper shrugged with a lazy grin.



The flight went by smoothly. Jasper kept me distracted by talking about what we should look for while we were at the meeting with Laurent, Edward and his representation tomorrow. The publishing house had given Jasper a list of stipulations that the studio had to meet in order for us to agree to selling the rights of my novel.



Landing at Los Angeles International Airport, we got off the plane and picked up our luggage at baggage claim. There was a man waiting for us, holding a sign with my name on it. I blushed and introduced myself. He smiled at me warmly, reminding me of my father with dark eyes and solid frame. The man was also about the age my dad would be if he was still alive. He introduced himself as Liam and would be our driver for the duration of our stay.



Liam took my bags from my hands, guiding us out to the waiting limo. We got into the back and like Jasper said, drove about an hour to The Standard Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. Liam pointed out a few things as he drove, giving us a brief tour. Liam gave us his cell phone number and said if we needed him to call anytime. Arriving at the hotel, we checked in. Jasper asked about nearby tourist attractions and the front desk receptionist gave him a few ideas.



We rode up the elevator to our floor. Our rooms were adjoining and we went inside, opening the doors. “Since we don’t have to be anywhere for the rest of the day today, I think we should be tourists. Liam is great and all, but I want to wander around the city,” Jasper explained. “Then, we’ll get room service and watch D-Day, okay?”



Changing into some more comfortable clothing, we left the hotel. We decided to go to Grauman’s Chinese Theater and the Hollywood Walk of Fame. On our way back, we stopped at In-n-Out Burger and ate a late lunch. We made our way back to the hotel.



I called Seth and he told me about his day at school. He just prattled on. His raspy and deepening voice settling my nerves better than any other thing I could fathom.



My son was safe.



My son was happy.



My son was loved …



Even at our darkest moments, he always knew that I loved him and I would do anything for my boy.



When I finished talking to Seth, Jasper and I set up in my room and we created a strategic plan for following day. When we were happy with our plans, Jasper hooked up his computer to the television while I ordered us some snacks from room service. I was still full from our lunch.



D-Day was a phenomenal movie. I was not one to enjoy war movies. They were too violent and bloody for me. I’m not saying that the movie wasn’t bloody and gory. It was, but the story behind it was amazing. Edward Cullen had managed to bring out the human element, even while the actors fought in the muck and the shit, with bombs exploding and people dying on screen.



“Do you think that Edward can do your novel justice?” Jasper asked as the movie ended.



“He managed to tell a nuanced story with that blockbuster. It definitely deserved the accolades it received,” I breathed, curling up on the bed.



“You still seem hesitant, Bells,” he said.



“My first novel is so close to my heart,” I shrugged.



“You wrote every word, nurtured it and created a beautiful tale of adversity, pain and hope,” Jasper smiled, sitting so he could face me. “Charlotte and her little boy, Peter, they survived so much but came out on top in the end. They were hurt, but were so much stronger because of it. Plus, the romance aspect of it? It could have been contrived, but it was so organic.”



“Well, we’ll have to see what the studio has to offer us and if they’ll follow my storyline,” I said. “I really like your idea with me being on the writing staff to ensure the integrity of the script.”



“I do have a few functioning brain cells,” Jasper laughed. “I lost a few when I went through my pot phase, but those days are long gone.” I arched a brow at him. “Okay, they happen on the weekends, but I don’t get completely stoned.”



“Whatever works for you, Jas,” I teased. “Anyhow, I’m tired. Go in your room and let me sleep.”



“I see how it is,” he quipped, kissing my cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow, sweet girl. You’re going to kill it!” Picking up his computer and his shoes, he walked out of my room with a wink. I got up and made sure the doors were latched. When that was done, I changed into my pajamas. I left the light on in the bathroom and I tried to fall asleep.



But, I couldn’t.



My fears kept me awake. Despite my exhaustion, my brain wouldn’t shut down.



It was going to be a very long trip.



A/N: Here’s your first real chapter of the story, Blockbuster. For the most part, the story will be told in Bella’s point-of-view. Periodically, we’ll hear from Edward. Now, will he get a full chapter? I’m not sure. I’m already moving away from my very rough plan. 



Anyhow, pictures from this chapter are on my blog. There’s a link for that in my profile. I’m also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. 



Leave me your thoughts! 




Chapter 2




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

I truly appreciate the wonderful reviews I’ve gotten for this story. I’m so grateful for the kind words and encouragement. I enjoy writing so much. It puts my overactive mind at ease, especially in the past year. If I could, I’d hug all of you. 

Up next will be the introduction of Edward to Bella and Jasper. We’ll get to know DirectorWard, in his voice, but again, this is Bella’s story. 

On with it. 

Chapter Two

Bella

I was drinking my coffee, praying that it would wake me up. I was exhausted. Beyond exhausted, to be honest. I’d hidden my dark circles with concealer, but I looked drawn.

“Bells! You decent?” Jasper asked, knocking on the adjoining door.

“Give me a second,” I responded, getting up and smoothing my black pant suit. I padded to the door, opening it for Jasper. He was dressed in a grey suit, with a burgundy tie and an easy smile. “You clean up nicely, Hale.”

“I know,” he smirked. “Though, you look like you went twenty rounds with Mike Tyson. Did you sleep at all?”

Jasper couldn’t know about why I was unable to sleep. No one knew. Hell, Seth didn’t even know. He suspected, but he never said anything. “I got a couple hours,” I lied.

“Uh huh, and I’m world-class athlete, competing in the next Olympic games,” Jasper deadpanned.

“Rhythmic gymnastics?” I teased.

“You’re hysterical, Swan. A laugh riot,” he chuckled wryly. He checked his watch. “We probably should go. I’ve already called Liam. He’s waiting for us downstairs. The studio is buying us brunch at the restaurant. Once we’re done, we’re going to come back here so you can get some sleep. You’re safe, Bells.”

I blinked up at him, my eyes swirling. “Jasper …”

“I don’t know your story, but I know you carry the burden of fear on your tiny shoulders,” Jasper said softly, hugging me to his side. “You ready?”

“I need to grab my purse and computer,” I said.

“I’ve got mine and I’ll take notes for us. You focus on the meeting. Anything that we discuss, I’ll share with you once we get back to the hotel, sweet girl,” Jasper grinned. “Shall we?”

I nodded, looping my purse over my arm and leaving the hotel room with Jasper. Riding down the elevator, we walked through the lobby and out to the waiting car. Liam gave us a warm smile, helping me into the backseat of the limo. We arrived at the club and were escorted out to a beautiful outdoor patio at the City Club Los Angeles. The patio was pretty deserted. Only a handful of tables were occupied.

“There’s Laurent and your director, Edward,” Jasper said, giving me a smile and guiding me to a table overlooking the city.

“Ahhh, good morning, Miss Swan and Mr. Hale,” Laurent said, standing up to hold out his hand. I shook it with a grin. “Let me introduce you to Edward Cullen, Academy Award winning director.”

A tall man with reddish-brown hair with blondish highlights, stood up. His skin was lightly tanned and his teeth were incredibly white compared to his complexion. He was wearing a blue suit with a white shirt, unbuttoned. To be honest, he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen in my life. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Swan,” Edward breathed, extending his hand. I pressed my palm to his and I felt an overwhelming sense of warmth. “I was blown away by your book. It was poignant, action-packed and … wow!”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Cullen,” I replied.

“Call me Edward, please,” he insisted, a smile spreading over his face and he squeezed my hand, warming me further.

“Only if you call me Bella,” I blushed.

“Bella,” he repeated with another squeeze to my hand. “A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”

“Very eloquent, Edward,” chirped a woman next to him, practically pushing him out of the way. She looked at me with an appraising eye and a slight wrinkle to her nose. Her face smoothed out, giving me a false grin. “I’m Alice Cullen. I’m my brother’s attorney.”

“Shut it, wee one,” Edward teased his sister. “Not everyone can use those Harvard words … I’m an artist, not a thesaurus. Who’s this?” He gestured to Jasper.

“Oh, this is my agent and friend, Jasper Hale. He’s representing the publishing house,” I explained.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Edward. Bella and I watched your latest film and it was beyond amazing,” Jasper fangirled. I elbowed him. “Sorry, I’m a huge fan.”

“I can tell,” Edward quipped dryly. “Please, have a seat.”

We all settled into the chairs. I was in between Edward and Jasper. Edward smelled like sandalwood and fresh air.

“So, Miss Swan,” Laurent began.

“Bella, please,” I insisted.

“Of course, Bella,” Laurent smiled, opening up his portfolio. “As I mentioned in our emails, we’re very interested in optioning the rights for your novel, Long and Winding Road. The story is, to be put it simply, one of the best we’ve read and it would translate well to the big screen. Especially with Edward at the helm, this film will be … I can foresee great things.”

“How closely will you follow the book?” Jasper asked. “One of the things that we’re concerned about is that you will butcher the prose, skipping over essential aspects of the story.”

“In regard to the story, we will follow the plot line, but we can’t put in everything,” Edward explained. “We don’t want to have the movie be too long. We need to pick and choose on what’s relevant to move the story along. However, I can assure you that we will be faithful to your novel.”

“One of the ways we can ensure that we stay faithful is that Bella be on the screenwriting team,” Jasper said.

“No, not going to happen,” Alice said sharply. “We have a team of amazing writers. We don’t need an overbearing author telling us how to do our job.”

“Then, our conversation is over,” Jasper sighed, preparing to leave the meeting.

“No, it’s not,” Edward said, shooting his sister a glare. “Alice, you’re here as a courtesy, but you do not make that decision. It’s up to the studio and it’s up to the director, not the director’s pushy, bossy and bitchy sister. Personally, I think having Bella on the writing team would be beneficial.”

“I’m with Edward on this, Ms. Cullen,” Laurent agreed. “I think your input on the script would work in our favor.”

“Excellent,” Jasper grinned. “We have a few other stipulations before we agree to working with you.”

After those first few tense moments, things calmed down. Food was ordered and we hammered out the deal to option my novel into a movie. Edward and Laurent were very involved, eager to make the movie. Their excitement carried over to me and Jasper. The only fly in our ointment was Alice. She seemed to be dead set against every suggestion, making her disapproval apparent.

Halfway through the meeting, I excused myself to go to the bathroom. While I was enjoying talking to Laurent and Edward, I needed a moment away from Alice’s judgmental glares and pursed lips. Washing my hands, I heard Alice’s voice outside of the bathroom.

“I don’t see how this movie is going to be lucrative for my brother, Heidi,” she hissed. “It was poorly written dreck.” There was a pause. “Oh, and the author? She’s a mousy thing. I don’t even think she wrote the novel. She doesn’t seem to be able to string two intelligent words together. It’s like she’s afraid of her own fucking shadow.”

Pushing out of the bathroom, I gave Alice a harsh stare. She rolled her eyes, ending her call. “You don’t know me, but you have no right to talk about me in that manner. If this is how this relationship is going to be? I’ll walk away. From my understanding, your presence was a courtesy and now you’re trash talking the author the studio is supposed to be wooing … for a lawyer, you’re pretty fucking dumb.” I stepped closer to her. “How’s that for a woman who’s afraid of her own fucking shadow, hmmm?”

Without giving her a chance to respond, I turned on my heel and walked back to the dining room. When I got back to the table, I looked at Edward, giving him a tight smile. “I was really hoping that we could work together, but I don’t think it’s the best fit,” I said succinctly.

“What?” Laurent barked. “We were so close to finalizing everything.”

“Ask your attorney,” I retorted. “Come on, Jasper.”

My best friend and agent didn’t bat an eyelash as he got up. He gave a nod to me and we left the dining room.

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

“What the fuck does that mean?” Laurent asked as we watched the beautiful Bella and her agent, Jasper, left the dining room. “What did your sister do?”

“Don’t think I won’t find out,” I sneered. Standing up, I went in search of my sister, who had been my legal representation since I’d started pulling away from the teeny-bopper movies my agent kept sending me. For the most part, she was an excellent attorney, but she had a lot of biases. One of those biases was related to single women. She saw them all as gold diggers. Alice was sitting outside of the bathroom. “What did you say, Mary Alice? Tell me, what the fuck did you say to make Bella and Jasper run out of here? What bullshit? You know I’m this close to finding new legal representation …”

“I fucked up, Edward,” she whispered.

“Yeah, you did, Alice. Because of your explicit bias toward single women, you ran off the author of an amazing novel that would have been perfect on screen. Who did you blab to? Why did you feel the need to be this bitch?” I hissed. “What happened to you?”

“I just want the best for you, Edward,” she explained. “That movie wouldn’t have been the best.”

“Well, I guess we won’t know because they left,” I said. “I wanted to make this movie.”

“No, you wanted a break. You said you wanted a break,” Alice argued with me.

“A break would have been awesome, but this story needs to be told!” I growled. “What. Did. You. Say?!”

“I said the story was poorly written and I made some comments about how mousy the author is, if she’s even the author,” she muttered. “Finally, I said she was afraid of her own shadow.”

“Did you even read the information we were given about Isabella Swan?” I asked. “She has every right to be afraid of her own shadow. I don’t know everything, but it wasn’t pretty. Now, I have to go and try and salvage this deal because of you.”

“I’m sorry, Edward,” Alice murmured.

“You’re sorry you got caught,” I sighed, scrubbing my face. “If this happens again, you’ll do it again.” I scowled at her. “Find your own way home. I’m going to try and get Bella and Jasper to work with Summit and with me. As far as we’re concerned, you are not my attorney. Not anymore.”

“Edward …” she cried.

“No, I love you, but I don’t like you at all right now,” I said. Shaking my head, I went back to the dining room and I told Laurent that I’d try to persuade Bella and Jasper to work with me. I tossed a thousand dollars in cash, more than covering the bill before darting down to the parking lot. I got into my vintage Aston Martin DB5 convertible and drove to the hotel where the studio set up Bella and Jasper.

My sister was correct that I wanted to take a break. D-Day was an exhausting film to make, both while on location, during production and in post-production. I loved the accolades that the movie received. It was well-received by the critics and audiences alike. The interview circuit and the film festivals just got to be so much. I loved my job. I loved my job as a director more than when I was an actor.

It was just doubly draining.

It was also doubly rewarding.

Starting with an idea, a script, a dream and creating something completely new … it was magic.

When Laurent called me, asking me to read this novel, I was ready to tell him to shove it. But, he was the man who gave me a chance to direct my first film after I’d completed my college degree. Granted, it was a small indie movie, with a shoe-string budget and virtually unknown actors. The movie was critically acclaimed and put the actors on the map. I was also established as an up-and-coming director.

My love of film-making harkened back to my years as a child actor. I started acting when I was ten, doing commercials and small parts in episodic television. As I got older, I started doing movies and that’s when I noticed for my looks. Then, I was splashed on teen magazines and on the tabloids. My love life became paparazzi fodder when I was seventeen. It only grew from there.

The studio that bankrolled the movie that put me on the map, some vampire movie, forced me into a contrived relationship with the leading actress. I signed a stupid contract and acted like a doting boyfriend until the actress ‘cheated’ on me with the director of her next film. Then, I had Alice get me out of that fake relationship and the actress had to issue a public apology, stating that our relationship was a sham. The studio fought me, but I’d been made a fool of by that woman.

On top of that, she tried to swindle me out of money. I think that was the reason why Alice was so against single women.

They eventually caved when I threatened to go public about what they encouraged me to do with the fake relationship. So, I got an apology from the studio and the actress. That meant little when my love life was now on the front pages on every single tabloid rag and magazine. I went into acting for the art, not the notoriety. Not the drama behind everything.

I wanted to make movies.

I did not want everyone to know my business of who I was dating, who I was fucking or whatever else.

When I started working on the film following that vampire saga, I approached the director and explained my love of making movies and not starring in them. He eyed me dubiously, but gave me a few scenes to direct. He was impressed with my skill and intuition. That further solidified my decision. When that movie was done, I fulfilled my contractual obligations and then enrolled in college.

The rest, as they say, is history.

I’d been working for the better part of a decade and I decided to take some time off after the obligations for D-Day had wrapped up. That was when I accepted the Oscar for Best Motion Picture. I had a vacation planned and was eagerly looking forward to a year off.

That all changed when I read the book, Long and Winding Road, at Laurent’s insistence. I wasn’t sure about it. The novel was initially self-published and then, picked up by a smaller publishing house. When it got some more press, its popularity grew and a larger publishing house was sniffing around. Bella firmly said that she was happier with the smaller company.

That told me something about her integrity.

It also told me that I needed to make this movie, my time off be damned.

I wasn’t about to let my bratty sister, with her preconceived notions about single women that they were all gold diggers, was going to stop me from doing it.

I pulled up to the hotel. The valet salivated over my car. “You ding her, I own you,” I said, handing him my keys.

“I’ll take care of her, Mr. Cullen,” the valet vowed.

I nodded and strode into the hotel, to the front desk. “I’m looking for a couple of guests,” I said. “Isabella Swan and Jasper Hale.”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot give out …” the receptionist began until I put down a couple hundred dollars. “Room 810 and 812.”

It’s true what they say … money talks.

“Thank you,” I answered, turning on my heel. I rode up to the eighth floor. I found the two rooms, knocking on the door.

xx Blockbuster xx

Bella

“I wasn’t being too rash?” I asked, pacing in my room before sitting down on the couch.

“No, you weren’t, Bells. Alice was sexy as fuck, but that was bullshit that she was saying about you,” Jasper reaffirmed me. “You are the farthest thing from mousy and you could have kicked her hoity-toity ass.”

“I just … what if I messed up? This was a huge deal for me, for the publisher,” I frowned.

“At what cost?” he pressed. There was a knock at the door. Jasper kissed my temple, walking to the door. He opened it up. “You’ve got some nerve coming here …”

“My sister does not speak for me,” Edward murmured. “She was out of line.”

“What does your sister have against Bella?” Jasper asked harshly. “She’s one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”

“It’s a long story,” Edward snorted, stepping into the room. “Look, this book needs to be made into a movie. It’s beyond amazing and the story should be shared.” He moved around Jasper, kneeling in front of me. He took my hand and that warmth I’d felt before wrapped around me like a cocoon. “I want to take the novel you wrote and put Charlotte and Peter’s story on the big screen.” His thumb caressed my knuckles.

“Would you be offended if said that I needed to think about it?” I asked.

“No, I wouldn’t be offended,” he replied. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “Let me give you my number. You can call me at any point in time when you want to talk. The three of us can meet, if that’s what makes you comfortable. Laurent trusts me to have the studio’s best interests at heart, but that’s not who I want to worry about. I was worried about you.”

“Maybe you should put a muzzle on your sister,” Jasper growled.

“You’re not the first person to say that,” Edward laughed. “She’s a bulldog of a lawyer, but she lacks tact. As far as this situation is concerned, she’s no longer involved.” He blinked back to me. “Can I get your number?”

“Um, yeah,” I said, prattling off my cell phone number. My phone vibrated on the table next to me. “Your number?”

“Yes,” he nodded, standing up and giving me a warm smile. “Take the time you need, Bella, but do not let what my sister said … don’t take it to heart. She’s a pain in the ass.”

“Well, don’t expect me to be besties with her any time soon,” I smirked. “I have bigger fish to fry.”

“Exactly,” Jasper nodded. “We’re planning on getting some rest and then heading out to do some touristy things.”

“Those are not worth the money you will pay to go,” Edward chuckled. “Let me, a Hollywood brat, be your personal guide.” Edward looked at me, his green eyes sparkling in the late-morning sun. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” I hemmed and hawed.

“You two go,” Jasper suggested. “Maybe I can try surfing while you are out.”

“Surfing is better in the morning,” Edward explained. “There’s a place in Malibu that has some killer swells.”

“You surf?” I asked.

“Not well, but it’s fun,” he laughed. “I could take you out on the water.”

“I’ll get some lessons, but you two do the touristy thing,” Jasper said with a knowing grin. I gave him a glower over Edward’s shoulder. “For now, we’re going to talk about your proposal.”

“I can live with that,” Edward said, holding out his hand to Jasper. “I am truly sorry for what happened this morning with my sister. She was out of line and she never should have … said those things.” He turned back to me, kneeling in front of me again and taking my hand. “You are a brilliant writer, with a gift. A gift that needs to be shared. You are also incredibly beautiful. You’re the entire package, Bella.” He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “Don’t make me wait too long.” He stood up, kissing my cheek. I shuddered at the soft, velvety caress of his lips on my skin. With a soft, lopsided grin, he ambled out of the room.

“Holy heat, Batman,” Jasper laughed, looking at me. “He’s got it bad for you.”

“Whatever, Jasper,” I grumbled, rolling my eyes. “He does not.”

“He so does,” Jasper smirked. “Do you want to talk about his proposal?”

“I think I want to sleep. I’ve got a migraine,” I yawned.

“Okay,” Jasper sighed. “We’ll go out for dinner and discuss. Get some rest, Bells.”

“Thanks, Jas.”

He left the room, smirking as the door closed. I closed the drapes and stripped out of my dress clothes. Pulling on an oversized t-shirt and a pair of shorts, I curled up under the covers. For once, my brain didn’t battle my exhaustion. I drifted off.

xx Blockbuster xx

Flashback

“Mommy, how long is the ride?” Seth asked from his car seat. 

Normally, the drive to Seattle would take about three hours from Forks. My decrepit truck couldn’t go faster than fifty miles an hour. It was older than dirt, but it was the only that was truly mine other than my little boy. So, our meager belongings were in the bed of the truck and I had the money from my last paycheck along with what was in my savings account. I also had my dad’s service revolver stuffed in my bag for protection. 

“Mommy?”

“I’m sorry, baby,” I chuckled. “We should get to Seattle by the afternoon. We’re going to stay in a hotel tonight and tomorrow because I need to find a job.”

“Are you going to work at the Thriftway again?” he asked. “You got good food from Thriftway.”

“We’ll see,” I shrugged. “I’m thinking a restaurant.” 

A restaurant meant tips and tips meant more liquid cash. That would be easiest since I didn’t have a permanent address. At least not in the foreseeable future, to be perfectly honest. 

Besides, this was a stop on our journey. 

A brief stop.

We arrived at Seattle as the sun was starting to set. I found the cheapest motel and booked two nights after we got some fast food. I made sure that Seth had a healthy meal and I’d eat what I could. He was my priority. He’d always be priority. 

The next day, I went in search of a job and luckily managed to get hired at a small diner. I also enrolled Seth in kindergarten and an afternoon daycare through the YMCA. The housing situation was a bit sticky. The address that I used was a set of apartments within the school boundaries. If someone would try to do a home visit, I’d be royally screwed. Seth could sleep anywhere and we could use the YMCA to clean up. 

Life was okay. As best as it could be despite the circumstances. Seth and I lived in my truck. He thought it was the coolest thing ever. He could sleep anywhere. His favorite place to sleep was curled up with his head on my lap, his arms wrapped around my waist. I stayed awake for as long as I could and then crash. 

It was a couple of months where Seth and I were living in the truck. I was making some money at the diner, but not enough to get an apartment or to make headway on getting myself out of the hole I was currently trying to dig out. 

On Halloween weekend, I found a secluded spot to park. Seth was down for the count after we went trick or treating in a nice neighborhood. Seth put on his pajamas and curled up in the ginormous sleeping bag. I read him a book, holding him until his quiet snores filled the cab of the truck. I stayed up, eventually nodding off at two. 

I didn’t rest for long. I heard someone trying to open the truck door. A scraggly man was trying to get into the truck. I tried to turn over the truck, but the keys fell out of my hand and onto the floor. The man managed to open the door, dragging me out of the truck. 

“Let go of me,” I said, trying to push him away. Despite his scrawny appearance, he was strong. 

He was also strung out. 

“I want some of that goodness,” he slurred, trying to reach for my jeans. “I want to fuck you.”

“No!” I cried and he pushed me against the truck, slamming my head against the door. Then, he slapped me, punched me and went for my jeans again. I wriggled and squirmed, elbowing him in the face. He fell onto his ass and I got back into the truck. I turned over the engine, tearing out of the parking lot. Seth was up, his eyes wide and tears falling down his cheeks. 

“Mommy …” he sobbed. 

“Mommy’s okay,” I murmured, pulling him against my side and grimacing as he curled up around me. 

“You’re bleeding, Mommy. Your eye is turning colors,” he said. 

“We just need to get out of the city, baby,” I mumbled, my hands shaking uncontrollably. “Once I get us to someplace safe, I’ll take care of me.”

The adrenaline was pumping through my body and I managed to drive us Puyallup and into Motel Puyallup. I tugged on a hat and picked up Seth, who was incredibly clingy. Understandably so … 

I paid for a week at the motel. The front desk clerk eyed me dubiously but gave me the room. I knew I was acting sketchy, but my face was in flames and every part of my body was aching. I also had the desire to shower for years. That man had tried to take from me. Something he had not right to take. 

It was my body. 

We went into the room and I settled Seth into the bed. “Get some sleep, Seth. I’m okay,” I whispered, brushing his too-long hair from his face. I waited until he fell asleep. It took some time. He clung to me, obviously upset at what happened. 

Kissing his forehead, I pulled myself away from my son and I dragged my aching sore body to the bathroom. I turned the faucet as hot as it would go and I stripped out of my clothes. I threw them directly into the garbage. I didn’t have a lot, but I knew I could never wear those clothes again. Blinking up, I was shocked at my appearance. 

My skin was sallow from lack of nutrition and obviously bruised thanks to the attack from the monster. I had dark circles from too little sleep. I was far too thin. My bones were apparent and I looked sick. 

Shaking my head, I crawled into the shower and let the scalding hot water pour over me. It was then that allowed the dam to break and sobs broke through. 

What had I done to deserve this?

xx Blockbuster xx

Bella

“Wake up, Bella,” Jasper said from a distance. “Open your eyes for me, sweet girl.”

I blinked up at him, seeing his distressed face. “What is it?” I mumbled, my throat raw and sore. “

“You were screaming, Bella,” he murmured. “It sounded like you were being attacked, asking why.”

Fuck me. 

“I’m sorry if I woke you,” I mumbled.

“I wasn’t sleeping,” he replied. “Talk to me.”

“I can’t,” I argued. “Jasper, I can’t.”

“Why? Why can’t you talk to me?” Jasper pressed.

“I just can’t.” I sat up, wiping my cheeks and drawing my knees to my chest. “I can’t infect you with my story. You’re too good, Jas. Everyone is too good. Hell, even Seth is too good. He’s seen everything. I can’t relive that, Jasper. I don’t want to relive that. My life was hell before I happened upon Emmett and Rose’s café. It was a literal and figurative hell.”

“If it was so bad, surely you have scars, right?” he asked.

“Yeah, scars,” I snorted derisively. “That’s putting it lightly.”

“Bella,” Jasper chided.

“I’m okay, Jasper,” I explained.

“If you were okay, you wouldn’t be screaming out in terror,” Jasper whispered. “Have you talked to anyone? Therapy is a good thing. Psychotropic drugs are even better.”

I shot him glower. “Really?”

“Sweet girl, I’m saying this from a place of love and affection, but I think you need help. I sound like a broken record, but you need to talk to someone,” Jasper said softly, wiping a tear away from my cheek. “I love you, Bells, like another sister. I hate to see you so upset.” He stared at me and I couldn’t hold his gaze. I found the comforter far more interesting. “The book … your book … This is your story.”

“Jasper,” I breathed, shaking my head.

“How much of it is true?” he asked. His fingers gently guided me to look up at him. “How much, Bella?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I evaded. I pulled my chin from his grasp. He sighed and sat back, shaking his head. “It’s a part of my life that I don’t want to revisit, Jasper. The girl who gave birth to Seth is not the same woman who’s sitting here today. I’m better now. I have a life. I’m happy.” I reached over and picked up my phone.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m texting Edward and telling him that I want to work with him on this project,” I said definitively. “He’s the only one who can make my book into a movie without making it a farce. But, I don’t know about the whole day.”

I’ve thought about it and I think you would be the best choice for the movie ~ Bella

I’m so thrilled to hear that, Bella! I’ll have Laurent draw up a contract and we’ll move on from there. Would you like to celebrate over dinner? ~ Edward

Not tonight, but I’d like a chance to meet up with you tomorrow? ~ Bella

That works for me. I’m counting the minutes.  ~ Edward

“We’re going to meet up for dinner. Do you want to join?” I asked.

“Oh, no. He wasn’t giving me the googly eyes. You have fun, flirting with the hot, sexy director, Bella. Maybe you can open up to him,” Jasper said, arching a brow.

“Jasper,” I grumbled. “Stop.”

“It’s not healthy, Bella,” he said, crawling to sit next to me and tucking me to his side. “The not talking thing. Flirting with the sexy director? That’s healthy. Tell him yes or I will go with you on your date. I’ll be obnoxious and encourage him to date you.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so,” I laughed, picking up my phone and spinning it in my hands. “Are you going to hover while I attempt to text Edward?”

“I have to make sure you actually flirt and not treat this like a business transaction,” Jasper teased.

“Isn’t that what it is?” I asked.

“No, Bella. Even a blind man could see the sparks between you and Edward Cullen, Academy Award Winning Director,” Jasper smirked, poking my side. “Text. Him.”

“It’s not a date, Jasper,” I sighed.

“Do I need to text him?” Jasper chuckled.

“No, I’ve got it,” I replied. Sliding my finger across the screen, I looked at the last text from Edward. That works for me. I’m counting the minutes. ~ Edward

I’m looking forward to dinner, too. ~ Bella

The three dots danced on the bottom of the screen, indicating that he was typing. Or, that was Jasper told me. I’m so excited to see you. I’ll be over around six tomorrow evening. Does that work for you? ~ Edward

Sounds perfect. I’ll see you then. I’m also excited to work with you ~ Bella

So am I. I’ll see you tomorrow ~ Edward

“We need to work on your game, Swan,” Jasper chided.

“As far as I’m concerned, he’s a coworker,” I said. “Now, can we eat? I really didn’t get a chance to finish my meal at the club. I deserve chocolate.”

“You and your fucking chocolate,” Jasper sighed, shaking his head. He looked at me. Leaning over, he kissed my temple. “I’m going to find you some chocolate, sweet girl. Ask and ye shall receive …”

A/N: So, yeah … that happened. Leave me your thoughts. What did you think of their first meeting? Was it what you expected? What did you think about Alice? 

Now, up next will be some time alone with Edward and Bella. He’ll give her a tour of his hometown … a tour that only a native Los Angeles resident could give her. What do you think will happen on their ‘tour’? 

Pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can access that from a link on my profile. I’m on also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. I’d appreciate your thoughts! Thank you so much for reading and I’ll see you on flipside! 

 




Chapter 3




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Chapter Three

Bella

After Jasper and I gorged ourselves on way too much chocolate and watched another one of Edward Cullen’s movies – the first movie he’d directed – I ended up crashing. Jasper must have stayed with me because when I woke up to my alarm, I heard snoring. Loud, freight train-like snoring. I sat up, looking at my friend as he was sprawled out on the bed. I had the tiniest corner of the bed while Jasper, in his lanky form, took up the rest of the mattress.

I slipped out of the bed. I sent a text to Seth, wishing him a good day at school. He sent me a goofy selfie along with a lot of words of encouragement for the day. I grinned reading that, thankful that my son still loved me. Placing the phone back on the nightstand, I padded to the bathroom to shower. I was blow drying my hair when Jasper leaned against the door frame. “Good morning, eagle,” I quipped, turning to face him.

“Eagle?” he asked.

“You were spread eagle on the bed, Jasper,” I chuckled and arched a brow at him. “It’s a good thing I’m so short. I don’t need much space.”

“Sorry,” he yawned, scratching his stomach under his t-shirt. “It’s probably the reason why I don’t have a girlfriend. At least, not one that lasts past the date where we have sex and spend the night together. Should I see a doctor about that?”

“Really?” I deadpanned.

“I’m serious!” he laughed, holding up his arms in confusion.

“Why don’t you just go surfing, Jasper?” I quipped, turning back around to finish drying my hair. “The waves are calling.”

“Hmmmm, they are,” he beamed. His smile widened. “What are you going to do today?”

“I have a couple of options,” I answered. “All of them are museums.”

“Are you sure I can’t talk you into surfing?” Jasper teased. “You’re in Los Angeles and you’re going to museums?”

“Yes, Jasper. I am,” I said, looking at him in the mirror. “Look, I loved going to museums when I was younger, before I had Seth. My dad took me to Seattle and I would wander around the museums for hours. There’s something so magical about them. Going back in time? Looking at priceless works of art? That’s … that’s what I want to do.” Now that I have the funds to actually enjoy that magic. “So, Liam is going to drive me to The Huntington Library and Museum first and then to the Getty Museum.”

“Don’t forget your date with Edward Cullen,” Jasper said to me, giving me a shitty grin.

“It’s not a date,” I argued, picking up the curling iron.

“It’s a date,” he sang, leaving the room. “It’s soooooooo a date.”

“I hate you,” I sang back. “I hope you drown.” His laughter was muffled by the closing of the doors adjoining our room. As I was putting on my makeup, my cell phone chimed from the nightstand. Padding into the bedroom, I picked up my phone, seeing a text from Edward.

I’m just checking to see if we’re still on for dinner tonight? Six, right? ~ Edward

I’m looking forward to it and yes, we are. Where are we going? ~ Bella

That’s for me to know and for you to find out ;-) ~ Edward

Well, I’d like to know what to wear. I don’t want to show up wearing jeans when it’s a fancier restaurant ~ Bella

Not jeans, but not super dressy either. You’re also not just SHOWING up. I’m picking you up. I’ll be at the Standard by six, Bella. I’ll be counting the moments … eagerly … ~ Edward

I blushed as I read that. Blowing out a breath, I sent him a quick response, relying on emoticons to suppress my embarrassment and finished getting ready for my excursion at the two museums. Dressed comfortably in a pair of jeans and a plaid silk blouse, I rode down to the lobby and smiled when I saw Liam. I knew I probably should have had my guard up, but there was something about Liam that reminded me of my dad before he got sick. “Hello, Ms. Swan,” Liam beamed, holding out his hand.

“It’s nice to see you, Liam. Thank you for carting me around,” I chuckled.

“I dropped Mr. Hale at a beach in Malibu. He said he’d find his own way back and that I should be with you. He was worried about you being alone today,” Liam explained, closing the door.

I bit back a snort. I’d been in far more dangerous situations than walking in two high-scale museums in southern California. “Thank you so much, Liam. Jasper does worry,” I shrugged when he slid into the driver’s seat.

“It’s what good boyfriends do,” Liam said.

“Jasper is not my boyfriend. We’re very good friends. Initially, his sister did introduce us to possibly start dating, but there was no connection, no spark. He’s firmly entrenched in the friendzone,” I smirked. “Have you ever been to the Huntington Library or Getty Museum?”

“I’ve been inside the Huntington, because my daughter lives in Pasadena and she’s a member, along with my granddaughter,” he answered. “I’ve only ever been outside the Getty, usually acting as a driver for one of the A-listers who go to those expensive galas hosted there.”

I frowned at that. I had allowed myself a small amount to splurge on myself. Granted, it was mainly for food and a few tokens, mementos for Seth, but I squirreled away some money for going to these museums. If the Getty was too expensive, I’d have to …

“Ms. Swan, I can see you frowning back there,” Liam said.

“You should keep your eyes on the road,” I joked weakly.

“I’m at a stop light,” he teased back. “I was told that I’m at your beck and call while you’re in Los Angeles. The studio also informed me that you don’t need to worry about paying for admittance to the museums or anything else.”

“The studio?” I asked dubiously, arching a brow over my sunglasses. “Or, Mr. Cullen?”

“Okay, it was Mr. Cullen. He told me what had happened at the meeting and he felt awful. So, you’re all good, Ms. Swan,” Liam explained. “Your tickets should already be on your phone, sent to your email.”

My eyes widened and I opened my up email. Sure enough, there was a forward from E. Cullen containing my tickets for both the Huntington and Getty. “How did he know?”

“Your non-boyfriend told me and I told Mr. Cullen,” Liam explained, pressing on the gas.

With a sigh, I sent a message to both Edward and Jasper, separately of course  … You are in so much trouble! ~ Bella

Awww, don’t be like that, Bells. I figured that with all that ass-kissing that Cullen needs to do, it’s the least he could do ~ Jasper

I hope a whale eats you, Jasper. I swear! ~ Bella

Nah, you don’t. You LOVE me. Have fun, sweet girl ~ Jas

You are so on my list, Jasper Whitlock Hale ~ Bella

What list is that, Isabella Marie Swan? ~ Jas

My shit list … ~ Bella

My cell phone chirped from a new message from Edward, replying to my initial text.

I’d personally like to be the one to take you on those trips, but I’m stuck in meetings all day, Bella. Let me do this for you, please? ~ Edward

I don’t want to abuse our relationship ~ Bella

I didn’t like how that sounded because we didn’t exactly have a relationship. Edward was trying to direct a movie based on my novel. We were, at the very least, coworkers. At best, possibly friends?

It’s not abuse when it’s freely given, Bella. I also do want to take you on a tour of my hometown before you leave. This is the first part … the self-guided tour (with the help of Liam). The second part will be where I’m showing you all the hidden gems in LA. Okay? ~ Edward

Okay ~ Bella

Have fun! Wish I was with you. I’ll be imagining anything other than sitting through a business meeting with my manager and agent. I’ll see you at six ~ Edward

With a huff, I put my phone back in my purse. “Did you get it all figured out?” Liam asked.

“Yeah,” I answered. “Edward paid for my admission to both museums.”

“He’s a good man, Ms. Swan,” Liam explained, pulling into the Huntington parking lot. “He’s a wonderful director and one of the most genuine humans I’d ever met. I’ve worked with some of the most amazingly awful A-listers. Complete snobs and overall assholes. But, Edward Cullen, despite his popularity, never lost his inherent kindness and warm heart. His sister, on the other hand, can be a piece of work.”

“You’re telling me,” I snorted humorlessly. I bit my lip and shifted in the backseat. “Would you mind walking around with me? It’s got to be better than sitting in the car, right?”

“I’d be honored, Ms. Swan,” Liam said, parking the car. “I can show you some of my favorite places here.”

We walked into the museum, using the tickets that Edward had purchased for me. It was apparent he’d already made arrangements for Liam, who took all over the museum and outdoor gardens. I took pictures with my phone and I made a mental note to come back again with Seth. I wanted to give him the same opportunities my father gave me, even if it was almost twelve years too late. I also picked up a few things from the gift shop.

After a couple hours, Liam drove us to get something to eat. He took me to an amazing food truck that had the most delicious tacos. I ate far too many of them, but they were so good. When we finished, Liam drove us to the Getty Museum. Where the Huntington had gorgeous grounds, the Getty had beautiful art displays. I felt like I stepped back in time, looking at the priceless works of art.

“We should probably head back,” Liam said. “Traffic is hellacious in Los Angeles. I know that Mr. Cullen is picking you up for dinner.”

I sighed, nodding. “You’re right. Thank you for joining me, Liam. It’s been a lot of fun and I really appreciate spending the day with you,” I said sincerely.

“It was a pleasure, Ms. Swan,” he grinned.

We left the Getty and got into the car. Liam was obviously correct that traffic was hellacious in Los Angeles. We got back to the hotel at five. I thanked Liam, giving him a quick hug before darting back to the room. I heard Jasper in his room. From the sounds of it, he was having some intense sex. The moans from his room were borderline pornographic. I shuddered, walking to my closet.

“What do I wear?” I groaned. “Not jeans …” I picked up my phone, dialing Rose. She usually lived in yoga pants and tunics. She had a great fashion sense, but rarely used it because she was mother and a business owner. Her focus was more on comfort.

“Bells,” Rose sang. “How’s the City of Angels?”

“It’s interesting,” I snorted. “How’s my child? Is he making good choices?”

“Seth is doing awesome. He’s currently playing in the backyard with my kiddos,” Rose said. “Do you want to talk to him?”

“I will in a little bit. I need your help. I’m going out to dinner with the director of the movie,” I said, glowering at my closet, which was not filled since I didn’t pack much.

“Oooh la la,” Rose crooned. “Is this a date?”

“A business dinner, Rosalie,” I argued. “I want to look professional, but still feminine.”

“Do you have that black dress? The one that looks like it came out a 1950s dream?” Rose suggested. “I told you to pack it, Bells.”

I found the dress and held it up. “I’ve got it,” I sighed.

“Okay, good. Now, wear that and curl your hair like a Vargas girl,” Rose said. “Wear a bright red lip. You’ll be beautiful.”

“I’m not trying to seduce him,” I grumbled. “It’s a business meeting. Zero seduction …”

“Well, even if you’re not seducing him, wearing that dress will make you feel powerful,” Rose argued. “It’s for you, Bells. All for you.” I blew out a breath. “Do you want to talk to your son? Perhaps, he can give you the confidence you need.”

“Rose,” I sighed.

“Seth, your mom is on the phone. Tell her she’s going to rock,” Rose yelled.

I heard the phone shuffle and my favorite voice filtered through the speakers. “Mom, you’re going to rock. No matter what, you’re my hero,” Seth said. “How’s Los Angeles? Is it good?”

“It’s so different from San Francisco,” I chuckled. “Warmer, smoggier, a lot more traffic. How was your math test?”

“I think I rocked it. Oh, I also decided to try out for the boys’ basketball team,” Seth said. “Is that okay?”

“Of course, it is, Seth. When are try outs?” I asked.

“Next week. There’s a clinic on Monday from three to four-thirty and try outs are on Tuesday and Wednesday from three to five, with the possibility of practice on Thursday. Then practice will happen every day and I’ll get a game schedule if I make the team,” Seth explained.

“I’ll be at every game, kiddo. I’m so proud of you,” I smiled.

“I’m proud of you, Mom,” Seth breathed. “Have fun tonight.”

“I will, Seth. I love you, baby,” I whispered.

“I love you, Mommy,” he whispered back to me. I let my eyes fall shut and a few tears slipped down my cheeks. “I’m going to go. Dinner’s ready. Be safe, Mom. Love you!”

I smiled, hanging up the phone and pulled out the black dress Rose suggested. I put it on the bed and I went to curl my hair, pinning it back. I applied my makeup, putting on the red lipstick. I looked up at myself, not seeing the gaunt, broken girl from years ago. I could still see a hint of who I was before I got back on my feet, but I hid it well. I slipped on the dress and put my feet into the heels I’d packed. I was putting my phone and wallet into the clutch. There was a knock on the door.

I walked to the door, checking to see who was outside. Edward was standing in the hallway, shifting on his feet. Unlocking the door, I smiled as I saw him. “Hi, Edward,” I said.

“Wow, Bella. You look … exquisite,” he breathed. He pulled out a red flower from behind his back. “For you.”

“You didn’t have to …” I said, taking the flower from his fingers.

“Here, let me,” he murmured, pinning it behind my ear. “It makes you look even more beautiful.”

“Edward,” I whispered, looking down at the floor. “You can’t say that about me. I’m far from beautiful.”

His fingers found my chin and he gently lifted my face until I was looking up at him. “I don’t lie, Bella. You are beautiful and I’ll have the most gorgeous woman on my arm tonight.” He offered me his elbow. “Shall we?” I bit my lip, shifting on my feet. “Bella, I cannot tell a lie.”

“But, you’re an actor,” I said.

“I was an actor. I’m a director now. If you noticed, my acting career was only two-dimensional. It was all about my looks … how hot I was without my shirt on. Do you want to know why? Because I can’t tell a lie,” he chuckled, taking my arm and gently putting into the crook of his elbow. “So, when I say something, it’s one hundred percent genuine.”

“Okay,” I nodded, still not truly believing him but going along with it. In the dress I was wearing, I did feel attractive, but beautiful was a feeling I didn’t experience very often.  “Thank you.”

He grinned crookedly as Jasper and his bedmate had come together with screams of ecstasy.  His nose wrinkled, looking at the door. “Um, wow.”

“Yeah, that’s Jasper,” I snorted.

“Do you know who?” Edward asked. “Who’s in there?”

“Nope. They were going at it when I came back from the museums. Thank you for the tickets, by the way,” I said as we walked to the bank of elevators, away from my room.

“I’m scarred,” Edward groaned, scrubbing his face with his free hand. “I hope that …”

“I’ll survive. Noise cancelling headphones,” I smirked as we walked out of the elevators through the lobby. “Where are we going for dinner?”

“It’s called Le Grande,” he answered, clicking his keys and a sleek black sports car flashed its lights. He opened the door, helping me into the passenger seat. He slid into the driver’s side and drove to the restaurant. “I hope you don’t mind Italian.”

“I love it,” I answered honestly. He grinned widely as he expertly navigated the streets of Los Angeles. About twenty minutes later, he pulled up to the valet and handed the attendant the keys. He helped me out of the passenger seat and led me inside, his hand hovering at the small of my back. The hostess grinned at Edward and we were seated in a private dining room. “This is fancy. A private room?”

“I don’t want to be interrupted by fans. I may not act anymore, but I am recognized and frequently interrupted when I’m out. I wanted to focus my attention on you and on this dinner,” Edward said. “Do you like wine?”

“I don’t drink much,” I answered honestly. “One glass won’t be too bad.”

“White or red?” he asked.

“White,” I replied. “Red gives me an instant hangover.”

“Hmmm, I agree with you on that one,” he chuckled. “But, it doesn’t stop me from ordering a bottle. It’s so good.”

As soon as he said that, a server came in and took our drink order. I got a glass of pinot grigio while Edward got a glass of scotch. “So, Bella, I wanted to talk to you about the movie,” Edward said. “Without the studio executives and without any sort of pressure from any outside influences, like my nosy sister. The studio has given me complete control of the movie, but I want to give you some of that control.”

“Me? Why?” I asked.

“Because your novel should be told in a way that is respectful to your writing,” Edward explained. “If Laurent had his way, he’d pass off the script to one of his mediocre screenplay writers. It would be torn to shreds. I do not that to happen, to be perfectly honest. I’d like to propose to you some options that might alleviate your concerns about the movie, and hopefully, persuade you to work with us, work with me.”

“I don’t know the first thing about making a movie,” I laughed anxiously as the server brought us our drinks.

“It’s a good thing that you’ve got a friend in the business,” he quipped, clinking his glass with mine. “Here’s what I think would work for you. I think you’d be an amazing executive producer. Not that I expect you to finance the film, but to work with the staff to make this film happen. I also want you to be the head writer for the screenplay.”

“Again, I don’t know anything about this,” I said.

“You may not know anything about this, but you will fight for what’s right for your story, your book,” Edward explained. He reached over and took my hand, engulfing my hand in his much larger one. “I think you’d enjoy the process. You seem very detail-oriented and passionate about what you’ve written.”

“I do agree about that, but I live in San Francisco and I have obligations,” I explained. “You may not know this, but I’m a mother and my son … he’s my priority. I also have final edits for a new novel I’m writing. How can I balance caring for my child, doing the edits and what you’re proposing? I don’t know.”

“I know you live in San Francisco,” Edward grinned. “Beautiful city. Perhaps I’ll come visit? I’m giving you a tour of Los Angeles. You could return the favor with San Francisco.”

“Possibly,” I blushed.

“Bella, with what I’m proposing, there’s a flexibility there,” he explained. “You don’t have to be here in Los Angeles to write the screenplay. You can do that from San Francisco.”

“Flexibility is good,” I nodded, taking a sip of my wine. “My son comes first. Always. He’s my world and I cannot let all of this take precedence over him.”

“Family should always come first,” Edward breathed.

The server came back and took our orders. Edward and I talked politely about his past as an actor. He asked questions about me, but I wasn’t comfortable talking about myself. There were too many skeletons in my closet. Yes, I had a website and a Facebook author profile that shared a little about my past. Mainly, I talked about where I grew up, where I went to college and why I became a writer.

Well, the contrived reason why I became a writer.

I couldn’t exactly put down that I’d lived in an environment filled with nightmares – emotional abuse, physical torture, and mental anguish – I can’t put that down.

I steered his questions away from me, focusing on his life.

As we finished our meals, my cell phone rang from my purse. I pulled it out and saw Seth’s number dance across the screen. “Do you mind if I take this?” I asked.

“No, go ahead,” he smiled.

I slid my finger across the screen and I relaxed. “Hey baby,” I cooed. “How are you doing?”

“I’m okay, Mom,” Seth replied. “I just wanted to call you to see how things were going. We didn’t get chance to talk earlier except for me yammering about the basketball team. Is the book going to be made into a movie?”

“More than likely yes,” I answered, turning away from Edward and crossing my legs. “Things were rocky and I’ll tell you more about that when I get home.”

“When will you be home?” Seth asked.

“By the end of the week, baby,” I murmured. “I do need to go, though. I’ll call you when I’m back at the hotel. Maybe we can talk when I get there?”

“Yeah, Mom,” Seth said. “Love you.”

“Love you, too,” I replied, hanging up the phone and turning back to face Edward. What greeted me was not the same friendly man who’d begged me to consider to do the movie about my book. “Edward?”

“Apologies,” he gritted out, spinning his scotch. His posture was rigid.

His harsh tone reminded me of … I was not about to put myself in the same situation. My hackles went up and fear flooded me. “Apparently, I’ve done something to offend,” I said quietly. “I’ll just catch a cab back to the hotel.” I reached into my purse, tossing some cash onto the table. I knew it didn’t cover my portion of the meal, but I had to get out of there. I pushed away from the table, scurrying through the restaurant and out the door. I waved down a taxi and gave him the name of my hotel. As we pulled away, I saw Edward try to stop the taxi.

We just continued to drive away.

xx Blockbuster xx

Flashback

I was sitting on the floor of the dingy shed that I’d shared with Jacob and Seth. It was on his father’s property. We were living here rent-free, but Jacob made a point of making me pay him for utilities. Nearly half of my paycheck went to that payment. I tried to get Jacob to reduce the payment, but he said he had to provide for my kid, it was the least I could do.  The other half went to the care of my one-year-old son.  

My beautiful, wonderful, perfect son. 

Jacob didn’t pay for crap. 

Asshole.

It was a rare day off from the Thriftway. I’d been working nonstop since my dad died, barely taking a day off even after I gave birth to Seth. I was trying to pay his outstanding bills, but I couldn’t. The house was foreclosed and all our belongings were essentially sold to pay off my father’s debt. I’d managed to snag a few things that were sentimental. Thankfully the bank officer was a friend of my father’s and had a soft spot for me. 

I’d walked away from the foreclosure with my father’s service revolver, his Forks police uniform and some of my grandmother’s jewelry, her pearls and her wedding band. 

Seth was trying to walk. He was standing up, holding onto the edge of the worn couch and grinning at me with his four little teeth. “Who’s my big boy?” I crooned, rubbing my hand along his back. Seth reached over to me, trying to take his first steps but Jacob slammed into the shed. Seth fell onto his bottom and began wailing. “Oh, baby.” I picked him up and cradled him to my chest as Jacob scowled at us. 

“I don’t understand why I let you stay,” Jacob snarled. “All that kid does is cry. Shut him the fuck up.”

“Jacob, he only cries when you’re around,” I said, rubbing Seth’s back. “He reacts to your anger, your derision.”

“I have every right to be angry,” Jacob yelled. “You got pregnant and I didn’t want it. I didn’t want to be a dad.”

“You could have fooled me,” I sighed. “When I told you, you were happy.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not. I’m not happy, Bella. I went out with you because you were hot. Now? Not so much. You look like a bedraggled rat with messy hair and fat rolls. I can’t even get hard for you anymore. You’re used.”

“By you,” I spat. “Jacob, I didn’t want to go out with either. I sure as hell didn’t want to have sex with you. But, things happened, the condom broke and we have a son. You should help me. Seth is a part of you.”

“Not the good parts,” Jacob hissed. “That kid is a pussy.”

“Our son is a year old!” I argued. 

Jacob just glared at me. “Why should I stay with you? We haven’t had sex since that was born.”

“Not that it was all that good,” I muttered under my breath. Jacob picked up his coat and his keys. “Where are you going?”

“Out,” Jacob spat. “I can’t be around you or that thing. I need to blow off some steam and I can’t do that with you because you disgust me with your fat rolls and flabby tits.” His gaze met mine and there was nothing but loathing and contempt for me and for our son. He whipped around and stomped out of the shed, slamming the door shut. 

I closed my eyes, trying not to cry. Jacob’s opinion of me was made abundantly clear. Once I had been cleared by the doctors, three months after Seth’s birth, Jacob relegated me to the sofa. 

We didn’t have a relationship anymore. I wasn’t the mother of his child. I was a freeloader. 

But, even that wasn’t true. 

If I was freeloader, I wouldn’t have to pay half my paycheck to Jacob for a shed that was being paid for by his father. His father who also had a low opinion of me, as well. He only allowed me to stay because he was close friends with my own dad. 

“Mama,” Seth said, his little legs toddling toward me. His hands found my cheeks and he stared me. “Mama! Mama!”

“Mama’s here, baby,” I cried, kissing his palms. “You’re walking, Seth.” I scooped him into my arms and held him close. “I love you, baby. I love you so much. I love you so, so much.” He was the only thing that mattered. He was the only person who loved me unconditionally, just like I loved him. 

Things had to get better. 

Right? 

xx Blockbuster xx

I rode up to my room and slipped inside. I locked the door, leaning against the cool wood. I felt my phone vibrate in my purse, but I refused to look at it. Kicking off my shoes, I unzipped my dress and removed the flower from my hair. It was a beautiful red camelia. I put it on the nightstand and pulled on some pajamas. I washed my face. Once I was back in my comfort zone, I swiped my computer. I dialed Seth on FaceTime and his handsome face filled the computer screen.

“Hey, kiddo,” I breathed.

“You’re home awfully early for a date,” he quipped.

“It was a business meeting,” I snickered. “And, it ended early.” Because Edward was looking at me angrily and I was not anyone’s doormat. Not anymore. “I just miss you, Seth. So much …”

“I miss you, too, Mom, but you should have fun,” Seth chuckled.

“It’s sad when my child needs to remind me to have fun,” I deadpanned. I stared at him. His face was morphing from the sweet baby face of my little boy to the more angular features of a teenager. My baby boy was growing up. “You’re getting so big, Seth.”

“Well, I know my sperm donor is big,” Seth sighed, scrubbing his hand through his hair.

“I’m not talking about that. You’re growing up. You’re going through clothes like water and soon, your voice is going to deepen … and you won’t be my little boy anymore,” I sniffled.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” Seth asked.

“I’m just … I miss you, Seth. I know that this is a big deal, but I’m away from you,” I murmured. “Maybe I should just forget it and fly home.”

“No, Mom. You are not going to come home,” Seth chided. He smiled at me, his brown eyes warm and gleaming with pride. “I love you, Mom. You’re going to do so awesome.”

“Thanks, baby,” I breathed. “Did you finish your homework?”

“Yes. Uncle Emmett helped me with my math homework and Aunt Rose read my book report,” Seth explained.

“Okay, good. I know you were stressing about the book report,” I said. “Aunt Rose is almost as good as an editor as Uncle Jasper.”

“That’s what she said,” Seth chuckled. “Anyhow, I’m going to go to bed.”

“Sleep well, baby,” I smiled. “I love you.” He pressed a kiss to the screen and ended the call. Closing the computer, I leaned back against the headboard. There was a knock on the adjoining door. “You better be alone, Jasper Whitlock Hale!”

He poked his head into my room and his cheeks were a bright red. “You heard that?”

“I think the entire floor heard you,” I countered, arching a brow at him. “Who was the lucky lady?”

“Someone I met at the beach. It was fun but I don’t think it’ll happen again,” Jasper replied, shaking his head. “Shouldn’t you be out to dinner with Edward?” I didn’t respond. I just pulled my feet up to my chest. “Bella? Did he do something?”

“No, he didn’t. Well, not so much,” I shrugged.

“Talk, woman,” Jasper said, arching a brow.

“It wasn’t anything. Maybe, I was overreacting, but I took a call from Seth and Edward got all huffy. He was angry and I couldn’t be around that,” I replied.

“Do I need to kick his ass?” Jasper asked.

“No. Maybe I … I don’t know,” I shrugged.

“Can I offer you an alternative perspective?” Jasper questioned. I nodded. “When you talk to Seth, you relax and your face gets all soft. The love you have for your kid is all encompassing, but to an outsider … he may have thought you were talking to a boyfriend or a lover.”

“Why would Edward care about that?” I asked.

“Bells, I’m saying this from a place of love, but that man is totally smitten with you,” Jasper explained.

“No, he isn’t,” I scoffed.

“I know it’s been a long time since you’ve even considered yourself a sexual being, but you’re hot. I don’t think of you that way, but you’re gorgeous and any man would love to be with you,” Jasper said. I was glowering at him in disbelief. “Okay, let me put into smaller words so you can understand.”

“Jasper,” I hissed, smacking at him.

“He was jealous, Bells,” Jasper said. “Edward Cullen has the hots for you and when he heard you talk to another man, in his perception, he got jealous.”

I blinked at him, shocked at his admission. “That is so unlikely.”

“Get your phone, Bells,” Jasper smirked. I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I’ll get it.” He got up and found my phone in my purse. He held it up to my face and unlocked it. He opened my text messages. “Ah ha! He admitted to being jealous!”

“What are you talking about?”

Jasper handed me my phone and I saw a bunch of messages from Edward.

Bella, come back! Please ~ Edward

I was an asshole … I acted like a jealous asshole. Please, let me make it up to you? ~ Edward

About thirty minutes passed between that message and the last one. I’m truly sorry for being a jerk. I really hope that you can forgive me and give me another chance, along with an opportunity to talk to you, make it up to you. Please? ~ Edward

“I was right,” Jasper said. “Are you going to respond to him?”

“What do I say?” I asked.

“Do you want to give him another chance?” Jasper asked. “Do you think that he’s an asshole?”

“I just freaked out. Too many memories,” I sighed. “I don’t think he’s an asshole, but I don’t want to be hurt.”

“Say that,” Jasper said, pushing the phone into my hands. “And apologize for bailing on him …”

Huffing out a breath, I took the phone and began typing a response to Edward.

I’m sorry for leaving. I just … I don’t handle conflict very well and you looked pissed off. You’re not an asshole. I’m just hesitant about being hurt ~ Bella

The three dots bounced on the bottom of my screen. I’m sorry for making you think that I’d hurt you. I couldn’t do that … even if I tried. But, I am truly sorry. Can I have another chance? I did promise you a tour of Los Angeles. Will you please give me that chance? ~ Edward

Yes, I will. When? ~ Bella

The day after tomorrow. Again, I have meetings tomorrow, but I’m free the following day. I’ll pick you up at the hotel by ten. Does that work? ~ Edward

Sounds good ~ Bella

He sent me a picture of his relieved face and I snickered. “So, did you two kiss and make up?” Jasper asked.

“You’re an idiot,” I snorted.

“Au contraire, my lovely friend. I’m a genius because I was right about you and Cullen, hmmmm?” Jasper smirked. “Now, enough about that drama. Tell me about the dinner before it all went to shit.”

“You are such a gossipy old woman,” I chuckled.

“No, I’m your agent. I need to know!” he said. “Spill, woman!”

A/N: Who do you think Jasper was boning in his room? Leave your thoughts. Also, what about Bella’s reaction to Edward’s hostility? Did she overreact? 

Anyhow, pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can find a link to that on my profile. I’m also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. Also, thank you to all the lovely ladies who gave me suggestions of places to go in Los Angeles. I appreciate the suggestions. I used a few for this chapter and more will come up in following chapters. I have never been to LA. I’ve seen the inside of the San Francisco Airport, but that doesn’t really count …  

Next up will be an Edward chapter … it may be shorter. We’ll see. 

Leave me your thoughts! 

 




Chapter 4




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Next up will be an Edward chapter … it may be shorter. We’ll see. Thank you to Annamarie for sending me the photos of Edward’s home. She sent me some pictures of Pamela Anderson’s Malibu mansion and seeing them, I thought it would be a perfect fit for DirectorWard. Thanks, girl!

Chapter Four

Edward

What just happened?

I stood on the curb as the cab pulled away with Bella inside. Yes, I’d gotten a little pissed that Bella just melted as she spoke to whomever was on the phone, but I thought I masked it pretty damn well. It was irrational for me to feel the jealously searing through my veins. She wasn’t mine. She wasn’t a girlfriend, but I was definitely attracted to her.

Okay, I was more than attracted to her. I was drawn to her.

I pulled out my phone and sent her a text. Bella, come back! Please ~ Edward

Probably, I could have followed her, but I didn’t want to be a complete stalker. I’d already done that and it would shifty if I did it again. Walking back to private dining room, I paid for our bill and I pocketed Bella’s money. I would give it back to her.

Somehow …

I sent her another text. I was an asshole … I acted like a jealous asshole. Please, let me make it up to you? ~ Edward

She still hadn’t responded to me. Not that I expected her to.

Bella was incredibly beautiful, extremely intelligent and terrified beyond belief about being hurt. Who had hurt her?

I got into my car, driving back to beachside, secluded mansion. I parked in the garage and dragged my body into my home. I slipped off my suit coat. I poured myself a glass of scotch, going to sit outside and listen to the waves crash against the shore. Kicking my feet up onto a chaise lounge, I pulled out my cell phone and sent Bella one last message.

I’m truly sorry for being a jerk. I really hope that you can forgive me and give me another chance, along with an opportunity to talk to you, make it up to you. Please? ~ Edward

I hoped she’d respond, but I wasn’t holding my breath.

I don’t know how long I’d sat outside, but I got a few texts from my sister telling me that she was coming over tomorrow morning to go over a few things. I asked her to not come over too early. I was slightly drunk and I knew I’d be hungover. When my conversation with my sister was over, Bella had responded.

I couldn’t really read her emotions through her texts, but I was grateful she replied. She was giving me another chance and hopefully, I’d be able prove to her that I wasn’t an asshole like she believed me to be. I finished my drink and got up. I blew out a breath, padding inside of my home and heading up to my master bedroom. I stripped out of my clothes, leaving the door open so I could listen to the waves. It was better than any white noise machine invented.

Eventually I drifted off to sleep and my dreams were filled of a brunette beauty with heart-shaped face, a gorgeous smile and deep brown eyes that held so many secrets.

What was her story?

I woke up early the next morning with a slight headache. I got up, brushed my teeth and dressed in a pair of running shorts and t-shirt. I slipped on a shoes and picked up my phone. Stuffing in my earbuds, I ran out the back door of my home and began my morning run along the shore. I pushed myself. I felt my muscles burn in my legs. The warm, salty air filled my lungs and it helped alleviate the hangover I had. Jogging back up my back porch, I saw my sister sitting on one of the chaise lounges, wearing a pencil skirt and blouse. Her eyes were narrowed. “Do not start with me, Mary Alice. Not until I shower off the funk and I have my coffee,” I said.

“I heard that you went out to eat with that author,” she scoffed.

“Yeah, I’m showering and if you’re here to bad mouth Bella, you can walk your petty little ass out that door,” I growled, pointing to the door.

“You don’t know her, Edward,” she sneered.

“And you do?” I asked, arching a brow. “I’m going to shower and it would be in your best interest to have an attitude adjustment, Alice. Perhaps, get laid? God, it’s been so long for you that you turn into this raging bitch …”

“I hate you, Edward,” Alice grumbled. “Go shower. You stink.”

“No, that’s just your attitude,” I sighed, walking past her and running up to my room. I took a quick shower, washing off my run. I dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, walking down the steps. Alice was inside, sitting at the kitchen island and sipping some coffee. “Are you going to be human, Alice?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I should be more open-minded, but there’s something I don’t trust about Bella and her book. I’ll also have you know I did have sex yesterday. It was the most amazing hate sex.”

“What the fuck is hate sex?” I asked, making my coffee and pulling out food for breakfast.

“It’s sex with someone you hate,” Alice answered simply. “I was at the beach yesterday. I wanted to take some of my frustrations out on the waves and I ran into Bella’s boyfriend/agent guy.”

“They’re not dating,” I said.

“I know that. Now,” Alice retorted. “He took me back to his hotel and we fucked. A lot.”

I turned around and glowered at her. “You have this bug up your ass about Bella and you fuck her agent? That’s rich, Alice. Hypocrite, much?”

“He’s gorgeous and his cock is ginormous,” Alice shrugged. “I wanted sex and why not have sex with a guy who is gorgeous and has ginormous cock?”

“Really, Alice?” I sighed. “So, instead you have hate sex with Bella’s agent. Why? Talk to me, Alice? Why did you have hate sex with Jasper? Was it to get details about Bella?” Alice spun her coffee cup and looked ashamed. “You’re unbelievable! Alice, this is happening. This movie is happening!”

“Why do you think that the sun rises and sets out of this bitch’s ass?” Alice asked. “She’s not as pure and unsullied as she seems, Edward.” She pulled out her phone and typed on the screen furiously. “Do you know she has a kid? She was a teen mom!”

“I know she has a kid and when she gave birth is none of our business,” I grumbled. “I thought you were over your thing with Bella.”

“I was until I got this email, Edward,” she said, pushing her phone to me. “It has some pretty damning evidence that Isabella Swan was a whore.”

“So, you’re believing some random email from a stranger,” I argued, picking up the phone. I read the email and it was poorly written, filled with information about Bella and her son, but no proof of the allegations. “You believe this bullshit? It reads like a four-year-old wrote it with misspelled words and huge rumors. Do you have proof?”

“I want to get it,” Alice said. “I want to hire a private investigator to find proof of what was sent to me from this anonymous sender.”

“You want to find proof that Bella fucked guys on camera to pay for her drug habit?” I asked, reading from her phone. “That she stripped for money and pimped out her kid? Alice, this sounds like it’s coming out of left field. She doesn’t seem like the type.”

“It’s always the quiet ones,” Alice argued.

“This is what I know for sure,” I said to her. “Bella is incredibly smart. She graduated college from University of California at Berkley with a degree in English Literature and a minor in creative writing, completing all that while working full time and being a mom. She is a single parent to a son, but there’s not much about him. Not that I expect there to be … some parents do not share everything about themselves on social media. Bella is private and she has every right to be. Her life is not for us to go poking and prodding into.”

“But …”

“No, buts,” I said. “She’s also a successful author. In addition to the book we’re optioning for a movie, she’s written six other novels. They’re not as intense as Long and Winding Road, but they were just as well-received by critics and fans. Romance novels with suspense and twists and turns. Her characters are well-written, developed with real flaws and the stories are … they’re good, Alice.”

“Like you’ve read a romance novel,” Alice snorted humorlessly.

“When I got the phone call from Laurent, I bought all of her books and yes, I read them. They were good, really good. They deserved every single accolade,” I said. “I just hate that one email has turned you back to hating Bella.”

“I just don’t trust her,” Alice sighed. “But, for you, I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt. I still think that there’s more to her story ...”

“Which she’ll share, if and when she’s ready,” I interrupted.

“Well, I’ve got a private investigator on retainer. If you want me to look into her, I will,” Alice said as her phone vibrated on my counter. She swiped it, grinning widely.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“Some more hate sex,” she smirked.

“You worry me, Alice,” I laughed. “Sex is not supposed to be about hate. It’s so much more than that.”

“How did you end up being the romantic and I’m the cynical one?” she asked.

“Because I still believe in romance. I want what Mom and Dad have. I always have and probably always will. You have always been more like Aunt Carmen. She’s gone through husbands like water.”

“I’m not like Aunt Carmen. I haven’t gotten married or gone through husbands like water,” Alice argued.

“No, you’re just a slut,” I teased.

“Little brother, you are an asshole,” Alice growled, throwing a grape at my head. She smirked at the text she’d received. “Well, I am a slut and this slut is getting this dick.” She shoved a dick pick in my face.

“Oh, God!” I groaned, pushing it away. “I don’t need to see another man’s penis.”

“I’m going to ride this bucking bronco,” Alice giggled, her eyes sparkling. “Let me know if you want me to find the dirty details about Bella.”

“I won’t,” I answered. “I definitely will not. I’ll take whatever she can give me and I like her. I respect her. I know you don’t, but this professional relationship is happening.”

“Professional?” Alice asked.

“Go have some hate sex,” I sighed. “I’m going to work on a preliminary plan for the movie. We’re moving forward and I want to have some plans.”

Alice rolled her eyes, sashaying out of my house. She hopped into her canary yellow Porsche 911 Turbo, tearing out of my driveway. I finished making breakfast and I ate it while I jotted down some preliminary plans for the movie. We needed to finish getting funding and build a creative team. I moved to my laptop, creating a timeline for the project when my cell phone rang.

“Edward Cullen,” I said.

“Hello, Edward. It’s Bella,” she whispered.

“Bella, I’m happy you called,” I breathed, pushing my computer back and leaning against the chair in my office. “I want to apologize for whatever I did to spook you.”

“No, I should be the one to apologize,” she murmured. “I overreacted. I just saw … you seemed so mad while I was on the phone. I read your messages and Jasper explained that what I saw was jealousy. I don’t see it, to be honest. Anyway, I am sorry for just leaving. I just don’t handle anger, confrontation very well. I can hold my own, but I’ve done more than enough fighting in life.”

What does that mean? 

“Can I ask who were talking to?” I asked.

“My son,” Bella answered.

“What’s your son’s name?” I smiled. “I’m pretty certain you don’t call him ‘Boy.’”

“Uh, no,” Bella giggled. “His name is Seth. He’s twelve and he’s my world. He got me through the darkest moments in my life. His smile, his smell, his smarts … I love him so much. I’m so lucky to have such an amazing son. Blessed, really.”

“You son is the lucky one, to have such an amazing mom,” I murmured. “So, have you had a chance to think about my proposal about the movie from yesterday?”

“I think I want to do it. I’m almost done with the final edits of upcoming novel,” Bella explained. “Once I’m done with that, I can start working on writing the screenplay for my movie. Holy shit … my book is being made into a movie. I never imagined that in my wildest dreams. I don’t know how to write a screenplay.”

“I can give you a copy of an older screenplay to give you some guidance,” I suggested.

“I’d like that,” she breathed. “I already created a character list.”

“Do you have an idea of who you’d like to play each part?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Bella answered, “but I know that my fans have ideas of who should be cast in each role. Fancasts … that’s what they call them.”

“I’m well aware of those,” I laughed. “I was not what the audience wanted for the character I was cast in. I was too tall, too unattractive, too stoic. There were petitions circulated around the internet to get fired before filming began. Obviously, they fell on deaf ears and now it’s the role I’m best known for.”

“But, that role doesn’t define you,” Bella said. “What defines you is the path you took to get to where you are now, currently.”

“You’re right,” I smiled. “Same with you, right?”

She blew out a breath. “My path was far more rocky and dangerous.” Her voice was quiet and distant. “Anyway, I’m going to go to the beach with Jasper later on today. He’s otherwise occupied and I’m at a coffee shop to not listen to the grunting and sex sounds from his room. Yeah, gross … I just wanted to call to apologize. I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”

“No apologies needed, Bella. I’m sorry if I gave you any indication that I would … I don’t know … hurt you,” I said. “I would never intentionally hurt you, Bella. I don’t want you to be afraid of me.”

“I’m trying,” she whispered. “There’s more to my reasoning for having these trepidations. I just can’t talk about it. Anyhow, I am sorry.”

Before I could respond, she’d ended the call and left me hanging.

I should be pissed off, but I wanted to know more. I needed to know more.

Yeah, like I said, I was drawn to her.

A/N: Edward’s chapter was definitely shorter. This story is Bella’s story. Occasionally, we’ll hear from Edward, but for the most part, it’ll be in Bella’s point of view. 

Anyhow, pictures of Edward’s home, along with Alice and views from Edward’s house. Up next is the grand tour of Los Angeles with Edward and Bella … is Bella as drawn to Edward? Leave me your thoughts and thank you so much for reading! I truly appreciate it! 

 




Chapter 5




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Now, up next will be some time alone with Edward and Bella. He’ll give her a tour of his hometown … a tour that only a native Los Angeles resident could give her. What do you think will happen on their ‘tour’? 

Chapter Five

Bella

When I got back from the coffee shop I slipped off to when I heard the unmistakable sounds of sex, I found Jasper sitting in my room. He was dressed casually in a pair of shorts and a polo shirt with a shit-eating grin. “Did your booty call leave?” I asked, putting my computer bag onto the bed.

“It’s more than a booty call,” Jasper argued. “I think I’m in love.”

I blinked at him. “Are you serious?” From his dopey smile and stars in his eyes, he was serious. He was in love. Or lust … or in an orgasm hangover, who knows? “Jasper? Who is this mystery woman?”

“Come on, Bella. Let’s go out and have some fun. I’ll tell you all about my mystery woman,” Jasper said, picking up my purse and phone. “I’ve called Liam and we’re going to Santa Monica Pier.”

We rode down the elevator and clambered into the Liam’s car. Jasper told me all about his surfing lessons. Despite his struggles with surfing, he had found a new hobby and was eager to find locations in San Francisco to hone his skills. Then, he told me about his mystery woman. “So, after my hundredth tumble into the Pacific Ocean, I was ready to give up,” Jasper said as we walked along the pier. “I was tired of sucking up salt water, but I was having fun.”

“You wouldn’t get me out into the water. Ever,” I snickered. “I like listening to the waves crash and watching the water, but surfing? No, thank you.”

“I’ll get you out there,” Jasper quipped, stopping and leaning on the railing of the pier. “Anyway, I was dragging my exhausted body back to the beach when I saw her. She was in rash guard and the skimpiest pair of bikini bottoms I’d ever seen. I saw her, in profile, thanks to the sun and I was picking my jaw up off the ground. Then, I realized who it was.”

“Who?”

“Alice,” Jasper breathed.

“That bitch?” I snapped. “Jasper, really? Did you remember what she said about me?”

“I know what she said and I gave her grief about it. We were screaming with each other and the next thing I knew, we were kissing each other like … we were devouring each other,” Jasper said. “We ended up fucking each other in her car. This tiny little Porsche that creaked with each thrust into her body.”

“I don’t need graphic detail, Jasper,” I groaned, scrubbing my face. “I’m well aware of the mechanics of sex.”

“I know that,” Jasper snorted. “You do have a kid, unless he was conceived through immaculate conception.”

“Don’t make me smack you,” I growled, throwing a French fry at his head. “I still can’t believe that you had sex with her. She’s a banshee.”

“Yeah, she is,” Jasper said with a dopey grin. I rolled my eyes, moving away from him. I didn’t need to hear this. Alice Cullen was a bitch and if he wanted to sleep with her, that was his prerogative. It didn’t mean I had to listen to it, either his proclamations of love or their nauseating sex sounds. He caught me, dragging me to sit on a bench. “I’m sorry, Bells. It all happened so fast and it was so intense. There’s a thin line between love and hate and we were riding that line happily while we …”

“I get it,” I grumbled, crossing my legs. “I don’t like it, but I get it.”

“So, you’re not going to cut off my balls for having sex with the enemy?” Jasper asked.

“Your balls are safe. For now,” I deadpanned. “I highly doubt I’ll ever be friendly with the she-beast. She essentially called me an opportunistic whore. I put her in her place, but she’s horrific.”

“I can stop it,” Jasper said. “I value your friendship more than a quick fuck with a woman who thinks less of you. You’re the real deal, Bells. I love you and I want you to be happy. If my situation with Alice …”

“Don’t, Jasper,” I sighed. “I have no right to tell you who to fuck or who not to fuck.”

“I’m serious, Bella,” Jasper pressed. “Just say the word. Hell, it might fizzle out once we fly back to San Francisco. Or, just simply what it is … sex.”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “What happens if things move forward with the movie? I want you to be involved as my agent. Can you handle being around her?”

“Can you?”

“I can be professional. The question remains can she?” I pressed. “Come on. I want to ride the Ferris wheel. Since you’re boning my arch-nemesis, you’re paying, Hale.”

“I can handle that,” Jasper said, taking my hand and leading me to the Ferris wheel.
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The next morning, I heard Jasper and Alice in his room. It started around six in the morning. She really was a banshee. Her shrieks were over-the-top as they had sex. I did not need to hear my friend pound into Alice. I shuddered, deciding to get ready for the tour of Los Angeles with Edward. Their sounds were muffled as I showered, but I really needed to utilize those noise-cancelling headphones.

After I showered, I was curling my hair. I found myself eager to go out with Edward, but afraid in the same respect. I was definitely intrigued by him, attracted to his good looks. There was something about him that I trusted. I also wanted to … I don’t know … I wanted him to know me.

Not the Isabella Swan I shared with the world, the one who was pulled together and plastered on a smile.

I wanted him to know the broken girl who’d lost everything, her happiness, her innocence, her dignity, her ability to love.

The only person I loved and trusted was Seth. He was the only person who never intentionally hurt me.

I accepted Rose and Emmett, their friendship and their help. I cared for their children, my adoptive nieces and nephew. I liked Jasper. He was the older brother I never had. But, could I love them?

I was afraid to. I was afraid that they’d throw that love back in my face, like Jacob did. I was terrified I’d have to start from scratch.

Again.

I couldn’t survive that.

I’d been spacing out and my ruminations were broken by a chirrup from my phone. Smoothing my hands over my hair, I walked to the nightstand and picked up my cell phone. I saw a text from Edward. Swiping my finger across the screen, I read what he sent.

Dress comfortably. A lot of the tour will involve walking. Along with lots and lots of food ~ Edward

Good to know. What kind of food? ~ Bella

Only the best food. See you in an hour, Bella. I’m looking forward to seeing you again ~ Edward

I blushed and sent a smiley face emoticon. I walked back to the bathroom, applying my makeup. I dressed in a pair of dark wash jeans, a cream V-neck shirt with a matching cream jacket. I was debating about which shoes to wear. I only had heels or my sneakers. Remembering Edward’s comment about walking, I decided to put on my sneakers. It didn’t really go with what I was wearing, but walking and heels were not a good combination for me.

Picking up my purse, cell phone and sunglasses, I went to head down to the lobby. I opened the door and found Edward standing outside, his hand ready to knock. “Hi,” he grinned. “This is awkward.”

“I was just going to wait down in the lobby,” I chuckled.

“You look great, Bella,” he said, pulling a delicate pink flower from behind his back. “A small token of apology for yesterday.”

“It’s really pretty. Thank you,” I murmured. “Let me put it in some water. Come in, please.”

He stepped into my room. He was wearing a pair of dark wash jeans that were molded to his body along with a black t-shirt and a black baseball jacket. His hair was a riotous mess with some sunglasses pushed up into his hair. He had some day-old stubble on his jaws. He looked delightfully scruffy. I wondered what it would feel like against my skin.

What are you talking about, Bella? He’s a coworker!

I put some water in a glass and put the pale pink flower inside, placing it on the nightstand. “So, what’s on tap for the day?” I asked, smiling tenderly at the flower. I ran my fingers over the velvety petals. I felt tears prick in my eyes. I’d never received flowers from anyone. Edward did give me the red flower before our meal, but that was … I don’t know … I mean, I got the few random dandelions from Seth, but those weren’t flowers. They were weeds. Hastily, I wiped my cheeks and blew out a breath.

“Well, I’m a closet paleontologist nerd. I was all about the T-Rex and velociraptors when I was a kid. I even threw my hat into the ring to direct the latest rounds of Jurassic Park movies. I knew I wouldn’t get it, but the geeky dinosaur nerd just had to try,” Edward snickered. “So, we’re going to the La Brea Tar Pits.”

“Excuse me?” I laughed.

“It’s only the first stop,” Edward replied, giving me a lopsided grin. “I think you’ll like it. Let’s just plan for spending the day together. It’ll be fun.” He offered me his arm. “Shall we?”

I hesitated before slipping my hand into the crook of his arm. His lopsided grin widened. I picked up my purse and we walked out of my room. We rode down the elevator, making our way through the lobby. Parked outside of the front of the hotel was a sleek, but vintage-looking car. “What kind of car is that? It’s different from the car from the other night.”

“It’s an Aston Martin DB5, obviously a convertible. I purchased this after my first movie I’d directed,” Edward explained, opening up the passenger side door. “I know that it’s incredibly entitled, but … it was my gift to myself for fulfilling my dream. I’d become a director.”

“My friend, Jasper, we watched that first movie on last night,” I said as he jogged around the front of the car. I put on my sunglasses and pulled my hair into a ponytail. It would be a mess since the top was down. “I think I have a lot of homework … your movies are amazing.”

“The ones I directed, yes,” he said, turning over the car. “The movies I was forced to act in? Not so much.”

“Not a fan of the teen movie trope?” I teased. He pulled away from the curb and eased his way onto the street. “Imagine all those posters on their walls, Edward? How many girls screamed your name?”

“Too many, if you ask me,” he quipped. “My life during the height of those vampire movies? It was a fucking nightmare, to be honest. I had bodyguards and girls stalking me. After the second movie, there was some psycho who actually found her way into my old home in Brentwood. She was rolling around in all my dirty t-shirts and boxers on my bed. Naked.”

“Oh, I think I just threw up in my mouth a little bit,” I gagged.

“Yeah, I know,” Edward laughed. “I just turned around, calling the police. I waited for them to arrive, pointed to the crazy woman who was sniffing my dirty boxers and doing other unmentionable things. I pressed charges, she was arrested and I sold my house in Brentwood. I stayed with my parents while I looked for a new place to live. A place with a gate, round-the-clock security and an unlisted address that overlooked the ocean.”

“No more stalkers?” I asked.

“It’s a different kind of stalker,” he answered. “I get phone calls from actors who want to work with me, sending me emails and approaching me while I’m out to eat with my family. The nice thing about those kind of stalkers is that they do respect your need for privacy and will back off when asked. Enough about me … tell me about you. Why did you start writing?”

I blew out a breath, tucking my hair behind my ears. That was a loaded question. “I started writing as an escape. Some people read, some people work out, I started writing. At first, it was a diary and then I started to change the diary into an actual story. I’d write during breaks in a notebook I bought in Walmart and soon I had the first draft of my novel, spread out over eight notebooks.”

“Long and Winding Road, it’s your first book?” he pressed.

“The first one published, yes,” I nodded. “I’ve written other books, all in a similar style. I’m putting the finish touches on my seventh novel.”

“Why did you settle on that title?”

“My dad was a huge Beatles fan. By extension of him being a fan, I became a fan,” I murmured, a ghost of a smile passing over my face. “My favorite album is Let it Be, which is the same album that has the song ‘Long and Winding Road’ on it.”

“Was?” Edward asked, parking the car at the La Brea Tar Pits. I could smell the sulfur and I wrinkled my nose. “I know it has a smell, but I think you’ll like it. Have faith?”

“I’ll try,” I said. “And, my dad died about twelve years ago. He had colorectal cancer. When the doctor diagnosed him, it was too advanced. He tried to fight, but the only thing that succeeded in doing was draining his bank account because his insurance didn’t cover all his treatments.”

Edward huffed out a breath. “That’s so fucking sick that people become bankrupt because they can’t afford treatment.”

“You’re telling me,” I snorted derisively. “Long story short, the book is written for my father. It was his support and love that helped me through my darkest moments.” I wrinkled my nose, looking at him. “Can we go inside? This is … wow!”

“You’ve got it,” he said, getting out of the car and walking to the open the door for me, offering me his hand.

I placed my hand in his, trying not to think too much of the warmth that washed over me when our skin touched. “I can open my door, Edward,” I offered, giving him a shy smile.

“I’m a gentleman, Bella. My mother raised me right,” he said, squeezing my hand. “It’s not because I don’t think that you’re capable of opening the door. It’s because I want to.”

I gave him an appreciative smile and we walked inside. I took some pictures with my new phone for my son. Edward was giddy, pointing out things in the museum and along the outdoor exhibit. He explained that the museum is going to be renovated soon and he wanted to see it before it changed. While we were wandering around the museum, I was blown away with our real Edward was. He was funny, intelligent and very, very kind.

I didn’t expect him to be so kind.

He was the complete opposite of his sister.

After an hour or so, we left the museum and walked back to the car. “Where to next?” I asked.

“I’m taking you to Griffith Park for a picnic and to go to the Observatory,” he smiled, sliding his sunglasses onto his face. “We can continue getting to know each other.”

“Do you do this for everyone?” I teased.

“No, I don’t. But, I feel like it’s duty to make up for my bitchy sister’s actions from the other day and for my behavior while we went out for dinner,” he answered. “I am sorry about her.”

“Why did she attack me? Verbally bitch slap me?” I asked.

“It has something to do with an ex-girlfriend of mine and a little bit about her history, too. Do you remember that movie I was in? The vampire saga?”

“Vaguely,” I replied. “I knew it was a big deal and you were dating the girl you were starring with in the movie. But, I didn’t follow it too closely. I was more focused on my son.”

“Well, that’s the ex I’m talking about. Our relationship was a complete crock of shit,” Edward said, driving away from the tar pits. “It was in our contract that we had to act like we were in love when we weren’t on screen. I actually honored my contract. My ex, she did not. I actually had feelings … not romantic feelings … but feelings of respect for her as an actress and friendship. She essentially emasculated me in the public eye and the only way she’d come clean was asking for more money.”

“Oh, wow. That’s awful,” I frowned. “Please tell me you did not give her that money.”

“I didn’t and the studio threatened to sue her for breach of contract, essentially forcing her to pay back the studio her entire salary and then some,” Edward sighed. “She eventually did what the studio asked. Suffice it to say, her actions hurt her more than it hurt me, but I was publicly shamed. Alice wanted to go after her for some insane amount for restitution. I called her off. My sister is a bulldog in the courtroom.” He shook his head. “She also had a guy burn her, big time. They were engaged and he’d cleaned out her checking and savings account before running off with his assistant. It doesn’t excuse how she acted toward you.”

“Hmmm,” I answered noncommittally, leaning my cheek against my hand as he expertly drove through Los Angeles.

“I know that Alice left a bitter taste in your mouth and I don’t blame you. She left a bitter taste in my mouth, after what she did. I had to block her number from my phone because she didn’t understand that I needed to calm down. I think it was my mother who called her off. She sent me a text saying that Alice had a huge serving of crow. My mother, Esme, is on your side.”

“So, Alice understands that she was in the wrong?” I asked.

“Very much so,” he smirked, parking his car. There was a younger man standing with a picnic basket. “Hey, Alec. Thanks for making the picnic basket. This is Bella Swan.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand.

“You, too, Ms. Swan,” Alec replied with a friendly grin.

“Whatever is in this basket smells delectable. Did you get everything I asked for?” Edward asked.

“Yes, Mr. Cullen,” Alec replied. “Is there anything else you need?”

“No, I’m good, Alec. I appreciate your help today,” Edward said, taking the basket from the tall blonde man. He had striking blue eyes and a lanky build. “Take off the rest of the week, Alec. I’ll see you on Monday.”

“Thanks, Mr. Cullen,” he grinned. “It was nice to meet you again, Ms. Swan. Enjoy your picnic.” Alec ambled off to a Prius, waving as he drove away.

“One of your minions?” I asked.

“My personal assistant,” Edward said. “Alec is in college, attending UCLA and majoring in film studies. He was hired by one of the studios as a production assistant. He was shit on and abused by the studio executives. He was working on D-Day and I took him under my wing. We hit it off and I hired him to be my personal assistant. I’ve taught him a lot and we just clicked.”

“That’s good,” I smiled. “He seems like a great guy. He clearly admires you, even if you have him deliver picnic baskets.”

“This is the first time I had him do something not film related since I’ve hired him. Besides, I pay him quite handsomely,” Edward smirked. “I just didn’t want have the basket sit in the back of the car. There’s cheese in here. I don’t want you to get salmonella or some other exotic disease because the cheese curdled in the heat.”

“My stomach thanks you,” I said dryly. He just gave me a shitty grin, balancing the basket on one arm and sliding his other arm around my waist. The warmth surrounded me and the presence of butterflies invaded my heart.

Say it with me … COWORKERS!

We walked to a shady grove and he pulled out a blanket from the basket, spreading it out on the grass. He took my hand, helping me to sit down. “So, we have a variety of finger foods, wine, and some dessert options.” He pulled out containers, some plates and a bottle of white wine. “I have some Italian soda if you don’t want the wine.” I pointed to the wine and he grinned widely.

“This all looks delicious,” I smiled as he handed me a glass of wine.

“I’ve told you all about me and my past. Well, not all about my past … but, anyway. I want to hear more about you, Bella,” Edward said, popping an olive into his mouth.

“There’s not a lot to tell,” I shrugged. “I had my son very young.”

“What about his father? Did he help?” Edward asked.

“Not really,” I answered. “He’s not in the picture and I prefer it stay that way.” I was a bit cold when I said that, but it was the damn truth. The level of contempt I had for Jacob William Black was soul-crushing.

“I take it you don’t have a good relationship with your son’s father,” Edward murmured.

“That would be a no and I’d prefer to not talk about him,” I said.

“Okay, that’s fair,” Edward said. “Just one more thing before I drop the subject. Is he the reason why you freaked out at dinner? When I got jealous?”

“He’s part of it,” I replied.

“There’s more?” he pressed.

“Yes but I’d like to change topics,” I muttered. I downed all my wine and tried to keep the anxiety at bay. I picked up some food and my hands were shaking.

Edward took my hands in his, moving closer to me. “I’m sorry about pushing you,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“That’s the thing … I’m not uncomfortable with you,” I whispered. “I like talking to you. I want to tell things, but I’m terrified that it’ll change what you think about me.”

“Doubtful,” he said, taking my hand and kissing my palm. His green eyes found mine and they were so warm, so kind.
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Flashback

Thirteen Years Ago …

“Dad, I don’t see the point of me going to homecoming,” I said as I cooked his meal. “It’s a stupid tradition. I haven’t gone at all since I started high school. Why should I start now? When I’m a senior?”

“Bella, you’ve been bending over backwards for me and you need to be a kid. Consider it a dying man’s wish,” Charlie said from his spot in the kitchen. “You can go with Jake. I know he’s asked you.”

“Jake and I are friends. Nothing more,” I said, putting my father’s meal in front of him. “Enjoy your mush.”

“I hate this shit,” he grumbled. 

“It’s the only thing you can eat, Dad,” I chided. “You need to eat and this is filled with nutrients that you need. You have to keep your strength up.”

“I’ll eat all of this mush if you go to homecoming with Jake,” Charlie said, arching a brow. 

“Ugh, fine,” I said, throwing my arms up. 

“Call him and tell him you’re going,” Charlie smirked, digging into his meal. 

I huffed out a breath and walked to the phone. I dialed Jake’s number. “Black residence, Jake speaking,” Jake answered. 

“Hey, Jake,” I sighed. 

“Hi, Bella! Did you finish the English homework?” he asked. 

“Yeah, I did. I really liked the book,” I answered. “Look, I know you asked me about homecoming and I blew you off. With my dad and everything that’s happening with him I just couldn’t even think about it.” I blinked over to my dad, who was smirking. “But, my dad is encouraging me to not be his nursemaid to him and to be a kid.”

“So, what does that mean?” Jake asked. 

“I’ll go to homecoming with you,” I said. “But, no after party … I know there’s a bonfire on La Push Beach. I need to be home to relieve his night nurse.”

“You won’t regret this, Bella,” Jake crowed. “I’ll pick you up at six!”

“No, I’ll meet you at the dance,” I argued. 

I hadn’t heard my father shuffle toward the phone. He plucked the phone from my hand. “See you before the dance, Jake. I need pictures.” He smirked at me, hanging up the phone. He reached into his pocket and handed me a wad of cash. “It’s not a lot, but it’s something for you to get a dress.”

“Dad,” I chided. “We need every penny.”

“You need a dress, Belly Bean,” Charlie murmured, caressing his cold fingers down my cheek. “I know that everything sucks with me being sick. You’ve had to grow up so fast. I want you to have this … a chance to be carefree and have fun.”

“Okay, Daddy,” I said, gently hugging him and blowing out a breath as I felt how thin he’d become. 

“You’re going after school tomorrow to get your dress,” he said against my hair. “Something in blue.” I nodded and kissed his cheek, walking him back to the table. 

The next day, after I dodged Jacob’s flirtatious banter and need to hold my hand, I drove to Port Angeles and went to a consignment shop to find a dress. The dress I bought was royal blue with tiers on the skirt. It was pretty and feminine. I also found a soft shrug and a pair of flats. There was no way I was going to wear heels.  

The day of homecoming, Angela helped me do my hair. She wasn’t going to the dance because her parents were super strict, not allowing her to go to the dances or anything. Instead, she was helping me get ready. “You look so pretty, Bella. I love this dress on you. It’s so fun and flirty.”

“I was going for cheap,” I said. “This was the least expensive option that didn’t smell like cat pee.”

“Eww,” Angela gasped. “That’s gross.”

“My options were limited, Ang,” I shrugged. “I went to a consignment shop in Port Angeles. Money’s tight.”

“Well, money may be tight, but you look like a million bucks,” Angela said, turning me in my room so I could see my reflection in the mirror. “Have fun tonight, Bella. Tell me all about it. I get to live vicariously through you.” She hugged me before scurrying down the stairs. 

I heard her say hello to Jake and goodbye to my father. I fluffed my curls over my shoulders and walked down the stairs. Jake was talking to my father, who was in his recliner. Jake was in a pair of dark-wash jeans and a button-down shirt with a loose tie. “Wow, Bella,” Jake beamed. “You look really pretty.”

“Um, thanks, Jake,” I said. I wish I could say the same for you. “Are you ready to go?”

“Now, hold on, Belly Bean. I want pictures,” Charlie said, holding up his camera. “Get close.”

I moved to stand next to Jake and he slid his arm around my waist. He was too hot and too close. I smiled tightly as Charlie took pictures. When he was done, we left the house after I told the night nurse I’d be back by ten. Jake took my hand, gripping it too tightly. He drove us to the high school in the VW Rabbit he’d rebuilt. “I’m really glad you said you’d go with me, Bella.”

“Me, too,” I said quietly. 

“Are you sure we can’t go to the bonfire at the beach?” Jake asked. 

“No, we can’t,” I answered. “My dad is too sick to be by himself and we can’t afford overnight care for him. It’s all on me.”

Jake rolled his eyes and muttered under his breath. I bit my tongue, not wanting to strangle Jake. He was a few months younger than me and his immaturity showed.

Arriving at the high school, we walked inside and took the requisite pictures. Jake dragged me over to his friends and spent the entire time making fun of the kids on the dance floor. Not once did he ask me to dance or check to see what I wanted to do. To be honest, this was exactly what I expected and I could have stayed home, saving nearly two hundred dollars. 

The DJ announced it was the last dance. Jacob grabbed my arm and dragged me out onto the dance floor. He didn’t ask. He just forced me onto the dance floor. He wrapped his arms around me and I was surrounded by him. Again, he was too hot and his hands were now on my ass. “Jake, move your paws,” I hissed in his ear. “I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“You’ve got a great ass, Bella,” he purred against my ear. “It’s my ass.”

I pushed away. “No, it’s not, Jacob,” I snarled. “We’re here as friends. Not like you did anything with me.”

He held up his hands. “I’m sorry, Bella. Can we, at least, have this one dance?” 

“Above the waist, Jacob,” I snapped. He nodded and we danced to Eric Clapton’s ‘Wonderful Tonight.’ When the song was over, I stepped back. “We need to head back. I have relieve the nurse.”

“Sure, sure,” Jacob nodded. He lingered next to me, following me too closely and he helped me into his disgusting car. He drove us back to my house. “I had a lot of fun, Bella.”

“Yeah, it was great,” I deadpanned. “I’ll see you on Monday.” 

“Let me walk you to your door, Bella,” Jacob said, giving me a bright smile. “It’s the least I can do since I ignored you most of the night.”

I nodded. We walked up to my door and I used the hide-a-key to unlock the door. “Thanks, Jake.” I went to push the door open, but Jake grabbed my hand. His eyes were dark and twinkled with something that made me feel uncomfortable. His lips grazed over my knuckles and I shivered. His lips coiled up into a sinister grin when I pulled my hand back. I backed into the house, slamming the door shut. 

That should have been the end of my interaction with Jacob Black, but it wasn’t … 

It was just the beginning. 

xx Blockbuster xx

“Bella? Are you okay?” Edward asked.

“I’m sorry, what?” I replied.

“You got really pale and started trembling,” Edward said. “Did I cross a line?”

“No, it’s not you,” I answered, giving him a genuine smile. “I’m okay. Better than okay.”

He arched a brow at me, but thankfully, didn’t push. The rest of our lunch was spent talking about some of the funny situations Edward had to deal with as an actor and as a director. I told him a little bit about Seth, showing him a pictures of my son.

Lunch was packed away and Edward put the basket in the car, guiding me to the Griffith Observatory. We didn’t stay there very long, just long enough to see the star show in the planetarium. Then, we walked in the park and I took pictures. “You’ve taken some great photos, but none of you.”

“I don’t need to be in the photos,” I said.

“May I?” he asked, taking my phone. He pulled me closer and held the phone up. “It’s called a selfie.”

“I know what it’s called,” I laughed, rolling my eyes.

“Smile, Bella,” he said. I inched closer to him, a grin spreading over my face. He took a few pictures, but moved us. “I want to get the Hollywood sign in the background.” He framed it beautifully, taking a few more photos. “Now you have pictures with you in them.”

“You, too,” I teased.

“I hope you send me copies,” he smirked, taking my hand. Our fingers threaded together as we walked back to his car. I texted him the photos he’d taken, a blush on my cheeks. He took his phone out, seeing the text I’d sent him. “Thank you, Bella. You just light up the screen.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I snorted as I got into the passenger seat, watching as he moved gracefully to the driver’s seat.

“I’m the Academy Award winning director. I happen to know a thing or two about beauty. You are, by far, one of the most beautiful women I have ever known,” Edward said gently. I turned away from him, a flush covering my face. “Are you ready for the next stop on our tour of Los Angeles?”

“Where to?” I asked.

“Olvera Street,” he grinned. “Some of the best food is on Olvera Street and it’s a hidden gem.” He turned over the car, putting it into gear. He held out his hand and I slid my palm into his.

The drive was quiet, but not uncomfortable. I was relishing in having his warm hand engulfing mine and the calmness I felt while we held hands. The last time I felt this way was the last time I got a hug from my dad before he died. It was the last time my life was normal. It was before I found out I was pregnant.

“Do you like Mexican food?” Edward asked.

“I do, but I’m still full from lunch,” I chuckled.

“Me, too,” he smirked. “Olvera Street has a lot of boutiques and a street fair. It’s a shopper’s paradise.”

“I’m not like normal women. I hate shopping,” I quipped.

“Well, we can window shop,” Edward smirked.

The drive took a while, thanks to the Los Angeles traffic. When we arrived at Olvera Street, Edward locked up his car and we strolled into this adorable location. People were laughing and there were vendors on the street, selling fresh fruit and vegetables. There were also clothing boutiques and funky furniture shops. “You were right in saying that this was a shopper’s paradise,” I breathed.

“Come on, gorgeous,” Edward said, tugging on my hand.

We wandered along the street, going into the boutiques. I bought a few things for Seth for his bedroom and some clothes. In one of the shops, I saw a pretty pendant in the shape of a flower. It was pretty, but when I saw the price, I couldn’t justify purchasing it. I didn’t need a pendant. I had the memories.

Edward and I shared a burrito, a bottle of beer and a churro. When we finished, he darted away to throw out the food. He came back a few moments later with a grin on his face. “What’s with the smile?” I asked.

“Come with me,” he said, grabbing my hand. He pulled me to the center of the square, where there was a live band playing. “Dance with me, Bella.”

“I can’t dance,” I said, shaking my head.

“It’s all in the leading,” he laughed, spinning me in his arms. We were chest to chest as he held my hand above his heart. His other hand was around my waist as we moved to the light Spanish beat. It was the dance I’d always wanted. He dipped me deeply and I giggled. Carefully, he righted us and he stared at me. His fingers moved to my cheek, gliding down my skin. His gaze was intense. “Do you feel it?” he asked.

I nodded. “I’m scared,” I whispered. Terrified, really. The music stopped and the crowd applauded. It broke our spell. I stepped back and blew out a breath. “I should head back. Jasper and I are flying out early.”

“I don’t want today to end,” Edward said. Naturally, our hands wove together as we walked back to his car.

“Me, neither,” I sighed. “Today has been … fun and amazing and … I don’t know. I haven’t felt like this for forever.” Semantics … I haven’t felt like this ever in my life. Edward didn’t reply. He just held my hand tightly in his as he drove us back to the Standard Hotel.

“If you get out of this car, the best day of my life is going to be over,” Edward murmured. “I really don’t want you to go.”

“I do need help carrying up my bags,” I shrugged, gesturing to the two small bags by my feet. Edward grinned crookedly, taking them from me and helping me out of the car. We walked through the lobby and rode up the elevator. The energy between us was palpable. With each caress of his thumb across my knuckles, the butterflies swarmed in my stomach.

We got out of the elevator car and walked to my room. Thankfully, there was no grunting from Jasper’s room, which meant that Alice wasn’t next door. I unlocked the door. I put my purse down on the bed and Edward put the bags onto the table near the bathroom. “Can I call you?” Edward asked. “Outside of talking about the movie?”

“I’d like that,” I breathed. I turned around and Edward was right behind me. “Edward?”

“I asked you while we were dancing if you felt it. Do you still feel it? The connection between us?” he asked, his hands taking my face so tenderly. I nodded. “But, you’re scared.”

“Very much so,” I whispered.

“I won’t hurt you, Bella. I promise you,” he whispered back. “Just feel …” He ducked his head and his lips brushed over mine. I whimpered quietly, lost in the feeling of tenderness as he kissed me. I melted against him, sliding my hands up his shoulders and into his soft hair. Our kisses were sweet, chaste and I never felt more alive. Breaking apart, he pressed his forehead to mine. “Wow.”

“Yeah,” I answered, scratching my fingers against his neck. “I …”

He kissed me again and stepped back. “I want very much to keep kissing you, but I think that we need to take things slowly.” He picked up my hand, kissing my palm and I stared into his eyes. They were so gentle, so kind. “You’re in charge, gorgeous. I just hope that this doesn’t end here.” He kissed my palm again. “Call me when you land in San Francisco?”

“I will,” I nodded. “Text me when you get home?”

“I promise,” he grinned crookedly. “One more kiss before I leave?”

I blushed and nodded, accepting his soft lips against mine before he left. Once he was gone, I sat down on the bed and gently caressed my lips. They were still tingling from his kisses. I don’t know how long I sat on the bed, touching my mouth, but my cell phone chirped.

Best day ever. I had an amazing time, Bella. I hope it’s not the last time … check your bags. I left you a little something to remember our day by. Sweet dreams, gorgeous ~ Edward.

I walked over to the bags and I saw a small box inside from the shop where I saw the flower pendant. I opened the box and bit back a sob when I saw the pendant, along with a note inside.

Dear Bella, 

I noticed you were surprised when I brought you flowers. First, when we went out to dinner and again today before our Los Angeles tour. Flowers are things of beauty, like you. Unlike real flowers, this one will not wither away. It’s a perfect memory of a perfect day. 

Until we meet again … forever yours, 

Edward

I took out the pendant and held it between my fingers. It was dainty and so very pretty. It was, honestly, the prettiest thing I’d ever owned. I clipped the necklace around neck and smoothed it over the hollow between my collar bones.

Thank you for the pendant, Edward. You didn’t have to do that ~ Bella

I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to ~ Edward

I smiled softly and sent my goodnights to him. He did the same. I curled up under the covers after I’d changed for bed, feeling something I hadn’t felt in years.

I felt safe.

I felt protected.

I felt happy.

Edward made me happy.

A/N: Thank you to all of the lovely people in my FB group who helped me come up with ideas of what they could do. Again, I’ve never been to Los Angeles and I had to rely on others. Pictures of their adventures are on my blog (which is linked in my profile.). I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Now, this is all I have planned, so far … I have more written out (in notebooks, like our girl, Bella). So, next chapter, well, you’ll have to find out and see! Thank you for reading. Leave your thoughts! 

 




Chapter 6




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

With this next chapter, I have a vague idea of a plan. So, we’ll see where this chapter goes. The one thing I know for sure is that Jasper and Bella are returning to San Francisco. 

Chapter Six

Bella

When I woke up, the feelings I had were twisted, coiled. In the harsh light of day, the giddiness and feelings of safety, protection had dissipated. I was swept up in the entire previous day, in Edward. When I went through the motions of packing for my return to San Francisco, my underlying insecurities came rushing to the surface.

I had no right to feel happy.

I definitely had no right to lead Edward on.

I was damaged goods. I was irrevocably broken from my past.

“Knock, knock,” Jasper said, poking his head into my room. “How was your tour of Los Angeles with Edward?” He must have noticed my jerky movements as I was packing my bags. “Hey, sweet girl, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I mumbled. I closed my suitcase and fumbled with the zipper.

Jasper’s hand found mine and easily closed my bag. “No, you’re not. You’re trembling and you look like you’re about to cry. Talk to me, Bells,” he whispered, sitting down on the bed. “Did Edward hurt you? I may like the guy and think he’s a brilliant director, but I will not hesitate to kick his ass if he did something to hurt you.”

“No, Jasper. He was a perfect gentleman,” I whispered. “He was so kind and funny and generous. I had an amazing time with him. Probably the best time I’ve had ever …”

“Then, why are you freaking out?” Jasper asked.

“Because I don’t deserve it,” I replied.

“What the hell? You deserve a good guy, Bella. You deserve to be happy!” Jasper argued. “I know you play your emotions close to the chest. I see you smile, but it never reaches your eyes. The only time I see you truly relaxed and happy is when you’re with Seth. Why?”

“Because Seth is my sole purpose for living,” I said. “I lost sight of that while I was out with Edward. It was a fun day, but it can’t happen again.” I shook my head. As much I wanted to feel more with Edward, I couldn’t. I did not deserve that happiness. It was my penance. “Are we ready to go?”

“Bella, I don’t believe that you don’t deserve happiness,” Jasper sighed. “You’re the physical embodiment of goodness.”

“Believe what you want, I know the truth,” I spat. I rubbed my chest, trying to sooth the emptiness building behind it. I moved my hand up to the necklace, knowing I probably should take it off. I just couldn’t. It would be the lone reminder of the brief glimpse of joy I allowed myself to have. “We don’t want to miss our flight, Jasper.”

He shook his head, standing up and trudging to his room. “I don’t understand you, Bells. Why are you shutting yourself away from Edward? He clearly has the hots for you,” he muttered.

“He may have the hots for me, it’s not something I can act on. Anyway, I’m worn-out. I miss my kid and I want to get back to my life,” I explained tiredly. Jasper nodded, hugging me and ducking back into his room. Ten minutes later, we were riding down to the lobby. Liam was already there and he drove us to LAX. The car ride was quiet, but unlike the trip yesterday with Edward, it was tension-filled.

Jasper clearly didn’t understand why I refused to even broach a topic of a relationship with Edward. He probably never will because he would never know my story.

“Do you want some breakfast?” Jasper asked once we got through security.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “I’m sorry, Jas.”

“I’m not going to push you, Bella. You know I love you, and I’ll respect your decision. It doesn’t mean that I have to agree with it,” he murmured. “I think you and Cullen would be a good couple. After that breakfast meeting, he could have walked away, but he came back to talk to you. He wanted to wrong his sister’s deplorable actions. Bells, I saw how he looked at you and how you looked at him. There was a connection there.” He took my hand and stared at me. “Even Alice saw it and she’s not your biggest fan.”

“I still can’t believe you had sex with her,” I snorted humorlessly.

“Me, neither, but it was the best sex I’d had. Ever. However, that sex isn’t worth it if it means that I lose you as a friend,” he said, his smirk falling from his face. “You know I’d walk away, Bella. You’re family.” He kissed my cheek, getting up and smoothing his hands down his pants. “I’m going to get food. I’ll be back.”

With that, he turned and left me at the gate to get food. While he was gone, I checked my cell phone and I saw a few texts from Edward. I also had an email from a studio executive from Summit. I ignored the texts from Edward, not wanting my heart to crack into million pieces and focused on opening up the email. It was the contract from the movie studio. I took a cursory look over it and was shocked at the money they were throwing at me to put my book onto the big screen. I was also surprised to see my requests had been honored, added to the contract, as per the conversation I’d had with Edward.

“Whatcha reading?” Jasper asked, handing me a blueberry bagel and a coffee.

“The contract,” I replied. “Look at what they’re offering me, Jasper.” I handed him my phone with an arched brow.

“Damn, girl,” he said, his eyes widening. “Are you going to sign it?”

“I want to have an attorney look it over,” I said. “I want to make sure that this is a good contract.”

“I’m certain that Jenks will check it out,” Jasper grinned, mentioning the name of the lawyer who worked for the publishing house. He gave me back my phone, taking a bite of his breakfast sandwich. “With that money, you could move out of the apartment above the coffee shop. I know that Rose and Emmett would love to have you as a neighbor, not a tenant.”

“I also know that a part of this money goes to you, too. Ten percent, if I’m not mistaken,” I said, deflecting his comment.

“Hmmm, I know that,” he snickered. “I think I’m getting a new car with that bonus.”

“Don’t forget taxes, bub,” I said, poking him in the arm.

“Spoilsport,” he grumbled. “Are you going to talk to Edward? Explore the budding romance or relegate him to the friendzone?”

“Like you?” I teased, elbowing his ribs.

“No, I put myself in the friendzone. Bells, I love you with my whole heart … like I love my twin sister,” Jasper chuckled. “Like I love my nieces and nephew.”

“So, I’m family,” I said.

“Blood doesn’t make the family, relationships do,” Jasper grinned, draping his arm over my shoulder. “I’m saying this as your brother from another mother, don’t discount Edward Cullen.”

I wanted to say that I couldn’t, but I lifted my phone and saw the sweet messages sent to me from him. They made my heart skip a beat. I wanted it so badly that I could taste it. “I’ll think about it. I just … I need to talk to Rose.”

“Will you really talk to her?” Jasper asked. “Not sugarcoat it? Whatever it is?”

“It’s time,” I muttered. “Perhaps she can help me make sense of my emotions.”

“Okay. When we get back, I’ll drop you off at your apartment and have Jenks take a look at the contract. I’m certain that Emmett won’t mind keeping Seth for another night while you and Rose talk,” Jasper said, hugging me. “Let me call my sister and make these arrangements.”

“Thanks, Jasper,” I grinned, kissing his cheek. “I love you, brother from another mother.”

“Damn straight, woman,” he snickered, tugging on my ponytail. “You done with your breakfast?”

“I am, but I’d love some more coffee,” I asked.

“You got it, sweet girl,” he replied, taking my rubbish and empty coffee cup. He ambled away, his cell phone pressed to his ear and calling Rose.

I looked down, reading the texts from Edward. His words were incredibly sweet and made me melt. I blew out a breath, my thumbs poised over the keyboard. I sent back a response, trying to be flirty but coming up short. I didn’t know how to flirt. That part of my mind had shut down after … everything. Not like I was flirtatious even when I was with Jacob.

I finished my text conversation with Edward when Jasper came back. Our flight was being called and we were heading home. Before the doors closed on the airplane, Edward asked if he could call me. I told him that I was spending time with Seth and that we could, possibly, talk the day following. He responded kindly and told me to have safe travels. He also sent me a photo. He had his lip jutted out and a pitiful expression on his face.

“Oh, that’s … he’s got it bad,” Jasper quipped. “Give me your phone. Roll your eyes or something. Act exasperated.”

“Really, Jas?”

“Do it,” Jasper commanded and I sighed, rolling my eyes. Jasper took a few photos and sent them off to Edward. “Two teasing ones and a smile.” He handed me my phone. I saw the pictures he sent to Edward. “You’ve got to turn that off, Bells. We’re getting ready to leave the gate.”

“Hmmm, right,” I murmured, shutting off my phone. With my phone off, I couldn’t be tempted to think about a possible future with or without Edward.

The flight back to San Francisco took longer than our flight to Los Angeles. We had to circle the airport for an hour because there was fog. By the time we landed, it was early afternoon. We got our luggage from the carousel and I was shocked to see Rosalie waiting for us. “Hey, sis,” Jasper said, hugging her warmly. “Thanks for picking us up.”

“Not you, slacker,” Rose teased, poking her brother’s side. “Bella and I are having a girl’s night.”

“Come on, Rose,” Jasper groaned.

“You called me and asked me to pick up Bella. I am. You, dear brother, are on your own.” She smirked, threading her arm through mine. “Love you, Jas!”

“Bite me, Rose,” he grumbled, stomping to the taxi stand.

“You’re really leaving him hanging?” I asked as we walked to the parking lot.

“He’s resourceful,” Rose quipped. “Besides, he said that you’re struggling with the possibility of having a relationship with the sexy Edward Cullen. Girl, why? He’s hot!”

“He is gorgeous, but I’m not,” I sighed.

“You did not just say that, Isabella Marie,” Rose snarled, turning around and glaring at me. “You are so beautiful, kind, loving, and so much more!”

“Can we put a hold on this conversation until we get back to my apartment?” I pleaded. “You don’t know what I survived to get to this point.”

“And you’re going to tell me?” she asked.

“If I’m to understand what to do with Edward, yes,” I replied. “It also requires a lot of alcohol and chocolate.”

“Done and done,” Rose replied, unlocking her Jeep Grand Cherokee. We got into her SUV and drove to my apartment. Settling down with a bottle of wine and various chocolates, she took my hand with a gentle smile. “Tell me everything.”

xx Blockbuster xx

To say that Rose was shocked was an understatement. But, she was in awe of my strength. I didn’t think I was strong. Quite the opposite, really. I thought I was weak, broken.

Rose also encouraged me to pursue the relationship with Edward, but not to keep him in the dark about my past. He knew part of it. He knew I had a son, but that was all I shared with Edward during our conversations. I was terrified that he’d see me as less.

Rose told me that I wasn’t less because of what I had to do in order to survive.

If only I could believe it.

The next morning, over breakfast, Rose smiled at me. “I hope you don’t have anything planned tonight.”

“I was planning on spending time with my kid. I was going to do it yesterday, but Jasper wanted me to talk to you,” I said, sipping some coffee.

“I’m glad we talked, Bella. I also know that you want to move past your past,” Rose said. “After this, I won’t bring it up. I really think that you need to talk to someone. What you lived through … you need help processing it.”

“I did process it,” I sighed. “I wrote a book about it.”

“Honey, Long and Winding Road barely scratches the surface of what you endured,” Rose smiled, hugging me. “That is not processing it. Just think about it.”

“Your brother said the same thing,” I shrugged. “Now, what is this thing you’ve got planned for tonight?”

“A celebration for you and Jasper, for the novel being optioned into a movie,” Rose said.

“I haven’t signed the contract yet,” I snickered. “Jasper was going to bring it to Jenks.”

“Even if you don’t sign the contract, the fact that it was even considered is pretty fucking cool,” Rose beamed. “Tonight, at the café … dress nicely.”

“So, no jeans or yoga pants?” I quipped. “Or, rather, your uniform?”

“Shut it. I love dressing up, but with three kiddos? It’s tough,” she laughed. “Despite the drama of your story, last night was the most fun I’ve had in over a year. Being able to have an adult conversation without a kid screaming for me? A dream come true.”

“Really?” I deadpanned. “You and Emmett are …”

“Horny as fuck, but our lives revolve around our kids and around our business,” she said. “I can’t remember the last time we had a date or whatever.”

“Then we shouldn’t have a party for a contract that I have yet to sign. Let me watch over your kids and you go out with your husband, Rose,” I said.

“I’ll take you up on that next weekend. This weekend is about you, Bella,” Rose smirked. “After you call Edward! I’m going to pick up Seth and while I’m doing that, you call your sexy director man.”

“He’s not mine,” I muttered.

“Not yet. But, he wants to be,” Rose said quietly, hugging me again. “Love you, Bells.”

“Love you, too, Rose,” I breathed, returning her embrace. She gave me a kiss on the cheek, leaving my apartment. I padded to my bedroom, unpacking my clothes and tossing my laundry into the basket. I started a load and sat down on the couch, holding my phone. I’d texted Edward, telling him that we landed safely in San Francisco. Then, I focused on Rosalie and telling her my story.

Curling up on the couch, I found Edward’s number and my thumb hovered it. My phone vibrated and I pressed down on the number. “Damn it,” I hissed as the call connected.

“Hello?” came Edward’s honeyed voice over the tinny speaker of my phone.

“Um, yeah, hi,” I replied, almost dropping the phone. “It’s, um, Bella.”

He chuckled warmly. “I know, gorgeous. I put your picture into my phone, attaching it to your number. When the phone rang, I saw your beautiful face,” he explained.

“Right,” I whispered, blushing deeply. “I don’t know how to do that. My phone is new to me and I’m still learning its quirks.”

“I could show you,” he said.

“A little hard to do from Los Angeles,” I teased.

“There’s this wonderful invention called an airplane. I could get on one and fly up to see you,” he quipped. “It’s like magic.”

“You’re hysterical,” I snorted. “You don’t need to fly up here to show me how to use my phone, Edward. Though, I appreciate the offer. How are you?”

“I’m better now that I’ve heard from you. Is it weird that I miss you?” he asked. “We just met and …”

“I feel the same way,” I murmured. “I got the contract from the movie studio. I’m having my attorney look it over.”

“That’s a smart move. I don’t doubt that Laurent and Summit would screw you over, but it’s better to cover your bases. I had Alice look over my contract, as well,” he said. “Even though I’m still pissed at her for being a bitch to you.”

“Opinions are like assholes. Everyone has one and they stink,” I shrugged.

“Now, that’s a pearl of wisdom I haven’t heard before,” Edward laughed.

“It was a favorite of my dad,” I giggled. “Have you spoken to your sister?”

“Nope. She’s still blocked on my phone. I’m punishing her for being so rude,” Edward snickered. “I will have to see her on Sunday. I’m having dinner with my family. We try to get together every week.”

“That’s so nice,” I breathed. “Are you close with your parents?”

“Very much so. My parents have been married for almost thirty-five years, which is an oddity in Hollywood,” he said. “Some people like to change spouses like other people change clothes.”

“I can’t even imagine,” I murmured.

“Imagine what?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “I really don’t know what it’s like to have a super closer family. My mom split when I was a little kid and it was just my dad and me. Then, he got sick and I was all alone in the world. Well, not completely alone. I had Seth, but even that was tenuous at best.”

“Does that have to do with Seth’s birth father?” Edward asked.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “But, enough about that. I’m just happy to be home. I missed sleeping in my bed.”

“I can imagine. I always crash hard after being on location,” he said. “Part of it is exhaustion from working my ass off. The other part is being home, in my bed, with my pillows.”

“How long does it take to make a movie?” I asked.

“The actual making of the movie or all the steps?” he queried.

“The whole she-bang,” I said.

“From conception of an idea to movie premier, it could take up to two years. That’s how long D-Day took for me,” Edward explained. “The filming took about nine months and an additional four months of editing, mixing and reshoots.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “How long do you think this movie will take?”

“Depending on how long it takes to finalize a screenplay, roughly the same amount of time,” he said. “Shit! I never sent you a screenplay. I’m sorry, gorgeous. My mind was scrambled by our day in Los Angeles. Can I share something with you?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about you, about our kiss since I’d walked out of your hotel room. It took all of my control to walk away because I wanted nothing more than to keep you, to hold you all night long,” he murmured. “Bella, am I the only one feeling that?”

“No, you’re not. But, like I said, I’m terrified,” I answered honestly. “I’ve been hurt. Badly.”

“Physically?” he growled. “Emotionally?”

“Both,” I said. “I haven’t told anyone … well, I told my friend, Rose, last night. I needed her help, her advice. In order for her to give me that, I had to tell her everything.” Tears welled in my eyes and a few slipped down my cheeks. I hastily wiped them away. “I’m not trying to be evasive. Not on purpose.”

“Bella, I’m a patient man. I’ll continue to be patient if it means that I can pursue something with you, that’s what I’ll do,” he said calmly.

I heard the door unlock and Seth walked in with Emmett. My son sat down next to me and said hello. “Look, I’d love to talk more, but …” I trailed off.

“It’s all good, gorgeous. I hope to hear from you soon, okay?” he said.

“You can call me, too,” I teased.

“Hmmm, good to know,” he replied. “Have a good day, Bella.”

“You, too,” I smiled, ending the call and turning to hug my son. “Oh, Seth, I’ve missed you so much! I’m so happy I’m home.”

“I missed you, too, Mom. Uncle Jasper told me all about your trip and the good news about the movie. That’s so exciting!” he said, kissing my cheek. “He also said that Mr. Cullen was really nice!”

“He was,” I said. “He was nothing like I expected, to be honest.”

“What did you expect?” Emmett asked. “A complete tool?”

“Language,” I chided.

“Mom, I hear worse in the hallways at school,” Seth laughed, getting up and sauntering to the kitchen. I pulled out a bottle of water along with an apple. “Seriously, though, what was he like?”

“Incredibly kind and extremely brilliant,” I answered honestly. “I think he’ll work magic for the book. He’s a good fit for what I wrote. You know?”

“Awesome!” Seth said. “Look, I’m happy you’re home, but can I go shoot some hoops with Cooper and Nick? I’ve got to practice for my try out for the basketball team.”

“Go ahead, Seth,” I snickered. “But, give me your dirty clothes.”

“Already washed,” Emmett said, patting the bag. “He did them last night while Jasper and I grilled out. Hell, he even did Liam’s laundry.”

“I didn’t have enough for a full load, Uncle Em,” Seth grinned. “It’s no big deal. Mom trained me well.”

“Don’t be out all day. Apparently, there’s a big to-do for me,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“I know, Mom,” he said. “Aunt Rose got me a new outfit for the occasion. She’s making me wear a tie.”

“This I have to see,” I giggled. “Have fun with Cooper and Nick.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Seth said, hugging me before darting into his room. He came out a few moments later, wearing a pair of basketball shorts and t-shirt. He stuffed his phone in his pocket, along with his keys and left the apartment.

“Jasper said that sparks flew between you and Edward,” Emmett said, plopping down on the couch. “Like major sparkage.”

“You gossip like a middle-school girl,” I teased.

“Yet, you don’t deny about sparks flying,” he smirked. “I think you and Cullen would be a cute couple.”

I opened the photo album and showed him the selfie Edward snapped of the two of us. We did look like a couple. A very happy couple. I blushed as Emmett grinned. “Don’t …”

“Why not? Imagine hanging this up on your wall, Bells,” Emmett said, making my phone dance. “This is far more than sparks, Bella. This is so much more.”

“Whatever,” I said, plucking the phone from his hand. “I’ve got some work to do on my novel and I need to finish laundry before this party tonight.”

“Okay, okay,” he chuckled. He hugged me and ruffled my hair. “I’m glad you’re back.” With a sloppy kiss to my cheek, he left my apartment and I settled onto the couch to finish with my edits for latest novel. If I signed that contract, I had a couple of months to write the screenplay.

If that …

I worked for most of the morning and into the early afternoon. Seth came back, soaked to the skin with sweat. He was smiling widely and I knew he had a good time. He tried to hug me, but I pushed him toward the shower because his twelve-year-old pre-teen body was smelly.

After he’d showered, I did the same and got ready for the party at the café. I put on a red polka dot dress with a full skirt and applied my makeup lightly. “You look really good, Mom. Just imagine going to a movie premier. Do you think I’ll meet Iron Man?”

“You never know,” I quipped. “Do you know if things are set up downstairs?”

“They are. Aunt Rose said we can come down at any time,” Seth grinned, offering me his arm. “Shall we?”

“I’ll have the most handsome date ever,” I said, looping my arm through his.

“I have the prettiest mom ever,” he beamed, kissing my cheek. “Let’s go!”

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

After my phone call with Bella, I drove to my parents’ place for dinner. Parking my car, I got out and walked into my parents’ beach front home. It was about a mile or so down the road from where I lived. I’d wanted to move further away from them, but thanks to the rabid fan who pilfered through my boxers, I needed security. My parents’ neighborhood had that in spades.

“Hello?” I called out.

“We’re on the pool deck,” my mom responded. “Your father wants to try grilling again.”

I walked through their airy home to the back deck overlooking the Pacific Ocean. My dad, a tall man with salt and pepper hair, a strong jaw and crystalline blue eyes, was staring at the grill like it was going to attack him. “Should I call the paramedics now or later?” I quipped.

“Shut it, boy,” my dad, Carlisle Cullen, grumbled.

“Dad, go sit down before you give all of us E-Coli,” I smirked, shoving him back toward my mother, who was sitting under an umbrella. “Is Alice coming?”

“She is and she will be giving you an apology,” my mother, Esme Cullen, smirked from behind her sunglasses. Her blonde hair was curled, falling over her shoulders in soft waves. Her eyes were a warm green and her body was in amazing shape, even at close to sixty years old.

To say I was Hollywood royalty was an understatement. My father was a famous actor in his own right, having starred in several movies, including an Academy Award winning role as one of the first men diagnosed with AIDS, fighting against the stigma, and getting access to life-prolonging medication. He was now focused on being an agent and taking an occasional guest starring spot on television just to keep his acting chops up to snuff. My mother was a model before she had me and my sister and owned her own modeling agency. She was one of the first supermodels, rubbing elbows with the likes of Claudia Schiffer, Cindy Crawford, and Tyra Banks before she switched up her career choices after she had Alice and me.

I was bitten by the acting bug at a young age, but my career started as a Gerber baby and morphed into some national print ads for Gap Kids. The commercials morphed into small roles on television and then onto the big screen. My acting career wasn’t nearly as successful as my directing career, but it did get my foot in the door. I was represented by my parents’ agency, Masen Model and Talent Group. Masen was my middle name and they wanted the name of their agency to represent the family aspect of their group. It was truly a family company.

My older sister, Alice, was the attorney for the agency. She had the looks to be an actress, but she did not have the patience. Or the talent, really. She tried modeling, but my sister was relatively petite. Both my father and I were over six feet tall and my mom was about five feet eight. Alice was barely over five feet tall. What she lacked in height and talent, she made up for in brains and tenacity.

“She doesn’t owe me an apology. She owes Bella an apology,” I muttered, attempting to turn on the grill, but coming up short. “You’re out of gas.”

“Come on, Carlisle,” Esme said, getting up gracefully. “You are not a chef. Thank goodness I have more options in the house.” She looped her arm through mine and led me into the house with my father grumbling behind us. “I know your sister has your best interests in mind, but she overstepped. I explained that to her.”

“So did I,” Carlisle nodded, pulling out a beer.

“Now, before she gets here, why were you so upset that she’d jumped down Bella’s throat?” Esme asked. “You would have shrugged it off, normally.”

“I don’t know, Mom. There’s something about Bella that just draws me in,” I answered honestly.

“Does Alice have a reason to be concerned?” Carlisle pressed, arching a brow.

“No, she doesn’t,” I snapped. “From what I’ve found, Isabella Swan is a nationally recognized author with a twelve-year-old son. Her life hasn’t been rainbows and butterflies, but she’s solid, smart and gorgeous.”

“But, what about that email your sister received?” he argued. “I still think you should go into this with both eyes open.”

“I am, Dad,” I sighed, rolling my eyes. “And that email could have come from anyone. A rival author, an ex-boyfriend or just some random asshole with a lot of time on their hands. I’m not one to be impulsive. I think things through, but my intuition is usually right.”

“He does have a point,” Esme smiled. “When has Edward been wrong about a person? You always said that if Edward doesn’t like a person, they’re not worth knowing.”

“True,” Carlisle said, sitting down at the kitchen island. “So, when are we meeting her?”

“In time, Dad,” I snorted, taking the vegetables my mom handed me and began cutting. “It’s not like we’re dating.”

“That blush says otherwise,” Esme teased, poking my side.

“Okay, I’m very attracted to her. She’s smart, funny, gorgeous, and so much more. I’ve never felt so connected to another human in my life. You know how I keep everyone at arm’s length. But, with her, I want her to know me. You know?” I said, dicing the peppers and onions. “Ever since that debacle with she-who-shall-not-be-named, I’ve played my cards close to my chest.”

“Understandably so,” Carlisle nodded. “I told you that was a load of crap.”

“You were also the person who made me sign that dating contract,” I said, arching a brow.

“It kept some of the more hellacious vipers away from you,” Carlisle grinned. “It was the lesser of two evils. Dealing with Kate and that fake relationship or trying to swat away Tanya Denali and her diseased snatch.”

“Carlisle, that was uncalled for,” Esme chided, tossing a grape tomato at his head.

“I wouldn’t touch Tanya with your dick,” I said, arching a brow. “Anyway, I shouldn’t be pursuing this, but I just can’t stop.”

“You should stop, though,” Alice said, her nose wrinkled. “I still don’t trust her.”

“Alice, what did I tell you?” Esme snapped. “You said you were going to drop this.”

“I’m sorry, but this email I received was shady business,” Alice shrugged, hugging our father and kissing his cheek.

“And so was fucking Bella’s agent,” I countered with a wicked grin. “You don’t like her, but you like him. Or rather, his zucchini.” I held up the squash with a sarcastic grin.

“Why wasn’t I an only child?” Alice growled. “I had to be sidled with the douchiest of little brothers. Ever.”

“Mary Alice, I will always love you, but right now, I’m so incredibly disappointed in you,” Esme said. “You, too, Edward.”

“She started it,” I said, pointing to my obnoxious older sibling. “She started it by calling an innocent woman a whore.”

“She could be,” Alice sneered.

“Enough!” Carlisle growled, slamming his hand down on the counter. “Alice, you are incredibly distrustful because of your job, but we always taught to see the best in people. You were wrong. Admit it.” He scowled at her. My sister scoffed, crossing her arms petulantly. “I know that goes against everything in your nature as a lawyer, but I’m certain the studio did its due diligence, and you have to trust them. You also have to trust your brother. He knows who he is more than you.”

Alice huffed out a breath and poured herself a glass of wine. “Okay, I’m sorry.”

“You still need to say it to Bella,” I said. “And mean it.”

“How about I send her a flower bouquet?” Alice asked with a wry grin. “An ‘I’m sorry that I called you a whore, but that’s what I believe you to be’ bouquet?”

“I can’t stay here if she’s going to be like this,” I said. “I could get started on the timeline for the movie.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry,” Alice frowned. “I just … I want to like her, but I can’t.”

“You don’t have to like her, but you have to respect her,” Esme murmured. “She’s going to be working with Edward for the next couple years and you’re still his attorney …”

“I don’t think so,” I argued. “I’ve already made arrangements with Felix to cover me while are dealing with your ethical dilemma in believing Bella. Perhaps, I’ll stick with him moving forward.” I got up and shook my head. “I’m going to cool off. Perhaps, you can talk some sense into her?” I walked out of the back door and onto the beach with my beer. I plopped down onto the sand. I took a few pulls from my beer, listening to the water lap along the shore. I took out my phone, looking at the picture I’d taken with Bella on her phone.

Fuck, she was so gorgeous and so real.

Her skin was clear, with the softest petal blush that spread across her cheeks. Her hair was long and thick, the color of chocolate with caramel highlights. Blinking to her mouth, I bit back a groan as I remembered her pink lips against mine. They just melded into mine and I wanted all of it.

I wanted all of her.

“Edward?” Alice murmured.

“I don’t have the power to fight you, Alice. If you’re here for round twenty, go the fuck away,” I snarled.

“No, I’m not,” she said, sitting down next to me and looking at my phone. “Wow, when did you take that?”

“The day before she left,” I answered. “I gave her a tour of LA and it was the most amazing time. I really like her. I like her as a person, as an author and as a woman. She’s smart and funny. Her stories are intense and this story being opted into a movie? It’s beyond … I’m talking Room type vibes. Remember the movie Room?”

“That movie was fucked up,” Alice snorted. “But, it left an impression.” She sat down, kicking off her sandals and dug her toes into the sand. “Do you really like her?”

“I really do,” I said. “I also think that the person who is trying to paint her a negative light is wrong. So wrong … Even if she has skeletons in her closet, it’s not your job to bring them out to the world. How would you feel if I told Mom and Dad about the pregnancy scare you had when you were in high school?”

“I’d want to chop off your balls,” Alice snarled.

“That’s how Bella would feel if you went digging into her past,” I said. “I want to hear from her. Not you. Not some random asshat sending you intel that you can’t even verify. You know?”

“I do,” she sighed. “I’ll lay off Bella and give her chance until I talk to her.”

“You’re not talking to her,” I said. “Do you honestly think she’s going to forgive you for what you did?”

“Probably not,” she grumbled. She tucked her hair behind her ears, groaning loudly.  “When did I turn into Nana? She was such a crotchety old bitch.”

“I hate to burst your bubble, but you’ve always been like Nana,” I smirked. She smacked me. “Tell me about Jasper.”

“It was just sex. Phenomenal sex, but sex,” Alice snickered. “The dude was hung like a horse and he could go for hours.”

“You know, there’s more to life than just sex,” I countered. “Being connected to someone …”

“I like being connected by a guy’s dick,” she shrugged. “It’s all I can take for now. James really raked me over the coals and I’m not ready to put myself out there. You know?”

I nodded. “In a way, I get it. I felt the same way after Kate, but the only way to get over it is to put yourself out there. For now, though, can we, at least, agree to a truce about Bella?”

“I can do that,” Alice nodded. “I won’t say anything to you, unless I get something that causes concern.”

“Alice,” I growled in warning.

“Edward, you’re my baby brother,” she said. “It’s my job to make sure you’re safe. When Mom and Dad are gone, it’s us. I love you and I want to make sure you’re not being exploited. I know you think that these emails sent to me are BS, but …”

“But, what? Alice, this deal has not been made public. How did they know to email you?” I asked. “It could be an inside job from Summit or worse, from your office. Alice, I love you, too, but let this go.”

“Okay,” she said, putting her cheek against my bicep.

“Why do I think you’re not going to let this go?” I snorted.

“Because, you know me. You’ve known me for thirty-two years,” Alice quipped. “But, I know when to bury things. So, I’ll just stop bringing it up. I don’t want to alienate you, Edward.”

“I appreciate it, Ali,” I sighed, draping my arms around her body. “I don’t like it, but appreciate your tenacity to protect me. Now, it’s my turn. If Jasper hurts you, his donkey dick will be hung from neck like a trophy. I will not stop until he’s writhing in pain.”

“That’s quite the description,” Alice giggled. “If something more comes of it, which I doubt, you can kick his ass as you so aptly described.”

“And will become the truth if he hurts you, Alice,” I smirked, giving her a noogie.

A/N: So, I had a plan written out and I didn’t like it. I’m taking the parts I do like and using that to create the story. I also do apologize for leaving you in the dark about Bella’s story. I don’t want to reveal it yet. I want you to hear it from at the same time as Edward. Not a moment sooner. 

Pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can find a link to that on my profile. I’m also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. 

Leave me your thoughts … thanks for reading!

 




Chapter 7




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

We’re going back to Bella and pick up with her party. We’re also going to hear how Seth came into this world along with some Seth/Bella bonding time. 

Chapter Seven

Bella

I worked for most of the morning and into the early afternoon. Seth came back, soaked to the skin with sweat. He was smiling widely and I knew he had a good time. He tried to hug me, but I pushed him toward the shower because his twelve-year-old pre-teen body was smelly.

After he’d showered, I did the same and got ready for the party at the café. I put on a red polka dot dress with a full skirt and applied my makeup lightly. “You look really good, Mom. Just imagine going to a movie premier. Do you think I’ll meet Iron Man? Oooh, or Thor?”

“You never know,” I quipped, rolling my eyes at my son. “Do you know if things are set up downstairs?”

“They are. Aunt Rose said we can come down at any time,” Seth grinned, offering me his arm. “Shall we?”

“I’ll have the most handsome date ever,” I said, looping my arm through his.

“I have the prettiest mom ever,” he beamed, kissing my cheek. “Let’s go!”

Walking down the stairs, we entered the McCoffee Café. The entire shop had been decorated with streamers, twinkle lights and there was some quiet music playing. “Oh, wow,” I whispered. The décor was in the same color scheme of the cover of my novel. “This is beautiful.”

“Nothing but the best for my mom,” Seth breathed, hugging me tightly. “I love you, Mommy. I’m so proud of you.”

The café was filled with my adopted family of Rose, Emmett and their children, Lily, Maggie and Liam. Jasper was there with our friends from the publishing house, including Jason Jenks, the in-house attorney. The remaining people were employees and patrons from the café who supported me while I wrote Long and Winding Road. 

Rose glided over to me, wearing a pretty purple dress. She handed me a glass of champagne. “To Isabella Swan, New York Times and USA Today best-selling author, winner of Good Reads Fiction Book of the Year and now author of the newest movie blockbuster from Summit Studios, Long and Winding Road! Congratulations, girl!” She hugged me, kissing my cheeks.

“To Bella!” Emmett cheered, holding up a bottle of beer.

“To my mom!” Seth beamed, hugging me tightly.

I blushed and held onto my son, my anchor to the world. I let everyone cheer for me, but if they only knew the true story behind that novel. It was my story, fictionalized and simplified. The main character, Charlotte, dealt with only a minute fraction of the nightmare I’d endured when Jacob kicked me out of the only home my son had known.

“Do you mind if I steal your mom, Seth?” Jasper asked.

“It’s cool! Cooper and Nick are here,” Seth replied, kissing my cheek. “I hope you don’t mind I invited them.”

“Of course not, baby,” I answered. “Have fun.”

Jasper, dressed in a suit without a tie, led me toward Jenks. Jason Jenks was a tall man with a blindingly white smile and rich mocha skin. He had a goatee with white hairs sprinkled through. They matched the greys in his closely-cropped hair. “Jenks, you remember Isabella Swan, yes?” Jasper asked.

“Of course, Jasper,” Jason grinned, shaking my hand and giving me a brief hug. “Congratulations, Bella. I’d read your book several times and found something new each time.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jenks,” I murmured. “Did Jasper show you the contract?”

“I got a chance to look it over and for the most part, it’s a solid contract,” Jason said. “However, I think you’re being short-changed in the money department for the roles you’re taking as a producer and screenplay writer. I made a few notations on this copy.” He reached into a bag and pulled out a manila folder. “I’m more than willing to go to bat and fight for more money for you, if that’s what you want.”

I opened the folder, sitting down at a nearby table. I read his comments and frowned. “Was I low-balled?”

“No, but your notoriety as an author should ensure you some more monetary reward,” Jason replied, sitting across from me. “I’ve helped you with all your novels, Bella.”

“You have been amazing, Jason,” I smiled. “If you want to move forward with negotiations for the increased payment, I’m all for it.”

“I did some leg work and I found out that the executive you’ve been working with, Laurent, has moved onto another project with no explanation as to why. A new executive has taken over and he seems like a tough nut to crack,” Jason explained.

“Who is this new exec?” Jasper asked.

“His name is Paul Lahote and he’s eager to work on the project, but he’s not as … willing to bend to our requests,” Jason said. “Laurent wanted to sashay Bella, where Paul wants her to work for it.”

“Paul sounds like an asshole,” Jasper grumbled under his breath.

“Well, I’m more of an asshole,” Jason said with a sinister grin.

“I don’t want to fight something that is not rightfully mine,” I argued. “Should I be paid more?”

“In my opinion, yes. Do you want me to negotiate for more?” Jason asked. “You deserve it, Bella.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “Will this impact the budget of the film?” Or my budding relationship with Edward? Do I even have a relationship with Edward? 

“It might, but you shouldn’t be gipped of what you’re owed,” Jasper said, draping his arm over my shoulder.

“You just want your take,” I teased, elbowing him in the ribs. Jasper just gave me a shitty grin. “Jason, I trust you and if you think that I was low-balled, then get me what I deserve.”

“You’ve got it, Bella,” Jason said. “I’ll make a call down to the studio on Monday and hopefully you’ll have the new contract by the end of the week. Now, I’m going to enjoy your party. It’s a rare day I get to go out with my wife.”

“Where is Cassandra?” I asked.

“She was flirting with Emmett,” Jason deadpanned. “She was too busy ogling his muscles.” He got up and leaving the folder on the table. He found his wife, a gorgeous woman with a friendly smile and the cutest pixie cut. Jasper held up his arm and flexed. “I’ve got muscles, too.”

“Sure, Jasper,” I snickered, sipping my champagne. “Have you talked to Alice?”

“No, but I don’t expect to either,” he answered. “It was just a fling. Yes, I am a changed man because of her, but something was holding her back.” I arched a brow at him. “Look, we spoke the same language in bed, but outside of the bedroom, we were like oil and water.”

“Jas,” I frowned.

“It’s all good, Bella. It was fun while it lasted. Besides, I’ve got other options on the horizon,” Jasper replied, trying to smile, but it looked more like a grimace. “In fact, there’s a gorgeous blonde across the café who has been giving me eyes since I walked in. Do you mind?”

“Have fun,” I chuckled. “Wrap it up. No glove, no love.” He got up, scratching his face with his middle finger.

I shook my head and sipped my drink as I thought about what I’d said. Jacob and I had used protection when we’d had sex, but somehow, I’d managed to get pregnant. I’d gotten pregnant the night of my father’s funeral. I was desperate to feel something other than pain, sadness and anguish. So, Jacob offered himself up. It was sloppy and I’d lost my virginity to the boy who saw me as nothing more than a hole to fuck.

I’d lost my virginity and my innocence in one night. After that night, Jacob decided to take and take often. Even without my permission.

My father was gone.

I had no one, except Jacob.

Naively, I believed he’d be there for me when he reality, he threw me away.

Though, when he did that, it was a blessing in disguise.

I pressed my hand to my stomach, remembering Seth as he grew in my belly. He was the only thing that kept me grounded, even as my world shattered. He was the light in my life, my anchor and the only person who loved me unconditionally.

xx Blockbuster xx

Flashback

I was panting heavily as I felt like my body was being torn apart from the inside out. After I’d lost the house, selling all of my worldly possessions to pay for my father’s failed cancer treatment, I stayed with Jacob and Billy. Well, I started with Angela and her family, but they kicked me out when I discovered I was pregnant. A single, unwed mother was not welcome in the pastor’s home. So, I went to live with Jacob and Billy. I had nothing and I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, even if I was treated like a slave. I was emotional abused by Billy, who called me nothing more than a whore and blamed me for ruining Jacob’s life by getting pregnant. 

No, it was Jacob’s fault for taking without asking. That first time, I wanted it. But, each subsequent time, Jacob felt like he was entitled to use my body as he saw fit. 

Now, I was stuck in the tiny bedroom with a Quileute midwife, Sue Clearwater, trying to give birth to my child without any drugs or without any support. She’d randomly poke in my vagina to see how I was progressing, but she’d just sit and watch me with a pinched face. 

Billy said that it was due to some ancient custom, but I’d heard Jacob and Billy say something about being strapped for cash. They didn’t want to pay for my medical bills or the medical bills for his grandchild. 

I screamed as another contraction rippled through me. I grasped my belly. “That felt so wrong,” I cried. 

“Oh, stop it,” Sue snapped, getting up from her seat. “Women have had children without doctors for eons.”

“I’ve been in labor for almost two days,” I whimpered. “I’m so tired and the room is spinning.”

Sue got up and she drew back the blankets. Her eyes widened. “Billy, come in here!”

“No, I don’t want him in here,” I argued weakly. “No!”

Billy, who was in a wheelchair, rolled into the bedroom and he scowled at me. “What is it?” he growled. 

“I think the time for a home birth has passed,” Sue said, a note of distress in her voice. “She’s bleeding out.” 

“One less thing,” Billy grumbled under his breath. 

“Do you want to go to jail for murder? If you keep her here, you will be charged for denying her medical care,” Sue hissed. “I’m calling 911. She needs a C-section …”

“You do it,” Billy said with a casual shrug of his shoulder. “That whore brought shame to my family, to my son.”

“Whore or not, she doesn’t deserve this,” Sue retorted, holding her phone to her ear. 

“Please,” I cried, feeling weaker and weaker with each passing moment. “I don’t want my baby to die.”

“You should have thought of that before fucking all those Quileute boys,” Billy said tauntingly. 

“I’ve only been with Jacob, and he took, never asked,” I whimpered. “I’m not a whore. Why do you call me that?”

“The ambulance is on the way,” Sue said, pushing Billy out of the room. “You’re not helping and you can see your grandchild after he or she is born.” She practically rolled him into the middle of the yard before coming back to me. She brushed back my sweat-soaked hair. I cried as another contraction tore through me. “My apologies, Bella. I should have paid more attention.”

“Am I going to die? Am I going to be with my dad?” I asked. “I want to be with him. He loves me. I miss him so much!”

“I know, Bella,” Sue said, putting her arms around me. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.”

I must have drifted off. When I woke up again, I was in an ambulance. Sue was by my side, explaining to the paramedics what I was dealing with. Apparently, I was having a placental abruption and I was losing blood too quickly. We arrived at Forks Community Hospital and I was transferred to a cold, sterile room. Sue was next to me, wearing a set of scrubs and surgical mask. “What’s happening?” I slurred. 

“They’re putting you under, Bella. It’s bad,” she whispered. 

“Save my baby,” I pleaded. “Don’t worry about me. You take care of the baby. Don’t let Jacob or Billy touch him.”

“Okay, Bella,” she agreed. 

The anesthesiologist covered my face with a mask and I fell asleep. The last thing I heard was alarms blaring and the doctors yelling. I didn’t care. I just wanted the pain, the emptiness to fade away. 

I don’t know how long I slept. When I woke up, it was dark out and I was in a regular room. Sue was with me, walking with a squirming bundle in her arms. “Is the baby okay?” I asked, my voice raspy. 

“Ten fingers, ten toes,” Sue cooed. “He came out screaming.”

“He?” I whispered. “I have a boy?”

“Nine pounds, eleven ounces and twenty-two inches of boy,” Sue said, walking over to me and sitting down next to me. I went to reach for him, but my entire body screamed. “Relax, Bella. Your body went through an ordeal.”

“I feel like I was run over by a truck,” I gasped. 

“Essentially, that’s what happened. I failed you as a midwife. I was blinded by Billy’s lies,” Sue muttered. “He said that you’d slept around and that the baby wasn’t even Jacob’s. You acted out after Charlie’s death.”

“The only mistake I made was having sex with Jacob on the day of my father’s funeral,” I sniffled. “I needed to feel something other than emptiness.”

“I understand that. When Harry, my husband, died, I made some questionable choices,” Sue sighed. “Anyhow, Billy used his prejudices to taint my perception of you.”

“I was the pale-face who screwed over his son,” I spat. “When, it was his son who constantly screwed me over.” I shifted again and I moaned. “What happened after we got into that room?”

“Bella, did Jacob ever …” Sue trailed off. “Did he …”

“Yes,” I nodded. “But, I can’t go to the Forks Police because it happened on the reservation. The peace council would say that I was lying because Billy owns the peace council.”

“Shit,” Sue gasped, putting the baby into the bassinet. “You can stay with me.”

“You believe me?” I whispered. 

“I do, Bella,” Sue nodded. “I can help you. I should have helped you in the first place.” She sat down and took my hand. I could barely feel it. “Okay, so after you were brought into the surgical suite, they put you out. They gave you a sedative and spinal block. That’s why your grip is so weak.”

“How long until I can move again?” I pressed. 

“By morning,” Sue answered. “Anyway, the doctor had to perform a C-section to remove your son. You had a placental abruption and he was just too big for your tiny body. The baby is obviously fine, but you’re not.” She squeezed my hand and looked at me with compassion. “The bleeding wouldn’t stop.”

“I wouldn’t have cared if I’d died,” I muttered. “It would have been a blessing, to be honest.”

“Then, you wouldn’t get to know your son,”  Sue argued. “They asked me if I knew your wishes. The baby was safe and I couldn’t lose you. Regardless, of what Billy said, you deserved to live. So, I told them to stop the bleeding, by any means necessary.” She moved her hand to my swollen belly. “I figured you’d rather be alive and without a uterus, then dead.”

“I can’t have any more children?” I whispered. 

“Not conventionally,” Sue said. “They removed your uterus, but kept your ovaries. You can still have children with some help.”

“Well, it’s probably for the best,” I said, trying to blink away my tears. “God knows I’ll fuck up my kid …”

“Bella, don’t think that way,” Sue chided gently. 

“Can I see him?” I asked. “I know I can’t hold him because my arms are like limp noodles.”

Sue got up and carried my son to me. He was asleep, but I could tell his skin was darker than mine, but not the rich russet tone like Jacob and Billy. Sue removed his blue cap and revealed whisps of dark brown hair. “Do you have a name in mind?”

“Seth,” I whispered. “It was my dad’s middle name.”

“I think your dad would be proud of that,” Sue said wistfully. “Now, get some rest, Bella.” She put the baby back in the bassinet. 

“Did you really mean it that I can stay with you?” I asked. “I can move out of that awful house?”

“I mean it, Bella,” she nodded. “Now, sleep.” She brushed my hair back and stayed until I eventually fell back asleep. 

When I woke up, Billy was in my room and his eyes were dark with anger. I groaned as I sat up too quickly. “Where’s Sue?”

“She’s gone,” Billy said. “Won’t be back. She’s been shunned by the reservation.” He glowered at me, hatred oozing out every pore. “She shouldn’t have called the ambulance. You should have died yesterday, but you didn’t. I’m now stuck with a bill for you and for that brat.” He rolled to me. “You’re being discharged today. I have a friend on the staff. You will pay off this bill.”

“I just had major surgery and a baby,” I sobbed. 

“The baby, as far as I’m concerned, is not yours. He’s mine and Jake’s,” Billy said with a cold smile. “Now, get ready to go. You have a shift tomorrow at Thriftway.” He spun his wheelchair and left me in the hospital room. A brusque nurse removed my catheter and IV, practically shoving me into the bathroom. I didn’t know what to do. I slid down to the floor, crying hysterically. My one ally was gone. 

She’s gone and won’t be back.

Did he kill Sue? 

I sat on the floor of the bathroom until a harsh knock rattled me. I heaved myself off the ground. I took a quick shower, dressing in the clothes that Billy brought me. When I walked out of the bathroom, Jacob was waiting for me. He was holding a car seat with our son inside. He gave me an impassive look, pointing to the wheelchair. I sat down and was pushed out of the room. When we got into Jake’s VW Rabbit, he secured Seth’s car seat in the back. “Here are the rules,” Jacob said harshly. “You will take care of the brat. You will pay back my father for paying for the birth. He’ll take care of my son while you’re at work, but that’s not for free, either.”

“Got it,” I said. “I’m your slave until my debts are paid off. You’ll get your money back.”

Jacob just huffed as he turned over his tiny car. “We also have a place for us. You, me and the baby. Dad didn’t want you living under his roof. You’ve already shamed our family too much.” He put the car into gear, tearing out of the parking lot. 

I barely had time to recover. I was back at work the following day and I went through the motions of scanning groceries of the people of Forks. I continued to work for a couple of days. My boss took pity on me, letting me handle the front of the store. I was subsisting on next-to-no sleep, leaky breasts from pumping and emotional exhaustion. Heaven forbid Jacob help with the baby when I got home from work. 

Though, I didn’t mind that Jacob ignored Seth. He was my baby. He loved me, regardless of my mistakes. 

A week later, I was doing some light stocking and I was unsteady on my feet. Angela was shopping when I fell off a step ladder, exhaustion finally catching up with me. She was hysterical, trying to wake me up, but I couldn’t. My body was beyond shattered. 

Again, an ambulance was called and I was admitted into Forks Community Hospital. Not even Billy’s influence could get me released. I had a post-operative infection and I needed IV antibiotics. I spent a week in the hospital, racking up another hefty bill. 

Billy threatened to give my child up for adoption to pay for my hospital stay. A social worker overheard his ranting and stepped in. It also put Billy’s abhorrent behavior on the radar. The hospital waived my medical bills because of my financial situation for the birth of my son and subsequent hospital stay due to medical negligence. 

It was after that I got a short maternity leave and help from a social worker to get Seth set up. 

It was during that time I realized that the only person I could rely on is myself. I also clung to my son, who loved me unconditionally. He knew I’d protect him. I’d die for him. 

Too bad I almost did die for him … on more than one occasion. 

xx Blockbuster xx

“Mom, where were you?” Seth asked, sitting down across from me. “You were staring off into space.”

“Sorry, baby. Just remembering something when you were a baby,” I smiled, brushing back his hair. “Where are Cooper and Nick?”

“They had to go,” he answered. “Besides, I shouldn’t ignore my amazing mom on her special day.”

“I’m not that amazing, kiddo,” I snorted. “I worked hard to get us here. If anything, I’m tenacious.” Seth looked at me, confused. “I’m determined.”

“You are determined and that’s what makes you awesome, Mom,” Seth grinned. “Now, stop hiding and let’s have fun at your party! They have karaoke.”

“You can karaoke. I’ll just watch and videotape you,” I quipped, holding up my cell phone. “Blackmail for when you get married, bub. I can’t wait to show your spouse how adorable you are!”

“Mom!” he huffed.

“Come on, Seth. Wow me with your singing skills,” I giggled, walking with him to the small stage that had been set up. Jasper grabbed Seth’s elbow and thrust a microphone into his hand. I videoed my son as he sang ‘High Hopes’ by Panic! At the Disco with Jasper.

The party wrapped up around midnight. I had fun despite my innate need to not be the center of attention. I even went up onto the karaoke stage, singing ‘Love Shack’ with Rose and Lauren. After that, Seth and I went up to our tiny apartment. He kissed me sloppily on my cheek, falling into his bedroom. I locked the door and drank some water since I’d indulged in more champagne than I should have.

After I finished my water, I went into my bedroom and took off my dress. I tossed my hair up into a ponytail, washing my face and putting on my pajamas. I slid into my bed, curling around my pillow. I idly ran the flower pendant along its chain as I tried to shake the memories of Seth’s birth from my mind. I didn’t know why I’d fell into that hole today after I met with Jason Jenks. My phone vibrated on the nightstand. I picked it up and saw a text from Edward.

You’re probably asleep, but I just wanted to send you a quick message … I miss you and I look forward until we’re in the same city again. Perhaps, I’ll come to you? Sleep well, gorgeous. ~ Edward xx

He sent me a beautiful picture of him with an exquisite sunset behind him. I smiled and sent him a response, a photo of me and Seth at my party.

I just got back from a party, celebrating the movie. My son and I sang some karaoke and it was a lot of fun. Wish you were here ~ Bella xoxo

Bella, you look absolutely gorgeous! Your son also looks exactly like you, but a male version of you … Wow, that sounded weird. I swear I’m not weird. A little buzzed, yes. Weird … well, that’s debatable. ~ Edward 

I dialed him because I did not want to text him anymore. “Buzzed?” I teased.

“A little bit. I had dinner with my parents and sister. I had a lot of beer to deal with my sister’s crazy,” he snickered. “So, I ended up walking back to my place. Hence, the picture I took …”

“It was a beautiful picture. Do you see sunsets like that all the time?” I asked.

“Usually. However, it would have been perfect with you,” he murmured. “God, I’m turning into such a sap.”

“I kind of like you as a sap,” I giggled, snuggling into my bed. “I kind of like you, period.”

“Kind of?” he quipped. “I don’t kind of like you. I really like you. I really want to see where this goes.”

“Is that the booze talking?” I asked, a blush covering my entire body. “Or you?”

“All me, Bella,” he said softly. “Perhaps, I can fly up to San Francisco and help you with the screenplay.”

“You’d do that?” I asked.

“If it meant seeing you, yes,” he breathed. “But, I don’t want to impose.”

I swallowed and I blew out a breath. “You wouldn’t impose and I’d like to see you again.”

“Let me do some checking to see when I can help you with the screenplay,” he said. “Have you signed the contract?”

“Not yet. My attorney said that I was being low-balled,” I answered. “Also, Laurent is no longer on the project. A new executive, Paul Lahote, took over the job.”

“Hmmmm, let me do some research on that, Bella. Laurent is a good guy. He wouldn’t abandon a movie,” Edward said. “He’s one of the good guys. I trust him implicitly.”

“I liked him, too, but according to the contract that was sent to me, it was taken over by this Paul guy,” I shrugged, yawning.

“You’re exhausted, gorgeous. I’ll let you go,” he breathed. “Sleep well, Bella. I know I will. I’ll be dreaming of you.”

“Charmer,” I laughed sleepily.

“I do try, gorgeous. Good night.”

“Good night, Edward,” I said, ending the call.

xx Blockbuster xx

The next morning, I dragged my body out of bed. I had a bit of a hangover. I wanted to make Seth breakfast, but I didn’t have much in the house since I was out of town for the better part of a week. I decided to take a shower and walked into Seth’s bedroom. He was snoring loudly. I sat down on his bed, scratching his back. “Wake up, baby,” I said quietly.

“Mphrg,” Seth grumbled. “Sleep, Mom.”

“I wanted to have breakfast with my favorite son,” I snickered.

“We can have breakfast at home,” he yawned, pulling his pillow over his head.

“No, we can’t. There’s no food in the house,” I laughed. “Come on, kiddo. I haven’t seen you for a week. Get your butt out of bed and have breakfast with your decrepit, old mother. Then, we’ll go grocery shopping. I’m certain you don’t want to eat lunch at school, hmmm?”

“Ugh, no,” he said, sitting up. His hair was sticking up every which direction. He had pillow lines on his face and eyes were squinted shut to avoid letting the light in. “Do I have time to shower?”

“Yes, Seth. I love you, but puberty is hitting you hard. You stink, child of mine,” I chuckled. Seth rolled his eyes and slid out of bed. He picked up a pair of jeans from the dresser, along with a t-shirt. Once he was in the bathroom, I made Seth’s bed and made mental note that we’d probably have to go shopping soon for new clothes. He was quickly outgrowing his clothes because he was in the middle of growth spurt.

While Seth showered, I made a grocery list. We’d go shopping after breakfast, perhaps stopping at one of the farmer’s markets to get fresh fruits and vegetables. When the grocery list was done, I made a list of things I needed to finish before I began working on the screenplay for the movie.

“You ready, Mom?” Seth asked, holding his shoes in his hands.

“Yeah,” I nodded, slipping on my ballet flats and picking up the keys to my truck. I would never get rid of that thing. It was, for a span of a couple years, my home and my salvation. We walked down the stairs, heading to the small alley that housed our garage. Seth got in the truck and I hopped into the driver’s seat. I turned over the truck, grinning as it coughed to life.

“Mom, you know we can get a new car. This thing is a fossil,” Seth snickered.

“I don’t want a new car. I like my truck. And, when you turn sixteen, it’ll be your truck,” I smirked, putting it into gear and backing out of the garage.

“Then, you’d still need a new car. Why not skip that step and just get one now?” Seth teased while I drove to our favorite diner. “Please?”

“I’ll think about it,” I retorted. “Now, all I want is a stack of pancakes and a lot of bacon.”

“That sounds perfect,” Seth beamed.

I drove us to the diner and we walked inside, sitting in our favorite booth. Seth ordered two stacks of pancakes with a double order of bacon. He got orange juice while I ordered coffee. “So, talk to me about the basketball tryouts,” I said.

“The coach is my PE teacher. He said that I was really good in class,” Seth explained. “I’m tall, obviously.”

“Yeah, you’re taller than me,” I snickered. “Your biological father was a tall man. But, I don’t know about his basketball skills. I don’t know much about him, really.”

“I remember flashes of him,” Seth frowned. “He was really mean to you. He treated you like crap, like you were dirt beneath his feet.” He leaned forward, his hands threaded together and his brows pulled together. “Why did he feel that way? Why did he treat you like crap?”

“Because your biological father was an asshole,” I answered honestly. “He made himself feel better, more powerful by making me feel small.”

“Do you hate him?” Seth asked. “Because I do. I hate him, Mom. I hate what he did to you. I hate what he made us do when he kicked us out. I hate him.”

My heart broke as I heard the abhorrence in his voice. I never wanted him to feel that. “Seth, I don’t like hearing you talk like that,” I chided gently.

“But, he still made our lives hell, Mom. Aren’t I allowed to feel this way?” he asked. He got up and moved to sit next to me in the booth.

“You are allowed to feel any way, Seth. I don’t want you to say that. I just wanted you to have a happy life,” I murmured. “I did everything in my power to give you that.”

“And I’m happy. With you,” Seth said, moving to sit next to me and hugging me tightly. “You’ve given me an amazing life. I never doubted your love for me. Him? We were just a drain and I’m grateful that we left him. It doesn’t change the fact that I hate him. I could never forgive him for what he did to you, did to us.”

“Seth,” I whispered, holding him tightly. I kissed his forehead and took his face in my hands. “I’m not going to tell you how to feel, but your father is no longer in your life, our lives.”

I’d taken steps to have Jacob’s parental rights removed. When I found a safe place to land in San Francisco, I reached out to a family attorney. I told them about my emotional and physical abuse from Jacob and Billy and how I was summarily thrown out of my home. I didn’t tell them about my journey from Forks to San Francisco and what I had to do in order to survive. Regardless, the attorney managed to send Jacob a letter, explaining that since he hadn’t provided for his child that his parental rights were being revoked. Jacob tried to fight it, but legally, he didn’t have a leg to stand on.

Jacob lost his parental rights and was out of our lives. Forever.

Not like he did anything to be a father to our son. The only thing he provided was a piece of shit shed to live in, where I slept on a couch and Seth slept in a glorified closet.

As far I knew, Jacob was living with his other girlfriend. The woman he was fucking while he was with me. I hope he treated her better.

“So, he can’t come back to mess with our lives?” Seth asked.

“No, Seth. Your sperm donor cannot interfere with us,” I explained. At least, that’s what I hoped. Jacob had his parental rights stripped away, but he was not one to give up without a fight.

I know I’d see him again. It was only a matter of time.

“Okay, good,” Seth nodded. He got up, moving back to his side of the booth as the food was being delivered. We ate our breakfast. Jacob was not brought up the rest of the day and we had an amazing afternoon. However, as I was putting the groceries away, I looked at my son. I knew he witnessed some of the ugliness that Jacob gave me. That ugliness was infecting my son. On my mental to-do list, I added finding a therapist for my son. That hatred would fester and turn into something more.

“Mom?” Seth murmured, leaning against the fridge. “You know I love you, right?”

“I love you more, baby,” I smiled, giving him a bottle of water.

“You and me against the world,” he breathed, hugging me. “We can do anything.”

“Absolutely anything,” I replied, scratching his back. “I’m so lucky to have you as my son.”

“No, I’m the lucky one, Mom. I have you as my mom,” Seth said, kissing my cheek.

A/N: To be honest, I struggled with this chapter. I’m completely switching gears of how I’m handling this story. I have a vague idea of what I want, but getting there is the issue. Anyway, pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can access that through a link in my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Up next will be some flirty banter with Edward and Bella, signing of the contract and some drama with Alice and Edward. When will she learn? 

Leave me your thoughts!

 




Chapter 8




I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Up next will be some flirty banter with Edward and Bella, signing of the contract and some drama with Alice and Edward. When will she learn? 

Chapter Eight

Bella

“I’ve got good news for you,” Jason Jenks said as he walked into my office in the publishing house, wriggling a manila folder with a wide grin. “I got you a lot more money for contract.” He sat down, handing me the manila folder.

“You spoke with the new executive?” I asked, opening it up. I scanned the paperwork and gasped. “Holy crap! This is twice what was originally offered. How did you swing that?”

“I’m the shit,” Jason smirked. “I also think that the director finagled more money for you. At least, that’s what Paul said when I negotiated on your behalf.”

“Edward did?” I breathed.

“Yeah. I also found out why Laurent passed this along to a new executive. When I spoke to Paul, he said that Laurent was diagnosed with cancer and it doesn’t look good, hence Paul’s involvement in the project and Edward Cullen’s name coming into play,” Jason explained.

“Will Laurent be okay?” I asked.

“The new executive didn’t have that information, but Paul said he’s looking forward to work with you,” Jason said, giving me a sympathetic grin.

“I should send Laurent some flowers or something. Cancer sucks … it really fucking sucks,” I breathed, rubbing my chest. Hearing that about Laurent made my heart hurt and brought back unpleasant memories of my father along with his death, thanks to fucking cancer. “Maybe I’ll reach out to this new executive to get an update about Laurent …”

“I’m sorry about Laurent. I can do some digging, verifying his illness. Do you want me to do that?” he asked.

“No, thank you. I can do some digging,” I replied, shrugging a shoulder.

“Let me know if you want me to check into the new executive. But, I have to know about the contract. What’s your reply? Are you going to sign this?” Jason asked, pointing to contract.

I picked up a pen from my desk, signing on the dotted line and pushing it back to Jenks. “I am.” I got up, making a copy of the contract, scanning it to my computer. With a flourish, I opened a new email, attaching the contract and sent it to Summit Studios. “Thank you so much, Jason, for your help.”

“It was my pleasure, Bella,” Jason grinned. “Just make sure you get me tickets to the premier. I’ve got to support my clients.” He leaned against the door frame. “I’ll send you my bill for services rendered.”

“Got it, Jason,” I chuckled. “I’ll make sure to pay you once I get that invoice.”

“Now, I’ll let you get back to work. Are you going to start on the screenplay?” he asked.

“I need to finish up edits for my most recent novel,” I replied. “I’m about done.”

“Best of luck,” Jason said, pushing away from door frame and left me to my work.

I turned back to my laptop, double checking that my email with the signed contract went through to this new guy, Paul Lahote. Making mental note to research Paul Lahote and his position with the movie studio. His name sounded familiar, but I wasn’t sure if it was my memory or fear of my past. I also sent Edward a brief message, thanking him for his help with the contract.

With a smile, I opened the file of my latest novel, a romance novel based off a cross-country road trip. This novel was the last in the series. I needed to make sure that the book didn’t suck and that it wrapped up the entire series without sounding corny or cheesy.

I was working on the epilogue when Jasper walked in with a couple of coffees. “I have Mana from heaven,” he said, putting the coffee down.

“You seem happy,” I replied, taking a sip of the coffee. “Thank you for this.”

“No problem and I’m happy because I heard from Alice,” he replied dreamily.

I rolled my eyes. “What did she have to say?”

“Well, she wanted your phone number,” Jasper answered.

“You didn’t give it to her, did you?” I asked, arching a brow.

“She may have the best pussy in the world, but I’m not an idiot,” Jasper scoffed.

“Really, Jas?” I deadpanned. “Could you be anymore crass?”

“Sorry,” he mumbled, sitting down across from me. “Alice and I had some insane phone sex.” He had a dopey look on his face. “Even an entire state away, she entices me like no woman ever has.”

“If only she wasn’t a two-faced bitch,” I mumbled under my breath. Jasper gave me an exasperated look. I sighed, “Other than the phone sex, what did she want?”

“She said she wanted to apologize to you for what she said to you,” Jasper frowned. “She truly sounded remorseful and I think you should give her another chance.”

“Jasper, I recognize Alice as a bully and I do not want to give her another chance. She made a snap judgment about me, assuming the worst. I had to do some awful things when I was trying to get away from my ex. I thought I’d … moved past that,” I murmured. “And, Alice’s harsh words, they cut me to the quick. She could kiss the ground I walk on, but I doubt I’ll be able to move past it or believe that she’s truly remorseful. She’ll always see me as less than her because I was not brought up in Hollywood, with a silver spoon in my mouth.”

“That’s not true,” Jasper argued. “Is it?”

“Really? Because that’s what she insinuated when she was talking to her friend, Heidi,” I said. “Now, I will give her the benefit of the doubt and if she’s sincere, I’ll consider accepting her apology. I doubt it, though. I’ll always be less than her, not good enough in her eyes.”

“But, you are more than willing to talk to Edward,” Jasper said.

“Because Edward didn’t look down on me,” I explained. “He was kind and genuine. He treated me with respect.”

“So is Alice. She’s kind and genuine, after you get past her prickly, lawyerly exterior,” Jasper quipped, giving me a sly grin.

“You definitely got past her prickly, lawyerly exterior by boning her,” I sighed. “I’m not boning her. I like guys.”

“No, you like Edward,” Jasper said with a wry little grin.

“Jasper,” I grumbled.

“That’s my name. Don’t wear it out,” Jasper snickered.

“Okay, Pee Wee,” I grumbled, rolling my eyes.

“Look, I know that you are dealing with some things,” Jasper began. I arched a brow at Jasper with a scowl. “But, I think a relationship, either a professional one or more with Edward, would be a good thing for you.” He settled back and sipped his coffee again. “Jason told me you signed the contract.”

“I did. I sent it off to the new studio executive,” I answered. “Once I get the payment, I’ll give you your cut.”

“Sweet!! I’ve got a Tesla with my name on it!” he whooped. “Did Jason tell you why did Laurent step away?”

“He was diagnosed with cancer and this new guy, Paul, took over his accounts,” I replied. “I have yet to speak with him, but we’ll see. Anyway, I’m almost done with Maps. Like, I have just the epilogue left to edit. The end is in sight and I would like to cross this off my to-do list, sending it off to Kelly for one final once-over.”

“Okay, I’ll let you go,” Jasper said. “What should I tell Alice?”

“Tell her to give me time. If she’s truly sincere in her apology, she’ll understand my need to think about it,” I replied. “Perhaps the next time I go down to Los Angeles, I’ll be in a better place to talk to her.”

“That seems fair,” Jasper nodded. He stood up, kissing my head and sauntering out of my office. “I’ll talk to you later?”

“Hmmm, maybe,” I said, my eyes back on my laptop to finish my edits. He chuckled, knowing that once I was in the zone and would ignore him until I was done with my job. It took me about an hour to finish the edits and send it off to another copy editor, Kelly, to double check that everything made sense. I checked my watch. I turned off my laptop, loading it into my satchel and I locked up my office.

I drove home, parking my monstrous truck in the garage. The truck was coughing and I knew I should put it out to pasture. Maybe, for the first time in my life, I’ll be selfish. A new car would be nice. Perhaps a more economical SUV? I do like the Honda Pilot or the Toyota Highlander, like Jasper has.

I walked into the café. Seth was inside working on his homework. I kissed his cheek and waved at Emmett. Sitting down at the table, I smiled at my son. “Do you want to stay down here while I make dinner?”

“Yeah. Uncle Emmett is better at math than you,” Seth quipped.

“But, your papers are always top-notch because of my mad editing skills,” I snorted.

“This is totally true,” Seth smiled. “Speaking of which, I have a paper I need to write. Some persuasive paper or something. I need some help with my thesis statement.”

“I’ll definitely help you, kiddo,” I said, standing up and smoothing my shirt down. “I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Seth replied, glowering at his math homework.

“Math never did anything to you, bub,” I chuckled, darting upstairs. I changed into some more comfortable clothes, making our meal. I was putting some pasta in the water when my cell phone rang from its charger. I picked it up, grinning when I saw Edward’s name. “Hello?”

“Congratulations, gorgeous,” he sang. “It’s official. I got the paperwork from Summit today that the project is a go.”

“I also hear that you went to bat for me for more money on my contract. Thank you,” I said. “I don’t understand why …”

“Because, you’re the author of the book, will be the person in charge of the screenplay and will have a very hands-on approach to this movie, Bella. I want you to be happy with the finished product,” he replied. “Speaking of the screenplay, I could fly up to San Francisco next week, probably toward the end of the week.”

“You really want to come up here?” I asked.

“I do, Bella,” he said. “There’s only so much I can do with emails, texts and phone calls. Besides, I’d love to see you again. In addition to seeing you, we can do some work on the screenplay. I’ve also never been to San Francisco. It’s your turn to give me a tour of your hometown.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I snickered, stirring the pasta. “You’ve been all over the world, Edward.”

“I have, but not San Francisco. Okay, well not outside the San Francisco Airport. I’ve been there on a layover when I filmed the vampire movies,” he reiterated. “Do you want to me see me? I know I want to see you.”

More than I probably should. “I would like to see you,” I smiled, a blush spreading over my cheeks. “But, would you be pissed if I don’t want my son to meet you yet? I’m very protective of him.”

“No, Bella. We’re just now getting to know each other. I want you to realize that you can trust me. I also understand your need to protect your child. He’s your world,” he said. “I know that you want to, but something about your past makes it difficult to do so.”

I blinked a few times, shocked at how well he could read me. “Um, wow …”

“I hit the nail on the head, hmmmm?” he asked. I could hear him smile. “Look, Bella, you’re in charge. You will always be in charge, as far as I’m concerned. We go at your speed. Anyway, I wanted to congratulate you. I also wanted to verify your email address. I want to send you a screenplay so you have an idea of what needs to be done for the movie.”

“Oh, right,” I said. I rattled off my email address through work and then, my personal email address.

“I’ll send you that screenplay and I’ll let you know when I’m planning on coming to San Francisco. My guess is toward the end of next week. I have some obligations for D-Day that I need to attend to. I’m recording a director’s cut voice-over for the Blu-ray,” he said, his voice deadpan. “It’ll take some time.”

“You sound thrilled to be doing that,” I teased, checking on my stir fry.

“I hate my speaking voice,” he grumbled.

“What? Why?” I asked. “You have a gorgeous speaking voice, so deep and resonant.”

“I feel like I sound like Elmer Fudd,” he snorted. “But, that has to do with a mild speech impediment I had when I was a kid. I used to struggle with my r’s and I stuttered. I took acting classes to overcome that and well, the rest is history. I was bitten by the bug and …”

“A star was born,” I teased.

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” he retorted.

“I beg to differ, Edward,” I snickered. “Your acting career gave you the means to begin your directing career, which has taken off like nobody’s business.”

“I appreciate that, Bella. More than words can say,” he murmured, his voice soft and reverent.

“Anyhow, I’m about to put dinner on the table,” I said. “I’ve got to call my son and get him upstairs. He’s working with a friend of mine on his math homework. I’m not very good with numbers. X and Y are not my friends.”

“Whoever said we’d use algebra and geometry in real life was smoking some bad drugs. It’s a lie perpetuated for generations,” Edward laughed. “I’ll talk to you soon, Bella. And, congratulations again. I’m so happy to be working with you on your movie.”

“Me, too,” I smiled. “I’m looking forward to seeing you next week.”

“I’ll send you my flight information,” he said. “Good night, gorgeous. Sleep well.”

“Bye, Edward,” I said, ending the call and leaning against the counter. I smiled, my heart stammering against my chest and butterflies fluttered in my belly. Just that short conversation made me … I couldn’t even explain it. Everything about Edward Cullen drew me in. I know that I needed to be careful with my heart. It had been battered and bruised by Jacob and Billy, and destroyed by what I had to do in order to survive after I’d been kicked to the curb. Talking to Edward, I felt safe, alive, protected, and special. Shaking my head, I sent a text to Seth, telling him about dinner.

Ten minutes later, we were sitting at the tiny table in my kitchen and he was prattling on about school. I listened to him, but my thoughts were still focused on Edward Cullen.

Edward Cullen, Academy Award Winning Director.

Edward Cullen, former child actor.

Edward Cullen, the sexiest man alive, according to People.

What did I have to offer Edward Cullen?

Absolutely nothing but heartache and drama. 

Fucking insecurities …

xx Blockbuster xx

To: Isabella Swan

 From: Edward Cullen

 Date: 10/4/2021 7:45pm (PST)

 Subject: Screenplay

Dear Bella, 

You’ll find attached a copy of a screenplay of my movie, D-Day, on this email. It gives you an idea of what you should do while writing your novel out as a screenplay. With that, we cannot include every single scene from your novel. I wish we could, but people usually don’t go to six-hour long movies. I was pushing it with D-Day and that was almost three hours long. It also helped that nearly two-thirds of the movie was action and people really enjoy their gore. 

Humanity … makes you wonder …

Anyhow, I really enjoyed talking to you earlier today. I was over-the-moon when I got word from Summit that you’d signed the contract. I’m excited to be working with you on a professional level, but to get to know you better and explore this connection we have as possibly more? 

I can’t stop thinking about you. 

God, I sound like a creeper. I’m sorry. I’m not. It’s just that I haven’t been as drawn to another person as I am to you in my entire life. 

Don’t freak out. Please? 

I know we talked a little bit about before that amazing, toe-curling kiss in your hotel room. I just … I don’t want to lose this connection. 

I’m the moth and you’re the flame. I’m drawn to you. 

I think I drank too much. (Just kidding, I’m totally sober). 

Anyway, I wanted to send the screenplay to you and send you a brief message. If anything, I sound like a stark raving lunatic. I’m sorry. I also wanted to tell you a little about me. Kind of like twenty questions, but not … perhaps, you can share some information with me, too? 

Three facts about me … Edward Anthony Masen Cullen 

Yes, that’s my full name. Anthony is my grandfather’s name and Masen is my mom’s maiden name, or my mom’s mom. Both names are family names. However, I hate any sort of nickname for Edward. I hate Eddie the most. Ugh, no thank you. 

I am a classically train pianist and have contributed a song to each movie that I’ve directed. I usually either play with the orchestra or I give the composer an idea that I have. They run with it and voilá … I’m a part of the movie score. 

Finally, my favorite color is brown … a deep, rich chocolate brown with a hint of red. Like your hair. When I see brown, I think of warmth, strength and well, you. 

And I’m being a sap. I never used to be this guy, but I like it. 

I hope to hear from you soon. Your best bet is to email me since I get to be stuck in a recording studio for the better part of this week. 

With all my heart, 

Edward

PS ~ extra fact … I love anything chocolate. And seeing your hair and eyes, which are the color of the richest chocolate, makes me crave you. 

And I’m a creeper again. God, I need to shut up or just send this. Maybe not … I’m such a mess!

Attachment: D-Day (dot) docx

To: Edward Cullen

 From: Isabella Swan

 Date: 10/5/2021 9:36am (PST)

 Subject: Re: Screenplay

Dear Edward, 

You’re not a creeper. Say it with me. 

I. 

Am. 

Not.

A. 

Creeper!

A little odd? Yes. Creeper? No.

Thank you for the screenplay. Seeing an example of what I need to do definitely helps. It’s unquestionably going to be different than writing a novel. More of a challenge, that’s for certain. I don’t know how to write out stage directions, but I can do the dialogue and set up the scenes. Will there be help with the directions? Will you help me?

Also, I am drawn to you, as well. But, there’s a lot more to me than meets the eye. My life has not been easy. Quite the opposite, to be honest. Since I turned eighteen, it’s been a nightmare, to be honest. I don’t want to get too entrenched in this relationship until you know the truth. 

The whole truth. 

I’m struggling with coming to grips with that of my past, my history. No one knows the whole story. At least, not until recently. I shared my story with one of my closest friends up here in San Francisco. I needed her help in order to make sense for my feelings for you. 

I do have feelings for you. 

Feelings that terrify me, honestly.

In my mind, I don’t feel like I’m good enough. 

For me.

For you. 

For my son. 

For anyone or anything in my life. 

A lot of that has to do with my son’s biological father and the series of events that began with that relationship. Things snowballed out of control until I landed in San Francisco several years ago. 

Anyway, we can possibly talk about that and I can share with you my entire story when you’re up in San Francisco. That’s if you still want to come … I’ll understand if you don’t. 

Um, to go along with your sharing … here are some facts about me. 

My full name is Isabella Marie Swan. My mom loved the name Isabella and my middle name was my grandmother’s name, on my dad’s side. While Isabella is my legal name, I prefer to be called Bella because when I hear my full name, I think I’m in trouble. 

I got my degree in English Literature, with a minor in Creative Writing from UC Berkley. I went to night school and worked my ass off to get my degree. 

I was born in a small town, Forks, Washington. My dad was the police chief until he got sick with cancer. I left Forks when I was twenty-two, almost twenty-three and haven’t been back since. 

One more fact … I’m really drawn to you, as well, and I’m afraid that once you learn the truth about me, you’ll throw me away, like everyone else in my life. I know that seems sad, but it’s the truth. The only person who loves me unconditionally is my son, Seth. 

I’m sorry. I’m babbling and I’m awful at this whole email banter thing. 

I look forward to hearing from you soon, but will understand if you don’t. 

All the best, 

Bella

PS ~ Like you, I also love chocolate. It’s my one weakness. Any sort of chocolate, I’ll devour it. 

Your words … they made me melt. I don’t know how to … I hope I don’t disappoint you.

To: Isabella Swan

 From: Edward Cullen

 Date: 10/5/2021 10:15pm (PST)

 Subject: Listen to Me 

Dear Bella, 

I don’t know what happened in your life, but I will not ‘throw you away’. The people who did that to you are assholes and don’t see the beauty and wonder that is you. I’m so sorry that you had to deal with that, gorgeous. It also sounds like your son’s bio-dad was a first-class douche canoe. 

He deserves better. 

You deserve better. 

I want to be with you and get to know you, even if it’s just as friends. I can tell you, with a hundred percent certainty, that I won’t discard you because of your past. We all make mistakes. 

I’m proof positive that mistakes do not define who you are.

I was arrested and I have a drug charge on my rap sheet. I was young, just over eighteen, and stupid and I wanted to try. So, I got high. I smoked some pot (before it was legal) and did some coke. I was arrested for a DWI and I spent six weeks in a rehab facility, which knocked down the charge to a misdemeanor. No one knows about that. According to my publicist, I was on a meditative retreat. 

I haven’t touched drugs since. Just say no, and all that jazz. 

Does that make me a bad person?

No. 

Just a stupid one, but I’m not going to let that one bad decision frame who I am today. I was eighteen and riding the high of my stardom. 

I want to say more, but I think it would be better to talk to you. Unfortunately, my voice is shot. I’ll try calling you in a couple of days after I suck down some tea. 

I’ll be dreaming of you, 

Edward xx

To: Edward Cullen

 From: Isabella Swan

 Date: 10/6/2021 3:22pm (PST)

 Subject: Throat Coat

Dear Edward, 

I’m so sorry about your throat. When I was a kid, I used to get the worst sore throats and bronchitis. I’d sound like a pack-a-day smoker. My dad found this amazing tea that would work wonders on my throat. It’s called Throat Coat. I’d make it with honey and it would just be so soothing. 

Also, you’re right in the that mistakes from your past don’t make up your entire person. But, they do shape you. I don’t think any less of you after you told me your secret. If given the chance, I probably would have done the same in your shoes. 

I also promise to never tell anyone what you shared with me. I would never betray your confidence. 

I have made mistakes, but I am loyal … 

Anyway, I’d love to talk to you on the phone. When you’re feeling better, call me any time. I get to watch my son run around on a basketball court for a couple of hours. He’s got tryouts today. He’ll find out if he made the team by the end of that. So, yeah, typing this on a phone … kind of sucks. LOL. 

One thing before I go … I’ve dreamt of that kiss every night. Never in my life have I been cherished like that. 

Thank you. For making me feel worthy. If even for a moment. 

Kisses, 

Bella xx

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

Sitting on my deck, I read Bella’s email and I could almost hear her despondency. She’d really been raked over the coals. Alarm bells were going off in my mind, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. I wanted to be with her, consequences be damned.

I also wanted to call her, but my voice was completely shot. It was two days post my first recording session for the special edition Blu-Ray and my voice still sounded like ass. The tea that Bella suggested helped a great deal, soothing the rawness of my throat. I didn’t sound like I was chewing on glass, but I was nowhere near ready to have a phone conversation.

My fingers were flying over my computer as I made arrangements to fly up to San Francisco to help Bella with the screenplay. As I was typing, verifying my flights and hotel reservations, my sister danced into my home. “Hello, brother mine,” she chirped, carrying a bag from our favorite sushi place. “How’s the voice?”

I held up a white board with my response. Does this answer your question?

“I’m sorry. What were you doing to make your voice so scratchy?” she asked, sitting down and pulling out our food.

I don’t know, to be honest. I can yell with the best of them, but I think I used a different part of my voice to make that recording. This was the first time I’ve done that, I answered on the white board. The production company is giving me a couple of weeks to get better and then I’ll go in to finish the rest of the film.

“That’s good that they’re working with you,” she said. “I got the contract from Summit for the movie you’re doing with that author.”

“Her name is Bella, Alice,” I rasped.

“Don’t talk, Edward,” she chided, sliding over the contract. “You’re taking a pay cut. You deserve, at least, double than what they’re offering.”

I arched a brow. Clearing my throat, I said, “I took a pay cut so Bella could get paid what she deserved.”

“She’s a nobody,” Alice scoffed. “What did you do?”

“Alice,” I growled. “I thought you were going to give her a chance?”

“I am! I mean, I will,” she huffed. “But, it shouldn’t be at the cost of your career, Edward. This is the first time she’s made a movie. She should not be getting your money.”

“Alice, she’s doing more than providing the source material. She’s writing the screen play and will be a part, an integral part, of the creative team,” I explained, coughing deeply.

“Stop talking, Edward Anthony. You’re going to cause damage to your vocal cords,” she chided, pushing a cup to me. “Some warm sake.”

“I don’t make money from my vocal cords,” I scoffed, taking a sip of the warm sake. I wrinkled my nose, not enjoying the flavor or the tepid temperature. “This is not warm.”

“Edward, really?” Alice argued. I rolled my eyes, filling up my tea kettle and preparing some Throat Coat tea as Alice drank my sake. “Okay, so, I was pissed when I got your contact from Summit. You should not have offered some of your money to Bella. She could turn out to be a dud.”

“Or, she could be brilliant. I’m leaning toward the latter,” I said, sipping a water while I waited for the tea kettle to boil. “Have you read the book?”

“Well, no,” she shrugged.

“You should,” I said, jogging up to my bedroom and pulling my worn copy from the nightstand. I’d read that book, Long and Winding Road, more times than I could count. I’d also purchased her other novels, devouring them as well. Her writing style was poetic, but with a touch of humor and a lot of poignance. Her first novel, the one we’d optioned to be made into a movie, was her best, to be honest. Not that her other novels were poorly written. There was a level of emotion present in Long and Winding Road that wasn’t as prominent in her other novels. I walked back downstairs, handing my sister the novel. “Read this. Keep an open mind.”

“Even if I got another email from that mysterious Bella hater?” Alice smirked, pushing her phone to me.

“Alice, let this go,” I snapped. “I want this to work.”

“This, meaning the movie or getting into that woman’s pants?” Alice spat back. “That may not be a wise decision, Edward. She’s used goods.”

“This is getting fucking old,” I hissed as the tea kettle began to wail. “I thought we came to agreement. Why are you so against her? Why are you taking these emails from an unknown sender as gospel?”

“Because they have information that no stranger would know,” Alice said, opening up her satchel and pulling out a huge folder. “I know you told me not to, but I put our private investigator to work, finding information about your precious Bella. These emails have eye-opening information, Edward. Things that I cannot ignore. I’m sorry if you disagree with my methods, but I’m looking out for your best interests. Do you know she’s a felon?”

I whirled around, scowling at her. “Are you for real? I EXPLICITLY told you to let it go. You just won’t listen. How dare you invade Bella’s privacy because of your need to prove me wrong! Are you happy that you succeeded in ruining our relationship for good? I asked you to let this go. I begged you, but you wouldn’t. Instead, you dug in your Prada heels and used the private investigator. An investigator, who on more than one occasion, has found incorrect information.”

“Edward,” Alice frowned. “You’re overreacting and your yelling is not helping your voice.”

“I don’t fucking care about my voice right now, Alice,” I snarled. “I don’t care about anything but the betrayal to our relationship. I’ve already removed you as my representation because I don’t trust you. Not anymore.”

Alice’s eyes filled with tears. “You have to trust me. I’m your sister.” She swiped her tears away. “I can’t believe you’d chose her over me.” She pushed the folder closer to me. “You should read this.”

I picked it up, shocked at how thick it was but I didn’t care. I stomped to my office and started tossing the papers into the shredder. Alice shrieked, clawing at me. When I was done, I looked at her coldly. “Anything that I want to learn about Bella, I’ll hear that from her. Not some private investigator or some sleaze sending you emails,” I whispered. I narrowed my eyes at her. “What would Jasper say if he knew you were digging around into Bella’s past? You are still talking to him, right?”

Alice’s face crumpled and she down heavily. “He told me to back down. He said that … that I was barking up the wrong tree,” she whispered. “He was very protective of her and of her son. I tried to call him on having feelings for her, but he firmly pushed that he only saw Bella like a sister.”

“You won’t listen to me. You wouldn’t listen to someone who is closest to Bella. What will get you to stop?” I pressed. “Did you look into the source of the fucking emails?”

“I tried, but it was heavily encrypted,” Alice shrugged. “Our PI couldn’t crack it.”

“So, what does that say about the person sending the emails?” I asked. “They’re the shady one. Not Bella.” I looked at Alice, shaking my head in disappointment. “Alice, until you can pull your head out of your ass, I need some space from you.”

“Edward,” she breathed.

“No, I’ve asked you. Mom and Dad have asked you. Jasper asked you. Yet, you wouldn’t let it go,” I pushed. “If anything, use another private investigator and try to find out about the email sender. Use an actual computer expert, Alice. Because, that’s the bullshit. How did they find you? Why were they insistent on sending these damning emails to you? What purpose?”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. She stood up and frowned. “Did I really ruin our relationship?”

“For now, yes. I can’t … you need to learn to let things go, Alice. I love you, but right now, I do not like you very much. Give me some space,” I said. She nodded with a deep frown. She left my office dejectedly. I stayed there until I saw her yellow Porsche pull away. I sat down heavily on my desk chair, looking at the filled shredder.

What was Bella’s story?

And, who would be so hell-bent on saying defamatory things about her?

Not trusting my sister, I put in a call to Alec, my assistant. He had a friend who was a computer whiz. I asked him if he could have his friend contact me as soon as possible. I didn’t have much faith that my sister was going to put in the work to find out who was sending those emails.

I wanted to know who was, no matter the cost.

Also, I prayed that she’d give me some answers when I flew up to San Francisco at the end of next week. I didn’t want my sister’s worries to be warranted. The only way that would happen would be to hear the truth from Bella.

A/N: Alice is such a pain in the ass. Just saying … 

Up next, Edward will be visiting San Francisco. Will Bella tell her story to him? Leave me your thoughts. 

Pictures are on my blog. You can access that from a link on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m also on twitter, too: tufano79. Thank you for reading!! 

 




Chapter 9




I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It's definitely a WIP. I've only got a rough outline figured out and I'm going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice.

 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

 

Up next, Edward will be visiting San Francisco. Will Bella tell her story to him? Leave me your thoughts.

 

Chapter Nine

 

Bella

 

I was working on the screenplay. I'd created the list of characters, along with actors I'd love to play those roles. I knew it was a pipe dream, but a girl could wish. I'd love for Chris Hemsworth to be the love interest of my main character, but he was probably out of our price-range for the movie.

 

Though, my mind was thinking that Edward would be a great fit … perhaps for my love interest.

 

Don't wish for that … you don't deserve it. You don't deserve anything.

 

I hated my inner-voice and how it sounded so much like Jacob. He'd taken so much from me. Too much, to be honest.

 

When would he stop?

 

Never.

 

I shook my head, trying to not think about my awful ex-boyfriend. I needed to focus on the screenplay. So, that's what I did. Along with the list of actors and actresses, I also began working on paring down the scenes, picking and choosing which ones needed to be in the movie and which ones could be omitted because they didn't drive the story along.

 

I wanted to keep all the scenes, as the author. But, as a movie-goer, some scenes would end up on the cutting-room floor.

 

It was a very tedious process.

 

As I was working, I was struggling with rereading the novel. It was a fictionalized version of what I'd endured from the moment my father was diagnosed with cancer my junior year of high school until I arrived in San Francisco at the age of twenty-six. Granted, the fictitious me, Charlotte, got a happily ever after with a man who fell in love with her and her son.

 

My main character wasn't as emotionally stunted and mentally scarred in the novel. Besides, most readers won't read a story if it doesn't have a happily ever after. Long and Winding Road, it meandered and twisted, but Charlotte got her happily ever after.

 

Me? Not so much …

 

I was too terrified of opening my heart up to someone, only to have it thrown in my face again like with Jacob.

 

Not like I loved Jacob. I did, however, like the idea of having someone in my life after my father's death. I had no other family. My mother was gone and I didn't have the means to find her. Besides, leaving in the dead of night sends a pretty clear message that she didn't want to be in my life. My dad's parents had died before I was born. I never knew my mother's side of the family, for obvious reasons. Billy and Jacob had been a part of our family for as long as I could remember.

 

Little did I know that they didn't feel the same about me as I did about them. I'd felt like Billy was a second father and Jacob was my best friend when I was younger. We made mud pies together!

 

After Jacob and I got together? That's when things changed.

 

I was a drain on their resources.

 

I was that whore who ruined Jacob's life.

 

In reality, it was the other way around. Jacob ruined my life, with his need to control me. Yes, I was the one who wanted to have sex, just to feel something besides sadness after my father's death, but he was the one who didn't stop when I asked him to. He was the one who shrugged off the broken condom. He was the one who said he'd be by my side when I held up a positive pregnancy test.

 

I was not ready to be a parent. I'd just buried my father. I couldn't be a mother to a baby. But, Jacob vowed to be by my side and stupidly, I believed him.

 

I shouldn't have been surprised when he gave up on me, on us, on our child.

 

He was the one who threw me away when I was no longer useful.

 

He didn't support me or his son.

 

Yes, he provided us with shelter but I paid him, hand over foot, for that shelter. I was also emotionally abused by him and his father, constantly ridiculed and demeaned for what Jacob did to me. How he took from me, and continued to take from me without asking.

 

When I fought back, he dropped me like a bad habit and kicked me out.

 

At least I didn't have to sleep with one eye open and in fear that Jacob would force himself on me when I didn't want it. When I didn't want him.

 

I never wanted him.

 

I only went out with him because my dad insisted. He wanted to see me be a teenager, not a miniature adult, making sure that he took his medicine or driving him to and from his treatments in Port Angeles. He wanted me happy and Jacob did make me happy.

 

As a friend.

 

As a boyfriend? He sucked. He was selfish, narcissistic and mean.

 

As a human being? He was the worst, along with his father.

 

"Hey, Bells," Jasper said, breaking my reverie.

 

I jumped and blinked to him, plastering on a fake smile. "Hi, Jasper. Is everything okay?"

 

"Everything's good. I just got notice that your next novel, Maps, is moving forward with publication. You'll need to meet with the graphic designer to discuss the cover. I'm assuming that you'll want to keep the same style of artwork like the other novels in the series, right?" Jasper asked. I nodded with a smile. "How is the screenplay going?"

 

"It's a lot different than writing a novel," I said. "Edward was kind enough to send me an example. I'm setting it up, but I need his help."

 

"You said he's coming up, right?"

 

"Yes, this weekend. Perhaps, we can get a good start on this," I said, gesturing to my computer. "My eyes are crossing and to be honest, I'm overwhelmed."

 

"Do you have time to go out for lunch? Let's get out of here," he asked. "You looked pretty upset when I walked in. I think you need a break."

 

"You know me so well," I breathed, saving my work and picking up my purse. We left the office and walked to a nearby café, the Stable Café. We settled at an outdoor table and ordered some drinks. "Thanks for getting me out of the office."

 

"Every so often, you get this look on your face. You look lost and so very sad," Jasper said, idly playing with a straw. "Usually when you're working on something that's emotional, but this was far more intense. I know I'm not my sister, but I am a good listener. I act like a fool, but I'm a loyal friend."

 

"You're more than that," I said, squeezing his hand. Our drinks were delivered and we put in an order for the food. Jasper got a hamburger with fries while I got some soup and salad. I sipped my iced tea. I put the glass on the table. "Jasper, I know I play my cards close to the vest."

 

"You're entitled to have your secrets, sweet girl," Jasper said soothingly.

 

I leaned forward and played with my drink, idly turning it on the table. "Jasper, I don't want to tell you everything. Rose is the only person who knows the whole story," I murmured. "I don't think I can tell you everything, but my novel, Long and Winding Road, is semi-autobiographical. A lot of what Charlotte experienced in the book, I survived."

 

"What?" he whispered. "Bella …"

 

"It's not something I like to broadcast," I shrugged, taking another sip of my iced tea.

 

"Bells, how much of the story is true?" Jasper asked, his eyes so soft and swirling with concern. There was also a note of anger in his eyes, as well.

 

"Up until we got to the soft place to land," I answered. "Charlotte's ordeals were not as intense as what I lived through, but it's pretty damn close. I didn't want to be too graphic."

 

"Seth's birth father? He …" Jasper trailed off.

 

"Yes," I nodded curtly. "I haven't spoken to him since I left my hometown. I couldn't press charges because he lived on a Native American Reservation. He was Quileute and they lived on the reservation at La Push. His father is the tribal chief. If I could press charges, they would be thrown out because the local town had no jurisdiction on the reservation. So, I just took it until I couldn't anymore. When that happened, Seth and I were thrown out. It was a blessing in disguise, even if we struggled until we got here in San Francisco."

 

"Fuck," Jasper snapped. "There's a special place in hell for people like that."

 

"Agreed," I sighed. "I'm sorry that I kept that a secret."

 

"Bella, you have every right to keep that to yourself. I'm so sorry that you … damn it," Jasper breathed, clenching his hands into tights fists. "I just hate that you had to live through that."

 

"Well, when you see me look sad and lost, I'm, more than likely, entrenched in a flashback or dwelling on what I had to do to survive," I explained. "Rereading the book and working on the screenplay is opening up some pretty jagged wounds. Wounds that I honestly thought were closed, but obviously not"

 

"Why did you agree to write the screenplay?" Jasper asked. "Writing the novel must have been hell to write … Now the screenplay? Damn!"

 

"It was my therapy, Jasper. Writing the story was my therapy. It helped me process the nightmare I'd survived," I argued. "I couldn't exactly afford to go to real therapy as I fought my way here. Hell, most of the time, I didn't know when my next meal would be or where we'd stay. There were weeks, months, where we'd live in my truck because I couldn't afford an apartment or a hotel room. When I met Rose and Emmett, I was … days away from starving to death. I had to feed my son. He was my priority. He'll always be my priority."

 

"I hadn't met you until a couple months after you'd moved into the apartment. I always thought you were tiny, but I can't imagine you any smaller," Jasper frowned.

 

"I stayed with Rose and Em for the first month because I was emotionally and physically drained. I needed help with Seth and they became my family," I whispered. "I got on the scale and I was just shy of ninety pounds. I was a skeleton."

 

"Bells … I'm so sorry," Jasper said, moving to sit next to me and hugging me tightly. I was stiff in his arms, but eventually hugged him back. "Can I ask a question?"

 

I pulled back and wiped my cheeks, nodding slowly. "You can ask, but I reserve the right to not answer, Jasper. It's a part of my life that I don't like to revisit."

 

"Understood," he said. "This thing with Edward … are you pushing against it because of what happened to you? Do you think that you're not worthy of him?"

 

"I know I'm not," I answered simply. Charlotte, in my novel, had been through hell and crawled her way back to happiness, but she didn't have half of the physical or emotional scars that I did. Yes, I had scars and injuries littering most of my torso, but the biggest one happened when I gave birth to Seth, followed by a gnarly scar under my breast from another scary situation. My hand moved to my belly; a cruel reminder of what Jacob had stolen from me. Or rather, it was Billy who caused this damage. Because he was so cheap, I nearly bled to death and the options were death or a hysterectomy.

 

The latter was chosen.

 

There were moments where I wished for the former. I wanted to die … death had to be easier than the nightmare I'd endured.

 

"Bells, that's where you're wrong," Jasper said. "You're more than worthy. You deserve a chance at happiness, at love."

 

"That's the thing, Jasper. I don't know if I'm capable of … loving anyone besides Seth. My ex broke something in me. He shattered my spirit and that further crumpled with each awful moment after I'd left," I murmured. "I say the words, but I don't feel them. I can't feel them. My heart was broken into tiny pieces and I'm uncertain if it can be fully mended."

 

"That's where we'll have to disagree," Jasper argued as our food was brought to the table. "Bella, I don't think that you're broken beyond all repair. You adore Seth with all of your heart."

 

"But, I don't know if I can open up my heart to love someone else, Jasper," I argued, stabbing at a cucumber in my salad.

 

"I think you already have," Jasper retorted, giving me an arched brow.

 

"Really?"

 

"I don't think you love Edward, but you are attracted to him and the fact that you're even considering something him says that your spirit is not completely lost," Jasper explained, pointing at me with a fry. "When you went out with him, after that day, did you kiss him?"

 

My face flamed and swiped the iced tea, taking a hasty drink.

 

"I rest my case," Jasper snickered. "Bella, what your ex did to you was abhorrent. He had no right. No man does. But, speaking as a man, I do not feel like you are unworthy of happiness, of love. If anything, you deserve it more. You deserve to have someone love you, regardless." He reached over and took my hand. I swiped my cheeks with my other hand, trying not to break down in sobs. "I think … we need to play hooky."

 

"I have too much to do," I argued. "I'm taking Thursday and Friday off."

 

"Bells, the art department is busy the rest of the afternoon and you … you deserve it," Jasper smirked. "I think we need to spend some of that money you got for the novel from Summit. Did you say you wanted a new car?"

 

"My truck, while a part of my past, is becoming too financially cumbersome," I said. "The last time I brought it in because it crapped out, I spent way too much money on it. I just can't let it go, Jas."

 

"Don't let it go," Jasper suggested. "Keep the truck but get something a little more economical, but fun. I'm getting a Tesla with my bonus from your contract. If I can afford that, you can afford a lot more …"

 

"Just because I can, doesn't mean that I will," I argued.

 

"Sweet girl, spoil yourself," Jasper smirked. "Just this one time. I'll go with you."

 

"We'll go shopping," I said. "But, you need to tell me what's going on with Alice. You got all swoony when you mentioned her recently."

 

"I'm not all swoony now," he grumbled. "She's so hot and cold. One moment, she's all hot and we're having some insane phone sex. Then, she's been radio silent for days. I've texted her, but she hasn't responded."

 

"Maybe she's busy," I offered.

 

"No, not really. Her schedule was freed up when her brother fired her," Jasper answered. "Edward went to bat for you, Bella. He called her out on her bullshit."

 

"I think he was well within his rights to do so," I snorted. "She essentially called me trailer trash."

 

"And, I told her that you were the kindest woman I'd ever known," Jasper argued. "She didn't call me for a few days after that, then we had some Skype sex …"

 

"Ugh, Jasper. I do not need to know that," I groaned.

 

"You write about sex," Jasper snickered. "Some of your smutty scenes are hot!"

 

"I write about it, but it's all from my imagination. I've never experienced any of that," I muttered. Jasper blanched and I shook my head. "I shouldn't have told you about my past. Now things are going to be weird."

 

"I just … I'm sorry," he mumbled.

 

"Jasper, please, please, don't treat me any differently. I can't handle it if you treat me with pity or censor your thoughts," I pleaded.

 

"Bella, I do not pity you. It'll take some time for me to process what you survived," Jasper said honestly.

 

"Okay," I nodded. "I'm sorry. I just … I don't want my past to color how people look at me, Jas. I'm not a whore. I'm not trailer trash." I said the words, but I struggled to believe them.

 

"I completely understand, Bells," Jasper said, squeezing my hand. "Let's finish our lunch and get you a car."

 

"We'll shop for a car," I snickered. "I don't know about getting a car, Jasper."

 

"We shall see, my young Padawan," Jasper replied sagely.
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Flashback

 

The alarm went off too early. I groaned and covered my head with my pillow, trying to ignore the obnoxious beeping on my nightstand. Eventually, I slapped it quiet and I heard my father snicker.

 

"Come on, Belly Bean. What did the alarm clock ever do to you?" he quipped.

 

"It went off," I mumbled from beneath my pillow. "I need more sleep! I was up too late, finishing up my trig homework."

 

"I'm sorry about that. I also struggled with math and I can tell you that I've never used trig in real life," Dad said, pulling the pillow off my head. I scowled at him. "Don't look at me in that tone of voice, Isabella Marie. I'm trying to give you breakfast in bed for your birthday, kiddo."

 

I sat up and saw that he was holding a tray with a plate of food, a cup of coffee and orange juice. "Did you cook?" I teased.

 

"No, I leave that to you, Bella," he said, putting the tray over my legs. "I picked this up from the diner on my way home from work."

 

"You shouldn't have to work overnights, Dad. You've got bags under your eyes," I chided. "And, you've lost weight."

 

"I've got to keep up with my younger deputies," Dad snickered, sitting down and grimacing slightly.

 

"Are you okay, Dad?"

 

"I chased a perp and I took a tumble, landing on my ass," Dad sighed. "I'm fine. Eat your breakfast. I got your favorites."

 

"You did, but I can't eat all this," I said, looking at the plate with pancakes, fluffy eggs and bacon. "Want to share?"

 

"I had some breakfast while Diane made your breakfast," Dad replied. "Whatever you don't finish, we can save as leftovers, okay?"

 

"Okay," I said. "Thank you for picking up breakfast, Dad. This is so much better than the Pop Tart I was going to eat while I walked to school." Dad just watched me as I ate what I could for breakfast. "You're being creepy, Dad."

 

"Sorry, Belly Bean," he chuckled. "I just … I love you, kiddo."

 

"I love you, too, Dad," I smiled. "You're being very weird, though."

 

"I'm just feeling nostalgic, Bella. It seems like yesterday that I was holding you as a baby and now, you're seventeen. I know that it's kind of a dud birthday. It's not like your 'Sweet Sixteen.' My baby girl is growing up," he said softly, brushing a stray hair from my face.

 

"Really?" I laughed. "We drove to Port Angeles to get my driver's license and that was about it."

 

"We ate at Bella Italia after you got your license," Dad explained. "I would have picked up your favorite mushroom ravioli, but that's not really good breakfast food."

 

"You're right," I giggled, taking a sip of the coffee. "Pancakes are much more preferable than mushroom ravioli."

 

"Well, I'll let you finish up. When you're done, come downstairs. I have something for you," Dad grinned, kissing my cheek. His mustache tickled my cheek and I swatted at him. He laughed, jogging downstairs.

 

I ate all of the pancakes and most of the bacon. I couldn't finish the eggs. I got up, putting the tray on the bed and I grabbed some clothes. I went into the bathroom, taking a quick shower and putting on a pair of jeans along with a thermal Henley. I put on a hoodie on top and carried my boots in my hand, along with the tray. My dad was in the kitchen, pulling the garbage out and checking to see if we needed groceries. "If you want the rest of my eggs, Dad …"

 

"Thanks, Belly Bean," he said, taking the tray and putting it on the table. "I'll have them after I give you your birthday present."

 

"Dad, breakfast was enough," I chided.

 

"Nonsense," he said, picking up my backpack and jacket. "Put these on, kiddo."

 

I shook my head, taking the proffered items. I tugged on my boots and slid my jacket on over my shoulders. When I had my bag slung onto my back, my dad turned me around and covered my eyes. "Dad, I can barely walk while I'm able to see. This is a sure-fire way to land me in the emergency room."

 

"Work with me, Bella," he laughed, pushing me out the front door. The morning was chilly and damp - typical Forks weather. "Keep your eyes closed, okay?"

 

I nodded and felt his hands move from my face. I heard him duck back inside, grabbing something that had a metallic jangle. He lifted my right hand, pressing something into my palm. "Dad?"

 

"Open your eyes, Bella," Dad said.

 

I blinked open my lids and saw the ugliest truck parked behind his police cruiser. It was older than my father and was the color of rust. I looked down to what my dad had pressed into my hand and I saw a set of keys. "You got me a truck?"

 

"I know it doesn't look like much. Jacob and the La Push boys completely rebuilt the engine," Dad said. "She's sturdy and safe. I know you hate driving around in the cruiser and it's about time you had a car of your own. So, happy birthday!"

 

I smiled widely, turning to throw my arms around my dad's neck. "This is the best birthday present ever," I breathed against his skin. "Thank you, Daddy."

 

"You're welcome, Bella," he said, his voice quiet. He kissed my temple and looked at me. "No more walking to school."

 

"Sweet," I sang, kissing his cheek and darting down the steps. I unlocked the door. My dad was on my heels. I settled behind the wheels, grinning widely. "This truck is old … does she have any quirks?"

 

"She can't go above fifty miles per hour, but she's in good condition. This truck used to belong to Old Quil before they took his license away. He was trying to claim that he could still drive, while have his eyes clouded with cataracts," Dad deadpanned. "Anyway, I got the truck from him for a song and the rest is history, Belly Bean."

 

"Thank you, Dad," I smiled. "You cannot imagine how much I love this."

 

"Well, crank her up," Dad laughed, stepping back. I turned the car over, squealing at its loud engine. "Be safe, Belly Bean."

 

"I will, Dad," I said. I put the truck into gear and pulled away from the curb. I looked forward, eager to show off my new wheels at school.

 

Behind me, my father was crying …

 

It was the last normal day we had before our lives came to a brutal halt.

 

Cancer sucked.

 

xx Blockbuster xx

 

On Wednesday night, I was reading what I'd written for the screenplay and listening to some music. Seth was in his room, working on homework. He had made the basketball team and one of the requirements was to keep his grades up. My son was incredibly smart, probably smarter than me, but he had a lazy streak a mile long. He waited until the very last moment to work on his homework.

 

When he was on academic probation after the first week of practice, he knew he had to buckle down. So, after each practice, he'd work on his assignments, despite being exhausted from practice.

 

My cell phone rang from its spot on the cocktail table. I put the laptop on the table, swiping the phone. I blushed when I saw who the caller was. Sliding my finger across the screen, I held the phone to my ear. "Hello?"

 

"It's been too long since I've heard your voice," Edward crooned. I could hear the raspiness in his voice, but I was happy to hear from him. "How are you doing, gorgeous?"

 

"Overwhelmed, if I'm being honest," I replied, scowling at the computer. "Writing the screenplay is more difficult than I anticipated."

 

"Is it too much, Bella?" he asked.

 

"There's just so much that I don't know," I answered. "I can write the dialogue, taking it directly from the novel, but the stage directions and all that? I'm lost."

 

"It's a good thing you have me," he quipped. "And, I'll be in San Francisco by two tomorrow. I'm staying at the St. Regis."

 

"Oooh, fancy," I teased.

 

"I got spoiled," he laughed. "I'm too tall and luxury hotels usually have beds that can handle my lanky self. Plus, I also sleep diagonally."

 

"So, you're a bed hog," I snickered.

 

"Too many years being single," he chuckled. "But, enough talk about work."

 

"You sound better," I said. "Did the tea help?"

 

"It did," he replied. "I actually enjoyed it, too. I'm not one to enjoy tea. Coffee is my vice. I'm woefully addicted. I cannot function until I have at least one cup of coffee."

 

"There were days where I subsisted on coffee and air," I murmured, curling up and leaning my cheek on my knees. "I got a car this week. Well, a new SUV."

 

"Why does that sound like it was a big deal?" Edward asked.

 

"Because it is," I sighed. "The last vehicle I'd received was from my dad."

 

"Tell me about it," he requested.

 

I told Edward about my dad and how sweet he was when he woke me up on my seventeenth birthday. He'd treated me to breakfast in bed and then gave me the ugliest, loudest and most amazing gift ever. It was a regular day, which was exactly what I wanted for my birthday.

 

"You sound sad," Edward murmured.

 

I sighed, idly playing with a string on my couch. "That was the last day of my childhood, Edward. After that? Everything went to hell," I replied. Blowing out a breath, I continued. "My dad told me the following day that he had cancer and … He was dead eighteen months later. I was at my high school graduation, giving my valedictorian speech while my father took his last breaths."

 

"Oh, God, Bella. I'm so sorry," Edward said lowly.

 

"I wanted to be with him, but he said that he wanted me to graduate from high school. He wanted me to give my speech, which I'd practiced in front of him so many times," I murmured. "After the ceremony, I drove back home and the coroner's van was already here. His hospice nurse hugged me, explaining that he'd went peacefully. Her words did little soften the blow that my father was dead." I wiped my cheeks and blew out a breath. "Sorry about being such a downer."

 

"Bella, you're not. You went through a difficult situation with the loss of your dad," Edward murmured. "I wish I could do something to … I don't know … take the pain away."

 

"Losing a parent is a foregone conclusion, eventually," I shrugged. "I just happened to lose both of mine at a very young age."

 

"Well, you said you got a new car. What did you get?" Edward asked, thankfully diverting my attention to something else besides my growing sorrow.

 

"I was leaning toward a used vehicle, but Jasper said that I had eight figures in the bank and I didn't need get a used car," I snorted. "So, I splurged and got a Volvo. It's being delivered tomorrow since the one I wanted was on a lot in Sacramento."

 

"What kind of Volvo? What color?" Edward pressed.

 

"One of the SUVs, the biggest one," I answered, "and I got a silver one. I considered getting this pretty blue SUV, but that would have been a six week wait to get the blue one. I didn't want to wait six weeks. I'd made a decision to get a new car. I didn't want to delay it because I'd probably change my mind and cancel the order. So, I'll have the new car for your visit. I'm pretty certain you don't want to be chauffeured around in a decrepit Chevy truck."

 

"As long as I'm with you, I would be more than thrilled to drive around in anything," he said. "Even a decrepit Chevy truck."

 

We talked for a few more minutes, making preliminary plans for tomorrow. Seth would hang out at Rose and Emmett's that night. I'd pick him up after Edward and I separated for the evening.

 

When I hung up with Edward, I rubbed my chest as I thought about my dad. There were still days where I'd feel his death like it was yesterday. My dad was my biggest supporter. He loved me, unconditionally. If he'd known what had happened after he died, he'd probably be rolling over in his grave. I bit back a sob, trying to not to let the grief pull me under.

 

I closed my eyes, trying to remember my dad. All the photos I'd had of him were left in my hasty departure from the shack I'd shared with Jacob. I couldn't remember his face, the sound of his voice or how he smelled. I missed his hugs. They were rare, but so special. I missed his smile, his laughter and his stability.

 

"Daddy," I sniffled. "Why couldn't you stay with me longer? I miss you so much." On shaky legs, I walked toward my bedroom after checking on Seth. He was snoring, sprawled on his bed. I kissed my son's forehead and went into my own room. I curled up around my pillow, closing my eyes. I tried to will my father's memory to return.

 

It didn't work.
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After Seth left for school, I took my time to get dressed. I curled my hair and put on makeup. Once I was dressed, Jasper came to pick me up to get my new car. I signed the paperwork and handed over the cashier's check for the cost of the car. The keys were pressed into my hand. I tried not to panic at the cost of the car, but I knew I was okay. I'd be okay. I wasn't moments away from starving to death. I had friends, family. I had a roof over my head and money in the bank.

 

I was okay.

 

I would be okay.

 

Wouldn't I?

 

In my new car, I followed Jasper to the publishing house and spent the rest of the morning working on the first part of the movie screenplay. I focused on the dialogue and describing the locations. Around noon, I got a text from Edward. It was a silly selfie of him in his seat on the airplane. I cracked a smile, giggling at his excited expression. I responded with my own selfie and I just about melted when I saw his reply.

 

He was wiggling his way into my heart and I was allowing it. I wanted it. I wanted him.

 

You're not good enough. You never were and never will be.

 

I shook my head, trying to force that hateful voice out of my head. Maybe I should talk to someone. Mentally, I added it to my never-ending to-do list.

 

By the time Edward sent me another text, explaining he'd landed in San Francisco, I'd managed to get through the first third of the novel. I was a bit raw and exposed, but I'd gotten through that without sobbing. That wouldn't have been very attractive to show up at Edward's hotel with puffy eyes and tear-streaked cheeks.

 

"What are you still doing here?" Jasper asked. "I thought your man landed an hour ago."

 

"He did, but we agreed that I'd go over for dinner," I explained.

 

"Bella, sweet girl, I think you need to go over there and knock his socks off," Jasper said, arching a brow. "Well, doing whatever you're comfortable with, of course."

 

"I don't want to overstep my bounds," I said, blushing something fierce.

 

"Did he tell you that he arrived?" Jasper asked. I nodded. "Did he say which room he was in?"

 

"Yes, he did," I replied.

 

"Bella, go to the hotel," Jasper laughed, closing my computer. "Have fun. Live a little."

 

I nibbled on my thumb nail, picking up my cell phone, seeing Edward's text explaining he'd arrived and was in the hotel, unpacking his bags. I looked up at Jasper. He dangled my new car keys in my face. I rolled my eyes, taking the keys and standing up. "Should I tell him I'm on my way or just show up?"

 

"Don't overthink, Bella," Jasper chided, pushing me out of the office and toward the elevators.

 

I got into my new car. I sent a text to my son, asking if he was okay. He responded with a thumbs up and told me to have fun. I blew out a breath, starting my car and putting in the address to the St. Regis into the GPS program. I followed the instructions and parked in the lot across the street from the hotel. I walked into the lobby, making my way to bank of elevators. I rode up to the top floor. Edward said that he was staying in the penthouse. I'd teased him about being a snob, but he didn't deny it. He just laughed it off.

 

I shifted on my feet outside of Edward's room. The butterflies were swirling in my stomach. I was afraid that he'd turn his back on me. "I should just go," I mumbled to myself, shaking my head. "This is stupid." I started to turn, but the door opened. My eyes widened at Edward's tall form, with a warm smile and twinkling green eyes. "Um, hi."

 

"Hi, gorgeous," he chuckled. "I heard someone outside the door. I thought it was the room service I'd ordered, but instead, I find a beautiful woman trying to run away."

 

"I'm a mess?" I quipped, shrugging.

 

"We're all a mess," he said, tugging on my hand and pulling me into his arms. He gently hugged me, snuggling me in his arms. I practically melted against his solid chest and inhaled his sandalwood and amber scent. "It's been too long since I've held you."

 

"Edward," I chided.

 

"Shhh, let me hold you," he said, backing us into the room and closing the door. In the room, he pressed his cheek against my head and held me closer. I snaked my arms around his waist. I gripped his button-down. "Can I kiss you, gorgeous?"

 

I should say no.

 

My mind was screaming no, but my heart wanted it so badly.

 

I looked up at him and searched his emerald eyes. They were so kind, so genuine. His fingers moved along my cheek, leaving paths of heat in their wake. I slid my hand along his bicep, finding his jaw with my fingertips. When I gently moved my hand to his neck, he took that as an invitation to move forward. His lips brushed along mine. The butterflies that had taken up residence in my belly took off in delight, just like they had in Los Angeles.

 

I sighed, reveling in the softness of his mouth and how tenderly he was holding me – like I was the most important, most cherished thing in his world. Our kisses were gentle and unhurried, but I was growing breathless. He must have felt the same, pulling back and pressing his forehead to mine. He was panting, with his eyes closed. I gripped his shirt, trying not to ruin the moment with verbal vomit.

 

"That was well worth the wait and it was so amazing for you to surprise me," he breathed, his mouth teasing mine.

 

"As you could tell, I was panicking," I snorted humorlessly. "I almost ran."

 

"I would have found you, Bella," he said, stepping back and cupping my cheek. "I'm excited and happy to be here. Yes, the main reason is because we're working on the movie together, but also because I've missed you. I'm not bullshitting you." He took my hand, leading me to the couch. We sat down. "Now, what do we have planned while I'm in town?"

 

I curled up and grinned. "Whatever you like, but I do need your help with the screenplay," I said.

 

"I will. I promise," he replied. "I just want to see my Bella in her natural habitat."

 

"Your Bella?" I asked, arching a brow.

 

"I'd like that, very much," he said softly. "Bella, I haven't felt this way about anyone in a long time. I want to see where this goes. I want you. I want us."

 

My mind, again, was screaming that I shouldn't, but I decided to throw caution to the wind. "I want us, too."

 

He leaned forward, brushing his lips over mine. He smiled against my mouth. "Best. Trip. Ever."

 

A/N: I wanted to include Edward's full trip in this chapter, but the chapter was going to be too long. So, we're going to continue his visit in the next chapter. We're going to continue this 'date' in EPOV and the trip in BPOV. Now, given the snippets of Bella's past, this will be more of a slow burn.

 

Pictures from this chapter will be on my blog. You can access that through a link in my profile. I'm also on Facebook: Tufano79's Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I'm on twitter, too: tufano79.

 

Also, if you are interested in an amazing clueless, but adorable Actorward, check out LaMomo's Business Class Girl. She recently marked this one as complete and I'm devouring it! You can find it on FFn, AO3 and Stars. Make sure you give her some loving!

 

Leave me your thoughts and thanks for reading!




Chapter 10




I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 



None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …



I wanted to include Edward’s full trip in the previous chapter, but the chapter was going to be too long. So, we’re going to continue his visit in this chapter. We’re going to continue this ‘date’ in EPOV and the trip in BPOV. Now, given the snippets of Bella’s past, this will be more of a slow burn. 



Chapter Ten



Bella



“That was well worth the wait and it was so amazing for you to surprise me,” he breathed, his mouth teasing mine.



“As you could tell, I was panicking,” I snorted humorlessly. “I almost ran.”



“I would have found you, Bella,” he said, stepping back and cupping my cheek. “I’m excited and happy to be here. Yes, because we’re working on the movie together, but also because I’ve missed you. I’m not bullshitting you.” He took my hand, leading me to the couch. We sat down. “Now, what do we have planned while I’m in town?”



I curled up and grinned. “Whatever you like, but I do need your help with the screenplay,” I said.



“I will. I promise,” he replied. “I just want to see my Bella in her natural habitat?”



“Your Bella?” I asked, arching a brow.



“I’d like that, very much,” he said softly. “Bella, I haven’t felt this way about anyone in a long time. I want to see where this goes. I want you. I want us.”



My mind, again, was screaming that I shouldn’t, but I decided to throw caution to the wind. “I want us, too.”



He leaned forward, brushing his lips over mine. He smiled against my mouth. “Best. Trip. Ever.”



Edward



Bella blushed, her gaze dropping to her hands. She was smiling, but it was shy. She shifted on the couch, clearly nervous. “I don’t want to disappoint you,” she murmured.



“Doubtful,” I said, turning to face her. I tucked one leg underneath the other. “I’ve been looking forward to this trip since you left, gorgeous.”



“I’ve been eager to see you, too, but I’m hesitant to …” she trailed off, her fingers finding the pendant I’d bought her. She anxiously moved the charm on the silver necklace. She blew out a breath. “Okay, I’m not going to dwell on what might be.”



“What do you mean?” I pressed.



“My friends would call me a pessimist,” Bella explained, shrugging. “I consider myself more of a realist or pragmatic. I’ve seen the darker side of life and my mind is constantly twisting at what could go wrong. But, I’m going to try and not do that.”



“What do you think will go wrong with us?” I asked.



“You’ll hurt me,” she answered after a pause.



“Bella, I would never hurt you,” I breathed. “I could never raise a hand to a woman.”



“Some scars are not physical,” she said, blinking up to look at me. “My scars are emotional. I also must think about Seth. I may want this, but he’s my priority.”



“As your son should be, Bella,” I smiled, reaching over to caress her cheek. There was a knock on the door. “That must be my dinner. Our dinner, really.”



“You ordered food, even though I might have been later?” Bella asked.



“Call me an opportunist,” I said, getting up and walking to the door. The server’s eyes widened when she saw me. I plastered on a fake smile, opening the door wider. “Can you please set up the meal on the dining room table?”



“Y-Y-Yes, Mr. Cullen,” she stammered, pushing the cart inside. “I’m a huge fan. Can I get an autograph?”



“You will. When I sign for my food,” I quipped, a touch of coldness in my tone. The server nodded with wide eyes. She carefully set up the plates, bottle of wine and dessert. With a shaky hand, she gave me the receipt in a small folder. I signed it, acknowledging the meal being charged to my room. I tucked some cash into the folder. “I pray you’ll use discretion.”



“I will. I’m sorry,” she blushed. “You’re the first celebrity I’ve ever met.”



“I’m just a guy who was in movies,” I said softly. “That doesn’t make me any more special anybody else. Thank you for delivering this.”



“Of course. When you’re done, just push the cart outside and another server will pick it up. Enjoy your stay,” she said, tucking the folder into her pocket. Blinking to Bella, she nodded. “Mrs. Cullen …”



Bella went to correct her, but the server hightailed it out of my suite. The door shut with a click and my girlfriend’s eyes were wide. “She thought I was your wife,” she gasped. “Have you ever been married?”



“I like the idea of having a wife, but no, I haven’t been married,” I said, striding over to her and offering her my hand. “Dinner, Mrs. Cullen?”



“Don’t even,” Bella chided, rolling her eyes as she took my hand. I gently pulled her up and led her to the dining table. She sat down at the table, gasping when she saw the items I’d ordered. “This is all too much, Edward.”



“Bella, it’s not,” I said, sitting down and plucking the wine bottle from the bucket. “Some wine, gorgeous?”



“Just one glass. I have to pick up my son after this,” she explained, but indecision passed over her face.



“We don’t have to drink the wine, Bella,” I said. “I think there’s soda in the bar.”



“You won’t think I’m a pain in the ass?” she whispered, looking up at me. “I rarely drink. Only when I’m out with my friends and never around my son.”



“Let me see what I’ve got,” I smiled, putting the wine back into the bucket. I stood up, kissing her forehead, and walking to the mini bar. I opened the fridge, seeing a variety of alcohol along with sodas. “There’s Coke, Pepsi, Sprite, Diet Coke and Ginger Ale.”



“Diet Coke, please,” Bella grinned.



I swiped the drink and a ginger ale for myself. I picked up two glasses, walking back to the table. Opening the cans, I poured her soda and handed it to her. “For you,” I said.



“You can drink, Edward. Please don’t feel like you have to drink soda with me because I’m a control freak,” she chided, arching a brow at me.



“I know,” I replied. I poured my ginger ale into a glass. I put the plates of food on the table, and we served ourselves of the variety of nosh I’d ordered. “So, how do you like your new car?”



“I love it,” Bella beamed. “I picked it up earlier today. My friend, Jasper, drove me to the dealer.”



“What did you do with your old car?”



“My other friend, Emmett, said that he had someone who would buy it from me and restore it,” Bella answered. “I’m hesitant to sell it. It’s my last connection to my dad. The last gift he’d ever given me was that truck. So, I asked his friend would just restore it so I could give it to my son when he got old enough to drive. It’ll be expensive, but I want to do that for Seth.”



“I’m certain that he’ll love it,” I smiled.



“Maybe, maybe not,” Bella shrugged. “How are things going on your end for the film? How’s the new producer? Paul?”



“Things are going well. I haven’t met with Paul. I’ve just been emailing back and forth with him, discussing budgets, creative teams, and the actors for the roles. However, he seems to know his stuff. He’s young, but well-liked at the studio,” I answered. “At least, that’s what I was told.”



“You’re the director. Do you get a say on who is on the creative team?” Bella asked, nibbling on her meal. “Like, you’re completely in charge?”



“Usually, the studio encourages us to use their preferred team, but I’m in charge,” I replied. “I have some people that I trust more than anything. Summit is pretty willing to let me bring on who I want for this project. They are over the moon that I agreed to work on the movie. They’d wanted me to work on one of their films for a couple of years now. I was going to take some time off after D-Day, but I couldn’t say no to this.”



“I’m sorry that you’re not getting a vacation or anything,” Bella frowned.



“Bella, don’t apologize. Yes, I needed a vacation, but this planning stage is not that strenuous. Once we start filming, that’s when things get hectic and for me, post-production is intense, as well,” I explained. “I need to go through hours of footage, piecing together the movie and creating a cohesive production, a movie that makes sense to the audience and maintains the integrity of the source material. In your case, the book in which the movie is based.”



“I can’t even imagine the work that goes into creating a movie,” Bella mused. “I’m overwhelmed by writing the screenplay. You are coordinating it all and you are … you’re so unruffled by it. With the script, I’m terrified that I’m ruining my novel or making mistakes.”



“Fuck, I make mistakes with every single production. We’re human,” I said, reaching over to take her hand. “In the final cut of D-Day, there were a number of mistakes. One of my generals had a disappearing medal in one scene. In another, there was a modern airplane in the frame that I hadn’t noticed. Even in multi-million-dollar productions that win Academy Awards, mistakes are made.”



“So, I’m just putting too much pressure on myself,” Bella chuckled anxiously.



“You are, gorgeous,” I smiled. “I won’t let you fail. I’ve reread your novel and it was so powerful the first time, but with each subsequent pass, I’ve found something more that draws me in to the narrative. It’s a combination of the story, your almost poetic writing style and the strength of the main character and the relationship with her son.”



“Her child was her anchor,” Bella breathed. “She’d been through hell and back, but it was her son that kept her going, encouraging her to fight, even when she was at her lowest. It’s important to find an actress and a child actor that have a strong bond, or this will completely crumble.”



“I’ve got a casting director working on finding performers,” I said. “Do you have anybody in mind for the characters?”



“I do,” she blushed. “It’s on my computer. Whenever I start writing a new book, I create files of my dream cast, locations, cars, and anything else. I’m a very visual writer and it helps me to build the world in which my characters reside. My first novel, my files were more like pictures cut from magazines, taped into notebook.”



“I’d love to see that,” I murmured, leaning my chin on my palm.



Her blush intensified. “I don’t know where it is, honestly,” she mumbled.



“Really?” I snickered. She hid behind her hands, shaking her head. “Hey, what is it?”



“It’s stupid,” Bella whispered. “I cut pictures from magazines and usually, I found those magazines in the garbage. Anyway, when I started the romantic lead, I found a photo of an actor I liked.” She blinked up, looking at me. “The actor I chose for my romantic lead, the man who fell in love with Charlotte, despite her history, was you.”



My smile grew soft at her confession. “I’m honored that you pictured me as a character in your book. Ian and I share a lot of similarities.”



“You’re both good men,” she admitted. “Kind, gentle, and so much more.” She looked at me sheepishly. “It was obviously before I knew you. I found a teen magazine in a recycling bin. I was drawn to your photo on the cover of the magazine, and I knew that you’d be a perfect image for Ian.”



“I hope I still live up to your expectations,” I murmured.



“You far exceed them,” she replied, grinning at me. “I cannot believe I told you that. To be honest, I was looking at your physical attributes and I didn’t care about the article.”



“Let me guess … it had something to do with my romance drama,” I grumbled, rolling my eyes.



“Pretty much, yeah. The article was bad-mouthing you and saying that your girlfriend was coerced into cheating by her director or whoever she crossed the line with,” Bella explained. “But, like I said, I didn’t care about the article. I just liked your appearance, and you were the perfect example of a strong man, with a good heart and friendly smile. I’m grateful that you’re not an asshole.”



“There are moments where I can be a colossal asshole,” I sighed. “I do not handle being sick very well and I’m stubborn as hell. If I don’t get my way, I have a tendency to dig my heels in and I can … yeah … it’s not pleasant. To be honest, it’s rare but it still happens.”



“We’re similar in that respect, but it’s not being an asshole. It’s called being tenacious,” Bella quipped with wry grin.



“Are you done?” I asked, gesturing to her nearly empty plate.



“Yes, I am. It was very good,” she answered. “That glaze on the fish was unexpected, but I really liked it.”



“Would you like to go out on the terrace? I got dessert,” I said, lifting the tray that held a piece of turtle cheesecake, which I found out was one Bella’s favorite desserts. “Do you want some coffee?”



She nodded with a warm smile. I picked up the plates and put them back onto the cart the server had left. I pushed it outside, leaving the plate with the cheesecake and two forks. I opened the door of the terrace overlooking the pool, smiling when I saw a chaise lounge along with a table with two chairs. There were some trees and I noticed twinkle lights. I turned them on. Bella’s eyes lit up like the twinkle lights, giving me a soft look. “Get comfortable, gorgeous. I’ll make the coffee. They have a Keurig in the bar. Any requests?” I asked.



“Something decaf,” she answered. “And, hurry. That cheesecake is calling my name. You may not get very many bites, Edward. I love chocolate.”



I laughed, padding to the small bar, and preparing a couple of cups of coffee. I wasn’t sure what she liked in her coffee. I balanced the two mugs along with some cream and sugar. When I walked back outside, I saw that Bella was curled up on the chaise lounge. “I was hoping you’d sit there,” I chuckled. “Do you like anything in your coffee?”



“Just black,” she said. “I worked at McCoffee Café and I learned how to make all the fancy coffees, but I’m a purist.”



“A woman after my own heart,” I snickered. “I like a touch of sugar, but that’s it.” Handing her the coffee mug, I put in some sugar in mine. “Scooch forward, gorgeous.”



“There are two other chairs, Oscar,” Bella teased.



“Oscar?” I laughed.



“You won an Oscar, right?” she asked, arching a brow. “You call me gorgeous.”



“Point made, gorgeous,” I sang. “But, seriously, scoot forward. I want to snuggle.”



“A man who wants to snuggle,” she snorted, moving up and I slid behind her. “You are truly a unicorn. You’re smart, funny, handsome, unafraid to show affection and … and … you have the patience of a saint.”



“Not to mention rich,” I quipped. “I also have other positive physical attributes, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”



“Why would I be uncomfortable?” Bella asked, her eyes swirling with curiosity. “You’re not a secret psychopath, are you?”



“When I’m denied sleep, yes,” I laughed, pressing a soft kiss behind her ear.



“Don’t censor yourself in front of me,” she chided. “Yes, I’ve been through some bullshit, but I’m not made of glass.” She turned to look at me. “Let me guess that physical attribute … a jaw that could cut glass? Sexy half grin? No, I know it … you’re hung like a horse.”



“Holy fuck,” I barked out. “Don’t hold back, baby.”



“So, is it true?” she asked, turning back around, and snuggling back in my arms. She sipped her coffee and picked up the cheesecake. “I know your jaw is sexy and your smile … that just makes me melt. But, are you hung like a horse?”



Pressing my lips to her ear, “Only time will tell, Bella,” I purred. She shivered with a quiet whimper. We sat together, sharing the cheesecake. Bella fed me with a teasing look. I nipped at her lips and she giggled. Her laughter was so carefree and musical. With each passing moment, she was becoming more comfortable with me. We made out, laughed, and planned my time in San Francisco.



God, I cannot remember the last time I had a good make out session. Usually, kissing led to foreplay which led to sex. Hours in bed or elsewhere exploring each other’s bodies.



Calm down, perv. Patience is a virtue and good things come to those who wait. I’m more than willing to wait for her. She’s worth it. 



I didn’t want to rush Bella. I didn’t want to rush this. Yes, we committed to each other and I was over the moon that Bella was willing to explore a relationship. I wanted to give Bella something more. I wanted to take away the sadness in her eyes. Even though she teased and laughed, she held something deep inside her. She’d been hurt. Badly. I wanted to show her that I wouldn’t hurt her.



Around nine, Bella reluctantly left to pick up her son. We had another intense make out session at the door and when Bella finally left, I had the worst case of blue balls.



But, it was totally worth it.



Nothing like a date with Rosie Palm and her five sisters couldn’t fix.



xx Blockbuster xx



Bella



“So, am I going to meet the famous Edward Cullen?” Seth asked over breakfast. I knew he wanted to ask me about last night, but I was a little dazed. Edward’s lips had worked me into a tizzy, and I felt desirable for first time … ever.



With Jacob, he only ‘flirted’ with me when he wanted something before he turned into a douche. Then, he just …



Don’t. Go. There. 



I sighed, looking at my son. “I don’t know, Seth,” I answered.



“It’s not like he’s your boyfriend,” Seth snickered. My face flamed. “Wait, is he?”



“Would you be upset if he was?” I asked.



“Mom, no! You’ve sacrificed so much for me, for us,” Seth said, shooting up and throwing his arms around me. My son was bigger than me and he enfolded me into his embrace. “You deserve to be happy and if a famous person like Edward Cullen makes you happy, then I’m all for it.” He smiled at me. “So, can I meet your boyfriend?”



“Seth,” I snorted. “You have school.”



“He’s going to be here the entire weekend, right?”



“He’s leaving on Sunday,” I answered. “Today, we’re doing some touristy things. Saturday, we’re working on the screenplay for the movie, kiddo. That’s why you’re spending the weekend with Aunt Rose and Uncle Emmett.”



 “Okay, okay,” Seth said, kissing my cheek. “Wish me luck. I’ve got a science test today.”



“Good luck, baby,” I said. “You’ll ace it! Love you, Seth.”



“Love you more, Mom,” he replied. With a grin, he picked up his bag and ducked out of the apartment.



I took a few breaths and finished my breakfast. I’d told Seth that I was dating Edward Cullen. Holy crap. What type parallel universe was I living in? While I was cleaning up the dishes, my cell phone rang. I wiped my hands on dish towel, picking up my phone from its charger. “Hello?”



“Did you sleep well, gorgeous?” Edward asked.



“As a matter of fact, I did,” I smiled. “How about you?”



“I don’t sleep well in a new place. At least, not right away,” he answered. “I had to drink some herbal tea and took some melatonin.”



“We don’t have to do anything today,” I said. “I could work on the script.”



“Nonsense. I just need some caffeine and then I’m good to go. I was just calling to see what time we’re going?” he asked.



“I needed to get Seth off to school,” I replied, looking out the window and watched as my son got onto the bus. “I should be at the hotel in about a half hour. Will that do?”



“I’m looking forward to it, Bella,” he chuckled. “I’ll see you soon.”



I hung up the phone and almost immediately, it rang again. It was the number from café. “Hello?”



“Bella, there’s a delivery for you,” Emmett sang.



“Why wouldn’t it be sent to my home?” I asked.



“Because it’s from a certain hot-shot director. He doesn’t know where you live, right?” Emmett snickered. “Are you decent?”



“Seth just left,” I laughed. “Come on up.” A few moments later, Emmett let himself into my apartment. He held a gorgeous bouquet of pink peonies, succulents, and roses. “Oh, wow. That’s beautiful!”



“Hot-Shot did good,” Emmett smiled, putting it on my cocktail table. “There’s a card.”



“You didn’t read it, did you?” I asked.



“No, but the flower delivery guy had me sign for it. I noticed who sent the flowers. Anyway, enjoy this loveliness,” Emmett said, hugging me.



“Are you sure that Seth spending the weekend with you is okay?” I pressed, pulling out the card.



“Always, Bells,” Emmett grinned. “Have fun with Hot-Shot.”



“We’re working for part of his visit,” I chuckled.



“Working or working?” Emmett asked, waggling his brows.



“Go serve some coffee,” I grumbled, pushing him out of the apartment. He just cackled as he bounded down the stairs. I shook my head and pulled out the card from the flowers. Opening the tiny envelope, I saw a typed message.



“If I had a single flower for every time I think about you, I could walk forever in my garden.”



Alfred Tennyson had a way with words, gorgeous. You said that no one had gotten you flowers. I wanted to change that. 



I cannot wait to see you later today …



Forever yours, Edward



I wish I could keep Edward forever. Hell, I was terrified that once he’d heard my whole story, he’d run away screaming. I leaned forward, letting the scent wash over me and I allowed the pretty floral aroma to calm me down. A few moments later, I went out to my car and drove to the St. Regis. Edward was waiting outside, wearing a pair of wayfarers, some dark wash jeans, and a white button down. He pushed off the wall he was leaning against with a grin. In his hand, I noticed a pink peony and my face flamed.



Putting on my hazard blinkers, I parked the car. Once the doors were unlocked, he slid into the passenger seat with a crooked grin. “For you, gorgeous,” he breathed, handing me the flower.



“Where did you find pink peonies? They aren’t in season,” I said, inhaling the fragrant bloom.



“I have my ways,” he snickered, reaching over to thread our fingers together after I’d put the car into gear. “So, what’s first, Ms. Swan?”



“A tour of Alcatraz,” I answered. “I’ve always wanted to go. Seth went with his school on a field trip, but I was working in the morning and had class in the afternoon and couldn’t chaperone.”



“That must have been tough,” Edward said.



“Yeah, it was. I wanted to experience it with my son, but being adult took priority. I get to experience it with you, instead,” I chuckled, driving to the marina. “It’s the epitome of San Francisco tourism. If we’d had more time, I’d encourage a visit to Napa Valley.”



“Maybe next time,” Edward smiled. “I have been there. My parents renewed their vows up there and then we all proceeded to get completely sloshed at their reception. I even think my sister slept with one of the wait staff in the middle of a vineyard.”



I schooled my face, trying to remain impassive. Alice was far from my favorite person. She had it out for me all because of her prejudice that I was a ‘gold-digger.’



I’m not a gold-digger. With my bonus from each novel I’d written, plus residuals from the sales along with my salary from the movie, I was finally in place where I was comfortable. A place where I felt safe and unafraid that I’d be homeless again.



“I know you don’t like Alice. Hell, I don’t like Alice very much right now either,” Edward said. “She has the tenacity of a bulldog and she’s relentless, to be honest. I haven’t talked to her since … it’s been a while.”



“She’s been talking to Jasper,” I muttered. “Jasper is loyal to a fault, but he’s infatuated with her.”



“He may be infatuated with her, but he’s got your back, Bella,” Edward said, his eyes cutting to hers. “He gave her what for when she tried to get some dirt on you from him. She came over, all upset, after that had happened. I agreed with him and that was the last time we spoke.”



“I don’t want to cause issues between you and your sister,” I frowned, pulling into a parking garage. “Why does she hate me?”



“She’s been getting emails from an anonymous sender,” Edward explained. “Pretty much, the emails are not painting you in the most positive light.”



“What?” I asked.



“Alice brought over a huge file with all this ‘evidence’,” Edward continued. I frowned, my stomach twisting uncomfortably. “I threw it away. I told my sister that anything I wanted learn about you would come from you. Not some anonymous sender, talking smack about you. Though, I do not know who would do that …”



“I lived a hellacious life before landing in San Francisco,” I said, parking the car. “I had to do things … things I’m not proud of.” I tapped on the steering wheel. “I promise to tell you. Just not today. I want to have fun today and forget about the past.”



“Okay, gorgeous,” Edward said, taking my hand and stopping my anxious tapping. “I’m not running away.”



You might. I gave him a smile, but I knew it didn’t reach my eyes. I pulled my hand away and opened the door. Edward hopped out of the passenger seat, stopping in front of me, taking my face into his hands. “Edward …”



“Listen to me,” he murmured, staring into my eyes. “When you’re ready, I’m here. I’m not running. I won’t ever run. I’ll listen to you.”



“You can’t guarantee that you won’t run,” I argued.



“Bella …”



“Edward,” I countered. “I’m grateful that you’re willing to listen, but don’t make promises that may not be able to keep.”



He frowned, his eyes flashing with disappointment. I wriggled away, turning to walk to the boat that would ferry us to Alcatraz. I tried not to cry, but tears fell down my cheeks. Great date, Bella. Edward ran to catch up with me and his frown deepened when he saw my tears. “I’m okay, Edward. I’m used to this,” I mumbled.



“You shouldn’t have to be, Bella. I hate that you feel like I’m going to run as soon as things get difficult,” he said, stopping me and wiping my tears away.



“It’s not the first time,” I sighed. “Look, let’s have fun and ignore my fucked-up past.” I strode to the ticket booth, ready to pay for our trip. Edward slid the money to the ticket agent, giving me an arched look. “Edward …”



“We’re on a date. Call me old-fashioned or a sexist asshole, but the guy pays,” he said, sliding his arm around my waist. I went to argue, but he pecked a soft kiss on my mouth. He grinned crookedly, taking the tickets from the agent, and dragging me onto the boat. We sat down. The sun was trying to peak through the low-laying clouds. “Is it always like this? Sunny inland and cloudy in the bay?”



“It usually burns off by mid-morning,” I answered. “I grew up in the Pacific Northwest. This is nothing. The town where I grew up is the rainiest location in the continental United States.”



“I’ve only every lived in California,” Edward said. “Mainly in the Los Angeles area except when I was on location.”



“On location? Where was your favorite place to shoot?” I asked.



“Hmmm, that’s tough,” Edward answered. “Each location has its benefits and struggles, if I’m being honest.” He slid his hand into mine, weaving our fingers together. “But, I love shooting in Europe. There’s so much history there. For D-Day, we filmed on the same beach as the Battle of Normandy. I tried to be as accurate as possible.”



“It was amazing, Edward,” I smiled. “If I held up a photo from the real battle to your movie, it would be almost exactly the same.” The boat pulled away from the dock, cutting across the bay to the island where Alcatraz was located.



“Question for you,” Edward said, nuzzling my neck. “What made you choose San Francisco?”



I ran out of gas and had no money to buy more. 



I blew out a breath and shook my head. Tell him the truth. 



“I left my hometown with next to nothing. My ex kicked me out and I barely subsisted, going from job to job while trying to raise my son. I’d hit a really bad spot. My money was stolen while I was at work and when I tried to stop him, the guy who stole from me, I ended up getting hurt. Long story short, I was at rock bottom. Every penny went to Seth and I’d run out of gas. We walked to McCoffee Café. I bought Seth a cup of soup and I tried to keep it together. Emmett McCarty …”



“The former defensive end for the 49iners?” Edward asked.



“I didn’t know that at the time, but yes,” I sighed. “Anyway, he and his wife and three kids adopted me and Seth. They helped me get back on my feet. So, that’s why I chose San Francisco. Fate …”



“I’m sorry that you had to deal with all of that,” Edward frowned. “Are you okay? I mean, after that attack?”



“I’m okay,” I answered. “Emmett and Rose, they’ve given me so much – their friendship, their support and their family.”



“You don’t have anyone else?” Edward asked.



“No. It’s just me and Seth,” I shrugged. “I can now include Rose, Emmett, their children and Jasper in that inner circle.”



“I hope I can add my name to that list,” Edward smiled. I blushed and nodded. “Even if this relationship doesn’t work, which I’m certain we will be okay, I still want to be a friend to you.”



“I know,” I breathed. “For me, it’s about trust. It takes me forever to trust anyone. It’s due in part to what happened to me. Another part is due to my overbearing protection of my son. I will not let anything hurt him.”



“Your son is so lucky to have a mother like you,” Edward said, threading our fingers together.



“I’m the lucky one,” I said.



We stayed quiet for the rest of the boat ride to Alcatraz. When we arrived, Edward held my hand as we got off the boat and onto dry land. We didn’t get a chance to talk because the tour guide began yammering. Edward kept his hand in mine, idly running his thumb over my knuckles. The tour was very interesting, but not very romantic.



The tour was over in a couple of hours and we clambered back onto the boat. Edward nuzzled my neck and I shivered. I was so unaccustomed to such open affection. My dad was not the most demonstrative, but I knew he loved me. My relationship with Jake started as friendship before it morphed into something ugly. I was loving toward Seth, but never to this extent.



“Are you okay?” Edward asked. “You’re shaking.”



“I’m not used to being affectionate,” I answered honestly. He started to pull away. I stopped him. “Don’t …”



“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable,” he murmured.



“You’re not. I was trembling because I liked it,” I replied. “I just need to get used to it. I’ve always kept people at arm’s length … again, it was a trust issue. It still is a trust issue.”



“I can lay off,” he said, easing his arm from around my shoulders. I took his hand, twining our fingers together. “I like keeping you close. It’s like we fit perfectly together, like two puzzle pieces.”



I blushed, looking away from him. It did feel pretty perfect to be held by him. Where he dipped, I swelled, and I reveled in his strength. On the contrary, he was so gentle when held me. There was no malice or anger in his embraces. He let me lead. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.



“Bella, don’t apologize,” he chided gently. “My family, we’re notorious huggers and we like to show our affection outwardly. I have to realize that not everyone is like that. I’ll lay off. I just … I’m proud to be seen with you. I want to show the world that we’re together.”



I smiled at him and did something I never anticipated doing. I ran my fingers over his scruffy cheek, kissing his lips. I could feel him grin against my mouth. Our kiss was soft and sweet. However, it was interrupted by a squealing girl. “Oh my GOD! It’s Edward Cullen from the Moonlight Saga movies!”



“Damn it,” he mumbled, looking at me sheepishly. “It’s rare that I get recognized since I haven’t been in front of a movie camera in well over a decade, but occasionally, I get a few rabid fans.” He turned to face the squealing girl. She ran up to him and began prattling in a high-pitched tone that I could not even understand. Graciously, Edward smiled a few pictures and signed an autograph for her. She backed away, practically vibrating in her skin.



“I could not even imagine dealing with that on a daily basis,” I retorted dryly. “How did you manage it at the height of the Moonlight Saga movies?”



“I had bodyguards and I disguised myself. I wore wigs, hats, and sunglasses to hide my features,” he answered. “I was protected, but I felt stifled.”



“I couldn’t even imagine,” I whispered.



“You might be under the scrutiny of the paparazzi, Bella. I may not be tabloid fodder, but I am still famous,” he shrugged. “I usually keep my personal life, well, personal. But, I want the world to know that I’m yours.”



“Why?” I asked. “I’m nothing special.”



“That’s where we disagree,” he argued, kissing me gently. “You are beyond special, gorgeous.”



I struggled with his kind words, but I nodded, snuggling close to him. He pressed another kiss to my temple, and we stayed huddled together until the boat docked. We got off the boat. I asked him what he wanted for a late lunch. He said that he wanted something that was truly a San Francisco treat. I gave him a few options and we decided on a restaurant on the pier.



While we ate lunch, Edward told me about his early years as a child-actor. It was interesting to hear him talk about how he got started in the industry. He loved the artistry of making movies and acting, but hated the celebrity that came with it. I asked him if he’d consider doing plays and he liked the ability to do multiple takes. The first take usually was a bust for him and by the third or fourth, he’d nailed it.



He paid for our meal. I wanted to pay, but he surreptitiously snuck the folder and slid his credit card inside.  



“Would it be too much to ask to see where you work?” Edward asked as he signed the credit slip, stuffing some cash in as a tip.



“We’ll be working there for the screenplay. My apartment is small and … I figured you’d want to work somewhere that has more space,” I trailed off, my cheeks flaming. My second-hand, dumpster-diving furniture was shabby. I didn’t want Edward to see how I lived. I hid my face behind my hands. I needed to block the redness of my cheeks.



“Bella, why are you hiding from me?” he asked, pulling my hands away from my face.



“I don’t know,” I sighed. I looked around the restaurant and was grateful that we were in a secluded corner. “I live in a tiny apartment and … I don’t … Damn it. I’m a mess.”



“You’re not a mess, gorgeous,” Edward said soothingly.



“You probably live in this ginormous mansion, with all the amenities. When I moved into my apartment, I was grateful to have a bathroom inside the apartment and not having to use a communal shower,” I grumbled.



“I don’t live in a ginormous mansion. My home comfortable and yes, I’m a snob. I have my amenities … like living directly on the beach … but I live pretty simply for someone who has my bank account,” he said. “I would like to see where you work. I would love to see where you live.”



“Even if it’s a shoebox?” I whispered. He just grinned crookedly, leaning forward, and placing a soft kiss to my mouth. I melted into him. With his tenderness and patience, I’d forgotten about my past, about the long-ass journey that brought me to this moment.



“Have I convinced you, yet?” Edward asked as his lips slid to my neck.



“Today, we’ll go to the office and tomorrow, we’ll do some work on the script at my apartment,” I whispered.



“Tonight, we’ll enjoy some more making out,” he laughed, standing up and taking my hand. Our fingers twined together, walking to the parking garage.



Edward Cullen was a force of nature. That was for sure.



He pushed me beyond my comfort level. He made me feel like I was worthy of his affection and worthy of happiness. With him, I felt beautiful.



I also wanted him to know the truth …



Unfortunately, when was it a good time to share my sordid, awful past?



To share that I was a murderer?



A/N: Talk about a cliffie … That question, among others, will be explained very, very soon. 



Pictures from this chapter are on my blog. There’s a link for that in my profile. I’m also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 



Leave me your thoughts … thanks for reading! 




Chapter 11




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Talk about a cliffie from the last chapter … That question, among others, will be explained very, very soon.

Chapter Eleven

Bella

“Would it be too much to ask to see where you work?” Edward asked as he signed the credit slip, stuffing some cash in as a tip. 

“We’ll be working there for the screenplay. My apartment is small and … I figured you’d want to work somewhere that has more space,” I trailed off, my cheeks flaming. My second-hand, dumpster-diving furniture was shabby. I didn’t want Edward to see how I lived. I hid my face behind my hands. I needed to block the redness of my cheeks. 

“Bella, why are you hiding from me?” he asked, pulling my hands away from my face. 

“I don’t know,” I sighed. I looked around the restaurant and was grateful that we were in a secluded corner. “I live in a tiny apartment and … I don’t … Damn it. I’m a mess.”

“You’re not a mess, gorgeous,” Edward said soothingly. 

“You probably live in this ginormous mansion, with all the amenities. When I moved into my apartment, I was grateful to have a bathroom inside the apartment and not having to use a communal shower,” I grumbled. 

“I don’t live in a ginormous mansion. My home comfortable and yes, I’m a snob. I have my amenities … like living directly on the beach … but I live pretty simply for someone who has my bank account,” he said. “I would like to see where you work. I would love to see where you live.”

“Even if it’s a shoebox?” I whispered. He just grinned crookedly, leaning forward, and placing a soft kiss to my mouth. I melted into him. With his tenderness and patience, I’d forgotten about my past, about the long-ass journey that brought me to this moment. 

“Have I convinced you, yet?” Edward asked as his lips slid to my neck. 

“Today, we’ll go to the office and tomorrow, we’ll do some work on the script at my apartment,” I whispered. 

“Tonight, we’ll enjoy some more making out,” he laughed, standing up and taking my hand. Our fingers twined together, walking to the parking garage. 

Edward Cullen was a force of nature. That was for sure. 

He pushed me beyond my comfort level. He made me feel like I was worthy of his affection and worthy of happiness. With him, I felt beautiful. 

I also wanted him to know the truth … 

Unfortunately, when was it a good time to share my sordid, awful past? 

To share that I was a murderer?

Much to my surprise, Edward did not judge me or my tiny shoebox apartment. His large presence filled the space. I was afraid that he’d turn up his nose at my furnishings, but he got comfortable and commented about how he loved the comfort of my home. It was me.

We also managed to get a good chunk of the screenplay written, between heated make out sessions and conversations while we got to know each other more. He even spent the night. We didn’t do anything. We just fell asleep watching a movie on my television. He held me to his body like I was the most cherished thing in his world. I reveled in being cradled so gently, but I knew that this bubble would eventually burst.

It did. Edward had to rush back to the hotel and pack in a flurry of clothes and craziness to catch his flight. Our goodbye was hasty, but I wouldn’t have traded our time together for anything else in the world.

Within a couple of weeks of Edward’s departure, I sent the first draft of the screenplay to Edward after I had Jasper take a look, checking for any major, blaring grammatical errors. Edward was thoroughly impressed with my work and attention to detail. There were a few things we needed to change, but with my work on the script, plans could move forward, and we could begin hiring the creative staff for the film. With that, Edward began prattling information about flights and me coming down to Los Angeles to help with that aspect of the film.

I put a stop to that because I had to make arrangements for Seth. I couldn’t exactly just up and leave. As much as I wanted to … I had to talk to Emmett and Rosalie. Without batting an eye, they’d agreed to watch over Seth, but I didn’t want to overstep my bounds. I also had to see if Jasper could come with me.

Not as a chaperone, but as my agent. I still don’t know the ins and outs of the entertainment industry. I didn’t want to be perceived as ignorant or ridiculed for my lack of knowledge.

I refused to add to the growing negative column in Alice’s eyes.

I knew I wasn’t good enough for her brother. I shouldn’t have accepted his sweet question of being my boyfriend. I should have just walked away, but I wanted something for me. Edward made me feel beautiful and not like I was ‘used goods’ as Jacob and Billy called me.

Once I got Seth squared away with Emmett and Rose, and Jasper’s commitment to fly down with me, I called Edward back. He said that he’d handle the flights and accommodations. I argued with him, but he insisted. When I woke up the next morning, I had an email from Edward with flight information and a confirmation for the hotel.

However, the hotel only had one room reserved.

I wasn’t going to share a room or a bed with Jasper. Especially, if he would be spending time with Edward’s sister … talk about awkward.

I dialed Edward, tapping my fingers anxiously on my desk. What was he thinking?

“Cullen,” he answered.

“I got your email, Cullen,” I snorted. “One hotel room. I’m not staying with Jasper.”

“I don’t expect you to, gorgeous,” Edward laughed. “I was hoping, that is if it’s okay with you … perhaps, you could stay with me?” I blinked and clearly waited too long to respond. “Don’t worry about it, Bella. I’ll book you a room at the hotel. I’ll work my magic.”

“No, I would love to stay with you,” I rambled out, interrupting him.

“I’ll set up a guest room for you,” he breathed. “I have a lovely view of the Pacific Coast and the guest room looks over the beach. The sunsets are exquisite. This trip will take longer because of the types of plans we need to make. Staying in a hotel, for any amount of time, is not comfortable. So, I …”

“I appreciate it, Edward,” I breathed. “I agree with that assessment about hotels. You never know who or what’s been in there. At home, I know that my sheets are clean because I was the one who bleached them.”

“Exactly,” he laughed. “I can’t wait to see you, gorgeous. The phone conversations and occasional Zoom call are awesome, but it’s not the same as holding you.”

“Sweet talker,” I giggled.

“I’m trying to woo you, Bella,” he emphasized. “Are you wooed?”

“Yes, Edward,” I deadpanned.

“I don’t believe you,” he snickered. “I may have to step up my game. What’s your favorite color?”

“Edward, I’m flying down the day after tomorrow,” I laughed. “Do not think of sending me a bouquet of flowers! They’ll die.”

“I know that,” Edward sang. “I can’t wait to have you back in my arms, Bella.”

“Me, neither,” I whispered, blushing furiously. “Anyway, I have to start packing for my trip.”

“I also have plans. I’m going to run on the beach and then begin making a preliminary schedule for the movie. Then, I’m going out to eat with my dad. Mom’s out of town and he can’t cook to save his life,” Edward chuckled.

“Can you?” I quipped.

“I can order really, really well,” Edward laughed. “There are a few things that I can make, but I’m pretty much hopeless in the kitchen. That’s why I’m taking my dad out for dinner.”

“Have fun and I’ll see you in a couple of days,” I murmured.

“I will,” he said. “Goodbye, gorgeous.”

I ended the call and got up to pull out my borrowed suitcase. I had an hour before I had to drive to Seth’s school to watch him play at the conference championships for his school district. When I pulled out the baggage and made a list of things I needed for the trip, I went down the car and drove to Seth’s middle school. I parked and walked inside of the school. I recognized Seth’s friends in the stand. They waved at me as I sat down. I looked over and saw my son in his basketball uniform. He was one of the taller boys, listening to his coach talk.

“Hello, Bella,” said Kate, the mother of the center of the team and one of Seth’s best friends, Nick. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it.”

“There was traffic,” I explained. “Has the game started?”

“It’s about to begin,” Kate grinned. She sipped her coffee and a smile toyed on her face.

The boys took the court and Nick was at center court. My son was to his right, bouncing his toes. The referee blew the whistle, and the game began with the tip off being sent directly to Seth. He easily dribbled the ball down the court, passing it to another boy, who took a shot. The ball swished through the net, putting Seth’s team up by two. The first quarter flew by quickly and Seth’s team was up by ten.

“Things are looking really good,” I said. “They were a strong team, but they’re on fire today!”

“Agreed,” Kate nodded in agreement. She crossed her legs and fidgeted. “Okay, I need to know.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

She pulled out her phone and found a picture of Edward and me from the day we explored San Francisco. Edward was holding me close, his eyes on me and his hand around my waist, along with cupping my cheek. “This! Are you dating the heartthrob from the Moonlight Saga? God, I’d die!”

My face flamed. “He’s more than just a heartthrob. He’s a human, Kate,” I chided gently.

“I know that, but to see the man who I had plastered on my walls as a teenager caressing your cheek? I was shocked!” she giggled. “So, are you dating him?”

“We are dating and it’s very new. As you know, I’m an author and one of my novels was optioned to become a movie,” I explained. “Edward is the director the movie studio approached to lead the helm. He’s been very sweet, and we had that spark. I really like him and to be honest, I never expected to … I don’t know. He’s very private about his life. Protective, really. In that way, he’s protective of our relationship.”

“Okay,” Kate nodded. “I can respect that. His last relationship blew up in his face. God, that woman was a shrew.”

If you only knew the truth, I thought wryly.

“I just have one question and then I’ll let it alone,” Kate whispered, leaning close to me. “Is he a good kisser?” I grinned coyly, arching a brow. “I knew it! I’ve heard nightmares about actors not being able to kiss … but I’m totally jealous.”

Our conversation came to abrupt stop because the second quarter started. By halftime, the other team had closed the lead. They were tied. The cheerleaders and dance team perform during the halftime break. Once the game resumed, my son flew across the court and he managed to help get the lead back. When all was said and done, Seth led the team to the conference championship. The coach announced my son as the team MVP, and he was hoisted onto the shoulders of classmates. Pictures were taken by the administration with the trophy. When they were done, my son hugged me.

“Ooooh, child, you are ripe,” I said, rubbing his back.

“Sorry,” he grinned. “But, did you see that game? Mom, we won!”

“I did, Seth,” I replied. “Now, grab your stuff and we’ll go out for dinner.”

“The entire team is planning on going to Dave and Busters. Can we go?” Seth asked. “Coach is going to get us some game passes to celebrate!”

“Go on, kiddo,” I smiled, kissing his sweaty cheek. He beamed goofily and ran to the locker room. He came out ten minutes later. His skin was damp, and his hair was wet. He also smelled much better. His bag was slung across his shoulders, with a duffle in his hands. While we walked out, Seth told me that he used the showers in the locker room. We drove to Dave and Busters and were immediately directed to a party room. About half the team was there, along with their parents. There was a buffet of appetizers along with pitchers of soda. The coach was there, standing next to his pretty wife. She was handing out the tokens for the arcade.

I sat down with Kate along with her husband, Garrett, who had joined us from work. A few other parents joined us, and we enjoyed an unhealthy dinner of potato wedges, wings, and loaded nachos. While we ate and talked, I texted Edward, telling him about Seth’s conference championship win. Despite his plans with his father, he responded excitedly, happy for my son, whom he hadn’t even met.

Perhaps, I should introduce Seth to Edward. Obviously not this trip, but at some point. Some point soon, to be honest.

There were good people in the world. I’d been shown the ugliness of humanity with Jacob, Billy and all those animals who’d hurt me while I was trying to rebuild the semblance of my life. But, Emmett, Rose, Jasper and my adopted nieces and nephew proved to me that there was goodness even when I was shattered beyond repair.

By nine, the party broke up and I drove us back home. Seth dragged his body upstairs and he mumbled goodnight before falling onto his bed. I chided him, telling him he needed to take off his shoes, but my son waved me off, proclaiming that he was just too tired. I tugged off his shoes, pulling a blanket over his body. He was already snoring, down for the count.

The next morning, Seth was dragging, but still over-the-moon excited to celebrate his team’s win at school. I gave him a hug and a kiss before he left for the bus stop. I watched him clamber onto it. Then, I began packing for my trip to Los Angeles. As I was finishing up packing, there was a knock on my door. I walked down the hall, opening the door. “Hey, Jas,” I smiled.

“Hey, sweet girl,” Jasper replied. “I come bearing gifts.” He stepped aside and gestured to a new set of luggage. “I figured you’d want your own since you’re going to be traveling back and forth to LA.”

“Oh, wow,” I smiled. “I’m already packed with Rose’s luggage.”

“I’ll help you repack,” Jasper said, breezing past me and walking to my bedroom. “I also need to talk to you.”

“Everything okay?” I asked as he lifted the bag onto my bed. I began passing him my folded clothes, save for my underwear, which I packed myself. Rose was insistent that I update my lingerie since I was dating one of the world’s sexiest men. I picked out some pretty, but lacy underthings along with some pajamas that consisted of more than just oversized t-shirts and ratty sweats.

“I can’t come with you,” Jasper said.

“What? Why?” I asked.

“Well, a few things. One, I have some new clients and we need to meet up. This is the only time they can meet,” Jasper explained. “Secondly, Alice and I … she won’t let the thing about you go. I may enjoy fucking her, but you’re my family. I cannot be with someone who is bad-mouthing my family. Until she pulls her head out of her ass, we’re through.”

“Oh, um, wow,” I breathed. “I’m excited about the new clients for you. Any interesting novels?”

“A couple of young adult authors, based mainly in fantasy and romance,” Jasper replied. “The other is a historic romance with a touch of science fiction. Think of Outlander with a futuristic twist … I don’t see it, but I’m not a writer. I can edit like no one’s business, but write? Nope.”

“That’s the cool thing about writing. You can do anything,” I shrugged. “Also, I’m sorry about Alice. I know you liked her. You can still be with her.”

“No, I can’t. Not when she’s trying to wheedle information about you from me,” Jasper said, shaking his head. “I love you, Bells. You’re my sister, my best friend. Alice was a fuck. That’s it.”

“If she was just a fuck, you wouldn’t be so upset about it,” I countered.

“I’m not upset,” Jasper spat.

“Uh huh, and I’m a natural blonde,” I deadpanned.

“Okay, she wasn’t a fuck. I just … I cannot be with someone who is so prejudicial,” Jasper shrugged. “Perhaps, some separation will be good for us. She’ll realize that she’s in the wrong.”

“I doubt it. She’s an attorney,” I sighed.

“Well, I’m still sorry about not being able to go. I know you’re stressing out about being lost,” Jasper murmured. “I don’t think that Edward will let that happen. I’m also a phone call away, as is Jenks. If you need someone, I did talk to him. He’s willing to fly down to act as your attorney, representing your best interests.” He reached into his pocket and plucked out his phone. My phone vibrated on the nightstand. “That’s Jenks’ phone number. Call him any time.”

“Thanks, Jas,” I said gratefully. “Now, I know that Seth is staying with your sister, but can you check in on him occasionally.”

“Will do, Bella,” Jasper nodded, hugging me. “Now, let’s get you settled with this packing.”

xx Blockbuster xx

The next day, after I said goodbye to Seth, Jasper drove me to the airport. I went through security and settled at the gate. I did some work on a new series I was developing. I was researching and creating preliminary outlines for the books. I had the outline for the first story figured out when my flight was called. I got onto the plane, shocked that Edward had booked me another first-class ticket.

Okay, I wasn’t shocked. Edward was incredibly generous. He didn’t even bat an eye when I called him to cancel Jasper’s room, even though it was going to cost him a penalty. Jasper was willing to pay for the cost of the hotel, but Edward waved it off.

The flight was quick, and I landed at LAX. I walked to baggage claim and was completely shocked that Edward was waiting for me. I grinned, walking to him, and falling into his arms. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I had to see my girl,” he murmured. He ducked his head, brushing his lips over mine. “Hi, baby.” He threaded his fingers with mine, walking to the baggage claim. He picked up my suitcase and we walked out of the airport to short-term parking. “Tonight, I had some food delivered for lunch and dinner. I didn’t want to poison you with my cooking.”

“I don’t mind cooking,” I smiled.

“You’re a guest, gorgeous,” he chided. “You are not going to cook …”

“What if I want to?” I asked.

“Okay, you can … but not tonight,” he smiled. “Let me spoil you, Bella.” He clicked his keys and his large black SUV beeped. He put my luggage in the back of his car. “Tonight, it’s just for us. Enjoying some time on the beach and spending time together. Tomorrow, we’ve got to go to work.”

“I’m eager to get started on that,” I breathed as I got into the passenger seat.

“Me, too, gorgeous,” he replied, kissing me gently. He closed the door to his car and practically skipped to the driver’s side. Turning over the car, he easily backed out and navigated his way out of the parking garage. While he drove to his home in Malibu, he told me about the meetings we’d be attending tomorrow. As he spoke, I grew more anxious. “Hey, what’s up?”

“These people you’re talking about … do you trust them?” I asked.

“The only person I don’t trust is the studio executive,” Edward answered honestly. “But, that’s because I don’t know him. We’ll see if he’s trustworthy.”

“Have you met him?” I questioned.

“Briefly and only in passing,” Edward shrugged, turning into a gated community. “He’s young. About my age, maybe a year or two younger. I don’t know. No talk of work tonight. Tonight, you get the grand tour of my humble abode, dinner on the beach and watching the sun set.”

We drove through the neighborhood. A lot of the homes were huge, but there were some smaller houses mixed in. Edward turned into a hidden driveway and we pulled up to a medium-sized, modern home. It was three floors, with the ground floor being an outdoor living area. He parked his SUV and smiled at me nervously. “I know that you were concerned about staying with me. If you are still worried, I can put you up in a hotel, or I could stay there and let you use my house.”

“I don’t want to push you out of your home, Edward,” I frowned. “I’ll be fine. It’s beautiful, to be honest.”

“Thank you. It’s my oasis away from the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles,” he grinned. “Come on. Let me give you the tour.”

We got out of the car, starting the tour in the outdoor living area. It had an outdoor entertainment system, a firepit, a hot tub, and comfy-looking furniture. Edward pointed out a small guest home which held a kitchenette, bathroom, and bedroom. The décor was neutral and airy, but with a touch of the tropics with the hibiscus flowers blooming all around. “It smells beautiful with the flowers,” I murmured.

“My mom suggested it. I rarely have anyone to stay in the guest house. Occasionally, Alice would spend time here. Also, Alec, my assistant has used the guest home if he wasn’t traveling with me for work,” Edward explained. “He’d house-sit for me. I trust Alec, but I don’t want him searching through my boxers.”

“Understandable,” I giggled.

“The main house is this way,” Edward said, weaving our fingers together and walking up some stairs. “The guest house does not have direct access to the main living area.”

“That’s smart,” I murmured. “But, do you have to walk up these stairs each time you go inside?”

“If I parked in the garage, no. This is the rear of the house. The front has the garage and the main entrance,” Edward explained, unlocking the door, and ushering me inside. “This is the main floor. It’s open concept. The only doors on this floor are this entrance, the front door and one of the bathrooms. Here’s the kitchen …”

“Holy crap. Your kitchen is as big as my entire apartment,” I gasped. 

“It may be big, but your apartment has something that my house doesn’t,” Edward murmured, tucking an errant curl behind my ear. I gave him a wry look. He just snickered kissing me. “Your apartment is warm and filled with love.”

“My apartment can be too warm since we only have a window unit as an air conditioner, and it’s filled with second-hand furniture,” I deadpanned. “Your house is gorgeous!”

“My house is a place for me to stay when I’m not working. It was decorated by the best interior designer. I love this place, but I didn’t care what went on the walls or what furniture was put inside,” he shrugged. “However, with you in here, this place feels less like a house and more like a home.”

I blushed, frowning deeply. What did that mean?

“Come on, gorgeous. Let me show you the pool deck. Did you bring a bathing suit?” he asked.

“Um, no,” I spluttered. “I … I … no.”

“No big deal. I’m certain we can find something if you want to go into the pool. Or clothing could be optional,” he quipped, waggling his brows.

“Edward,” I chided, giving him a glower.

“I’m kidding, Bella,” he said, giving me a contrite smile.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, closing my eyes. Edward pulled me into his arms, and I stiffly allowed it. In my head, I catalogued all the scars that were littered on my body. My C-section scar, various wounds from Jacob and his temper, and so many others. I was ugly … my body was ugly.

“Do not apologize, Bella,” he whispered back. “Sometimes, I get ahead of myself. I’ll say this again. You’re in charge.”

I nodded, sliding my arms around his waist. I hated my insecurities. I put up a strong façade, but on the inside, I was a mess. “I have scars,” I said against his chest. “Ugly scars …”

“Even with the scars, you’re gorgeous,” Edward whispered. “It’s not what’s on the outside that drew me in. Your inherent goodness and kindness is so beautiful.”

I sighed. “Thank you, but where’s the bathroom?”

He led me back inside and pointed out one of the doors on the main floor. I gave him a shaky smile before ducking inside. Once the door clicked shut, I slid down to the floor and let the tears flow. I hated this. I hated my fears and my past. I wanted to be happy. For the most part, I was, but I knew I had a lot of issues.

It took me a few moments to gather myself. I patted my cheeks to try to remove evidence that I’d cried. With a slow breath, I exited the bathroom.

Edward was in the kitchen, puttering anxiously. “Do you want some tea? Lemonade?” He gave me a crooked smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sorry for making you uncomfortable. I don’t want to do that. I …”

“It’s okay, Edward. I’m the one with issues. Not you,” I said, sitting at the island in the kitchen. “I don’t know if I’m worth it.”

“You are worth it,” he breathed. “I brought your bag upstairs to the bedroom. I’m giving you my room. It has a bigger bed and a better view. I’ll take the guest room.”

“Edward …” I sighed. “I don’t want to displace you.”

“You’re not,” he urged. “Come on.” He slid from behind the island and held out his hand. I took it, walking up the stairs in the center of the room. The upstairs was still pretty open concept, like the main floor. “This is the guest room, where I’ll be staying. Bathroom and my office.”

I walked into the office and smiled at the organized chaos. There was a white board with some names jotted on it. On the desk, papers were strewn all around and a worn copy of my book was next to his computer screen. There were a ton of little sticky notes in the book. “Wow, I don’t think my copy looks this haggard.”

Edward chuckled, picking up the book and thumbing through the pages. “After you sent the screenplay, I marked the scenes you added. I also started jotting down information about locations.” He blushed, holding out the book. “Can you sign it?”

“What?” I laughed.

“I’m having a fan moment,” he snickered. He handed me a pen and the book.

I rolled my eyes, cracking the battered book. I pressed the pen to the front title page. I blew out a breath before writing out the inscription.

To the man who made me realize that the journey is worth it … All my love, Bella Swan.

Handing him back the book, he immediately opened it. His eyes danced as he read my autograph. He put the book back on the desk, sliding his arms around my waist and kissing me tenderly. “Thank you, gorgeous,” he breathed, leaning his forehead against mine. With another sweet kiss, he guided me to the master bedroom. “This is my room, but it’s yours for the entire time you’re here.”

The bedroom was truly an oasis. The floors were a warm honey, slightly bleached. There was a large four-poster bed with gauzy white fabric draped over the bed. To the left, there was a fireplace. On the right was an oval bathtub and floating vanity. “That’s interesting,” I said, gesturing to the bathtub.

“It is, but it’s relaxing to soak while the sun is setting. I wasn’t sure if I’d like it, but I do,” he chuckled. “There is a private bathroom with a shower through that door.”

“You take baths?” I teased.

“I carry my stress in my back and soaking in Epsom salts helps,” he quipped. Gently, he guided me out to the balcony outside of the master bedroom.

“What a view,” I breathed, looking over the lush greenery on the pool patio and onto the beach. The sun’s rays glittered on the Pacific Ocean. “This is truly magical.”

He slid behind me, his arms caging me against the railing of the balcony. “This is a privately owned beach. Only residents with direct beach access are allowed here,” he explained. “It was what sold me on this place. My last home did not have as much privacy.” He moved my hair over my neck, and he kissed just behind my ear. I sighed, allowing myself to enjoy his tender kisses, his strong embrace. “I’m so happy you’re here, Bella. I’m very sorry for putting my foot in my mouth.”

“Stop apologizing,” I whispered, turning in his arms. “Sometimes, I … it hits me out of nowhere. I shouldn’t be so sensitive.” I ran my fingers over his jaws. “I also promise to tell you why I’m such a mess. Not tonight, but while I’m down here.”

“Okay,” he said, pulling me close and holding me tight. “I’m going to get dinner ready.”

“I thought you couldn’t cook,” I teased.

“I can’t cook, but I can reheat. I picked up the food yesterday, but obviously, it needs to be cooked. You can unpack, call Seth and get settled without me hovering,” he explained. “And, Bella?”

“Hmmm?” I replied.

“I am really happy you’re here, in my home,” Edward breathed, giving me the sweetest smile.

“Me, too,” I grinned.
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Edward

Having Bella in my home was a dream come true. Her presence just warmed everything up. She looked like she belonged there with me. If I had my way, she’d move in with me with her son.

Too soon, idiot. 

After I gave her some time unpack and I reheated the meal I’d ordered from one of my favorite restaurants. We ate the meal outside on the pool deck. When we finished, I grabbed a towel and cuddled up on the beach, watching the sun dip below the horizon. She snuggled closer to me and everything felt perfect. We talked on the beach until Bella couldn’t stop yawning. I escorted her back into my home and it killed me to leave her at the door of my bedroom. I wanted to curl up with her, feeling her warm body against me.

But, she was in charge.

The next morning, we both got ready, and Bella made breakfast, much to my surprise. She made some of the best omelets I’d ever had with freshly cut fruit along with crispy bacon and biscuits. She said that she wanted to thank me for opening my home to her, even if she used the food that I’d bought.

I drove us to the studio after she talked to her son and reminding him to make good choices while she was gone. She was so sweet and loving with her son. I also could tell that she missed him fiercely.

“Mr. Cullen, it’s great to see you,” said a perky receptionist. “Your assistant, Mr. Lahote and Director of Photography are in the conference room.”

“Excellent,” I smiled. I slid my arm around Bella’s waist, and we walked into the conference room. I saw Alec, my assistant and Elliot Keating, my director of photography. “Alec, you remember Bella Swan?”

“Of course,” Alec said, holding out his hand. “It’s lovely to see you again.”

“You, too, Alec,” Bella responded kindly. “Has this one been working you hard?”

“Always,” Alec snickered, giving me a grin.

“Whatever, Alec. You’ve had the past two weeks off for midterms,” I teased. Alec shrugged easily, sitting back down, and opening up his computer. “Bella, this is one of my closest friends and director of photography, Elliot Keating.”

“I’ve heard nothing but good things, Ms. Swan,” Elliot said, shaking her hand. “Edward cannot stop talking about you. I can see why now. Beauty and brains? You lucked out, Cullen.”

Bella blushed, but the color quickly drained from her face when Paul ambled over. She move closer to me, gripping the back of my shirt. “I’m Paul Lahote,” he said, his voice deep and resonant, but oily. “It’s a pleasure, Isabella.” She gave him a tight smile, muttering her quiet hello. “Why don’t you sit next to me? We can talk about the next steps for the movie.”

“I’m fine sitting next to Edward,” she said quietly, sitting down next to Alec, with a seat to her right open. I immediately sat down next to her and saw that she was trembling, almost uncontrollably.

Elliot and I shared a look. We’d worked together a lot and we knew each other very well. Apparently, we both caught the creepy vibe that Paul was giving. Elliot sat down at the head of the table, where his computer was open.

“So, the purpose of today is to finalize the creative team. Bella, are you okay with Elliot?” I asked, opening up my computer.

“I know his work and that you’re close. So, yes,” she nodded, taking out her laptop. She began typing. Her movements were jerky, but she looked at her notes. “Casting director?”

“I suggest Heidi Romero and Demetri Oglesby,” Paul said.

“Heidi?” Bella asked. “Does she know your sister?”

“They went to college together,” I answered.

“No to Heidi being involved. If I’m not mistaken, that’s who your sister was talking to when we first met. She was bad-mouthing me to a Heidi. I’m not sure if it’s the same person,” Bella muttered, shaking her head.

“Heidi is the best in the business,” Paul urged.

“No, she’s not. According to my research, Demetri is. There’s also another woman, Gianna Castillo, who also has done some amazing work on indie projects,” Bella countered.

“I’ve heard about Gianna,” Elliot grinned. “She likes to push the envelope, but I think she’d be a good fit for the movie we’d like to make. Speaking of which, I read the screenplay. Bella, you did amazing work.”

“Edward helped me,” Bella answered, giving me a shy smile. “I’ve written novels, not screenplays. It’s something completely out of my comfort zone, to be honest. It was fun, though.”

“I disagree about Gianna and with the work on the screenplay,” Paul said snidely. “Not enough action. We need more action, whether it be more violence or more sex …”

“Paul, you represent the studio. I also know that the studio wanted us to remain faithful to the novel. In the book, there are periods of action, but never graphic. I do not think that the movie should be graphic. Bella? What do you think?” I asked, giving Paul a hard look.

“I glossed over the violence against ‘Charlotte’ for a reason. This story is about her escape from hell and her journey to her happily ever after. Her history was ugly and traumatic. The audience doesn’t need to see that. The audience doesn’t need to see how the boy who was supposed to love her raped so violently that she bled for weeks. The audience should not watch as she labored for days to have her son with a home birth, but her body was too small, and she ended up having a C-section and hysterectomy. No, they do not need to see that,” Bella sneered. “If that is what you want, I’ll walk away. I’ll return the signing bonus and leave. My readers know the story and if you change anything, they will know.”

“Okay. My apologies, Isabella,” Paul said insincerely. “We’ll do it the way you want. But, don’t come crying to me if the movie bombs.”

“I doubt I will come crying to you,” Bella retorted, looking at Paul angrily.

“Let’s get back to the plan for today. Alec, contact Gianna and Demetri to see if they’ll work as casting directors,” I said. “Also, what’s the word for executive producers? They’re the ones funding the money …”

“No, Summit is,” Paul interjected. “Summit purchased the rights. They are funding the money for the movie. With that, we should have more say …”

“Look, Paul,” I interrupted, arching a brow. “I know you’re new to the company. I don’t know if you’ve been in the industry long, but the studio options the rights, but executive producers help with money we need for the production.”

“I have Jane Moretti on board, along with Eric Yorkie,” Alec replied. “Your father also expressed interest.”

“What do you think, gorgeous?” I asked, reaching under the table, and squeezing her hand. She nodded, gently squeezing my fingers back. However, I could still feel the tremble in her grip. “What’s next on the agenda?”

By mid-afternoon, we had a rough timeline for filming. We also brainstormed filming locations, costumes, budget, and casting options. Once we had the characters cast, principal filming would begin once we got the locations approved. Paul actually had a few good ideas, but he was very curt and terse when he shared ideas. He also looked at Bella with disdain, like she was a piece of shit.

However, when the meeting was done, Paul sashayed over to Bella. “Isabella, I wanted to apologize for my behavior from today. Would you like to go out to dinner with me? Bury the hatchet, as it were,” he said, totally acting like a used-car salesman.

“I don’t know,” Bella said, shaking her head.

“I insist,” Paul purred, stepping into her personal space.

“We both would love to come,” I interrupted, sliding my arm around her trembling form. “Right, gorgeous?”

“Yes, that would be perfect,” she breathed.

“I was hoping to spend time with Isabella, alone,” Paul growled, plastering on a fake smile. “We grew up in the same neck of the woods. I’d love to reminisce.”

“Who said you can’t do that while I’m there?” I asked. “Tonight?”

“Of course,” Paul replied. “I’ll make the arrangements. The Ivy at eight?”

“Perfect,” I said. I weaved my fingers with Bella’s, guiding her out of the conference room. As I held the door open, I looked back at Paul and noticed that he was sneering at Bella. When he noticed me looking at him, his face became impassive as he waved.

Something was up with that asshole and whatever it could not be good.

A/N: I had every intention to put in a flashback, but it just didn’t fit. The next chapter will have a flashback, dinner with Paul and some drama. Leave me your thoughts … 

Anyhow, pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can see pictures of the characters along everything else. I’m also on Facebook: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. 

Thanks for reading! 

 

 

 




Chapter 12




I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Talk about a cliffie from the chapter previous … That question, among others, will be explained very, very soon. I had every intention to put in a flashback, but it just didn’t fit. The next chapter will have a flashback, with an attempted sexual assault, dinner with Paul and some drama. 

*Trigger Warning*

Chapter Twelve

Bella

Edward drove us back to his place. I’d stayed quiet during the drive and thought about the man who reminded me of my past. I was totally shaken by seeing Paul. Paul Lahote grew up in La Push, but was older than me by at least ten years. His dark skin, bright smile and rough voice reminded me so much of both Jacob and Billy. It brought me back to when I was a teenager, grieving and terrified that I was pregnant.

It brought me back to when I worked my ass off to have most of my paycheck to be taken away by Billy and Jacob for the most inane, unnecessary things, leaving me destitute, and running from Forks with the cash from my boss at Thriftway to flee from the nightmare.

Only to begin a new nightmare.

I ran my hand over my stomach as I got dressed in a blue retro-inspired dress to go The Ivy. My belly that would never hold and protect another baby because of those assholes who denied medical care because they were concerned about the cost. My eyes swept over my scarred torso, remembering each horrific moment and terrifying memory of receiving them. Cigarette burns, scrapes, mottled skin and contorted ropey scars littered my body. I blew out a breath as I slid my fingers over raised scar just beneath my left breast. I thought I was going to die when I received this scar.

There were days I wished I had died that night. It would have been better than enduring the nightmare of my life. Seth deserved so much better than me. He always would …
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Flashback

I was working in a small truck stop off I-5 near Castle Rock. The married couple who owned the truck stop, Ivan, and Pamela, were friendly and understanding about my situation. They let me stay in a small furnished apartment above their garage, paying them affordable rent. When I worked at night, which was rare because I had my son, Pamela would watch over Seth. During the day, Seth would stay at a daycare owned by Ivan and Pamela’s cousin. 

Today was a rare night where I was working. However, Pamela couldn’t watch my boy. She had plans with her church choir. So, Seth was sitting in one of the booths near the kitchen. He had coloring books, my old iPod, and a few toys I’d pilfered from lost and founds during my travels. Ivan, who worked in the kitchen, kept an eye on him while I served the patrons at the truck stop. There weren’t many since it was so late at night. Seth was a good boy, even at the age of five. I hated that he had to be here with me, but I couldn’t afford a babysitter. 

I checked on Seth. It was just after midnight, and we were dead. Unfortunately, we were a twenty-four-hour truck stop. The woman who was relieving me wouldn’t be in until two. 

“I’m going to toss the garbage, Ivan. You got anything in the kitchen?” I asked. 

“Nah, I’m good, Bella,” he said. 

I nodded, wrapping up the overflowing garbage underneath the breakfast counter. Checking on Seth, who was down for the count in the booth, I walked outside. I dragged the bag to the dumpster. I heaved it inside, and wiped my hands on my apron. I looked around, seeing a few trucks. Some of the long-haul drivers used our parking lot to catch up on their sleep. 

“Hey, beautiful,” slurred a male voice. “You look so hot.”

I turned and saw a customer from earlier. He was tall with a beer belly, and he smelled like he hadn’t showered in days, even though our facility had free showers for the truckers to use. I gave him a tight smile, trying to skirt around him. “Don’t be like that, sexy. I can make you feel good. I want to feel good.” 

“As flattering as that sounds, I’ll have to say no,” I said. “I have a boyfriend. He wouldn’t like it if I ‘made you feel good.’”

The customer moved fast and pushed me against the dumpster. My head hit the metal harshly. “Perhaps I wasn’t fucking clear, bitch. I want to feel that cunt wrapped around my cock,” he sneered, grinding his hips against me. 

I kneed him hard in the balls and he fell back. He cupped his junk, glaring at me. With his hand, he slapped me, and I fell to the ground. I landed hard on my hands. He grabbed my hair, heaving me back up and tore at my shirt. I felt something sharp against my ribs. “Stop! No! I don’t want this!”

“I don’t care what you want, you slut,” the man roared. “It’s what I want.” My shirt was torn from my body and my bra was sliced from my skin. I looked down and saw a knife in his hands. He held it to my neck. “I could have made it good for you.” He pawed at my chest before reaching for my jeans. He removed the knife from my neck, slamming it beneath my ribs. I gasped, seeing the knife jutting from my pale skin. 

I need to think … I will not have my choice taken away again.

I struggled to breathe. I knew the weapon had done something to my lungs, but I needed the weapon. I pulled out the knife, screaming and attacking the man. He was shocked that I went on the offensive and we rolled on the ground. I used the knife, attacking him and forcing him to stop touching me. All of sudden, his weight was off me, and Ivan was wailing on the man with a baseball bat. However, the customer’s shirt was covered in blood. His blood. In his neck, I’d stabbed him. 

When Ivan saw the knife, he stopped hitting him with the bat. It clattered to the pavement. He turned to me, his eyes widening. I was naked from the waist up with an open stab wound and covered in scrapes. Ivan took off his chef’s coat. He moved closer to. I pushed away, not wanting to be touched. Ivan held out his coat and put it around me. “It’s okay, Bella. I called the cops.”

“I killed him,” I whispered. 

I’m going to be arrested. I’ll lose my son. What did I do? I’m a murderer. I’m no better than Jacob or Billy. I’m a monster!

“He attacked you, sweetheart,” Ivan murmured, crouching down in front of me. My body screamed in agony from stab wound in my chest. “It was self-defense.” He tried to touch me, but I jumped back, not wanting to be touched. “I won’t hurt you, Bella.” His face was ashen. The lights from the police flickered on his skin. A pair of cops approached us. Ivan told the officers what happened, and the female officer crouched in front of me. 

“Hey, I’m Mikayla,” she said softly. “Are you hurt?”

I nodded, seeing that my wound was already soaking Ivan’s shirt. “My son … he’s inside.”

“I’ll get him, Bella,” Ivan said. 

An ambulance arrived and I was loaded up. I struggled to breathe. A mask was placed over my face. Ivan was holding Seth, who was crying. Ivan protected Seth, pushing his face into his chest as he walked past the trucker’s body. Ivan said something to me, but it sounded like the adults in The Peanuts cartoons. I don’t remember much of what happened once I was placed in the ambulance. The paramedics inserted an IV and I was given some pain killer. Mikayla rode with me to the hospital, trying to get my statement, but I couldn’t speak. 

I couldn’t breathe. It hurt so much to breathe. 

Being rolled into the hospital, I was transferred to a trauma room. I faded in and out of consciousness. I gave the doctors consent to work on me. When a chest tube was inserted, I screamed and passed out, the pain becoming too much. 

When I woke up, the sun was shining brightly. I was in a private room and Pamela was sitting next to me, holding Seth. My son was dead to the world with his tiny hand in mine. I shifted, gasping as pain rippled through me. Pamela woke up. Her eyes flew open. “Oh, Isabella,” she crooned softly. “You gave us quite a scare.”

“What time is it?” I croaked. 

Pamela checked her watch. “A little after ten,” she explained. “How are you feeling?”

“Disgusting,” I replied honestly. The man’s actions had made me feel used. I could smell his body odor, mingling with the astringent scent of the hospital. It would be a long time before that scent would leave my memory. “Can I go home? I want to go home.”

“Not yet, sweetheart,” Pamela frowned. “Your lung collapsed, and you have several broken ribs from your attack. The doctors want to keep you for a couple of days for observation.”

“I can’t afford this,” I muttered. “You pay me …”

“Shhhh, do not worry about that, Isabella. You were attacked by that animal on our property. You will not have to worry about a thing. Our insurance will cover the costs,” Pamela tsked. “The cops are waiting for your statement.”

“Am I going to be arrested?” I whispered. 

“Ivan told me what happened. You were acting to protect yourself, Isabella,” Pamela murmured. “I also overheard that female cop that the man was a serial rapist.”

I trembled. My mind went to a dark place, and I felt sick. Pamela quickly put Seth onto the chair. She barely got a plastic bin under my face before I threw up everything I had in my stomach. My retching woke up my son and he clambered into bed with me. Pamela began to admonish him, but I shook my head. The only thing that would make feel better was holding my son, my light, my everything. 

I ended up staying in the hospital for a couple of days. The knife that the man, James Hunter, used on me, was incredibly dirty. My stab wound got infected and needed to be debrided. I was put under while they cleaned everything out. I would forever have a nasty scar, but at least I was alive. 

When I was released, Ivan and Pamela hovered over me. I felt guilty because I knew I couldn’t stay here. Not anymore. My nightmares returned thanks to James’ attack. I was not charged since my actions were ruled self-defense, but my bubble of safety was invaded. 

One day, a couple of weeks after my attack, Ivan and Pamela were both at the truck stop. I loaded up what I could into my truck and left a note for them. 

Thank you for your kindness and generosity. I just cannot stay here. I don’t feel safe … I promise to pay you back for everything … the doctor’s bills and increase premiums to your insurance. I’m sorry for …

I don’t even know.

Be safe and thank you,

Bella and Seth Swan

I left the note on the kitchen counter, loading up my son and crawling into my truck. I drove through the tiny town of Castle Rock, heading south. 
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When I’d gotten my first big paycheck from my novel, I sent Pamela and Ivan the money from my hospital stay. When that check arrived, I got a phone call from Ivan. He said that it wasn’t necessary. That I was the one who was hurt. I told him that the money was his. He argued that he wasn’t going to deposit it. I told him that if he didn’t, I’d have it wired directly into his account. He relented, but a month after I’d sent him a check, I received a letter from a local women’s shelter near Castle Rock.

Dear Ms. Swan, 

Thank you so much for your generous donation to our foundation …

Ivan and Pamela were continuing to pay it forward. I loved them for it, even if I couldn’t go back to tell them.

“Gorgeous?” Edward called through the closed doors to the bedroom. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I choked out, grimacing at how raspy my voice was. I looked up, seeing tears on my cheeks. Damn it. My makeup was smudging, and I did not want to look like a raccoon. “I’ll be out in a few minutes, okay?”

“I’ll be downstairs,” he said, but he sounded worried.

I walked to the weird open bathroom and wiped the black streaks from my face. I patted my skin before reapplying my makeup, opting to put on waterproof mascara. I looked passable, but it was clear that I’d been crying. It would take some time before my face would calm down.

Picking up my shoes, I opened the door and walked down to the main level of the house. Edward was in a suit, sans tie. His hair was a disheveled mess, but he looked very sexy. He was tapping on his phone, presumably texting someone. I slipped on my shoes. The clatter of the soles onto the hardwood caused Edward to look up. He smiled as his eyes swept over me. When his gaze met my face, the smile faltered. “What’s wrong?” he asked, putting the phone on the counter, and striding over to me.

Don’t cry. Do not cry. 

When his arms slid around me, I melted against him. His body was so much larger than me and I felt so protected, safe, cherished. It was hard not to let go. I allowed myself a few moments of calm before replying to his answer. “Paul reminds me of my ex,” I whispered.

“Seth’s dad?” Edward asked.

“Yeah,” I answered. “Actually, I think he grew up in my neck of the woods. He’s obviously older than me, but La Push is a pretty insular environment. Very rarely do people leave, but family ties are deep. When they do leave the reservation, family remains. I don’t know …”

“Should I be concerned about Paul?”

“I don’t know, to be honest,” I shrugged. “He gives off an angry vibe, but it could be my prejudice.”

“Prejudice? I don’t understand,” Edward frowned.

“Seth’s dad and the people from the reservation looked at me like I was an outsider. Admittedly, I am, but my son wasn’t. They treated me like I was shit, dirt beneath their shoes,” I explained. “However, while my father was alive, I didn’t get that bullshit. Seth’s grandfather was my dad’s best friend. I don’t know … just seeing Paul brought back all my insecurities. I was that girl who lost everything.”

“You haven’t, though,” Edward explained. “You’re thriving now.” He pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. “Don’t let Paul get to you.”

“I’m so grateful that you’re coming with me,” I breathed. “I can handle myself, but …”

“You shouldn’t have to, gorgeous,” he finished for me. “One snide remark, one harsh word, and we’re gone. I may not work for Summit, but I do have a lot of pull within the industry. I could end Paul Lahote.” He kissed me once more, sliding his hand down my bare arm. “Come on, Bella.”

Twining my fingers with his, I allowed him to walk me out of the house and to his Range Rover. We drove to The Ivy, using the valet to park the car. Paul was already there, seated at an outdoor table. He looked so smarmy, waving at us. Edward’s hand hovered at my waist, guiding me to the table. Like a true gentleman, Edward pulled out my chair and I sat down across from Paul. Edward took the seat to my right, gripping my hand underneath the table.

“I was beginning to think that you weren’t going to come,” Paul said, arching a brow at me. “You’re late.”

“You know how hellacious traffic can be,” Edward said. “But, we’re here.”

“Are you two together?” Paul asked, looking at the two of us.

“We are,” Edward answered.

“Doesn’t she speak?” Paul snapped.

“She has a name,” I snapped back, glowering at Paul. “And, yes, Edward and I are together. What does that have to do with this dinner?”

Paul didn’t reply right away. He just smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I wanted to talk a bit about the plans for the movie.”

“We made our plans this afternoon,” I said. “Things are moving forward, right?”

“Of course,” Paul said broadly. “I just wanted to talk to you and get to know you. Laurent shared that you were incredibly talented.”

“What do you think?” I asked.

Paul didn’t respond. He just picked up his bourbon, taking a swig. His non-answer told me more than I could ever understand. He didn’t like me. He, sure as hell, did not respect me.  “So, I took a look at your ‘wish list’ for casting. Some of the actors might not be interested in performing in this movie. I know of a few that already have jobs lined up …”

“There’s no harm in sending them an invite, a script,” Edward responded coolly. “Leave the decision up to the actors, not you.”

“My concern is the money,” Paul explained. “The budget … doesn’t fit these big names.”

“We’ll raise more money,” Edward countered. “Summit might have purchased the rights, but I’m the one who is putting the film on screen. We’ll get who we want.”

“I always heard that you were such a pleasure to work with, Mr. Cullen. A consummate professional. You’re proving to be a bit of handful,” Paul remarked.

“I am professional. It’s you who is not,” Edward scoffed. “Bella, we can go. It’s clear that Paul does not have the best interests for the movie at heart. I think we need to …”

“Paul, I don’t know what your beef is with me, but I’m very close to walking away and relinquishing my permission to the rights to my book. I have an attorney who is more than willing to go to the mat,” I said, smiling at him sarcastically.

“Okay, I know when I’ve overstepped,” Paul said, holding up his hands in surrender. “Why don’t we get some champagne and toast the movie?” He waved down a server and ordered a bottle of champagne.

The conversation was stilted, but the adversarial vibe Paul gave out seemed to disappear. I was still on edge, but able to eat my dinner and sip my drink. After our meals were finished, Edward hesitantly went to the bathroom. I knew he didn’t want to leave me on my own with Paul.

He had every right to be hesitant. As soon as Edward left, Paul attacked.

“You are such a worthless bitch,” Paul growled, leaning forward. “You’re profiting from lies.”

“Lies?” I asked. “The movie is a work of fiction, Paul.”

“No, it isn’t,” Paul hissed. “I talked your ex. He’s very close to pressing charges against you for taking his son over state lines without his permission. You could go to jail for that. All those millions would be taken away and you’d be back in the gutter, where you belong.”

“I should go after Jacob for years of back child support,” I growled. “He kicked me out. He kicked me and his son out. We had nothing and he didn’t even fucking care. So, he could try and pull that shit. He won’t win.”

“Did Jacob relinquish his parental rights?” Paul asked.

“He never admitted that Seth was his child. He constantly said that I’d fucked around on him,” I growled. Of course, I hadn’t. Jacob had been the only person I’d been with. The first time was by my own volition, sort of, but each following times it was not by choice. Jacob just took.  “On his birth certificate, the father’s name has been left blank.”

“A simple paternity test would fix that,” Paul said, arching a brow. “You took away his child. A child who he loved more than his own life.”

“If he loved him so much, why did Jacob insist we live in squalor? Why did he deny that Seth was his son?” I argued. “Why haven’t I received once one red cent in child support? Almost ten years of back child support? Jacob would be sent to the poor house. He’d definitely be living in squalor. Not like he had a job to begin with. He believed he was a mechanic, but he could barely change a tire.” My body was shaking, with my emotions on edge. Tears threatened to fall down my cheeks. However, I refused to show Paul that I was weak, pathetic. “I don’t know what Jacob told you, but he was the monster. Not me. He shattered me. He took what was left of my spirit and trampled on it. But, you don’t care … You just see me as the mistake that ruined Jacob’s life. In reality, he was the mistake who ruined mine.”

Paul clearly wanted to say more, but his lips were pressed into a firm line. However, Edward was on his way back. A few moments later, Edward sat down. He took my hand and brushed my hair back. He must have seen my eyes glittering with tears and my face red with anger and resentment. “Are you okay, Bella?” he asked.

I took in a breath, nodding. I didn’t trust my voice. I picked up my water and took a hefty sip. Calm down, Bella. Keep it together.

“You know what?” Paul said coldly, putting his napkin on the table. “I don’t think this film is in the best interest for the studio. This is not my opinion, but the studio … It’s not the right time.”

“Wait a minute,” Edward said, shaking his head. “Contracts have been signed. Both Bella and I could go after the studio for breach of contract, Paul. This project is moving forward, with or without you.”

“So, you would willingly work with a whore? A slut? A piece of gutter trash?” Paul asked, glaring at me. “Bella has fucked anything with a dick.”

“I have not!” I argued, my body quaking with embarrassment and rage.

“She trapped a man by getting pregnant,” Paul snorted. “She ‘claimed’ that the condom broke, but she poked holes into it. She led on my cousin, Jacob Black, and teased him for years before luring him into her bed. Then, she fucked him and became pregnant. She’s been used … so many times. Wrap it up, Cullen. She might kill you. Every hole has been claimed.”

Paul was spreading lies. I felt disgusting and torn apart. I refused, however, to let Paul know that his words were shattering my spirit even further. I stood up, tossing out all the cash I had in my purse onto the table. I didn’t say anything. Turning on my heel, I walked out of the restaurant. Edward was yelling for me, but I hailed a cab. As soon as one stopped, I hopped into the back seat.

“Where to?” barked the driver.

“A hotel. Any hotel,” I whispered, trying not lose it. “Someplace near the airport?”

“You okay, ma’am?”

“Just drive,” I whimpered. The driver nodded and pulled away from the curb. Tears slid down my cheeks and my fragile heart cracked into a million pieces.

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

After I tried and failed in catching up with Bella, I stalked back to the restaurant. Paul was sitting there with a wide, triumphant grin. Asshole thought he really won.

Not if I have anything to say about it.

“You’re done in this industry, Paul,” I growled, pointing a finger at him. “What you did was uncalled for!”

“She’s a pussy to fuck, an ass to claim,” Paul scoffed. “She’s not even that pretty. Jacob, her son’s father, said that she was a pity fuck and then, she kidnapped their child. Are you sure you want to work with that cunt?”

I barely recognized myself as I reared back, hitting Paul in his smug face. He toppled out of the chair. The manager came out, upset at the drama unfolding on the terrace. I couldn’t bring myself to care. This monster had crossed so many lines. I picked up Bella’s cash and handed the manager a thousand dollars from my wallet. “I hope you can handle this with discretion,” I said, arching a brow.

“Of course, Mr. Cullen,” the manager murmured. “What should I do with him?”

“Throw him out like the trash he is, but he will be unemployed by the time I’m done,” I smirked darkly. “My apologies.” I left The Ivy and called Bella. Her phone went directly to voicemail. Not that I was surprised, but I’d hoped she’d pick up for me. She must have turned it off. I cursed, driving back to my home, praying that Bella went there. While I drove home, I contacted the president of Summit, who happened to be a close family friend, explaining the behavior of his employee. As I predicted, Paul was fired, summarily. He was also blacklisted within the industry. The president said he’d personally oversee the production of Bella’s movie. He also said that he would reach out to make amends for what had happened.

Possibly entice her with more money or a bigger slice of the proverbial pie.

Though, I doubted she’d take it. If I knew her as I thought I did, she was done with the movie industry and possibly with me. It would take a goddamned miracle to get her to come back.

Pulling into my driveway, I raced inside and called for Bella. The house was eerily quiet. The only thing I heard was the quiet whir of the air conditioner. I raced up to my room and saw that Bella’s bags were still in the room, but she was noticeably missing.

Who would Bella call?

Her friend and agent, Jasper.

Damn it!

I’d never really talked to him, and we had not exchanged contact information. But, Alice had it. I stripped out of my suit, changing into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt along with a button-down. I dialed my sister.

“So, can I say that I told you so?” she quipped in lieu of greeting. “Did Bella screw you over?”

“Don’t fuck with me, Alice. What’s Jasper’s phone number,” I snarled.

“Whoa, calm down, little brother,” Alice said. “What happened?”

“No time. Give me Jasper’s phone number. Now!” I commanded, stuffing my feet into my Nike shoes. “The new studio executive, Paul, ripped into Bella and she ran.”

“That should tell you a lot about her character, Edward,” Alice admonished. “She can’t handle this cut-throat industry. Let her fucking go.”

“You are such a bitch, Alice. I’m asking for help and you’re giving me shit? If you needed help, even if I was pissed, I’d do it,” I snapped. “Jasper’s number. NOW!”

“Okay, okay,” Alice mumbled. My phone vibrated and I checked to see if Alice had sent me Jasper’s contact info. “There’s his phone number and email address. I don’t understand …”

“No, you don’t,” I huffed, ending the call. I pressed the number and ran back down the stairs.

“You have some nerve, Cullen,” Jasper growled. “You let my friend get devoured by the Big Bad Wolf.”

“It was not by choice, Jasper. I had to go to the bathroom. I never expected Paul to attack her like that,” I said, my heart twisting in my chest. “He’s been dealt with and will no longer be working in the industry. Period.”

“That doesn’t stop the fact that one of the kindest, sweetest women I’ve ever met called me in hysterics, begging for me to find her a flight home,” Jasper hissed. “She was torn to pieces by Paul and his bullshit.”

“You can’t let her leave, Jasper,” I pleaded. “I have her luggage and her computer.”

“Send it to the publishing company,” Jasper muttered. “Why should I let you near her?”

“Because, I have to make this right. Hearing what Paul said made me sick!” I breathed, sitting down on the couch. “Jasper, what I feel for her can’t be described. It broke my heart to hear the vitriol that Paul said about her …”

“You know that none of it is true,” Jasper explained. “Well, Jacob Black being Seth’s sperm donor is the truth, but everything else was lies. All lies.”

“I know that,” I said, frowning deeply. “I just … I need to find her, Jasper. I can’t let her leave. I … I care for her a great deal.”

“Do you love her?” Jasper asked.

Did I? Sure, I was attracted to her, and I felt so protective her. But, did I love her?  “If we stay together, I can see that I can fall in love with her,” I answered honestly. “I hate that she’s hurting and alone and …please? Jasper, I need to find her.”

It was quiet over the phone line. I was afraid that call was dropped. I pulled the phone away, seeing that it was still connected. “You hurt her, and I will surgically remove your balls with a rusty spork, Cullen,” Jasper huffed. He blew out a low breath. “She’s at the Marriott near the airport. Room 618 …”

“Thank you, Jasper,” I breathed. “Thank you.”

“Before I let you go, did you kick Paul’s ass? Please say you did,” Jasper wheedled.

“I knocked him out of his chair and got his ass fired from Summit,” I replied.

“Okay, good,” Jasper sighed. “But, you know that it won’t be the last time you hear from Paul, right?”

“I know and I’ll get someone on it, soon,” I explained.

“Not your sister,” Jasper said. “Look, I like her, but she’s got a blind spot where Bella’s concerned. All she sees is a … gold digger. Bella’s not that. I’ve told Alice that and I’m certain you have, as well, but she’s got this preconceived notion that Bella’s going to screw you over.”

“I won’t have Alice get involved. I used her to get your phone number, but that’s about it,” I explained. “Thank you for the information.”

“Should I book a flight for Bella?”

“Don’t. If she still wants to leave after I find her, I’ll make private arrangements for her to fly back to San Francisco,” I said.

“Good luck, Cullen. You’re going to need it,” Jasper sighed. “I’ve never heard Bella so upset …”

“I don’t blame her, to be honest,” I said, racing down to the car. “Thanks, Jasper.”

“Don’t make me regret this, Cullen,” he grumbled, ending the call.

I shook my head, plugging in the address to the airport Marriott. The drive took entirely way too long due to an accident on the freeway. I parked my car and tugged on a hat. I didn’t want to be recognized. I strode through the lobby, walking to the bank of elevators. Riding up to the sixth floor, I easily found Bella’s room. I could hear her cries through the door. It shattered me, knowing that Paul thought so little of her and needed to cut her down in order to make himself feel better.

I knocked on the door and the crying stopped. The door was unlocked. Bella opened it, gasping when she saw me. “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice deep and raspy from her tears.

“I had to make sure you’re alright,” I answered honestly.

“I’m alive,” she said coldly, moving to close the door. “But, leave me alone.”

I put my foot against the door, preventing her from closing it. “No, Bella. I’m not leaving you alone,” I said. “Obviously, you’re upset, and I don’t blame you. I need to know you’re okay. Please, let me in?”

“Why should I?” she snapped. “You probably believe Paul.”

“No, I knocked him out,” I shrugged. “He’s an asshole and what he did was absolutely deplorable.”

“Yeah, well, welcome to my life,” she grumbled, stepping away from the door. I walked in, closing the door, and locking it. “What Paul said and how he acted was how Seth’s sperm donor and his father treated me for almost four years. I thought I was over that emotional abuse, but clearly, I’m not.” She crawled onto the bed, curling around a pillow. “Hearing those things … it broke me to pieces. I was that eighteen-year-old girl who found out that she was pregnant after having sex one time. The one time I wanted to feel something other than grief.”

Tears tracked down her gorgeous face. Her mascara was smudged, her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks were pink. She looked so shattered, but still beautiful. Tragically beautiful. I crouched down, reaching to wipe the tears away. She jumped back, her body trembling. “I won’t hurt you, Bella,” I whispered.

“How do I know?” she asked, her eyes vacant and her voice tortured. “I’m not even human anymore. I’m a shell. A broken, battered shell. No one cares. The bruises, the scrapes, the bleeding … it never stops. It will never stop.”

“Bella?” I choked out, my own eyes filling with tears. “I would never hurt you.”

She just stared blankly at me, unseeing, as she cried. I crawled into bed with her, gathering her into my arms. She struggled against me, but she eventually broke down completely. I knew that Bella had a story, but it was clear that she’d been broken and shattered by this Jacob Black character, through the extension of Paul Lahote. I wished I’d broken Paul’s jaw.

Asshole. 

I carefully gathered Bella into my arms, cradling her sobbing form against my chest. She cried, gripping my shirt. I held her until her sobs eventually dwindled to quiet whimpers and then, nothing. I looked down, seeing that Bella was in a troubled sleep. I kissed her forehead, holding her closely to my body. I prayed she got some rest and was able to calm down.

Unfortunately, her sleep was anything but restful. She battled nightmares, screaming out in agony. I held onto her, trying to calm her. It didn’t work very well. I barely got any sleep, eventually drifting off around dawn.

When I finally woke up, I was alone in the bed. I sat up, scrubbing my face, and searching for Bella. She was curled up on the couch, huddled underneath the robe from the room. She was holding a steaming cup of coffee and looking out the window. However, her eyes were unseeing, empty. “Bella?”

“You need to know,” she whispered.

“I need to know what?” I asked, getting up and dragging my exhausted body to the couch.

“The truth. My story. The nightmare,” she said emotionlessly. She looked at me. Her espresso-colored eyes were vacant, and her face was drawn. “You need to know everything. It all began when I was a junior in high school …”

A/N: To be continued … in the next chapter. Bella’s story is not pretty. Just warning you all now! 

Leave me some! 
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I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

To be continued … in this chapter. Bella’s story is not pretty. Just warning you all now!
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Chapter Thirteen

Edward

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice deep and raspy from her tears.

“I had to make sure you’re alright,” I answered honestly.

“I’m alive,” she said coldly, moving to close the door. “But, leave me alone.”

I put my foot against the door, preventing her from closing it. “No, Bella. I’m not leaving you alone,” I said. “Obviously, you’re upset, and I don’t blame you. I need to know you’re okay. Please, let me in?”

“Why should I?” she snapped. “You probably believe Paul.”

“No, I knocked him out,” I shrugged. “He’s an asshole and what he did was absolutely deplorable.”

“Yeah, well, welcome to my life,” she grumbled, stepping away from the door. I walked in, closing the door, and locking it. “What Paul said and how he acted was how Seth’s sperm donor and his father treated me for almost four years. I thought I was over that emotional abuse, but clearly, I’m not.” She crawled onto the bed, curling around a pillow. “Hearing those things … it broke me to pieces. I was that eighteen-year-old girl who found out that she was pregnant after having sex one time. The one time I wanted to feel something other than grief.”

Tears tracked down her gorgeous face. Her mascara was smudged, her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks were pink. She looked so shattered, but still beautiful. Tragically beautiful. I crouched down, reaching to wipe the tears away. She jumped back, her body trembling. “I won’t hurt you, Bella,” I whispered.

“How do I know?” she asked, her eyes vacant and her voice tortured. “I’m not even human anymore. I’m a shell. A broken, battered shell. No one cares. The bruises, the scrapes, the bleeding … it never stops. It will never stop.”

“Bella?” I choked out, my own eyes filling with tears. “I would never hurt you.”

She just stared blankly at me, unseeing, as she cried. I crawled into bed with her, gathering her into my arms. She struggled against me, but she eventually broke down completely. I knew that Bella had a story, but it was clear that she’d been broken and shattered by this Jacob Black character, through the extension of Paul Lahote. I wished I’d broken Paul’s jaw.

Asshole. 

I carefully gathered Bella into my arms, cradling her sobbing form against my chest. She cried, gripping my shirt. I held her until her sobs eventually dwindled to quiet whimpers and then, nothing. I looked down, seeing that Bella was in a troubled sleep. I kissed her forehead, holding her closely to my body. I prayed she got some rest and was able to calm down.

Unfortunately, her sleep was anything but restful. She battled nightmares, screaming out in agony. I held onto her, trying to calm her. It didn’t work very well. I barely got any sleep, eventually drifting off around dawn.

When I finally woke up, I was alone in the bed. I sat up, scrubbing my face, and searching for Bella. She was curled up on the couch, huddled underneath the robe from the room. She was holding a steaming cup of coffee and looking out the window. However, her eyes were unseeing, empty. “Bella?”

“You need to know,” she whispered.

“I need to know what?” I asked, getting up and dragging my exhausted body to the couch.

“The truth. My story. The nightmare,” she said emotionlessly. She looked at me. Her espresso-colored eyes were vacant, and her face was drawn. “You need to know everything. It all began when I was a junior in high school …”

Bella

“… I lived with my dad. He was the police chief of Forks, Washington,” I explained. “My mom took off, not caring about me or Charlie. So, for as long as I could remember, it was the two of us. Occasionally, we’d hang out at the nearby reservation since my dad was close to the tribal leader of the Quileute Nation, Billy Black. He had a son who was about my age. We were friends from the moment we met.”

“Jacob?” Edward asked.

“Yeah. He had two older sisters. They used to babysit us when I was younger until they went away to college or to get married. Rebecca lives in Hawaii with some Samoan surfer. Rachel lives in Vancouver, working on getting her doctorate in sociology. They’re not close with Jacob or Billy. The tribe doesn’t think highly of women,” I sneered. “Both of Jake’s sisters were sexually assaulted by members of the tribe. Jake, at first, was appalled. It was before he was brainwashed by the tribal elders. Billy, however, condoned it. He said that it was a rite of passage for the boys who wanted to become men and the girls just needed to submit. Rachel and Rebecca both left within weeks of their attacks.”

“Fuck,” Edward spat. “That’s fucked up.”

“Yeah, it is,” I shrugged. “However, we didn’t know, at the time, that Billy was a misogynistic pig, a monster, really. At first, he was just my dad’s best friend and fishing buddy. Before his true colors were shown, he was a kindly, sweet uncle type who gave me hard candies.”

“Your dad didn’t know about any of that?”

“No, he didn’t. I wouldn’t have known either until it happened to me,” I whispered. I waved my hand, trying to wish my past was a horrific nightmare. Unfortunately, it wasn’t. It was a reality. A sick, twisted reality that absolutely broke me. “Anyway, my dad, right around the time of my seventeenth birthday, started to feel really crappy. He was diagnosed with advanced cancer, and it had metastasized all over his body. He had to resign from the force because of his diagnosis, going on disability. But, Forks is a tiny town and there was not a lot of money with my dad’s disability benefits.”

“He didn’t have life insurance or anything?” Edward pressed.

“He did, but it barely covered the cost of his funeral,” I answered. I blew out a breath, curling up into a tiny ball. “While I was giving my valedictorian speech at my high school graduation, my father was taking his last breaths. When I got home, the funeral parlor was already loading up his body to take it to the morgue.

“During my senior year, my dad, despite his illness, wanted me to have as normal as a childhood as possible. I went to homecoming and prom with Jacob as my date. We were friends, or so I thought. However, he started looking at me like I was a side of beef after homecoming. I tried to keep him in the friend-zone, but … the day of my father’s funeral, I had to feel something more than grief,” I sniffled. “I went over to Jacob’s place. I kissed him and we had sex. I lost my virginity to my supposed best friend the day I buried my father. I also got pregnant that same day.”

“The condom broke,” Edward surmised.

“Exactly. When I found that out, I went to the local pharmacy to get the morning after pill. But, the close-minded, Bible-thumping pharmacist wouldn’t give it to me. It was against her conscience. She also said I needed a parent’s approval. I went off on her, saying that I had no parents. I’d buried my father and my mother was missing in action. I was eighteen and it was my fucking body. I was arrested by my father’s deputies because the woman felt threatened by my tirade, but released a few hours later. The pharmacy owner didn’t want to press charges, but I was forced to go to a pharmacy in Port Angeles, a town an hour away, for any prescriptions I needed in the future. Anyway, the whole condom scare went by the wayside because I had to deal with my father’s mounting medical expenses. Our house was foreclosed, and I had to declare bankruptcy. For a while, I stayed with my friend Angela and her family. But, her father was the pastor of the church …”

“I can only imagine what he said,” Edward growled. “Bella … you don’t need to tell me …”

“I do, Edward. In order for you to understand, I need to tell you,” I said, sipping my coffee. “Around my nineteenth birthday, I started to feel really sick. I bought a pregnancy test at the grocery store I worked at and discovered I was pregnant. Pastor Weber threw me out, calling me a harlot and a jezebel. I had no other choice than to go to Jacob and Billy. They were my ‘family’, or so my father’s will said. Billy was supposed to be my legal guardian should anything happen to Charlie. I was a legal adult, though. However, the friendly man I knew from my childhood was replaced by a cold, angry monster.

“I was their indentured servant. I cooked, cleaned, and paid ‘rent’ even though I took care of them. Jacob would just take from me on a nightly basis. I wasn’t his girlfriend. I was his fuck toy. I wasn’t allowed to say no. I drew the line when Jacob brought a few friends over. I ran out of the shack I’d shared with him and slept in a cave close to the reservation. I refused to be gang raped by a bunch of teenaged boys who wanted to become men,” I choked out. “When I came back home from work the following day, exhausted and shattered, Billy said that Jacob had crossed a line. But, I was not allowed to say no to his son. So, that night, Jacob took. Again.”

“Bella … why is this Jacob not in jail?”

“Because, all of my …” I stopped. I couldn’t say that I was raped. I refused to say that. It meant that I was a victim. I wasn’t a victim. I was a survivor … Was I? “What Jacob did to me, they happened on reservation property. If I went to the police, the Forks deputies wouldn’t have any jurisdiction. If I went to the peace officers on the reservation, they’d do nothing because Billy was their chief. So, I was fucked. I couldn’t leave because I had no money, and I was pregnant.

“Fast forward to when I gave birth … Billy refused to let me go to the hospital. It would cost too much, but as you can see, I’m tiny. My baby was not. After days of laboring, the midwife called the ambulance.  She saw what I was enduring with Jacob and Billy. She and I worked out a plan for me to leave because she saw the torture that I’d suffered. However, my son’s birth did not go as planned. I had to have a C-section. I wouldn’t stop bleeding and they … the doctors had to perform a hysterectomy to save my life,” I cried. “There were days I wished I’d died. That I had bled out on the table …”

“Bella, no,” Edward frowned, reaching over to take my hand.

I pulled away, curling into a tinier ball. If he touched me, I’d lose it, and this was not the worst part of my history. “Anyway, I was ready to leave Forks with the help of Sue, the midwife. Unfortunately, when I woke up from my surgery, Jacob was there, and Sue was gone.”

“What happened to Sue?” Edward asked.

“I don’t know. I asked around the reservation, but she just disappeared,” I answered. “Anyway, Jacob was there at the hospital. He said he would take care of me. He played the role of a doting boyfriend. He drove me back to the reservation. Once I was back in the shack, he essentially that I had to go back to work, one week after having a baby and major abdominal surgery. I had to pay off my medical bills. The manager was shocked to see me there, but took pity on me and let me work as a cashier. She was nice, but her boss was an asshole. I still passed out when my incision got infected.”

“Fuckers,” Edward sneered. “They were supposed to care about you. Love you and they … I cannot believe that. Total bullshit!”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “But, it was my life. I had no choice. Well, no choice until Jacob kicked me out when Seth was about four years old. I apparently fulfilled my usefulness, and he didn’t even care about his child. I had a day to pack up my shit and leave. I had saved some money, but not enough since Billy and Jacob were draining me dry for their ‘rent’. Anyway, I left Forks after I was fired from my job because my boss, the asshole, at the grocery store was a douche. I couldn’t stay in Forks. I had to leave. I got into my truck and drove to Seattle.”

“Why do I get the idea that it wasn’t smooth sailing after you left Forks?” Edward grimaced.

“Because, it wasn’t. It took me almost five years to get from Forks to San Francisco,” I said. “Along the way, I found jobs and made a few friends, but I’d been beaten up, stabbed, almost raped multiple times and was essentially homeless for those five years. There was one point in time where I had to fight off an attacker and I killed him. I’m a murderer, Edward. I should be in jail!”

“It was in self-defense, gorgeous,” Edward whispered. “Would he have hurt you?”

“He wanted to take like Jacob,” I sniffled. “This is my body. No one is allowed to touch me without my permission.”

“No, Bella. You’re in control,” Edward said.

Wiping my tears away, I sighed, “Occasionally, I’d come across a kind person who’d help me, but I didn’t stay in one spot for very long. My son was my sole purpose for living and everything I did was for him.”

“Wait a minute, your book … is it your story?” Edward asked.

“A watered-down, fairy tale ending version of my story, yes,” I nodded. “Charlotte didn’t go through half of what I’d endured.”

“Holy shit,” Edward gasped. “Bella …”

I didn’t let him continue. “When I arrived in San Francisco, I had a single dollar to my name, and I used it to buy my son a cup of hot chocolate at McCoffee Café. I was skin and bones and probably would have died if it hadn’t been for Emmett and Rosalie. They saved me. They gave me a soft place to land, a safe harbor. Taking me and Seth in, I was able to begin healing from my past. They became my family, along with Jasper. I persevered when everything was stacked against me. Everyone who helped me, I paid back, including Emmett and Rosalie. However, I do not trust anyone. I doubt I ever will, to be perfectly honest,” I muttered.

“You can trust me, Bella,” Edward said, moving closer to me and taking my hand. I allowed him to touch me, but I was trembling uncontrollably. Why would he want to touch me? I’m a killer. I’m used and I don’t deserve his kindness. “I would never betray your trust in that way, Bella. Never.”

“I want to trust you, but the last man who I trusted, he started me on this path where I was hurt, completely shattered and damaged. Seeing Paul and hearing him spread those lies … I’d only ever been with Jacob. Once, it was by choice. After that? He … he took,” I cried.

“Paul’s gone, Bella. After hearing his bullshit, I got him fired. The president of Summit will be taking over the movie and to be honest, I trust him much more than Paul or anyone else,” Edward said.

“Why would you want to continue with the movie, knowing my story?” I asked. “I’m a murderer. I killed someone.”

“You killed someone who wanted to hurt you,” he argued. “It was justified.”

I wiped my tears away, trying not to completely lose it. Again. I was over being so broken. I didn’t want to be, but I didn’t know how to fix it.

“Bella, have you considered talking to someone?” Edward asked.

“Rose, Emmett and Jasper have all mentioned it. I always used the excuse of not having insurance,” I mumbled. “Therapy is expensive.”

“It is, but it’s worth every penny. I went to therapy. Hell, I still go to therapy. I have control issues,” Edward shrugged. “It makes a sense since I’m a type-A personality. But, Bella, you can’t use the money excuse anymore.”

“I know,” I huffed. “I just don’t want to be a victim.”

“You’re not, Bella. You never could be. You’re stronger than I can ever imagine,” he breathed, pulling me into his arms. “You said it yourself that you persevered when everything was stacked against you. You have a beautiful, loving son and you’re fucking amazing. I’m in awe of you, Bella.”

“You shouldn’t be,” I argued. “I’m broken, Edward. I should have been stronger at that dinner. I shouldn’t have let Paul get to me.”

“Paul got to me,” Edward snarled. “He was an asshole.” He sighed, leaning his cheek against the crown of my head. “Will you come back to my house? I don’t know about you, but I didn’t sleep well.”

“I didn’t sleep. Period,” I muttered. “Maybe about fifteen minutes.”

“Why? You drifted off …”

“Nightmares,” I whispered. “Horrific nightmares. I haven’t had many in the past few years, but seeing Paul … my past came rushing back. Each time Jacob took from me invaded my mind like a cruel reminder of what he stole from me.”

Edward was quiet, his eyes swirling in anger. “I want to kill Jacob. He’s an animal, a monster. His father is even worse …” he growled.

“I agree,” I sniffled, wiping my tears away.

“Please come back with me. Hell, I’ll even give you the house. I’ll go stay with my parents,” Edward breathed. “I don’t want you to stay here … or leave …”

“You don’t have to give up your house. Hell, you gave up your room for me,” I frowned. “Please, stay.”

“Only if you stay,” he argued. “We need to meet with the president of Summit. I know he’ll want to smooth out the rough edges that Paul caused. I’m supposed to call him, but he’ll have to wait. You are my priority. You’ll always be my priority.” He stood up, taking my hand. “Let’s get you checked out and back to my house.”

I got up on shaky legs, picking up my shoes and purse from the floor. “I’m going to …” I gestured to the bathroom.

“Take your time,” he smiled.

I walked into the bathroom, frowning at my appearance. I looked like a ghost. My skin was pale with haunted, vacant eyes. Shaking my head, I took care of my human needs. I washed my face and hands, walking back out to the room.

“Thanks, Alec,” Edward said, sliding his phone into his pocket. “Come on, gorgeous. We’re going to go.”

“But, the hotel,” I argued.

“Alec will check us out,” Edward explained. “I got a text from my pain-in-the-ass sister, the paparazzi are staked out outside. So, he dropped off another car in the back. He’ll drive my car back after he’ll check us out.”

“I can pay for my own hotel room,” I frowned.

“I know you can, Bella,” he said. “But, right now, we need discretion and privacy. Alec will give us that.” He held out his hand, threading our fingers together. “We have sneak out the back. Come on, love.”

He gently tugged on me, guiding me out of the room and to the stairwell at the end of the hallway. I was a little lost at his last statement. He helped me into an older model silver Volvo. I could hear yelling. Edward handed me a pair of sunglasses. “It’s about to get pretty bright, Bella. Trust me?”

I nodded and watched as he sprinted around the front of the car. He got inside, turning it over and backed out. He tore out of the parking lot while some paparazzi were chasing behind us. “Holy crap. They’re vicious!”

“Things calmed down after I stopped acting, but with the drama with Paul …” Edward sighed, getting onto the freeway. “Check out my phone. The code is 1918. There’s a text from my sister.”

I pulled his phone from its holder in the car. I unlocked it, opening up the texts. There were a few photos from Alice. “Holy crap! You really laid him out!”

“He deserved it,” Edward growled coldly. “But, it happened on the patio of The Ivy. The paparazzi caught all of it.”

“This is bad,” I gasped. “Edward, you could have gotten arrested.”

“The optics aren’t great, but my PR team is already spinning it,” Edward said soothingly. He pulled the phone from my hands and twined our fingers together over the center console. “I know that trust doesn’t come easily to you. Let me take care of this, please?”

“I bet Alice is loving the fact that I’m being painted in a negative light,” I scoffed.

“No, she isn’t,” Edward argued. “Even though I fired her, she went to bat for me when Paul started sharing some not-so-positive facts about you to the press. A lot of the stories are not even going to print.”

“Why would she do that?” I asked.

“Because she fucked up,” he replied. “She wants to come and talk to you.”

“Not today, okay?”

“No rush, love,” he said, kissing my palm. “Let get you back to my house and get some sleep.”

I nodded, staying quiet for the rest of the drive. It took longer since Edward found a more roundabout way to his neighborhood.  We pulled into his garage. He helped me out, his eyes wary. With what I told him; I didn’t doubt his wariness.

“I know with all that happened, this is the last thing you want to worry about,” Edward sighed, scrubbing his face. “What does this mean for us?”

“You said that I’m in charge. Is that still true?” I asked in return.

“Always,” he breathed, stepping in front of me. “Bella, what happened to you does not diminish what I feel for you. Like I said, I’m in awe of you and your strength. I’ll back off …”

“No! I don’t want that,” I said, gripping his wrist. “For the first time since I lost my dad, I feel … safe. I love Rose, Emmett, and Jasper. They’re my family. They helped me more than words can describe, but what I feel for you? It’s more. The biggest thing is that I feel safe, protected with you. I …” I stepped toward him, caressing his scruffy jaw. I rose onto my tiptoes, tentatively kissing his lips.

He returned my kiss, cradling my face in his too-large hands. It was gentle, beyond sweet. Sweet passes of his lips against mine. Tender caresses of his mouth, ghosting over my mouth. It was the perfect kiss. Too quickly it ended, but we were both breathless. He pressed his forehead to mine. I gripped his t-shirt, breathing him in. “I guess that answers my question, love.”

I nodded, sliding my arms around his waist. He held me tightly like I was going to disappear. I yawned widely. “Sorry.”

“Upstairs and get some sleep, gorgeous,” he smiled, brushing his lips over mine.
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While I slept for an entire day, Edward was putting out a million fires with his publicist, Summit, and the tabloid media. I woke up the following day, I was refreshed. Still very raw, emotionally, but I felt like I could cope with the bullshit that Paul had dished out along with its aftermath.

Padding down to the main level, I smelled coffee. I was in a pair of jeans and t-shirt. Turning the corner, I saw Alice sitting at the kitchen counter. I bristled. I was not ready to deal with her. I didn’t want to deal with her or her nasty behavior. I tried to turn around, but she saw me. “I know I was a raging, epic bitch.”

Damn it. “That’s putting it mildly,” I deadpanned. “I’m not going to fight with you, Alice. I just don’t have it in me.”

“Neither am I,” Alice sighed. “I’m truly sorry for not giving you a chance.”

“And, why should I believe you?” I asked. “You did everything to make me feel even less than I already do …”

“Bella, it’s rare for me to say that I’m wrong. I am a lawyer. We argue for a god damned living, trying to prove to the world that I’m always right. I was very wrong about you and about everything. I let some mystery asshole paint you in a negative light,” Alice muttered. “I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have let unsubstantiated claims … I was wrong.”

“Who was the mystery asshole? It seems a bit circumspect,” I muttered. “The timing is also pretty sketchy, too.”

“I still don’t know who the mystery asshole is, but I have a good guess that Paul may have been involved,” Alice explained, her eyes flashing. “Look, you’ve made my little brother happy. I’ve never seen him smile so much. He’s always been guarded when it came to relationships, but with you? He’s … ecstatic.”

“Edward makes me happy, too,” I blushed. “Happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life. I never thought I’d be this happy, but I’m terrified it’ll be yanked away, like everything else that’s good.” I shook my head, trying to ward off the overwhelming fear of loss and negativity.

Therapy … you’ve put it off long enough, Swan. You’re fucked up. Get it fixed!

“Bella, I was a heinous twat. I didn’t get to know you. I just saw you as …” she sighed.

“Trailer park trash who was going to bring down your Academy Award-winning brother,” I spat. “I don’t see him as anyone but Edward. I don’t see the money or the accolades. Just him. If you had taken a moment to actually talk to me, get to know me? You would have learned that, Alice.”

“Stop!” she growled. “I fucked up! I get it. Will you let me make it right?”

“How? I already feel like shit when I’m around you. How can you fix that? You can’t make a first impression a second time. You made your thoughts about me abundantly clear.”

“I was wrong!” Alice yelled, throwing her arms up in frustration. “I was beyond wrong. Edward has told me, time and time again, that you were the real deal. My parents were pissed at me, ashamed of how I’d behaved. Even Jasper said that you were the epitome of goodness, but I was determined to see you as a money-hungry bitch. You’re clearly not. You are good and sweet and completely undeserving of my bullshit. I know that we’ll never be friends.” She looked at me, expecting me to respond. I didn’t say anything, just staring at her with my arms crossed over my chest. “Or have any sort of relationship …”

“Alice, you hurt me without even trying. Why would I want a relationship with you?” I asked. “When you could turn that friendship against me, throwing it at my face!”

“I don’t blame you,” she frowned. “Look, I’m going to try and make it up to you. I may not be able to do so, but my first step is to represent you and Edward when you go back to Summit. Edward has a strong relationship with the president, we both do, really, but Paul truly mucked things up. It should be used for your advantage. More money. More notoriety.”

“I don’t want to make any hasty decisions, Alice,” I frowned.

“I don’t blame you, but what Paul did was abhorrent. As soon as I got the photos sent to my phone from Edward’s temper tantrum, I sprang into action. It’s rare for Edward to lose his cool. He has to deal with temperamental divas and over-the-top actors. He has to maintain an even demeanor. For him to slug Paul? Yeah, he’d crossed a huge line. So, I mobilized the public relations team. I also worked to get any stories pulled before they were published with a cease-and-desist order. You’re my brother’s girlfriend. You’re also in this realm of movies where image is everything …”

“Are you saying …?” I growled. “That I’m not pretty enough? If that’s the case …”

“I’m not saying anything. If anything, you have this sexy, girl next door vibe. Innocent face, wide eyes, but with curves for sin,” Alice explained gesturing to me.

“What?” I squeaked. “I’m a mom with stretch marks and saddle bags.”

“You may be a mom, but you are gorgeous. I’d kill for your figure. I have negative A-cups and no ass,” Alice snorted. “Anyway, Paul was not painting you in a very positive light. I saw some of the stories before they went to print, before the cease-and-desist order was sent to every rag tabloid, and he said that you were this whore,” she explained, taking out her cell phone. She handed me her phone with an article pulled up. “That you sold your body for drugs.”

“I never did any drugs,” I sniffled. “I never sold my body, either. Everything I ever did was for my son, but not that. Never that.” I looked up at her. No holding back … “I’ve been with one person and that was my son’s sperm donor. He didn’t exactly ask if he could take.”

“Fuck,” Alice gasped. “You were …?”

“Don’t say it,” I said, stomping to the coffee maker and pouring myself a cup. Deep breaths. In through your nose, out through your mouth. “I know what happened to me. It’s something I have to live with for the rest of my life. Now, I wouldn’t trade my son for anything. He’s my world, my everything. I love him so much, but the man who fathered him was a monster, as was his grandfather.”

“And, you have no other family?”

“No. Not by blood. Seth is it. But, my adoptive family is Jasper, Emmett, and Rose,” I explained. “They’re everything to me.” So is your brother … 

“Regardless of the truth, we need to get ahead of Paul’s BS. Summit, Edward and I are willing to go to bat for you. Hell, Jasper is on his way down to help, too,” Alice said, her face flushing. “He was really worried about you.”

“I bet you’re happy about that.”

“I am happy to see Jasper, but he made it quite clear that he didn’t want to be with me when I was so awful to his family,” Alice explained. “And, he has every right to be. I have a lot to make up for. I’m not certain if I can do that. He said that … family always comes first. You’re his family. With my prejudices, I might have fucked up the best relationship in my life. Jasper is the real deal.”

“If you think I’m tough, you will get your ass handed to you by Jasper’s twin sister,” I snorted. “I love Rosalie. She’s my best friend and she will cut a bitch for fucking with her family. Which you did …”

“I’m royally screwed,” Alice groaned, falling forward on the quartz countertop.

“Pretty much. You were a ‘heinous twat’ to me and were using Jasper to get dirty details about my life,” I said, giving her a wry grin. “Where’s Edward?”

“He went to go pick up breakfast. He’s an awful cook,” Alice replied. “He could burn water. He also didn’t have any food in the house.” She looked at me, her eyes wide. “Bella, will you give me a chance?”

“A chance to be my friend?” I asked. “A chance to be burned again? To be judged? I don’t know, Alice.”

“A new start,” she pleaded.

I arched a brow at her. I looked out the window, watching as the waves crashed against the shore. “I’ll give you another chance. But, it’ll take a lot to make it up to me. I don’t know if you’re being genuine or if you’re pulling my chain. It’s hard for me to trust people, but I’ll try. That’s all I can say.”

“I’ll take it,” Alice breathed, a smile spreading over her face.

“You’ll take what?” Edward asked, walking in with a few reusable grocery bags.

“Bella isn’t going to kick my ass and she’s going to give me a chance,” Alice beamed.

“I don’t want you two to fight,” I said. “Besides, she’s already stepped up to put out fires with the drama involving Paul and his bullshit.”

“I’m glad, but it’ll take a lot more than that, Mary Alice. One toe out of line and you’re done. Permanently,” Edward chided, pulling out the groceries. “I got some healthy things, Greek yogurt, fresh fruit and pastries. I also got some nuts and granola if you want to make … I don’t know. I didn’t want greasy food.”

“I’m glad for that,” I smiled, looking at the spread. “Yogurt parfaits would be really good.”

Edward gave me his crooked grin, leaning down to kiss me before pulling out plates and bowls. Alice swiped some pastries and fruit. I made myself a yogurt parfait, splitting a croissant with Edward.

“Okay, so, I know you need to meet with Aro,” Alice said. “I think it would be smart to have me with you. I know he’s going to bend over backwards to kiss your asses.”

“Aro?” I asked.

“Aro Volturi is the president of Summit,” Edward explained. “He’s also a close friend of the family.”

“He’s my godfather,” Alice said. “He just recently acquired Summit. The previous owner wanted to take a step back, retire and enjoy the finer things in life. Aro was eager to jump into another aspect of entertainment business.”

“What did he do before he bought Summit?” I asked.

“He was a television producer at first and then, he was the head of a television studio. So, a lot of what of he did transferred over to what he’s doing now,” Edward said. “His son, Marcus, now runs the television side of things while Aro moved over to movies.”

“Wait, was Aro the head of the television studio where you got your start when you were a kid?” I asked.

“Yep,” Edward grinned. “Like I said, he’s an old family friend. He was also the one who funded my first movie. He believed in me. With his support, I believed in myself. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“I’m surprised that Aro put that asshole, Paul, on your film in the first place. You’re like a son to him,” Alice mumbled. “I thought Laurent was the studio executive assigned to the movie.”

“Aro didn’t know that Paul bogarted the movie from Laurent,” Edward sneered. “He was completely blindsided. That’s why he wants to make it right.”

“Regardless of his family connections to us, he needs to atone for his employee,” Alice grumbled. “When do you want to meet with him?”

“I want to wait until Jasper comes in,” I said.

“Until then, let’s discuss a plan of attack,” Alice grinned maliciously. “Paul is going down and he’s going down hard.”
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I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …
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Chapter Fourteen

Bella

The day was spent with Alice and Edward, carefully cultivating our plan of attack with Summit. Despite their close relationship with Aro Volturi, the actions of his employee, who was an obvious extension of his company, needed to be addressed. Paul had been summarily fired by the studio. Alice even went so far as to send Paul a copy of his non-disclosure agreement stating that if he bad-mouthed Summit, Edward, me, or the movie, he’d be subjected to hefty monetary consequences. He’d signed the NDA when he was hired by Summit and if he broke that agreement it would result in him being completely blacklisted within the industry with the possibility of jail time since he’d slandered and defamed my name.

However, Edward had waved his hand and Paul had been barred to apply for any position within Los Angeles. Through word of mouth, his faux pas was being spread around the entire entertainment industry.

After Alice left late in the afternoon, I asked for some time on my own. I needed to call Seth. I needed to see his face. Ideally, I’d prefer to hug my child, but he was a state away in San Francisco. I wasn’t sure when I’d be flying home with this fuck up with Paul. So, a phone call would have to suffice. Edward, with all the patience in the world, told me that the wireless network extended to the beach. I hugged him so tightly, holding back tears before I went upstairs to get my laptop. Carrying it down to the beach, I settled on one of the chaise lounges near Edward’s home.

Turning on my computer, I logged onto the wireless network and opened up FaceTime. I sent a text to Rose, who had responded almost immediately after I’d asked for her to set up her laptop. I dialed up Rose’s number and Seth’s face filled the computer screen. “Hey, baby,” I breathed, tears welling in my eyes.

“Mom! Are you okay? Uncle Jasper flew out of here, all upset. He said that he needed to get to you,” Seth asked.

“I’m okay,” I answered. “Well, I’m okay, now. A couple days ago, Edward and I went out to eat with a studio executive. The executive … he was from La Push.”

“Asshole,” Seth snarled.

“Language, Seth Charles,” I admonished.

“It’s true. Everyone from La Push are assholes,” Seth argued. “Do you think he knew my sperm donor?”

“I’m pretty certain he did. He said that your sperm donor was his cousin,” I answered. “Anyway, he said some things. Things I didn’t want Edward to know, at least not right away.”

“He found out how I was conceived,” Seth said.

I didn’t lie to my son. I told him over and over again, that regardless of how he was conceived, I loved him to the moon and the stars. My child was my world and now that I was able, I could give him the world, every opportunity and shower him with love and adoration, like my father did for me. He vaguely remembered his father, his sperm donor. I was his primary care giver. Jacob rarely watched him, and Billy’s influence had not infected my son’s mind. I tried my hardest to not let that monster poison my sweet son’s mind with his backwards thinking during the rare moments when Billy had watched him.

“Mom, you shouldn’t be ashamed,” Seth interrupted my ruminations. “You are the strongest person I know. Stronger than Uncle Emmett, that’s for sure. And, he was in the NFL.”

I sighed, “I may be strong, but what Paul said, no matter how twisted it was, wasn’t the truth and it hurt,” I snarled. “It also wasn’t his information to share.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Seth murmured. “I hate that monster. They’re assholes. Total assholes … who only think they can control by making people feel small. Why else would they … do what they do if they didn’t … I don’t know.”

“Seth, I want you to answer this question honestly,” I sighed, holding my hair back and looked at my son’s sweet face. “Are you okay? Truly okay? Do you resent me?”

“Am I okay? Sometimes,” he answered. “There are times when I feel so angry that I want to punch a wall because I couldn’t do more to help you.”

“Baby …”

“Mom, let me finish,” Seth said. “I know I was a little boy, but I hated that you were always hurt for trying to protect me by people who were bigger than you. Mommy, you’re tiny. So little … seeing those bruises and what those animals did to you … I hated it. I hated that I couldn’t fix it. I know it’s not my job as a kid, but it didn’t stop me from hating it. I hated seeing those bruises and injuries. I hated hearing you cry out in pain or scream out in fear. I hate them. All of them.”

I closed my eyes, tears falling down my cheeks. “I’m sorry, Seth. I’m sorry that we had to live through that,” I whispered. “I should have done something sooner.”

“How?” he asked. “Up until we got to San Francisco, we couldn’t do much of anything because of our traveling.”

“No, now,” I said. “When I get home, I think I’m going to find someone for us to talk to.”

“Like a shrink?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “We both need it, baby.” I looked up and saw Edward. He was holding a couple of cans of soda. I wiped my tears, smiling at him. “Do you want to meet Mr. Cullen? He’s going to direct the movie.”

“Can I?” Seth asked.

I nodded. I smiled at Edward, who walked over and put the soda on the table next to me. He crouched down as I angled the computer. “Seth, this is Mr. Cullen,” I introduced.

“It’s nice to meet you, Seth,” Edward said kindly. “You look just like your mom.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Seth replied, a determined look spreading over his face. “Mom, can I talk to Mr. Cullen? Alone?”

“Seth …” I warned.

“No, I just want to talk to him. Man to man,” Seth argued, arching a brow, and giving me a glower.

“We’ll be okay,” Edward said soothingly. “I was going to bring you something to eat, but I don’t have enough arms. There’s a snack for both of us on the kitchen counter.”

“I’m not going to win, am I?” I sighed.

Both Edward and Seth replied with a resounding no.

With a shake of my head, I handed the computer to Edward and walked back up to the house. What did my son have in mind?
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Edward

I took the computer from Bella, watching her briefly as she went inside. I sat down, balancing the computer on my knees. “Seth, I really mean it when I said that it was nice to meet you. I hope, in time, we’ll get to meet, face-to-face,” I said sincerely, giving him a small smile. “Your mom has become someone very important to me.”

“You must be. You’re the first guy she’s ever showed any interest in,” Seth said. “Uncle Emmett and Aunt Rose tried to get her to date Uncle Jasper, but they’re too different. They’re more like brother/sister.”

“I can see that,” I snickered. “Now, what can I do for you, Seth?”

Seth looked at me. His eyes were fierce and in that moment, I didn’t see a little boy, but a young man who was going to protect his mother. He’d seen all she’d endured, and he didn’t want her to hurt any more. He would do anything for her. “My mom would probably kick my ass for saying this, but you hurt her, I hurt you,” he sneered. “She’s had too many people betray her trust … I don’t want my mom to be sad, to be hurt anymore. She thinks she hides it, but she doesn’t. I see her. I’ve witnessed her getting hurt, injured. I was too little to help, but now I have a say. I can help her now and I will!”

“Seth, I can promise you, on my soul, that I’d never hurt your mom, in any way. It would destroy me to hurt her,” I vowed, holding my hand above my heart. “Like I said, she’s become very important to me.”

“Do you love her?” Seth asked, a child-like innocence on his expression on his face and within his question. “She needs someone to love her. Really love her. And, I’m not talking about the kind of love that my aunt and uncles give her. Uncle Em and Aunt Rose, they give her support and friendship. What did she call it? A soft place to land. We have no other family and they’re it for us. She needs … I don’t know what I’m trying to say. She’s empty, Mr. Cullen. She goes through the motions of life, but isn’t living.”

Fuck, this kid is breaking my heart. And, he’s wise beyond his years. 

I looked at Seth, witnessing his raw emotion and the unbreakable bond between mother and son, their undeniable love for each other. They’d fought for every moment, finding a new life, and some semblance of happiness, but even this boy saw how lost and broken his mother was. He wanted nothing more than for her to be happy, protected and loved.  I answered him honestly, “Seth, I’m falling for her, but speaking to you, man to man, if I said something to her now, she’d panic.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know if she told you exactly what happened a couple days ago, but she told me everything about her past,” I said. “She’s trying to come to grips with me knowing her history. With me spouting out that I’d loved her? She’d run.” She already tried and I’d found her. I held her as she cried, with her shame becoming a living entity in the hotel room where I’d found her.

“But, could you love her, even knowing what you know now?” Seth asked.

“I could, Seth,” I breathed. To be honest, kid, I already do. I blinked up, watching as Bella came walking back. “She’s coming back outside. I promise you that I won’t hurt her. I couldn’t. To hurt her would hurt me,” I assured solemnly.

Seth eyed me, trying to understand my intentions. “I’ll have to take your word for it,” he clipped.

“Look, Seth, I know that you’re like your mom in your hesitancy to trust. I wouldn’t blame you,” I said quickly. “I’m a stranger and you have no reason to trust me.”

“If my mom trusts you, you have to be a good guy. She’s pretty closed off except with me, Aunt Rose and Uncles Emmett and Jasper. But, the fact that you know what happened to her, to us, says a lot,” Seth murmured.

“I know, Seth,” I breathed. “We’ll talk more. I promise.”

Bella balanced the snacks on a tray, putting them on the edge of the chaise lounge. “Are you done with your guy talk?” she asked, sitting down next to me.

“We were just displaying burping techniques and sharing our predictions over who will win the World Series,” I snickered.

“Who’s playing?” Bella quipped, arching a brow at me.

“Uh …” I floundered. “The Chicago Cubs?”

“Nice try, Mr. Cullen. For a former actor, you can’t lie to save your life,” Seth teased over the computer.

“That’s why now I’m a director,” I snorted. “I’ll stick with being behind the camera. I don’t have to fake any emotions or whatever.”

“So, you weren’t talking about burping or sports,” Bella smiled, angling the computer to look at her son.

“It’s between me and Mr. Cullen. Us guys are allowed to have our secrets,” Seth said. “Did I tell you about my science test?”

Bella gave me an arched look, but grinned at her son. “What about your science test?”

We spent an hour on the FaceTime call until Bella’s computer battery began to fade. I got a chance to get to know Seth, who was smart, conscientious, and funny. Despite his rough childhood, he was an amazing kid. His relationship with his mom was something special. I stepped away to give them a chance to say their goodbyes without an outsider hovering.

I sat down at the edge of the water, watching as the sun continued to dip in the horizon. I idly tossed some shells back into the surf. Bella came down, sitting down next to me. “Thank you for giving me some time to say goodbye to Seth,” she murmured. “I really miss him. I think he’s grown since I’ve left.”

“I’d do anything for you, gorgeous,” I answered honestly. “I’m sorry that you’re away from him. As soon as we finish up with Aro, we can finish planning using FaceTime and I could fly up to San Francisco. You need to be with him.”

She sighed, moving to sit between my legs. I held her tightly, pressing a kiss to her neck. She snuggled closer. My heart clenched, knowing what she’d survived, and she was still so loving, so willing to accept my affection. I’d gladly give it to her. I wanted to erase the scars from her past and have my hands and my kisses be what she craved. I wanted to be the one who protected her.

Loved her.

No, not loved. I want to love her.

“I need to be with him, but I’m not someone who half-asses a job,” she said, threading her fingers with mine. “I’ve never been able to do that. It was my downfall, really.”

“Being a hard worker is not a bad thing,” I argued. “I’ve worked with actors and crew members who are entitled pieces of shit. They did not want to lift a finger and complained if things were too difficult. Their work ethic is just nonexistent, to be honest.”

“It is when it takes you away from your son, but I had to be. I had nothing, Edward. I had very little money, losing it all when my father died and trying to survive. I had to be both father and mother, working for our future … I hated what I lived through. I hated it all,” she muttered, her voice cracking.

“You didn’t deserve it, gorgeous. No one deserves it. I wish I could take it all away,” I whispered. “I’m just in awe of you. That you’d accept my affection when your choice was taken from you.”

“Your touch makes me feel safe. Most male attention definitely made me uncomfortable. I was more at ease with older men who reminded me of my father,” Bella explained. “Emmett terrified me at first, but he was a lot like my dad despite his size.”

“Will you tell me about your dad?” I asked.

“I will, but not now,” she said. “I just want to enjoy the sunset.”

“That we can do,” I murmured, pressing a tender kiss to her temple. “Thank you for trusting me with your story.”

“Thank you for not … throwing me away,” she whispered. “To everyone in my life from before, I was trash. I was tossed away like garbage. For a while, I felt like I was garbage. There are still moments where I feel like I’m still garbage, unworthy of what I’ve accomplished. I was systematically abused and broken for years … it’s hard to not think that.”

“Bella, love, you’re the farthest thing from that,” I murmured, holding her tighter against my chest. “You deserve the whole world … everything.” And, I’ll do everything in my power to give it to you and to your son. 

I just prayed that she would let me.

xx Blockbuster xx

Bella

The next morning, I was getting ready for the meeting with Aro Volturi. I wore a pair of black dress pants with an elegant black blouse, grey jacket, and red heels. My makeup was simple with a bold lip, matching my shoes. I wanted to look powerful, even when I wasn’t. I was terrified that Aro Volturi would be another sleazeball like Paul.

Shaking my head, I focused on yesterday. More specifically, last night.

Edward and I sat on the beach the night before until the sun slid beneath the horizon. After that, we went inside and ate some dinner. As we shared our meal, I told him about my father and our lives in Forks. From his expression, Edward was enraptured with my stories about my dad and my childhood. Despite my rough start to adulthood, I had a great childhood. My dad doted on me, loved me unconditionally and talking about him made my heart ache.

In a moment of weakness, I asked Edward to stay with me when I went to sleep. It was his bed, after all. He gave me the sweetest look, kissing me gently before agreeing. I changed into my pajamas, a pair of capri sleep pants and a t-shirt. Edward came into his room, wearing a pair of baggy pants and white tank top.

Holy crap. DirectorWard has a tattoo!

All along his right bicep, there was black and grey ink swirling along his tanned skin, looking like armor along his muscles. He blushed when he saw where I was staring. “I never could have any tattoos or body artwork when I was an actor. Well, I could, but it’s a pain in the ass to cover with makeup. Despite the technology to cover the ink, it looked fake. So, after my first film that I directed premiered, I got this. It’s my family crest, obviously enhanced. I have more, but they’re hidden.”

“Hidden?” I asked, arching a brow.

“Some are under the shirt, but I have a few others that are lower,” Edward explained, his ears turning even more red. “I’ve turned into a body art collector, but for the most part, they’re hidden.”

“Can I see?” I whispered. “This one?” He sat down, nodding with a crooked smile. I sat down next to him, idly running my fingers over the black whirls of ink. “This is so intricate. Did it hurt?”

“At first, but after a while it became a pleasant buzz against my skin,” he answered. “But, completely addictive. Even before this one was done, I had my next one planned and the appointment booked.”

“I always wanted a tattoo, but money was an issue, and my fear of needles was another,” I sighed, tracing over his last name printed along his bicep.

“Well, money isn’t an issue anymore and I’ll hold your hand, protect you from those big, bad needles,” he whispered. “Come on, love. Despite sleeping the day away yesterday, you look exhausted. I’m eager to hold you in my arms all night.”

And, he did. It was the best night’s sleep I’d ever had. I don’t honestly know how I was going to sleep without him when I left Los Angeles, returning to San Francisco.

“Knock, knock,” came the deep voice of Jasper.

“It’s open,” I smiled, turning around, and flipping my hair over my shoulders. My best friend came into the bedroom, pulling me into a tight hug.  “I’m okay, Jasper.”

“I know, but it doesn’t mean that I’m not pissed at the asshat,” Jasper growled, tightening his hold on me.

“You’re pissed at Edward?” I asked.

“No, at Paul,” Jasper snickered, kissing my cheek. “But, we’re going to make him pay for what he said. I promise.”

“How did you get here?”

“By plane,” he snickered, looping my arm through his.

“Don’t make me impale your foot with my stiletto,” I deadpanned. “How did you get to Edward’s house?”

“He had Liam pick me up from the hotel and drive me here. I stayed at a hotel last night because I got in so late, well after midnight thanks to flight delays. However, I’m staying in the guest house until everything settles down. We’ll fly home together.” He stopped in front of me, taking my hands. “I should have come down with you. I’m sorry that you had to deal with that all by yourself.”

“I wasn’t alone. Edward was there,” I argued.

“Yeah, after he called me in a panic when you bolted after dinner,” Jasper argued. “He was a mess, sweet girl.”

“I was a mess after that bullshit that Paul spewed,” I sighed. “But, we talked about everything. He knows it all.”

“I’m glad you told him, but I hate that it wasn’t on your timeline,” Jasper grumbled.

“I’d planned on telling him while I was down here, but in a more controlled environment. Not in a hotel room at the Marriott near LAX. I wanted to be in a better head space, not an emotional wreck who’d gotten no sleep because the nightmares invaded my subconscious.” I blew out a breath. I hugged him again. “Thank you for being here.”

“Anything for you,” he said, kissing my hair.

“How will you be with Alice?” I asked.

“It’ll be tough, but she tried to hurt you and it’ll take a lot of ass-kissing for her to get in my good graces,” Jasper snorted humorlessly. “Come on, let’s get the show on the road.”

We walked downstairs. Edward was in the kitchen, sipping some coffee. He was in a suit without a tie, but it was poking out of the pocket of his coat. “Happy reunion?” he asked, grinning crookedly, snickering.

“Very much so,” I replied. “Thank you for sending Liam to get him.”

“Alec was supposed to pick him up, but he had a midterm or something that he couldn’t miss,” Edward explained.

“Who’s Alec?” Jasper asked.

“My personal assistant,” Edward answered. “He’s finishing up film school.” He checked his watch, frowning. “We need to get going. Aro may be a close personal friend, but he’s a stickler for punctuality.”

Jasper, Edward, and I got into Edward’s Range Rover. After he backed out of the garage, Edward twined his fingers with mine. I heard Jasper shift in the back seat. I shot him a look as he waggled his brows suggestively. Rolling my eyes, I focused my gaze back through the windshield. We listened to some music as we drove along the freeway. Arriving at the studio, Edward parked the SUV next to a bright yellow Porsche. “Alice is here,” Edward said. “You ready?”

“I hope so,” I murmured.

“No matter what, I’m here for you, Bella,” Edward said.

“We both are, sweet girl,” Jasper grinned. “We’re going to kick ass and take names.”

Edward reached across the console, caressing my cheek. He leaned over, kissing me gently, his lips soft and tender. “You can do this, gorgeous.” He pressed his forehead to mine. I held his wrist, breathing him in. I don’t know how long we sat there, but we eventually got out of the SUV. Jasper must have gotten out of the car and walked into the sleek office building that held Summit’s corporate offices. “Let me get the door for you.”

He pressed his lips to mine once more, sliding out of the SUV. I picked up my computer bag and got out of the car after Edward opened the door. He threaded his fingers with mine, walking into the lobby. Jasper was just inside, talking to the receptionist and actively avoiding Alice, who was giving him puppy dog eyes.

Edward spoke with the receptionist, who gave us directions to a conference room where we’d be meeting with Aro Volturi. We rode up to the top floor of the office building and another receptionist pointed to a glass-enclosed conference room. An older gentleman was sitting inside with a young man, typing on a computer.

“Marcus is here,” Alice said. She opened the door. “Uncle Aro!”

“Ahhh, my Mary Alice,” Aro beamed, standing up and hugging her close. “You are looking more and more beautiful each time I see you, sweetheart.”

“Thank you, Uncle Aro,” Alice replied.

“Edward, son, it’s a pleasure to see you, my boy,” Aro grinned. He shook Edward’s hand with a warm grin. “I only wish it was on better circumstances.” He turned to me. “Ms. Swan, I know that these words mean little, but I am truly sorry for what Paul Lahote did and his actions are not representative of this studio or its values.” He took my hand into both of his.

“Thank you for saying that,” I said, giving him a tight grin. “I don’t appreciate lies being spread about my past.”

“I agree with you there,” Aro said, gesturing to a chair at the conference table. “Please, have a seat and we’ll discuss our plans to deal with this situation.”

“I hope you received the email I sent on behalf of my brother and Bella,” Alice said, sitting next to the younger man. “Marcus, it’s nice to see you.”

“You, too, Ali,” Marcus nodded.

“If you don’t mind, but why are you here?” Alice asked, glowering at the younger man.

“Paul, technically, was under my employ when he acted as a representative of Summit. He’s fighting his termination because my father fired him when he was my responsibility,” Marcus explained. “I don’t disagree with my father’s decision. Paul had more than one letter in his file for harassment and shady business practices.”

“Our attorneys are looking into that, but his termination will stand,” Aro snarled. “We’ve also worked with our PR firm to head off any false claims that Paul will make about you, this movie or about Edward.”

“Don’t worry about me. I can handle it,” Edward said, taking my hand. “It’s Bella’s reputation that’s at stake. I refuse to let Paul defame her name, spreading any more slanderous lies. She’s got a child … I don’t want her son to see what Paul was trying to spread as the gospel truth.”

“But, you shouldn’t have to, Edward,” Aro argued. “Nor should you, Bella.”

“How is Summit going to prevent Paul from spreading those lies?” Edward asked.

“When he was hired, Paul signed a non-disclosure agreement,” Marcus began.

“I sent him a copy of his NDA,” Alice added.

“Right … Anyway, if he shares anything about our company, current projects or upcoming projects, the movie, or our talent, he’ll be taken to court and have to pay back his entire salary, along with court costs,” Marcus explained. “He would also have to pay damages to you, Ms. Swan.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” I grumbled.

“Bella, what Paul did was awful, and we will do everything in our power to prevent him from sharing any of these lies,” Aro said. “We’re also hoping that we can assuage your fears with monetary compensation from me and Summit.”

“Money cannot fix all problems, Uncle Aro,” Alice chimed, arching a brow at her uncle.

“I agree with that,” Jasper added. “Bella is a well-respected author, with a solid fanbase and a protective family. What happened with the initial executive who reached out to us? Laurent Schneider? Paul gave us some cock and bull story about Laurent, that he was sick, but I don’t believe it. Paul Lahote doesn’t exactly radiate trustworthy.”

“Laurent did decide to step away from the industry,” Aro explained. “He received some bad medical news and he decided to retire. He moved to Hawaii with his wife and grandkids. He wanted to see through this movie, but his medical prognosis was not very promising.”

“What’s wrong with Laurent?” I asked. “Is he okay?”

“Stage IV pancreatic cancer and it’s only a matter of time,” Aro frowned. “He … he won’t make to the end of the year.”

“So, Paul was telling the truth about Laurent being sick,” Jasper muttered.

“He was, but how he handled the transfer of power was not appropriate. He barrel-rolled his way onto the project with no finesse,” Aro said. “I also know that money is not the cure-all for the problems that Paul created. But, besides the money, we will do everything in our power to protect you.”

“Why would you do that?” I whispered. “You don’t know me.”

“I don’t know you, but I know Mary Alice and Edward,” Aro said. “They wouldn’t be fighting for someone who didn’t deserve it.”

Alice looked down, shame coloring her face. “Not so much me. Up until a couple days ago, I believed the bullshit that Paul was sharing. Edward believed in Bella from the moment they’d met. I let some unsubstantiated emails color my opinion of Bella, when in reality, she’s nothing like what I believed.”

“Why would you believe Paul? Or some random asshole on an email?” Jasper asked, his voice quiet and angry. “Was your hatred of my best friend, my sister, so blind that you’d help perpetrate what he shared? That she’d do those things? You never gave her a chance! You just took one look at her, made a snap judgment about her based on her looks and some bullshit lies and making her life miserable, my life miserable, trying to fuck me to get her secrets. You made up your mind that she was trash when it’s you who’s trash, believing the lies …” He shot up, his hands in tight fists. “Excuse me. Is there a men’s room?”

“Come on, man. I’ll show you,” Marcus said, standing up. “This way.”

Jasper and Marcus left the conference room. The silence could be sliced like a knife. Aro was glowering at Alice, who was trying not to cry.

“Uncle Aro, Alice did believe what Paul had to say, but she realized that she made a mistake,” Edward explained. “She’s trying to atone for that mistake, but it’s obviously going to take some time.”

“Mistake or not, it hurt the building relationship with this studio,” Aro snapped. “What were you thinking, Mary Alice?”

“I fucked up. I get it!” Alice snapped back. “I’m doing everything in my power to make it right, but apparently it’s not enough.”

“Stop!” I sighed. “Look, Alice made a mistake. If I can look past it, why can’t everyone else?” I thrust my hands into my hair, twisting it over my shoulder. “Paul was the fuck up. He was the one who listened to my son’s sperm donor, believing his fabrications about my life.”

I spent the better part of an hour, explaining my past and how my book was semi-autobiographical. Jasper and Marcus came back, listening intently. When I was done, Aro was staring at me with shock and sadness in his eyes. He got up and moved to crouch in front of me. Carefully, he took my hands in his. It took everything in my power to not flinch when he approached me. “Bella, I’m so sorry that people who were supposed to love and protect you, betrayed you in that way and breaking your spirit. I can see why Edward is so taken with you.”

“It’s because she’s beyond amazing,” Edward murmured, kissing my temple.

“So, where do we go from here?” I asked.

“I know that Alice already put up some preliminary roadblocks to stop Paul sharing his nonsense,” Aro explained. “I think we need to formalize that plan, going in front of a judge. Alice, if you go down a floor, the studio attorneys are heading over to the courthouse to …”

“I’ll head there now,” Alice nodded, standing up on shaky limbs. She looked at Jasper, who ignored her as he typed on his computer. “We’ll make sure that Paul doesn’t do anything else to tarnish this movie.” She squared her shoulders, leaving the conference room.

“While they work on that, let’s talk about the timeline for the film and move forward with this project,” Aro said, with a smile on his face.

xx Blockbuster xx

“My eyes hurt,” Jasper grumbled, rubbing his face. “Staring at the damned computer for so long gave me a migraine.”

We were sitting on the beach, settled around a fire pit. I was snuggled next to Edward while Jasper was across the fire, drinking a beer. Edward texted Alice, asking her to join us, but she had left by the time we’d finished with Aro and Marcus. If I had to hazard a guess, Alice went home to nurse her pride since Jasper had really gone off on her.

I didn’t blame Jasper. He had gotten screwed seven ways to Sunday because of Alice’s betrayal.

I also didn’t blame Alice for hiding her face. She fucked up. However, she had no one to blame except herself.

“I’m emotionally drained,” I sighed, pressing my cheek against Edward’s bicep.

“Understandably so,” Edward murmured soothingly.

“I’m with you, Bells. I’m emotionally drained,” Jasper grumbled. “But, for a different reason.” He scowled at the fire, tossing a shell into the flames.

“Jasper, I know that you and Alice had a thing,” Edward said.

“She was fucking me to get information about Bella,” Jasper sighed. “Edward, she may be your sister, but I don’t trust her. Period. End of story.”

“I don’t blame you,” Edward shrugged. “She’s got some major ground to cover in order to regain my trust. I’ve already spoken to another attorney, a friend of mine, when it comes to legal representation with my future endeavors. I love my sister, but she really lost sight of what was important. Her prejudices clouded her judgment.”

“She seemed really upset,” I whispered. “It’s my fault …”

“No, gorgeous. It’s not your fault. It’s her fault for not seeing the bigger picture,” Edward said. “But, she … she’ll work her fingers to the bone to right this wrong. I know that it’ll be a long road for her to dig herself out of this hole. She’s betrayed my trust, Bella’s trust and yours, Jasper. If anything, she fucked you over more than anyone, Jasper.”

“She did. I really liked her. I was physically attracted to her, even though her actions were shady as fuck,” Jasper sighed, finishing his beer, and picking up another one. “We truly just had hate sex, because I fucking hate her.” He got up, throwing the cap into the fire. “I’m going to blow off some steam. Can I walk along the shore?”

“This is all private property, owned by the homeowner’s association,” Edward explained. “A lot of famous people live in the neighborhood, and they value their privacy. It’s the only way we can keep the paparazzi away.”

“Okay,” he said. “Do you need to let me in if I don’t come back before you go up?”

“Nope,” Edward grinned. “The guest house has its own entrance and I’ll make sure to leave it unlocked, Jasper.”

“Thanks, Edward,” Jasper nodded, sauntering away.

We watched him disappear around down the coastline. Edward sighed, kissing my forehead. “Why do you think that this is your fault? You didn’t force Jasper and Alice to have sex,” Edward snorted, cupping my cheek. “You also didn’t encourage Alice’s prejudiced take on you. It was her fault. Alice was the one who made that snap judgment. It’s not you. It’ll never be you.”

“It’s hard not to think that,” I answered. “From the moment I found out I was pregnant, until I left Forks, and every step in between, everything was my fault. Even after that, I always spun things, so it was my fault. I’m used to the blame being squarely on my shoulders.”

Edward moved, sitting in front of me and staring into my eyes. “They were wrong. All of them. Jacob, his asshole father, my sister, Paul, and anyone else who made you feel like you were less than anything. You are everything. You’re smart, funny, kind, loving, generous and so beautiful. You’re a college-educated mother who never let anything get in your way of your dreams. I’m in awe of you.”

“Edward …” I huffed, shaking my head.

“I’ll stop,” he chuckled, leaning forward, and brushing his lips over mine. “I know that you’re going to fly out of here the day after tomorrow. I hate that you’re leaving, but I understand why.”

“Seth needs me,” I said wistfully. I’d spent an hour on the phone with him, just listening to him babble away about school, his plans to try out for the spring musical after Thanksgiving break and the silly antics of Rose and Emmett’s children. “I miss him so much.”

“That’s why I’ll fly up to you,” Edward said. “The only time we’ll need you is when we begin casting the movie and since Aro is so willing to make your life so much easier after the debacle with Paul, we can schedule that during Seth’s school breaks. That way, he can come with you, and you won’t have to be separated from him.” He moved swiftly, picking me up and cradling me in his arms.

“Smooth move,” I giggled, sliding my arms around his neck. “Thank you for being so …”

“I’d do it for anyone,” he interrupted, kissing me tenderly. He brushed my hair back, trailing his fingers down my jaw and neck. His hand made me shiver, but not out of fear. His tender caresses and heated gazes were turning me on. “Will you spend the day with me tomorrow? No work. No unwelcomed trips down memory lane. Just you and me … spending the day together.”

“I’d like that,” I beamed. “Where are we going?”

“That’s for me to know and for you to find out,” Edward quipped.

“How am I supposed to know what to wear?” I teased, arching a brow.

“Casual, comfortable,” he said. “I just want you to have some fun. For us to have some fun. Let me do this for you, love.”

A/N: A bit of a roller coaster with this chapter. Edward and Seth ‘met’, and Seth got all protective with his mom. However, what do you think Seth thought of Edward? Does he trust him? 

We also met Aro, discussing the fallout of from Paul’s bullshit. Jasper also went off on Alice. Is she redeemable? Leave me your thoughts about that. 

Pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can access them from a link on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Up next will be Edward’s date with Bella. Where do you think they’ll go? Bella is also going to return to San Francisco. How soon do you think it’ll be until Edward follows her? And what about those emails that were sent to Alice? 

Thanks for reading! 

 




Chapter 15




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Now, I’m well aware that Los Angeles and San Francisco are both in California. However, they are on opposite extremes. Essentially, a state away … Even though I live in Chicago, I feel like Carbondale, on the southern extreme of Illinois, is a state away as well. I’m not stupid. 

Up next will be Edward’s date with Bella. Where do you think they’ll go? Bella is also going to return to San Francisco. How soon do you think it’ll be until Edward follows her? And what about those emails that were sent to Alice? 

This chapter is dedicated to Grandmachix … 

Chapter Fifteen

Bella

Waking up the following morning, I was curled on my side. There was a heavy arm around my waist, along with a strong body pressed to my back. I shifted, becoming more aware. I was in bed and then, I remembered. Edward slept with me. He held me gently, keeping me pressed to his side. I opened my eyes, grinning widely when I saw Edward’s tattooed arm holding me close to his body. I idly traced the black swirls on his skin.

“That tickles,” Edward murmured, his voice deep with sleep.

“Sorry,” I giggled. “I was just examining your tattoo. It’s so pretty.”

“I didn’t get it to be pretty,” he snickered, drawing me closer to his muscular body and kissing my neck. “I got it as a form of self-expression.”

“Well, that may be the case, but the details are pretty, but masculine,” I said. “Why did you add the armor around your family’s crest?”

“In order to be in this industry, you have to have some pretty thick skin. There were times when I felt pretty exposed, even when I was composed outwardly,” he explained. “When rumors are flying about you and about your relationships, it’s hard to ignore it. But, you learn quickly to avoid the rag magazines and the tabloids. My publicist handles that, along with my legal team.”

“Alice took care of your public image?” I asked.

“She was one facet of my team. Now, Felix, my new attorney, is working with my publicist. I recommend you hire one as well,” Edward suggested.

“An attorney or publicist?”

“Both,” he answered honestly.

“I do have an attorney through the publishing house. I’ve handled all my public relations on my own, or with Jasper’s help,” I said.

“With the movie, you might want to hire a publicist to help organize any interviews and publicity for the movie,” Edward suggested. “I could have my publicist help out. He’s amazing.”

“Is he local to Los Angeles?”

“He is, but he’s got clients all over the world,” Edward smiled. “Jared likes to travel.”

“I’ll think about it, but you promised a day of no work,” I quipped, turning in his arms, and brushing my fingers through his messy locks.

“I wouldn’t mind staying in bed with you,” he purred, pulling me closer to his body. “I like this. Waking up with you. Holding you.”

“I think I got the best night’s sleep in your arms,” I said, blushing furiously. “Well, the first night in a long time.” I traced my fingers along the edge of his sleep shirt. I could see some more ink against his skin, just hiding beneath his shirt. It was a quote. “What does this say?”

“It’s a variation of a quote,” Edward explained, as he pulled down the neckline of his shirt. “’If you don’t live … for something/ You will die … for nothing.’ I knew that being an actor was an empty existence. I was very comfortable in my life, but I had no joy. I only found true happiness when I began directing. I got this tattoo after the one on my arm.”

I traced the letters, grinning when his skin pebbled with goosebumps. “I like that … the quote,” I murmured. “It’s right above your heart.”

“I followed my heart to change my career focus,” he shrugged. He kissed my nose before he cuddled around me. “We should get up. We have a full day planned.” He tightened his arm, brushing his lips along my pulse point. “I’m going to shower in the guest room. Remember, casual and comfortable, love.”

I pressed my head above his heart, listening to the steady thrum. He chuckled before slipping out of bed. I pouted, pulling his pillow into my arms. His chuckle turned into a full laugh as he kissed my lips before he left the bedroom, closing the door with a soft click. With a sigh, I slid out of the bed and padded to the bathroom. I washed my face and brushed my teeth before getting into the shower.

Dressing in a pair of shorts and a tank top, I applied some light makeup and braided my hair, draping it over my shoulder. “Edward?” I called.

He poked his head in the bedroom. His evergreen gaze swept over my body, and I blushed. “What is it, Bella?”

“Are we going outside?” I asked.

“All day,” he smirked. “Put on sunscreen, gorgeous.” He started to back away, but smiled crookedly at me. “Also, you don’t need your wallet or handbag or whatever.”

I snorted. “Handbag? Are you an old lady?” I teased.

“I don’t know what they’re called,” he laughed. “I should, but I don’t. Anyway, you don’t need to worry about paying for a thing.”

“Edward,” I frowned.

“Let me spoil you, gorgeous,” Edward smirked. “Besides, where we’re going, handbags just get in the way.” I arched a brow at him. “Patience, Bella.”

“While we’re on this adventure, what will Jasper do?” I asked.

“He left a note, explaining that he was going to go surfing and then exploring. Marcus was meeting him at the beach,” Edward explained.

“Oh, okay,” I nodded. “I’ll be down in a little bit. I’m going to cover my fish-belly skin with SPF.” Edward gave me a gorgeously crooked smile, ducking out of his bedroom. I found the sunscreen and covered my legs, arms, and face with the lotion. I sprayed some body spray and picked up a pair of sneakers from my bag. I held those in my hand while I stuffed my cell phone and some cash into my pocket. I didn’t want to be completely reliant on Edward’s generosity. I jogged down the steps, smiling when I saw Edward pouring some coffee into a ginormous mug. He pushed the mug across his quartz countertop. “Thank you.”

“You’re quite welcome,” he said, rolling up his sleeves of his white button-down. He looked like a damned model, with tanned skin, artfully scruffy cheeks, white teeth, and muscular body. Pushed up into his disheveled hair were a pair of sunglasses. “I’m thinking breakfast first.”

“Do we have any leftovers from when Alice was here?” I asked.

“I put that in the guest house fridge for Jasper. So, no,” he replied. “I’m taking you to The Original Pancake House. It’s got the most amazing breakfast food. Ever.” He checked his watch. “We do need to get going, though. It’s a bit of a drive.”

“Describe a bit,” I snickered, drinking my coffee.

“About an hour,” he said. “Let me put the coffee in a travel mug.” He picked up the cup and poured it into an insulated tumbler. Placing the lid on top, he moved gracefully toward me. He handed me the tumbler and twined our fingers together. After locking the garage entrance, we clambered into Edward’s SUV. Backing out of the garage, Edward drove out of his subdivision and to the Pacific Coast Highway. “We’ll stay on here for as long as we can. It’s such a pretty drive,” he explained.

I sipped my coffee, nodding as we sped along the highway. We stayed on it for fifteen minutes before hopping onto the freeway, heading toward Los Angeles. Our drive was quiet, except with the music playing. Edward gently tapped along with the rhythm of the song. He chuckled when we got stopped by some traffic. “I’m surprised you’re not asking a million questions about what we’re doing or where we’re going.”

“I have a twelve-year-old boy. I know how obnoxious those questions of ‘are we there yet’ are,” I snickered. “Unfortunately, most of his time from five to almost ten, were spent in the car.” My smile fell, shaking my head. I hated what my child had endured … it was my fault.

“Hey,” Edward crooned, reaching across the console, and taking my hand. “I can see where your mind is heading.”

“That I’m a mess?” I snorted humorlessly.

“We all have moments of where we’re a ‘mess.’ But, from what I recognized, you’re blaming yourself,” he explained softly. “It’s not your fault.”

“Try as I might, it’s hard to believe that,” I retorted dryly. “Though, I will do my best to get into a better headspace through therapy and if needed, more. I’ve put this off for far too long. For me and for Seth.”

“Why hadn’t you considered that?” Edward asked. “Not to sound like an asshole, but it seems long overdue.”

“Money was the main reason,” I shrugged. “I’ve scraped and clawed my way out of poverty. I lived in my car, and I prayed that I never had to … deal with major medical issues because I had no medical insurance. Even now, after I’ve been paid quite well for some time and have an excellent medical insurance policy, I’m hesitant to spend any money frivolously. It all could be gone in a moment, at the snap of a finger. Hell, I was determined to drive my rust bucket until it fell apart. Jasper encouraged me to buy a new car, which I did. But, only after the fact that my rust bucket was beyond repair.”

“Did you have heart palpitations while signing the paperwork?” Edward snickered.

“Yes. I was also freaking out because I paid for the car outright,” I explained, smirking at him. I took a sip of coffee. “I doubt I’ll ever be okay with money, even now that I have a buffer. I lost everything when my dad died, more than just a home, but my sense of safety, protection.”

“And you never got it back, did you?”

I shook my head. “That’s something I’m trying to come to grips with, and will probably cross that bridge with my future therapist,” I answered. “Though, I feel safe, protected when I’m with you.”

His smile was brilliant as he looked at me. “Really?”

I blushed, nodding, and kissing his palm. Leaving tomorrow would definitely be difficult. As much as I wanted to stay, I needed to go home to my son. I missed him something fierce, but Edward gave me the protection I never realized I needed. “Are we close to wherever we’re getting breakfast? The coffee is good, but I’m hungry.”

“Close, love,” Edward snickered. “About ten minutes once we’re out of this traffic snarl up.”

We passed a road sign. “Anaheim? Are we going to Disneyland?” I asked as we drove past a sign for Disneyland and California Adventures.

“I figured it would be fun,” Edward said, exiting the freeway. “I want to give you a day where we can just lose ourselves in all things Disney.”

“I’ve never been,” I murmured honestly. “My dad wanted to take me, but money was always pretty tight. Being a small-town police chief, it didn’t pay very well. He tried to take me to Disney World when I was in fifth grade, but it fell through because of a scheduling snafu. We spent his vacation camping at Lake Pleasant. I would rather do that, spending time with my dad than have him …” My voice cracked with an unexpected wave of sadness.

Edward pulled into a parking lot and turned off the car. He gently cupped my cheeks. “I’m so sorry, gorgeous,” he whispered. “You must miss him tremendously.”

“It just hits out of nowhere,” I murmured. “I want to be able to give Seth what my dad couldn’t give me. I also wanted to be the parent my father was to me. We didn’t have much, but I knew that my dad cherished me. I hope my son knows that I cherish him.”

“We could bring Seth here the next time you’re down here. What do you think?” Edward asked.

“I’d like that, but I want to … buy the tickets,” I said, wrinkling my nose.

“Anything for you, gorgeous. Today, though, it’s all on me,” he said. “Come on. The best pancakes are waiting.” He pressed his lips to mine before sliding out of the car. I opened the passenger door, only to be stopped by scowling Edward. I kissed his scowl away. He helped me out of the car, threading our fingers together.

We were greeted by a hostess, who led us to a spot near the window. A waitress came, taking our orders and delivering a pot of coffee. “So, what’s your favorite thing to do at Disneyland?”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been to Disneyland,” he chuckled. “The last time I was here was when I was here contractually.”

“You used to work for Disney?” I asked.

“When I was a kid, yes,” he snorted. “I did a few series for Disney before making the transition to movies.”

“Were you on the Mickey Mouse Club?” I teased.

“Yeah, no. I can’t dance to save my soul. I’m pretty musical. I can play the piano, guitar and have a decent voice. But, the connection from my brain to my feet? Nonexistent,” Edward laughed. “If I was in a movie or a situation where I had to dance, I was placed in the back. Far in the back … or I used a body double.”

Our breakfast was delivered, and we tucked into our meal. “This is delicious,” I said.

“When I was a kid, before I really got into the entertainment industry, we’d come here before going to Disneyland,” Edward explained. “Granted, both of my parents are famous in their own right. I didn’t understand that as a kid. My dad would wear a disguise. I thought that was weirdest thing, but he was still determined to give me and Alice a regular childhood. No matter what, we had fun, and this was always the first stop.”

“Now, you’re continuing that tradition with me,” I smiled. “Thank you.”

We finished our delicious breakfast of pancakes, eggs and bacon. Edward paid our bill, leaving the waitress a hefty tip. Taking my hand, we left the diner and got back into Edward’s SUV. He drove us to Disneyland, using some back entrance. When he parked in a nearly empty lot, I arched a brow at him. “Employee’s entrance,” he grinned, popping a tag onto his rearview mirror. “We’ll still have to pay to get in, but parking here is much more convenient. It’s one of the perks of being a former Disney employee.”

“Why do I get the impression that this parking lot is for famous employees?” I snickered.

“Because it is. They cater to the talent, even if we work far longer than what’s consider legal for a kid,” he sighed. “Come on, love.”

Love … he’s called me that several times. What did that mean? Did he love me? Or was it just a cute nickname, like gorgeous? Or sweetheart?

After Edward paid for our tickets, we entered Disneyland. I grinned goofily as we walked along Main Street, USA. Sleeping Beauty’s castle was in the distance and people were milling around. Edward pulled me to his side, holding up his phone. He snapped a few selfies, smiling and kissing me. I just melted against him, relishing in his affection. He slid his phone back into his pocket, tugging me to a gift shop. “What are we doing?”

“You can’t come to a Disney Park without getting the ears,” Edward said, searching the various racks for a set of Mickey ears. “Hmmmm, what about these?” He plucked a set with a red bow, putting them on my head.

“Edward, I do not need the ears,” I snorted.

“Nope, you’re getting the ears,” he laughed, taking the set from my head and walking to the register. “Can I get these embroidered with a name?”

“Sure thing, sir. What name?” she asked.

He looked at me, a soft, tender smile on his face. “My Bella, two words.”

“Of course. It’ll be ready in an hour,” she explained. He finished paying for the transaction and she handed him a ticket to pick up the set of ears. “Thank you, Mr. C-C-Cullen. Edward Cullen?” She looked up at him with wide eyes. “Oh, wow! I’m a huge fan!”

“Thank you,” he said politely. “I appreciate it, but today I’m here with my girlfriend and not as an actor or a director. I’d truly appreciate if you didn’t say anything about my being here. I really don’t want to duck the paparazzi.” His hand snaked around my waist before he brushed his lips along my temple.

“Of course,” she nodded. “I’m sorry. I won’t say a thing, but I can’t say that other people won’t.”

“Thank you for protecting us,” he grinned. “We’ll pick up the ears in an hour.” He shook her hand with a wink. I noticed he palmed some cash into her hand. Gently, he pulled me away and out onto the street. “I think we need to start easy enough. Dumbo or Tea Cups?”

“You’re the expert,” I giggled. “What do you recommend?”

“I think Dumbo, just to give our breakfast a chance to settle before we spin like crazy on the Tea Cups,” he laughed. “Then, Space Mountain … you like roller coasters?”

“I’ve never been on one,” I answered honestly. “I’m slightly afraid of heights.”

“We’ll work up to Space Mountain,” he said. “It’s a combination of heights and darkness.”

“That sounds like hell,” I groaned. “Am I going to have nightmares from riding a roller coaster?”

“I’ll scare them away, love,” Edward beamed, spinning me into his arms and kissing me gently. “No worries, today. Just you, me and a lot of fun.”

We spent the morning riding all the staple Disney rides. Edward took pictures with his camera on the rides, constantly holding my hand, nuzzling my neck or kissing me. His affection was not overbearing, but sweet and gentle. I enjoyed his tenderness, but was not used to it. “I need to go to the bathroom,” I said, gesturing to a nearby restroom.

“How about I run to get your ears and then meet back here, okay?” he suggested.

“Sounds good,” I smiled. He kissed my forehead, disappearing into the crowd. I quickly went to the bathroom and sat down on a bench, pulling out my phone. I dialed Rose. I needed a woman’s take on this. God, I was so emotionally stunted.

“Bells! How are things? Do I need to fly down there and castrate that asshole, Paul?” she asked in lieu of greeting.

“I don’t think so,” I sighed. “His career is essentially tanked thanks to his inability to be professional. Anyway, I’m calling you because I’m having an emotional break down.”

“Do I need to kick Edward’s ass?” she growled.

“No, he’s been amazing,” I sighed. “I just … I’ve been so closed off to human contact. He’s always holding my hand and … kissing me and … I don’t know how I feel about it.”

“Oh, Bella,” Rose cooed. “Is he making you feel uncomfortable? I’m certain that he’d back off if you asked.”

“Not uncomfortable, just … you know my history. Any sort of touch I’d had before was painful,” I whispered. “He’s so gentle! I’m just … what if it’s all an act? What if …”

“Bella, sweetie, you need to talk to Edward, but I doubt he’d hurt you,” Rose explained. “Not all men are like …”

“Don’t say his name,” I huffed. “I know that Edward won’t hurt me, but my psyche doesn’t.” I pulled up my legs, idly twisting my hair that had fallen out of the braid. “I just hate that I can’t accept what he’s giving me. I feel like I have to pay him back.”

“I highly doubt that,” Rose said. “When you first lived with me and Em, did he expect me to pay him back for his love? For his affection?”

“No,” I answered. “But, you’re normal. I’m …”

“Don’t even finish that statement, Isabella Marie,” Rose snarled. “If you think you’re fucked up, you’re a million percent wrong. You were forced into a difficult position, but it was not your fault. Jacob and his father were the animals. Not you, sweetie. However, if you don’t feel comfortable with the affection that Edward is giving you, tell him.”

“I don’t want to send him mixed signals. I really like when he holds me. I feel safe,” I said, tears welling in my eyes. “I can’t remember the last time when I felt safe. Even now, I’m constantly looking over my shoulder. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop …”

“I don’t expect it drop with Edward, Bella,” Rose said softly. “From what I’ve heard about him from Jasper, it’s apparent that he’s head over heels for you. But, talk to him. Let him know how you’re feeling.”

“Okay,” I nodded, wiping my cheeks. “Thanks, Rose.”

“Anything for you, honey. Love you, girl,” Rose sang. “Let me know what he says when you get home, okay?”

“I will. Love you, too,” I said, ending the call. I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. I managed to get my heart to relax and stopped the tears from falling. Edward came back, plopping the ears in my head and putting a bag in my lap. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, love … are you okay? You look like you were crying,” he said, sitting down next to me. His thumb captured an errant tear. “Talk to me, Bella.”

“Can we find a quiet corner?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, standing up and offering me his hand. I took it, holding the bag with my other hand. We walked to a restaurant and found a spot away from the crowds. “What is it, love?”

“I don’t want you to get mad at me. If you do and you leave me here,” I babbled. “I’d be …”

“Whoa, wait a minute. I would not leave you here, Bella. Even if I was upset with you, which I’m not,” he said. “What is it?”

“I’m freaking out,” I whispered. “You’re so sweet and gentle and kind. You’re always holding my hand, cuddling close to me or kissing me. I’m … not used to it. I mean, I’m not used to it being so public. I’m also afraid that … you’ll expect something in return.”

“I can see where this is going,” he breathed. “Bella, love, my affection is given freely. I want the world to know that we’re together. I love touching you, holding your hand, kissing you! If that’s something that you would like me to tone down, I’ll do it. I understand that you were hurt by … well, those assholes. I can tell you, without a shadow of a doubt, that I’d never hurt you the same way they did. It turns my stomach to even fathom what happened to you, Bella.”

I nodded, twisting my watch around my wrist. Edward stopped the movement, picking up my hand and kissing my palm. I shuddered, relishing in his tenderness. “I’m sorry that I’m such a head case.”

“You’re not, Bella,” he argued.

“No, I am. But, I’m going to get help,” I sighed. “For me and for Seth. As soon as I get back to San Francisco, I’ll …” I blew out a breath, blinking out the window. “I’ll do some research, finding the right person to help me and my son.” I turned back to him, smiling sadly. “I am sorry …”

“Stop apologizing, love,” he murmured. “I know I can come off pretty strong, but I’m proud to be with you. However, I will try to lay off the public displays of affection.”

“Not all of them,” I blushed. “I like holding hands and an occasional kiss.”

“That I can do,” he replied, giving me a crooked grin. “Let’s eat something and then we can go on the Pirates of the Caribbean and the Haunted Mansion.”

We ordered some food and enjoyed a late lunch before going to the rides Edward had suggested. Before we went to the Haunted Mansion, we saw some of characters. He grinned brightly, dragging me to take pictures with the characters. I laughed as Mickey and Minnie Mouse surrounded me as I wore my ears. He took pictures, but soon joined me when a worker encouraged him to get in the photo.

We went to the Haunted Mansion, followed by riding “It’s a Small World”. Edward sang along with the melody, his lips brushing my ear. His voice was beautiful, rich and deep. His resonant voice did things to my body. I shifted on the bench as we glided through the water on the ride. “You okay, love?”

“Mmmhmm,” I said, crossing my legs and giving him a smile. He returned my grin, pressing a soft kiss to my lips.

We got off the ride, just in time for the evening light parade. I shivered, as the temperature had gone down once the sun had set. Edward stood behind me, holding me close to his body. I watched the parade with a child-like wonder in my gaze. The music was amazing and the lights were just magical. “Seeing you like this, it makes today worth it,” he said, kissing my cheek. He said something else, but I couldn’t understand him due to the music and noise from the crowd. When the parade was done, the crowd dispersed. “One more stop before we go,” Edward commanded, leading me toward the entrance of Space Mountain.

“Do we have to?” I pouted. “Heights, darkness, roller coasters? Sounds nightmarish. I don’t know …”

“I won’t force you,” he said, cupping my cheek. “We can go.”

“I’d like to stop at the gift shop and get some souvenirs for Seth,” I said. “I brought some money.”

“What did I say?” he argued, threading our fingers together.

“Edward,” I grumbled. “I can buy Seth presents. It’s so rare that I was able to do so … Now that I can, I want to.”

“Okay,” he agreed. “Can I get him one thing?”

“Yes, but with stipulations. $50 or less,” I snickered.

“I can live with that, love. Let’s go.”

We walked back to the gift shop where we got my ears. Edward and I separated, in search of that perfect gift for my twelve-year-old son. He collected those Funko Pop figurines. I found a couple that he didn’t have of Iron Man along with a key chain. I walked to the register, paying for Seth’s goodies. Edward was waiting for me, holding a large bag. “That looks more than $50, Edward,” I chided.

“What I got for Seth was $50 before tax,” he snickered, sliding his arm around my waist. “I also got more than just that. Something for you.”

“Edward,” I sighed. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” he snickered. “As I said, prepared to be spoiled, Bella. You deserve the best.”

“You don’t have to buy me anything. Holding my hand, hugging me when I’m sad, that’s all I need,” I whispered. “I’m with you because I like you, not your money.” He stopped, stepping in front of me, caressing my cheek. His gaze was intense, making his green eyes look like they were glowing. “Edward? I’m sorry if I …”

“No,” he whispered. “Don’t apologize, Bella.”

“You’re freaking me out, Edward,” I whispered back.

“My apologies, but hearing you say that … I know you’re not with me because of the prestige. You see me as me. Not as a former actor or a director,” he breathed, pressing his forehead to mine.

I reached up, rubbing his neck and squeezing his waist. “I see you as a good man, tender and kind, but confident and brilliant. You’re also generous with your actions, your time, your friendship, your affection … I am blessed to have you in my life.”

He crushed me to his chest, holding me to his muscular body. He didn’t say anything, but I could feel his emotion in the strength of his embrace. He pulled back, cupping my cheek with his hand. The intensity in his eyes hadn’t diminished. If anything, it had gotten stronger. “You mean the world to me, Bella. I hope you know that,” he said.

“I do, Edward,” I murmured.

“I wish I had used Liam today,” he grumbled, taking my hand and leading us to the parking lot.

“Why?” I asked, struggling to keep up with his long-legged strides.

“Because, I’d rather hold you for an hour while we drive home as opposed to driving,” he grumbled. “But, I will get to hold you all night, right? What time is your flight tomorrow?”

“We need to be at the airport by one in the afternoon,” I answered, frowning as we arrived at his SUV. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay, but I couldn’t. I had responsibilities. My son needed me. As much as I wanted to be selfish, I had to put his needs first.

“I don’t want you to leave either, but we’ll be together soon,” he said, opening the back door and tossing in the bag he carried. “What about Thanksgiving? I can fly up to visit you.”

“What about your family?” I asked, getting into the passenger seat.

“I love my family, but I don’t know if I can handle being around Alice. She’s made a minute change, accepting you, but I’m afraid that she’ll turn on a dime, believing that you’re the devil incarnate again,” Edward explained. He leaned forward, kissing me sweetly before closing the door and walking to the driver’s seat. “I am so sorry about Alice and her bullshit. It’ll take some time for me to forgive her. She betrayed you, betrayed me. I don’t know if I can look past that.”

“Edward, you shouldn’t turn your back on your family,” I argued. “Alice did make some poor choices, but don’t give up on her.”

He started the car, backing out of the spot and pulling out of the parking lot. “I just need time to forgive her. She will not, however, have any more control in my career,” he said as he waited for a stop light to turn green.

“I thought you already removed her as counsel,” I murmured.

“I have, but she’s helping you with this situation involving Paul and Summit. By extension, she’s helping me,” Edward said. “Felix is now representing me as my attorney. I signed paperwork, severing my legal ties to my sister.”

“She must hate that,” I frowned.

“She does, but she understands. Alice realized that she crossed one too many lines, breaking my trust,” he shrugged. “Fuck, when you piss off my mother, you know you screwed up royally. My mom is the most easy-going person ever. She ripped into my sister after she wouldn’t let things go.”

“I hope that, in time, you’ll get that close relationship with your sister back. I hate that I caused a rift between you two,” I muttered.

“Bella, love, you did not cause the rift. You are not at fault,” Edward said fervently. “I don’t want to argue. You’re leaving tomorrow and you’re taking a part of my heart back to San Francisco with you. I understand that you do not want me to fight with my sister or alienate my family. Sometimes, time and space is what’s needed for me to get over my sister’s overbearing and bitchy nature.”

“I can understand the need for time and space,” I snorted. “I’m sorry … I’d love to have you come up for Thanksgiving. Usually, I spend it with Rosalie and Emmett. They have a large home, perfect for entertaining.”

“I don’t want to impose,” he said, easing onto the highway.

“You’ll be fine. We usually have an occasional random guest, either a last-minute date that Jasper invited or a college student who couldn’t go home for whatever reason,” I explained.

“I’ll make arrangements to fly up for Thanksgiving, then,” he said, his lips curving up. “It’ll make your departure a little easier tomorrow.”

The drive was quiet, with Edward humming along with the music playing over the radio. I texted back and forth with Seth and Rose, telling them about my day and about our extra guest for Thanksgiving. Seth was excited to meet Edward, face-to-face. Rose had a fangirl moment, but I told her to cool her tits. Edward was my boyfriend, and she already had a famous hubby.

We arrived back at Edward’s home. Jasper and Marcus were sitting at the outdoor living room with a fire lit in the glass fire pit. My friend looked a little sunburnt, but he had a smile on his face. Marcus waved. We walked over to where they were sitting. That’s when I smelled it.

“Jasper, you are going to have the munchies,” I snickered.

“Yep,” he grinned. “With all the bullshit we’ve been dealing with, Marcus offered me some really good weed. Want some?”

“No, thanks,” I said.

“What about you, Cullen?” Marcus asked, holding up a joint.

“Tempting, but no. Are you spending the night, Marcus?” Edward asked.

“I don’t think so. I’ll walk to my dad’s place. He’s just a mile down the beach,” he said, getting up on wobbly legs. “Whoa … head rush.”

“You okay?” Edward questioned.

“Too much weed, not enough food. I’ll be fine,” Marcus said. “It was awesome hanging with you, Jasper. I’ll see you the next time you’re in Los Angeles.” They shook hand and Marcus shuffled toward the beach.

“I’m going to crash,” Jasper yawned. “After I indulge in some munchies. Any chocolate in that kitchen?”

“There should be,” Edward snickered. “There’s also corn chips and Cheetos, too.”

“Sweet!” Jasper beamed, scrambling up and into the guest kitchen.

“You know you’re going to have orange fingerprints all over your furniture in there,” I quipped as Edward unlocked the door to his house. “Jasper lives for Cheetos.”

“So do I,” Edward laughed, opening up his pantry. There was an entire shelf dedicated to Cheetos. “But, I don’t eat them when I have the munchies. I eat them when I’m stressed.”

“I can understand stress eating,” I smirked. “Speaking of stress, I do need to pack to go home and I want to shower. I’m covered in sunscreen and I smell like a churro.”

“It’s not your usual scent,” he teased. “I’m going to lock up. I’ll meet you upstairs.” He kissed me, his lips molding to mine. I melted against him, which made him smile against my mouth. “We’ll do more of that upstairs, after I shower, as well.”

“’Kay,” I nodded.

Walking up the stairs, I closed the door to the master bedroom. I put the souvenirs I’d purchased for Seth into my bag before taking out a fresh pair of underwear and my pajamas. I took a quick shower, not washing my hair because I did not want to be up for hours while waiting for it to dry. I was slathering on some lotion when Edward knocked on the door. “Come on in,” I called out.

Edward walked in, his muscular torso bare and his tattoos on full display. He was carrying his bag and his hair was damp. “Feel better?”

“I don’t feel like I’m a churro,” I giggled, tossing my hair up into a messy bun. “What’s that?”

“My gift to Seth, along with a gift to you,” he said, sitting down on the bed. “You might think it’s stupid, but …” He pulled out a stuffed Mickey Mouse. “Something to snuggle with?”

“No, it’s great,” I said, sitting down next to him and hugging Mickey to my chest. “When I said I lost everything when my father died, I mean everything. I have some pictures, but my childhood home was sold to the highest bidder, including my stuffed animals.” I pressed my nose to Mickey’s forehead, inhaling the subtle scent of Edward’s cologne. I closed my eyes, holding it closer to my chest.

“Bella, I didn’t mean to make you cry,” he whispered, wiping away a tear from my cheek.

“I’m fine,” I breathed, putting the toy on the nightstand. “It just baffles me that you’re so kind.”

He pulled me into his arms, laying down on the pillows. “It baffles me that people could be so cruel, hurting you for no apparent reason,” he growled. “That your choice was taken away. Have you ever …”

“The only time I willingly gave myself to another person was the day of my father’s funeral. I didn’t want to feel the emptiness of his death. I went to Jacob,” I murmured. “When he got rough, I asked him to stop. He didn’t. I just shut down.”

Edward’s eyes were swirling with anger, but his caress was so gentle. “Not all physical intimacy is like that, Bella. It’s about sharing something so special. I wish I could take that memory away.”

“Show me,” I said to him breathily. “Please? My body isn’t perfect, but …”

“You’re beautiful,” he said, turning to run his fingers down my cheek. “You’re in control, love. If I do something that you are not comfortable with, tell me and I’ll stop.”

“Can we turn off the lights?” I asked. “I have … scars.”

He nodded, turning off the lamp on the nightstand. The room darkened immediately save for the moonlight that shone through the window. “I don’t care about the physical scars, Bella. You are beautiful, inside and out.” His hand slid down my arm, lifting my hand to his bare chest. He pressed my hand above his heart. It was steady and strong. “This is yours, Bella.”

“Edward,” I murmured.

“Seriously, Bella,” he said, sliding his arms around my body. “I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again … I never felt this way about another woman. Ever. I doubt I’ll feel this way about someone ever again.” It looked like he wanted to say more, but he leaned forward and brushed his lips over mine. His arms tightened around my body with his fingers sliding underneath my shirt. His fingertips were hot against my skin, making me moan into his mouth.

Our kisses were slow, languid as he massaged his hands along my back, both over and under my shirt. His mouth molded against mine, teasing me with his teeth and tongue. My fingers tangled into his damp hair. Gently, I traced my fingertips down his neck and along his collarbone, making him shiver. His kisses moved from my mouth to my neck, sucking just below my ear. “Edward,” I gasped as his teeth nipped on my earlobe. He hummed deeply, moving us so I was on my back. I began to panic, pushing on his chest.

“What is it?” he asked, his green eyes bright with concern.

“I don’t like to be …” I said. “Don’t hold me down.”

“Never, love,” he said, moving me so was sitting astride his lap. “You’re in control. I don’t want to hurt you or make you panic.”

“I don’t know … what to do,” I blurted. “Yes, I have a child. Yes, I’ve been sexually active, but I don’t know … I’m afraid of …”

“You have nothing to fear from me, gorgeous,” he said in the darkness, sitting up and looking at me. “May I touch you?” I nodded and his tender fingers moved up my bare arms. It was just a breath of a touch, caressing my skin atop my hands, my forearms and shoulders. “Are you okay?”

“Y-Y-Yes,” I stammered out, my eyes closing. “So good.”

“Keep your eyes on me, love. I want you to see that I won’t hurt you,” he said softly. His caress moved to my back, with a single finger moving up my spine, lifting my top. I kept my eyes on his while he scratched my back, tracing my shoulder blades and running his finger along my collarbone. I shuddered, shifting on his lap. His hands were making me yearn for more. I knew my nipples were standing at attention and I was becoming aroused. “You’re so beautiful, Bella.” He barely kissed me, ghosting his lips over mine. I rolled my hips over his hardness, needing to feel more of him. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” I nodded, throwing my head back as his lips glided along my jaw.

“May I take off your shirt, Bella?” he asked. I tensed. “That’s all … I want to touch your soft, supple skin.” He kissed me, soft and sweet. I relaxed and found the hem of my shirt. I stopped kissing him, tossing my shirt onto the floor. I hid my breasts with one arm and the stomach with the other. “Why are you hiding from me, love?”

“Like I said, I’m not perfect,” I frowned.

He moved my arms away from my body, but kept his eyes on my face. “Bella, regardless of what you think, you’re beautiful to me,” he said soothingly. Blowing out a breath, I draped my arms onto his shoulders. I dipped my chin, giving him permission to look at me.

My torso was littered with scars. The ugliest scar was the stab wound under my breast from when the man tried to rape me and I killed him in self-defense. I also had scars along my ribcage, back and stomach from where Jake liked to whip me when he was having a bad day. I’d gladly take those in order to protect my son, but the one that hurt the most was the scar hidden by pajamas. The scar where my womanhood was stolen from me.

Edward’s hands glided along my back. His expression was neutral but I could see the sadness, the pity in his eyes. “Don’t … don’t pity me.”

“It’s not pity. It’s compassion. It’s anger,” he whispered. “I’m pissed off that someone did this to you in the first place.”

He pulled me closer, crushing my body against his. The feeling of his warm skin against mine made me cry out a sob. I clung to him, burying my face against his neck. He massaged my shoulders. His large, warm hands soothing me and running along my skin. I don’t know how long I stayed in his arms, but my legs were numb. I pushed back, wiping my cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, Bella,” he said, his voice rough. “Don’t ever apologize.”

I looked at him and his cheeks were damp. I traced my fingers along his jaw. “Why are you crying?”

“I’m crying because the mere thought of hurting you makes me sick,” he answered. “I hate the people who marred your skin this way.” He picked up my hand, kissing my palm. “What happened to you … you did not deserve this. Intimacy and sex and love, those are things that should be given without any sort of fear of repercussions. I want you to know that everything that I give you, whether it be something physical like our friend over there …” He looked at the Mickey he’d bought me with a wry smirk, “or anything else, I do not expect any sort of repayment.”

“Promise?” I asked, fear creeping into my voice.

“Oh, Bella, always,” he smiled, kissing me.

I nodded, sliding my arms around his neck. He rolled us so we were both on our sides. “Can we stay like this?” I asked, cuddling closer to him.

“I get to hold my girl. Of course, love,” he chuckled, brushing his lips on my forehead. “Sleep, love.”

“I’m sorry I’m a mess,” I deadpanned.

“You’re not a mess. You’re going through some things,” he argued. “Just relax. I’ll keep you safe.” I yawned, burrowing closer to him. His fingers glided along my back and I drifted. As my mind tumbled toward sleep, I heard Edward’s voice. I wasn’t sure if it was a dream or not … “Love shouldn’t hurt. I’ll never hurt you, Bella. I love you …”

A/N: I had a lot more planned for this chapter, but if I had kept it, the chapter would have been 30,000 words long. So, I’m dividing it up. We had some Disney fun with Directorward! We also had some lightly sweetened lemonade. With Bella being so tortured, we need to take things slowly. Very, very slowly. 

Pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can access that through a link in my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. 

Up next will be a flashback … which will come with a trigger warning … Bella’s return to San Francisco, finding a therapist and some drama. 

Before I go, please take a moment to say prayers for a fallen fandom member. Yesterday, it was posted that Grandmachix, Judy, had passed away. I don’t know the details, but my heart is sad for the loss of a beloved reader and friend. Please keep Judy’s family in your thoughts. This chapter is written in her honor. I will truly miss her support, friendship, and amazing reviews. 

Leave me your thoughts! Thanks for reading! 




Chapter 16




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Up next will be a flashback … which will come with a trigger warning … Bella’s return to San Francisco, finding a therapist and some drama. 

**Trigger Warning**

Chapter Sixteen

Bella

Flashback

“Dad, I don’t understand why you are so insistent about me going out on dates,” I argued, huffing on the couch while I waited for Jacob to come pick me up. He was taking me to a bonfire on the beach at La Push. “I should be here, taking care of you.” 

“I’m fine, Bella,” Dad said “I have my cell phone and I have a night nurse coming over to check on me. Leave the door unlocked, sweet girl.”

“Why should you pay for a night nurse when I can take care of you for free, Dad,” I huffed. “I’m staying. I’ll call Jake and …”

There was a knock on the door. My dad, despite his body being ravaged by cancer and its treatment, he got up with a bright smile and ambled to the door. “Jacob! It’s so good to see you, son! How’s your dad?” 

“He’s good, Charlie,” Jacob answered, shaking my father’s hand. “He’s going to try and visit you soon.”

“I hope so,” Dad nodded, his energy waning. He gripped Jacob’s arm, but Jake shook him off. I ran up to my father, giving Jacob a scowl as I helped him my dad to his recliner, which had become his bed since he could not climb the stairs to his bedroom anymore. He also refused to get a hospital gurney set up in the living room, claiming his recliner was comfortable. “Thanks, Bella. You have fun with Jake.”

“I’ll be home in a couple of hours,” I said, kissing my father’s gaunt cheek. “You have my cell phone number, right?”

“I have cancer, Bells. I’m not stupid,” Dad snorted. “I still have my mind. The cancer hasn’t spread to my brain.”

“Daddy,” I growled. “Not. Funny.” I hugged him tightly. “I love you, Dad. I can stay.”

“No, have fun. Your senior year has been awful. You deserve to have some fun,” Dad said, brushing my hair back. “Treat my girl good, Jacob.” I walked to the door, grabbing my jacket. 

“Always, Charlie,” Jacob responded, giving him a smirk. “Come on, Bella.” He took my hand once I had my jacket on. He pulled me out of my house. “I know your dad is sick, but have some fun with me tonight. Drink some beer. Have a joint.”

“No, I have to stay clear-headed, Jacob,” I sighed, getting into the passenger seat of his decrepit VW Rabbit. “When I get home, I have to make sure that I’m able to hear my dad if he falls or something. His balance is not there and he gets confused.”

Jacob rolled his eyes, backing out of the driveway. “Bella, I know your dad is sick, but you’re still a kid. Cut back … hell, let’s explore what’s brewing between us.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, arching a brow at Jacob. “We’re friends, Jacob. We went to homecoming, but …”

“Come on, Bella. I can see you checking me out,” Jacob smirked, his expression dark, predatory. He licked his lips. I shuddered, not wanting him to touch me. “You want me.”

“I want you like I want a hole in the head,” I muttered under my breath, staring out the window. “I’m excited to get out, but I can’t stay out super late. If you can’t drive me back, I can talk to Angela or Jessica.”

I could hear Jacob’s teeth grinding over the rattle of his car. He didn’t say much until we arrived at the beach. Most of the senior class was on the sand, dancing around the bonfire. Music was playing, from speakers or from guitars that classmates had brought. I buttoned my jacket, getting out of Jacob’s car. I ignored him, finding Angela. 

“Hey girl,” Angela said, hugging me. “I wasn’t sure if you were coming.”

“My dad practically threw me out. I got a ride from Jacob,” I explained. 

“You’d figure he’d get the hint,” Jessica said, wrinkling her nose. “There’s no spark between the two of you, Bella.”

“I agree, but Jacob is as stubborn as the day is long,” I snorted. 

“Beer?” Jessica asked, holding out a cup. “It’s cold and from your expression, you need to relax, Bella.”

“No, I’ll just grab a soda,” I responded. “I may be out, having fun, but when I get home, I still have to take care of my dad.”

“At least the chief won’t be breaking up the party,” Michael Newton, Jessica’s boyfriend, proclaimed. He gave me a once-over with a sly grin. “You won’t rat us out, will you, Bella?”

I shot him a look. My father had arrested Mike and most of his friends on the football team more times than he’d care to admit. Mike liked to drink, a lot. “I should,” I sneered. “How would your coach feel if he found out about your drinking, Mike? My dad gave you a break by just holding you overnight, not telling Coach Clapp.”

“Mike, she’s got a point. Obviously, you haven’t learned,” Jessica chided. “Come on, Bella. The soda is in the coolers near the keg.”  We walked to the coolers. I picked up a Coke and opened it. “How is your dad?”

“Not good,” I answered. “He’s determined to let me have a great senior year, but he’s dying.”

“We’ve been praying at church,” Angela murmured, hugging me. 

“As much as I appreciate that, prayers won’t save my father,” I sighed. “He’s withering away. He can barely eat. He’s on medication for pain and he gets so confused.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I’m being a buzzkill.” I looked up at them. They didn’t know what to say. “I’m going to sit on the beach. I’ll be back in a bit. I need to … I don’t know.”

“We’ll be here when you get back, Bella,” Angela smiled. “You know you can talk to us.”

“Thanks,” I said, giving her another hug. I took my soda and walked down the beach. I sat down on a fallen tree, allowing the tears to fall from my eyes. From the moment when my dad told me he was sick a couple months ago, my life had changed. I struggled to keep on top of my grades while shuffling my dad to and from doctor’s appointments in Forks or Port Angeles. I’d missed so much school since I was the only my dad trusted. But, I was still on track to be the valedictorian. Angela was behind me, but I’d need to fail all of my classes for her to overtake my grade point average. 

I pulled up my collar to my coat as I curled my legs up. I looked out, staring at the crashing waves. Sipping my soda, I blew out a breath and wiped my tears. I should have just stayed home. 

“Bella,” Jacob said. “I’ve been looking all over for you. You’re my girl.”

“I’m not your girl, Jacob,” I sighed, shooting him a disgruntled look. “You just gave me a ride. If you don’t mind, I’d like some time on my own.”

He sat down next to me. I could smell the alcohol emanating from him. He was already drunk. We’d been here for an hour. “You’re my girl. You flaunt your tits and ass to me as often as you can. I want that, Bella. Come on. It’ll feel good.” He grabbed my neck, pulling me to him and kissing me sloppily. His tongue invaded my mouth. 

I bit back bile because he tasted disgusting. I pushed him away. “Jacob, stop!” 

He didn’t listen. His meaty hands picked me up and pulled me over his lap. His hands squeezed my breasts. “I want to fuck you, Bella. I bet you’re tight. Your pussy would feel so good.”

“No,” I whimpered, trying to wriggle away. He sucked on my neck, biting on my ear. I yelped in pain, pushing him away. “I don’t want this. Stop it!” His arms banded around my body and he pushed me onto the sand, trying to force my legs apart with his thighs. His mouth and teeth were harsh, marking me with bites. His hand twisted my breasts while the other moved to the button of my jeans. While he tried to unbutton my jeans, my legs were freed. I slammed my knee up as hard as possible, coming in contact with his balls. 

He rolled off me and growled. “Fucking bitch!” He sat up and back handed me. I fell over the tree trunk. “You owe me, Isabella. I’ve been your friend for years, teasing me, taunting me. I want what is mine.” He skulked closer to me, dragging me back to his body. I wrapped my fingers around my soda can, throwing it into Jacob’s eyes. He fell back with a roar, covering his eyes. 

Stumbling away, I ran back toward the bonfire. My face was throbbing from Jacob’s hit across my face. I made my way to Angela, who was dancing with her boyfriend, Ben. “Angela, I need you to take me home. Please?”

“Bella, what happened?” Angela asked, brushing my hair back. “Your eye is starting to swell shut.”

“Jacob,” I spat. “He … can you take me home? I need to go home. Please?”

“Of course, Bella,” Angela said, wrapping her arm around my shoulders. “Do you want me to take you to the hospital? The police station?”

“I need to be there for my father,” I mumbled, walking with her back to her van. 

“Bella, did he rape you?” Angela whispered. 

“He tried,” I whispered back. “I can’t … he said I owed him.” She helped me into the van and buckled me in. “No one deserves this, Ang. Why me? Why is it always me?”
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“Why me? Why is it always me?” I sobbed, twisting and thrashing.

“Bella, love, wake up,” came a deep, honeyed voice. “You’re okay. You’re safe. Come back to me, love.”

My eyes flew open. I pushed away from whomever was trying to hold me. I looked down, seeing that I was topless and I started panicking even more. I hastily grabbed for the blankets, hiding my nudity. I curled up into a tiny ball, pulling at my hair. Tears streaked down my face. “I said no. I don’t … No! No!”

“Bella,” said the voice. “Listen to me. I won’t hurt you.” I felt his hand on my shoulder. I scrambled away from him, my panic increasing ten-fold. “Love, come back to me. Listen to my voice. I’m Edward, your boyfriend. I won’t hurt you. I won’t ever hurt you. You’re in my home in Malibu. In here, you’re safe. You’ll always be safe.”

I don’t know how long he babbled, speaking to me in a soft, soothing tone, but I eventually calmed down. My brain was fuzzy and I could barely focus my attention on anything other than my breathing.

“Bella, here’s a t-shirt,” Edward said softly, holding out some blue fabric. “I’m going to get you some water.”

“Don’t leave me,” I croaked, clamping my eyes shut in embarrassment.

“I’ll get some from the bathroom, Bella,” he murmured. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I nodded, pulling the shirt on over my body and curling up into a tiny ball. I was still shaking uncontrollably. If I was in a tiny ball, it would be less likely for me to shake myself to death. He came back, sitting across from me. “Here, love. Some water and a damp washcloth.”

I took the washcloth first and wiped my sweaty face. Blowing out a breath, I took the cup of water, taking a healthy sip. My throat was so raw. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“Don’t apologize, Bella. I’m concerned,” he murmured, moving closer to me. “What happened?”

I took another drink. “Nightmare. Memories from my past,” I answered. “It’s been … a long time since I had a nightmare like that.”

“Was it me? Did I cause that?” he choked out. “If I did something to …”

“No, Edward. It wasn’t you, I swear,” I replied. He arched a brow at me. “I swear!”

“You didn’t want me to touch you,” he frowned. “I don’t want to hurt you. I hate that … I’m so sorry, Bella.” He reached toward me, but his hands clenched into fists as he practically had to sit on his hands. “I want to hold you …”

I finished my water, looking at him. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. The distant memory of my nightmare was pummeling my brain, but I wanted comfort. I crawled over to him and took his hands. I stared at them. He had long, elegant fingers with no scars or indication that he’d ever raised them in violence. I twisted to sit next to him, taking his hand and weaving my fingers with his. I leaned my cheek against his bicep. “Jacob tried to take what didn’t belong to him.”

“When?” he asked.

“It was when I was in high school. We weren’t dating. Occasionally, we’d do things together. My father loved Jacob and Billy like they were family,” I explained, tracing the veins on the back of his hand. “We went to a party on La Push beach. Jacob gave me a ride. I shouldn’t have gone. My mind wasn’t on the party. So, I grabbed a soda and walked down the beach, sitting on a fallen tree. Jacob found me and he said that I was his girl. He touched me, pawing at my breasts and trying to get into my pants. He also backhanded me, giving me a black eye. I kneed him in the balls and ran back to the party. My friend, Angela, drove me home.”

“What happened to Jacob?” Edward snarled, removing his hand from mine and sliding his arm around my body. He kissed my forehead. “What happened to you?”

“Jacob steered clear of me for a couple of months, but when my dad got worse, I needed his help,” I explained. “I couldn’t lift my dad and Jacob … it was a lose-lose situation. As for me, the night nurse helped me out. My dad was asleep when I got home and she asked me what happened.”

“Did you tell her?”

“In retrospect, I should have,” I frowned. “I was sexually assaulted, but I was ashamed. I told her that I slapped in the face by a tree branch. The nurse helped me with my black eye and checked to see if I had a concussion. Other than a black eye, I was physically okay. Emotionally, mentally? I was a mess. I couldn’t do anything about it. I had to focus on my dad.” I blew out a breath. “That’s what my nightmare was all about … I relived that night.”

“Was it because I touched you?” he asked, his voice so uncertain.

“It wasn’t because of you,” I began, but grimaced. “Okay, it was a little bit because of you. You made me feel beautiful, despite what I looked like. I know I’m scarred and ugly.”

“No, you’re not,” he argued. “You are so incredibly beautiful, Bella. I don’t see those scars. I just see you.”

“You were the first man …” I sniffled. “To touch me, intimately, with my permission since that night when Seth was conceived. Even then, I asked him to stop, but he didn’t. Your hands felt so gentle. It was so unlike anything I’d ever felt.” I snuggled closer to him, relishing in his strength and warmth. “I wish you were my first …”

“I wish you were my first, too,” he murmured. He kissed my temple. “Love shouldn’t hurt. What Jacob did was abhorrent and he’s not a man if he has to hurt someone he supposedly cares about in order to get … laid.” He held me closer to his body. “I’m just afraid that I’m going to hurt you. Not like him, but … I don’t want to make you upset. I hated seeing you so afraid, so panicked. I couldn’t do anything.”

“Another reason for me to go to therapy,” I sighed.

From the nightstand, the alarm went off. “Fuck,” Edward groaned. “You’re leaving today.”

“I don’t want to leave, but I miss my kid,” I snorted, getting up. Every bone in my body creaked. My panic attack had caused my muscles to tense, which made my movements stiff. Edward got up, as well, pulling me into his arms and crushing me against his chest. I inhaled his scent, masculine, clean and safe. I burrowed my cheek against his pectoral muscle, listening to his heartbeat. “You’ll still come for Thanksgiving?”

“I’m looking forward to it, love,” Edward said. “I’m going to go to the bathroom and make some breakfast for you.”

“You mean, order some breakfast,” I deadpanned.

“Bingo,” he snickered, cupping my cheek. His green eyes were so concerned, but soft with some unnamed emotion. He leaned down, brushing his lips over mine so tenderly. He gathered me in his arms, holding me closely.

“Edward,” I mumbled against his warm skin. “I need to pack and shower and …”

“I know,” he grumbled. “I’ll leave you be, even if I don’t want to.” He hugged me again before skulking out of his room.

I sat down on the bed, closing my eyes. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I silently cried. After a few moments, I got up on shaky limbs, walking to my bags which were mainly packed. I plucked out some fresh underwear, jeans and t-shirt. I was flying home. I didn’t want to dress up. If I was going to be stuck a flying metal tube, I needed to be comfortable.

I finished my shower and packing. I sighed, picking up my carryon and walked down the stairs. Edward was in his own pair of jeans and t-shirt. His hair was damp, sticking up in every direction. He was sipping some coffee, talking quietly to Jasper. My friend grinned at me and I snorted a laugh. “Nice face, Jas.”

“Shut up, Swan. I forgot sunscreen and now, I’m a tomato,” Jasper grumbled, rolling her eyes. “My face is bad, but my back is so much worse. The flight is going to suck!”

“You’re telling me,” I muttered under my breath. Edward looked at Bella with an understanding gaze. He handed her cup of coffee, pulling her closer to his body. I sipped the coffee. “Have you checked into the flight?”

“I have,” Jasper said. “I also checked in with Rose and Em.” He blinked to me; his blue eyes were shadowed, but not with pain, though there was pain there from his sunburn. With concern and fear.

“I’m driving you to the airport,” Edward said. “Please, help yourself to breakfast. I’ll load up your bags in the back of my SUV.” He kissed my lips, darting up the stairs.

“He’s got it bad for you, Bells,” Jasper murmured. “However, something spooked him. He had this nervous energy, scrubbing the immaculate counter.”

“It was me,” I sighed. “I had a panic attack. A bad one.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

“No. It’s embarrassing,” I shrugged, making a plate with some freshy cut fruit and a bagel. “I can also tell something’s up with you. Did you run into Alice?”

“I did,” he huffed. “She came to the beach, trying to talk to me. Bella, she was only with me because she wanted to get to you. She claims that she has real feelings for me, but I don’t … I can’t trust her. Don’t get me wrong, Alice is a beautiful woman, but she’s got a black soul. No human would fuck another just to get information … I felt badly for calling her out on her bullshit at the meeting, but it was freeing. Anyhow, Marcus, who had no patience for Alice, told her to back off. She left, but Marcus and I got lit, in more ways than two.”

“Did you and Marcus?” I asked.

“No. We’re both straight, but he had some amazing pot and really good liquor,” Jasper smirked. “It would appear that Alice had fucked over Marcus. So, he’s well aware of her antics.” He blew out a breath. “There’s also some issues back home.”

“What do you mean?”

“Something sent to the café,” Jasper said. “We’re having a family meeting at Rose and Emmett’s once we get back to San Francisco.”

Edward walked down with my suitcases. His expression was so forlorn. I felt the same way, but after my panic attack … I needed some space from him. Phone calls would be awesome, as would FaceTime calls. I needed to get better, for him, for Seth and most importantly, for myself. So, space was the best option. The month apart would give me a chance to work on myself.

“I’m going to get my shit together,” Jasper explained. “What time are we leaving?”

Edward checked his watch. “There’s a traffic snarl up on the freeway, but what else is new? We should leave in a half hour, just to be safe,” he replied. “I checked travel times on my phone while I was getting Bella’s bags.”

“Sounds good,” Jasper nodded, kissing my head and darting out of the kitchen to the guest rooms.

“I’ll be right back, love,” Edward said. “Enjoy your coffee and breakfast.” He trailed his fingers down my cheek, giving me a wistful look. He pressed his lips against mine before heading to the garage to load up my shit.

I picked at my food, not really hungry. My entire body was exhausted from the panic attack. It also left my stomach unsettled, too. When Edward was done loading up my bags, he sat down next to me. I sighed, leaning my cheek against his muscular shoulder. He didn’t say anything. Nothing he could say would make me feel better about leaving or about what happened this morning. He just trailed his fingers along my back, giving me strength as mine waned.

We left Edward’s home, driving to LAX. The extra time was needed since there were several accidents littered along the route to the airport. Parking the car, Edward helped Jasper unload the bags. “I’ll take these inside, Bells,” Jasper said. “Nice to see you, Edward. I’m sorry it was under such shitty circumstances.”

“Agreed, Jasper,” Edward murmured, shaking his hand. He pulled me in his arms. “Call me once you land, gorgeous?”

“I will,” I nodded, grasping his t-shirt. “I’m sorry about this morning. I was looking forward to waking up, cuddled next to you.”

“We have all the time in the world, love,” he said, kissing me, nibbling on my lower lip. Our kiss deepened, but we broke apart when a cop car blared its siren. “Damn it.”

“Sir, you can’t park here,” barked the disgruntled police officer.

“I’m going,” Edward snapped, scowling at the car as it drove away. “I don’t want to. If I was smart, I’d buy a ticket to be with you …”

“Edward, really? That’s a waste of money,” I chided. “We’ll see each other soon.”

“Be safe,” he breathed, kissing me again before hugging me tightly. I felt a rumble in his chest, but couldn’t hear what he said since there was another honk from the cop car. He scowled at the car before hugging me again. “I’ll miss you, love.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” I said. “Thank you for … being so understanding … with everything.”

“I would do anything for you, love,” he replied. “But, I better go before they tow my car. Have a safe flight, Bella. We’ll be together again before we know it.” One more searing, deep kiss and he darted back to his SUV. He waved as he pulled back into traffic.

With a heavy sigh, I walked into the airport. Jasper was waiting inside. He gave me a tight hug before guiding me to check in our luggage. Dragging me through security, we walked to our departure gate. As we sat there, I got a text on my cell phone. It was from Edward.

Take care of my heart, I’ve left it with you. I’ll be counting the moments until we’re together, love. ~ Edward

I tapped out a reply, with barely enough time to send it. Our flight was called and we were settled in our seats, instructed to put our electronics away. I leaned my cheek against the cool window as the airplane took off, flying toward San Francisco.

We arrived back to our home town, after circling the airport a few times due to fog. Landing, Jasper and I pulled out our phones. He showed me a text from Emmett, explaining he was picking us up. I had another text from Edward with an itinerary for his trip to San Francisco during the week of Thanksgiving. I responded with a brief message, sharing my excitement.

“I’ll get our bags. You call Emmett,” Jasper said, handing me his laptop bag.

“Sure thing,” I nodded. I dialed Emmett and told him that we were picking up our bags. He asked what door we’d exit. I told him and twenty minutes later, we were in Emmett’s Mercedes SUV. “Thanks for picking us up, Emmett.”

“It’s always a pleasure,” Emmett said, but his usual jovial smile was absent. “We have a lot to talk about.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, arching a brow at him.

“You’ll see,” Emmett growled, speeding along the highway to his lavish home.

I shifted in the backseat, taking out my phone and sent Edward a text. I’m on my way back to Emmett and Rose’s place. Something happened … I’ll call you when I know more ~ Bella

Do you need me to fly up? I can do a lot of my preliminary work remotely … ~ Edward

No, I don’t know what’s up. I’ll give you a call or FaceTime you soon. I miss you ~ Bella

I miss you more, love. I’m there for you. Whatever you need ~ Edward

Emmett pulled into the garage. “Seth’s hanging out with Cooper and Nick,” he said. “My kids are at Grandma and Grandpa’s.”

“Emmett, you’re freaking out Bella,” Jasper huffed. “What’s going on?”

“Come on,” Emmett sighed, opening the door to his modern, but beautiful home. We walked into the family room, finding Rose on the couch. She was absently scrolling on her phone when she saw us. She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Emmett took my hand, guiding me to sit next to his wife. “Bells, about a day after you left, a certified package arrived at the café. It was addressed to you.”

“Did you open it?” I asked, my heart stammering.

“I did. I didn’t notice the name on the address because I was expecting something from the county about expanding the café,” Rose explained. “What I found was a packet from a lawyer in Port Angeles … and a nasty letter from Jacob Black.”

“What?” I gasped. My face blanched of all color and I felt sick. Rose took my hand. “No, he’s no longer in my life! He threw me out. He took what he wanted, shattering my spirit and threw me away. But, once I got back on my feet, I threw it back to him …”

“Here, Bella,” Emmett said, handing me the thick packet. “I know we broke federal law in opening up your mail, but when Rose saw the scathing letter …”

I gulped and pulled out the cover letter. It was from some lawyer who had lived in La Push, but was practicing in Port Angeles. I scanned the letter, which described what was being included in the packet sent to me, on behalf of his client, Jacob William Black. I flipped the letter, seeing another letter from Jacob.

“He said that I kidnapped his son and he’s suing me for custody of Seth. He’s also asking for monetary support,” I seethed. “He … he wants to take away my child.”

“But, he can’t,” Jasper argued. “You terminated his parental rights.”

“I did,” I cried, flipping through the packet and seeing falsified evidence that sounded similar to the bullshit that had been shared through Paul Lahote and to Alice Cullen. “It was Jacob … he’s the one who sent Alice the emails.”

“Why do you think that? How would he know about the movie and your successes?” Emmett asked.

“Because of Paul,” Jasper murmured. “Laurent got sick and Paul took over, but how long had Paul worked for Summit?”

“I don’t know,” I frowned. “I think that Aro said he was a recent hire, but had worked in the industry for years.”

“While I think Laurent’s illness is circumspect, Paul’s sudden desire to take over the account does seem even fishier,” Jasper explained. “And his need to share lies to Alice Cullen.”

“So, Paul, who was working for Summit, found out about my windfall with the movie and told Jacob or Billy,” I sneered. “Jacob obviously does not want the movie to be made because it paints him in a negative light.”

“Damn right, it does!” Emmett snarled. “That asshole fucking raped you for how many years? He shattered your fucking spirit, throwing you out when he didn’t want you anymore and because of him and his despicable father, you lost everything. No … he’s not getting anything. Not from you and not from Seth.”

“How can he try and take Seth?” Rose asked. “You terminated his parental rights.”

I wrinkled my nose, finding his ticket to steal my child away in the paperwork. “According to Quileute law, or whatever, a son belongs to his father. The mother has no rights. Since Jacob is a Quileute tribal member, he’s using this to gain custody,” I whispered.

“Over my rotting corpse,” Jasper hissed. He took out his phone. His fingers flew over the screen.

“Agreed,” Emmett offered, narrowing his ice-blue eyes. “Seth is your son, Bella. We won’t let this happen!”

“I’ll get … an attorney …” I whispered. “Shit, the lawyer I used to terminate Jacob’s rights retired.”

“He wouldn’t work. He’s good at what he does, but he’s not a shark,” Rosalie huffed.

“I just texted Jenks. He obviously can’t do it since his specialty is contracts and that type of shit,” Jasper muttered. “But, he has a friend from university, Caius Del Vecchio, is that shark who can make Jacob bleed a slow, painful death. We have an appointment tomorrow.”

“These allegations Jacob is making about me are disgusting,” I growled. “I never … sold myself to anyone. I don’t have an extensive arrest record. Only once … and it was to feed my child. The charges were dismissed at arraignment. The owner saw how broken I was and she couldn’t …” I started panting heavily, feeling like an elephant was sitting on my chest.

“Bella, sweetie, look at me,” Rose said, cupping my cheek. “Deep breaths.”

“It’s never going to stop. He’ll never let me go. It’s never going to stop,” I sobbed, black encroaching on the edges of my vision.

“Bella! Bella!”

The shouts drifted into nothing … where my mind drifted to where I was safe and not under the thumb of the boy, the monster who’d broken me.

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

I was doing some scheduling work for Long and Winding Road. My fingers were flying over my laptop, but my mind was drifting to the beautiful woman I’d put on a plane a few hours ago. My cell phone, which had been plugged in to my computer to charge, vibrated on my dining room table. I saw Jasper’s name dance across the screen. I slid my finger, picking it up. “Jasper, how was the flight?”

“Edward, I need you to stay calm,” Jasper said softly.

You never say that to someone who needs to remain calm. “What the fuck happened? Do I need to fly up there? Who’s ass do I need to kick?”

Jasper blew out a breath. I felt my phone vibrate and I saw that he wanted to go FaceTime. I pressed the button, seeing Jasper’s concerned expression. “So, the flight was fine. Bella slept for most of it. We got back to San Francisco and Emmett picked us up. He drove us to his home. I’m here with Rose and Emmett, along with the kids. Seth is … he’s curled up with his mother.”

“Something happened with Seth?” I surmised.

“You could say that. Jacob found an attorney to send Bella a letter, saying that she’d kidnapped Seth. He was suing Bella for full custody. The letter that he sent was scathing. It sounded a lot like what Paul said at The Ivy. It sounded a lot like the lies that were sent to your sister,” Jasper growled. “Jacob was behind that whole situation, trying to get the movie stopped because …”

“It would show the world what an animal he was,” I finished for him. “What else did he want? Money?”

“He’s trying to get Bella to pay him back child support, or some other bullshit,” Jasper huffed. “Bella … she had a massive panic attack. She collapsed. Her mind couldn’t take it. Emmett carried her to the guest room and Rose is with her. When Seth came back, he was eager to see his mother, but I told him about his sperm donor along with Emmett. Seth was beyond pissed.”

“I don’t blame him. I’m beyond pissed and I don’t even know the fucker,” I snarled. “So, do you think that Jacob was the one behind the emails sent to my sister?”

“Yep. The connection was Paul Lahote,” Jasper responded. “He shared private details about my friend, my family. He needs to pay. So does Jacob Black!”

“I’m flying up there,” I said.

“No, don’t,” Jasper muttered. “Bella and I are going to see a shark of an attorney to get this bullshit custody thing pulled.”

“I thought she had Jacob’s rights terminated?” I asked.

“She did, but the attorney Jacob used is calling on some Quileute nonsense that the mother has not rights to her own children, her own son,” Jasper explained. “They’re using that as a way to nullify what Bella had done.” He scrubbed his face. “Look, I know you want to make everything better for Bella. I want to do that, as well, but it’s a long battle. We’re meeting with Caius Del Vecchio.”

“Oh, I know that name. One of my former stars had a child custody dispute during filming. He used Caius. It was brutal, but in the long run, the actor got full custody, thanks to Caius,” I nodded.

“Good. I’m glad to hear that,” Jasper breathed. “I … we’re going to try and get Bella to move into a house. Some place in Emmett and Rose’s neighborhood. It’s gated, like yours. She needs more protection. We’re also going to do some sleuthing around Jacob and his M.O. I think this custody dispute is the first in many lines of offense he has up his sleeve.”

“Why do you think that?” I questioned.

“Bella … she’s worth millions, if not more,” Jasper said. “With the movie? She’ll never have to worry about being hungry again. Jacob Black wants a piece of that pie. He’s using his son to get that piece. Or, at least, that’s what I believe.”

“Whatever you need, I’m more than willing to help. I hope you know that,” I said. “I wish I could talk to her.”

“Don’t be surprised if she pulls away,” Jasper shrugged. “Her sense of safety has been rattled and she might …”

“I’m not going to let her pull away. She’s everything to me, Jasper. I told this to Seth and if I could say it to her, I would,” I began.

“You love her,” Jasper murmured. “I can see how much you love her, Edward.”

“So much,” I whispered. “If something happens to her or to Seth? I don’t know what I’d do. Jacob won’t hurt them. He can’t. I just found her and I want a future with Bella and Seth. They deserve happiness.”

“So, do you, Edward,” Jasper smiled. “I’ll keep you up to date, Edward.”

“Thanks, Jasper,” I nodded. He waved before hanging up. I sat back, closing my laptop. Any work I’d hoped to finish would have to wait. My brain was swirling with so much …

The biggest thing rattling in my mind was how to kill Jacob Black and not get caught.

It would solve a lot of problems, to be honest.

A/N: Jacob William Black … douchenozzle, asshole and money-hungry bitch … trying to use his kid to get Bella back under his thumb. 

Bella has had a rough day, to say the least. I don’t blame her for just shutting down. Now, I don’t mean to show any disrespect to the Quileute tribe. I don’t know if a rule like I’d created about mothers and sons exists, but with as backwards as Billy is, it wouldn’t surprise me if it did in my imaginary world. In the real world? Unlikely. Will it hold up in a court of law? We’ll find out from Caius in the next chapter. 

Pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can find a link for that on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

What are you theories about Jacob? Leave me your thoughts! Thank you for reading! 



 




Chapter 17




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Jacob William Black … douchenozzle, asshole and money-hungry bitch … trying to use his kid to get Bella back under his thumb. I hate him in this story. He is the epitome of everything evil. However, while Jacob is evil, I’m not saying that all members of the Quileute tribe are evil. Jacob is an asshole, who only sees women as a commodity. It has nothing to do with his heritage (though he is using his heritage to try and get his son back, but that’s because he’s an asshole … using a loophole to bend the rules) and everything to do with how he was raised. 

Nature vs. nurture. 

Good vs. evil.

So, yeah … even if Jacob was not Quileute, he’d still be a douchenozzle, asshole and money-hungry bitch. 

Chapter Seventeen

Bella

I woke up feeling way too hot and pinned to the bed. I panicked slightly, but I shifted, looking down and saw my sleeping son curled up next to me, practically on top of me and trying to get back inside me. Sliding my arms around him, I scratched his scalp. He sighed contentedly, snuggling closer. I closed my eyes, allowing a few tears to trail down my cheeks. I’d had an amazing day yesterday, but it all fell apart, starting with the panic attack because I’d tried to be intimate with Edward and ending with that letter from my son’s sperm donor.

I could feel every part of my body aching from the tension in my muscles. My head was throbbing from the stress and my heart was shattered. Why was Jacob doing this?

Well, I knew why he was probably doing this. It was for the money. He realized that I’d made something of myself, and I was finally comfortable, no longer scraping the bottom of the barrel. He wanted a piece of that pie.

He’d get that money over my rotting, decomposing corpse. Or when hell froze over.

He had no right to that money, nor does he have a right to my son. His parental rights were revoked. That bullshit about a son belonging to his father was exactly that … bullshit.

I kissed my son’s forehead and wriggled out of his vice-like grip. I had to pee, and I needed to get something to drink, possibly something to eat. I had some major cotton mouth going on and my stomach was snarling angrily. I hadn’t eaten anything since this morning. When I sat up, I noticed I was in my old room at Rose and Emmett’s home. I pulled up a blanket, covering up Seth’s lanky body. With another kiss to his cheek, I ducked out of the room and dragged my sore body up the stairs to the kitchen.

The lights were on, and I saw Rose sitting at the island, spinning a mug. I walked into the kitchen. Rose gave me a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You gave us a fright, Bella.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

“Do not apologize,” she said, arching a perfect brow. “We were just worried about you. Jasper said you had a panic attack this morning and then you passed out after hearing about Jacob and his crap.”

“Did Jasper say why I had a panic attack?” I asked. Not that he’d known. I just said I freaked out, but not why. Jasper didn’t need to know that I had a mental break down because Edward saw me topless and touched my breasts.

“No, but he could tell it really bothered you,” Rose murmured. “Do you want some tea?”

“If you don’t mind,” I said.

“How about food? Jasper said you picked at breakfast, and you haven’t eaten since you’ve landed,” Rose said.

“Something light,” I shrugged. “If you have a bagel or something …”

“You’re getting too skinny again,” Rose chided. “We have leftover Chinese food, or I could make us omelets. Ooooh, how about French toast?”

“French toast sounds good,” I replied.

Rose nodded and we worked to make our midnight breakfast. She made the French toast while I focused on the bacon and leftover eggs. She plated the French toast, and we carried our plates to the casual dining table. “Sometimes, comfort food is needed. You can’t get more comfortable than French toast. This was the first meal I’d learned how to make. My grandmother taught me,” she explained. “Enjoy, Bells.”

I cut into my food, and I moaned at how delicious it was. “So good, Rose. Thank you for this.”

“Anything for you, Bells,” Rose smiled, reaching over to take my hand. “I know that you didn’t talk to Jasper about what happened, but can you talk to me?”

I squeezed her fingers. As we ate our meal, I told her about what we’d done and how it felt. Then, I described my nightmare and how what we’d done triggered it. “Rose, what I feel for Edward terrifies me. I feel safe with him. My stomach has flutters … and …”

“Bella, I want you to answer this question honestly,” Rose breathed. “Other than Jacob, have you been with any other man?”

“No,” I shook my head. “I was more focused on making sure that we had food to eat and a roof over our head. What Jacob did to me … I didn’t trust any male attention. I didn’t want to be hurt.”

“I don’t blame you there. Bella, Jacob Black hurt you in a way that no man should hurt a woman. He raped you and took away your choice. He turned something that should be shared by two people who love each other into a weapon,” Rose whispered. “It’s your choice who you share your body with.”

“What if I can’t be with Edward in that way? He barely touched me, and I was thrown into a nightmarish flashback,” I hissed, pushing my plate away. “I want to feel …”

“Bella, I’m certain that Edward said you were in charge, right?” Rose asked.

“Yes,” I nodded. “And, he’s been nothing but gentle and patient.”

“And, when he touched you, did you like it? Did you get turned on?” Rose pressed. I blushed, but nodded. “Bells, not all men are like Jacob. If I had to take a guess, Edward would wait forever for you. He truly cares for you. Perhaps, he even loves you.”

“Seriously, Rose?” I deadpanned.

“I am serious,” she countered. “Bella, before I met Emmett, I was sexually assaulted. I’m not going to get into the nitty gritty of it, but I felt like you. I didn’t want to be touched and I never felt good enough. It wasn’t until I met Emmett that I realized that I was worthy of love and happiness. I wanted him to share intimacy with him. I wanted to make love to him.”

“How were able to move past that fear?” I asked.

“Therapy, lots of therapy,” Rose snorted humorlessly. “Plus, Emmett’s endless patience with my fears. He also came to therapy sessions, and we worked up to the point where we could make love. He showed me how much he loved me and held me as a cried, lost in what was stolen from me. Bells, humans need touch to survive. I’d pulled away from everyone, even my family. I was starved for affection.” She reached over and took my hand. “I have a feeling that you’re starved for affection, as well.”

I sighed, squeezing her fingers. “Do you have a name of a therapist?”

“Would you hate me if I said that you already have an appointment?” she quipped.

“No,” I smirked. “When am I seeing this therapist?”

“Day after tomorrow,” she answered. “Tomorrow, you’re meeting with Caius and with a real estate agent.”

“Why a real estate agent?”

“Because you need more protection than that apartment can give you,” Rose argued. “There are a few places in this neighborhood, which is gated, that would be a good fit for you and Seth. It’s either you get a place that is more protected, or you move back in with us.”

“No, I’ll get a place. You’ve done so much for me. I don’t want to be a drain on your resources,” I frowned.

“You’re not, Bella. Your family and that’s what family does for each other,” Rose smiled, hugging me tenderly. “Now, you still look like you’re dragging your feet. Get some sleep and we’ll deal with tomorrow’s problems tomorrow.”

“What time am I meeting with that lawyer?” I asked as Rose walked me to the stairs.

“Late morning,” Rose answered. She hugged me again. “You’ll get through this, sweetie.”

“I hope so,” I whispered, squeezing her tightly. I turned, walking down the stairs and ducking into my room. Seth was curled around my pillow, snoring loudly. I snickered, walking to my bags, which had been set onto a small loveseat. I pulled out my pajamas, grinning when I saw the stuffed Mickey toy Edward had bought for me, along with one of his button-down shirts. I went into the bathroom and changed into my pajamas. I padded back into the bedroom and got into bed. “I love you, Seth.”

“Love you, Momma,” he mumbled.

I wrapped my arms around my son, my anchor to this world and eventually drifted back asleep.

The next morning, Seth scrambled to get to school. He wanted to go to the attorney’s office with me, but the preliminary meeting wouldn’t benefit Seth. He’d been told about his sperm donor’s ploy to regain custody and he was obviously pissed off. I had been carried to my room and I hadn’t experienced my son’s tantrum.

Jasper, Emmett and much to my surprise, Edward, had calmed him down. I wanted to call him, but I had to take care of Seth before he got on the bus for school. I wanted to promise him that his father would never touch him, but I couldn’t do that until I met with Caius.

Once my son was on the bus, I called the school and informed them that my son’s sperm donor was trying for custody and that my son would be surlier than usual. I spoke with his counselor, and she said she’d call him down.

“Bella, we need to get you to your apartment. Pick up what you need. You’re not staying there alone,” Emmett said, arching a brow at me.

“You don’t think that my … whatever he is … he’s not coming to get me. Do you?” I asked, sipping my coffee.

“We don’t want to tempt him,” Jasper grumbled from his spot near the fridge, scowling at the stack of papers on the kitchen island. “I don’t think he knows where you live.”

“This is true,” Rose nodded, packing up Maggie and Liam’s lunch. “The packet was delivered to the café.”

“One of the pictures of me is in front of the café,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “I do have a P.O. Box … That’s listed on my website. Why weren’t the papers delivered there?”

“I needed to sign for it,” Emmett supplied. “Again, I thought it was tax forms from the county. I’m so sorry, Bells.”

“It’s not your fault,” I murmured.

“It may not be, but you’re staying with us until you’re settled in a new, protected home,” Emmett said. “Are you ready to go?”

“Let me unpack my suitcase so I can fill it up with new clothes,” I sighed.

“I grab one of ours for Seth’s shit,” Emmett nodded, darting upstairs.

After emptying out my suitcase into a laundry basket, I carried it up to the main level. Jasper and Emmett were standing there, looking fierce and pissed. In a minute way, I was afraid of them. Jasper must have seen my fear and he elbowed his brother-in-law. Their faces relaxed, but their eyes were swirling with concern. “Let’s get going,” I said. “Where’s our meeting with Caius?”

“At his office near the courthouse,” Jasper said. He dressed in a suit without a tie, looking quite intimidating. Emmett was also dressed nicely, wearing a pair of dress pants and a polo shirt.

“Are you both coming with me?” I asked.

“We’re all going,” Rose responded. “After I get these two on the bus, I’m showering, and I’ll meet you at your apartment. Lauren is handling the café. You need the support of your family, Bells.”

I nodded, giving her a hug. “Thanks, Rose,” I whispered. She kissed my cheek, giving me a smile. I went to grab my bag, but Jasper had it in his hand. I followed him and Emmett to the garage. We drove to the café. Emmett checked in with Lauren while Jasper and I went to my apartment.

My trashed apartment.

The door was obviously forced open, hanging awkwardly off its hinges. Food was tossed from the refrigerator. Not that there was a lot, but still.

“What the hell happened?” I asked, glowering at the destruction in my home. I should be crying, but this wasn’t the first time where all of my belongings were destroyed. I was safe. Seth was safe. That’s all that mattered.

It didn’t stop me from being pissed.

Jasper stood behind me, his eyes wide. “The apartments are secured. No one can get in unless they have a key or are buzzed in by a resident,” he growled. “My guess is that Jacob’s attorney found a private detective to do some sleuthing. That included …” He picked up a torn pillow. “Destroying your home? Bells, this is further proof that you need more protection.”

“I know,” I shrugged. “Should we call the police?”

“Yeah.” Jasper took out his cell phone, dialing 911. “Don’t touch anything. All of this can be replaced, sweet girl.”

“But, that costs money,” I frowned, clenching my hands into fists.

“Which you now have,” Jasper snapped. “I know you are frugal, but … this … don’t touch anything. Let’s go down to the café. Maybe the security cameras caught something.”

Emmett met us on the stairs, and we quickly told him about the destruction to my apartment. His eyes widened and he ran up the stairs. Jasper spoke with the 911 operator, and they said a police officer would be on their way. Within ten minutes, a police officer came and immediately called for a detective once she heard about my custody dispute with my son’s sperm donor. While we gave our statements, my apartment was inspected from stem to stern for any clues.

Rose arrived a half hour after that. She was spitting nails and ready to murder Jacob. But, there wasn’t proof that he’d had a hand in this. I was probably the most shocked when a handsome and dapper bald man walked in. He was wearing an exquisitely tailored suit and he exuded confidence. He arched a brow at Jasper, who shot to his feet. “Mr. Del Vecchio … we were …”

“Mr. Jenks contacted me and said that there was a situation. He heard something over the police scanner. Don’t ask me why that man has a police scanner. And, please, call me Caius,” he said, holding out his hand. “Mr. Hale?”

“Jasper, please,” my friend said. “This is Rosalie and Emmett McCarty and my friend …”

“Isabella Swan,” Caius smiled, taking my hand into both of his. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I wish it was under better circumstances.”

“I feel the same,” I blushed. Caius’s smile softened and he squeezed my hand.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this, Ms. Swan,” he breathed reassuringly. He turned, facing the detective. “I’m Caius Del Vecchio and I’m Ms. Swan’s attorney.”

“Ms. Swan isn’t under arrest, Mr. Del Vecchio,” the detective, Detective Stevens, said. “We’re just beginning our investigation. We needed to get their statements. Also, the fact that Ms. Swan has her parental custody in dispute, we needed to get some information about her child’s father.”

“Of course,” Caius nodded. “I have a request. When you’re done, please pass along any information regarding the invasion of my client’s privacy. Her safety was shattered, and she’s lost everything. If this is the actions of her child’s biological father, it will be used to prove he has no right to see his child.”

“We will, Mr. Del Vecchio. Now, before we let you go, one more question, Ms. Swan. Does this café grant access to the apartments upstairs?” Detective Stevens asked.

“Only if you have a key,” Emmett answered. “The only people who have that key are Bella and me.”

“Where’s the access point where you can get to the apartments?” Detective Stevens pressed. “Maybe that entrance was jimmied open. Whomever trashed Ms. Swan’s apartment stayed in the café until it closed, and they used this as the way to gain access.”

Emmett got up, with his face as grim as stone. He showed Detective Stevens the café entrance to the apartment and his loud curse indicated that there was damage to the lock. They walked back to the table and Emmett flipped the sign, indicating the café was closed. “I’ll get everyone who was working the past few days in here for interviews.”

“My guess is that the perpetrator waited until the café closed. We just need the closers and access to your security system,” Detective Stevens nodded.

“I’ll stay here. Rose, you and Jasper go with Bella to Mr. Del Vecchio’s office,” Emmett said. His voice was deadly calm, but I could see him seething underneath his composed exterior.

“Come on, Bells,” Jasper said, helping me to my feet.

I was shaking and the panic was threatening to wash over me like a tidal wave. The gravity of what was happening finally hit me. Someone had broken into my home, invading my privacy and my security. My heart thumped against my ribs. I could see the darkness encroach in my vision.

“Deep breaths, Bella,” Rose said softly, sliding her arm around my waist. I knew I was as pale as a ghost. My breakfast was eager to make a reappearance.

“Isabella,” Caius said, urging me to sit down. “Listen to my voice. Your family is with you. You’re safe, loved and alive.” He pressed my hand to his chest, just behind his suit coat. “Feel my heart. Take a deep breath, allow it to fill every centimeter of your lungs.” He took a breath and I mimicked him. “Good girl. Hold it and slowly release it through your mouth. Tell me five things you can see.”

“Your pocket square, a chipped tile, the police car, a fire hydrant and a dog peeing at the fire hydrant,” I responded shakily.

He chuckled quietly at my last statement. I tried to pull my hand away. He put his palm over my hand. “Keep that hand there, Bella. Feel my heartbeat,” he commanded. “Breathe again. Now, what are four things you can touch?”

“Your shirt, the table, my jeans, and your heartbeat,” I whispered, feeling the panic ebb away. It was there, but not as apparent.

“More breathing, Bella,” Caius smiled. “Now, three things you can hear.”

“The phone ringing, the sirens and voices,” I replied.

“Another deep breath … excellent … two things you can smell,” he asked, giving me a gentle grin.

“Coffee and cigarettes?” I muttered.

“That’s me. A nasty habit. Don’t start,” Caius smirked. “One more breath and tell me something you can taste.”

I closed my eyes, taking another deep breath and exhaled it slowly. “My Chapstick.”

“How are you feeling, sweetheart?” Caius asked.

“Not as jittery,” I whispered. “But … still …” I blew out a harsh breath. “Better.”

“How did you …?” Jasper murmured.

“My daughter had a severe anxiety disorder,” Caius replied, a look of sadness passing over his face. He squeezed my hands. “Are you better, Bella?”

“I don’t feel like passing out,” I answered honestly. “Still a little edgy.”

“Okay,” Caius said, standing up and pulling me with him. “I’m glad. I’ll meet you at my office. Stevens, send that information, when you get it.” Detective Stevens waved his hand, nodding. Caius squeezed my hand, ducking out of the café.

“I’ll have to remember that,” Jasper said. “The calming technique.”

“Did you notice that he said he had a daughter with an anxiety disorder?” I asked, following Rose and Jasper to the back alley. I handed Jasper my car keys. “Can you drive my car? I need it, but I don’t trust myself behind the wheel.”

“You got it,” Jasper replied, kissing my cheek.

I got into Rosalie’s SUV and pulled up my legs. She turned over her vehicle and headed toward downtown. “I noticed that statement, too. I wonder what happened to Caius?” she shrugged. “I like him. A lot.”

“Why? Because he calmed me down?” I snorted humorlessly.

“That’s part of it, but he seems like he’ll take no bullshit from Jacob or from anyone. He also seems to … I don’t know … when he helped you, he was very gentle and …” she shrugged. “Maybe I’m reading too much into it.”

“Rose, I’m with Edward. Caius is old enough to be my father,” I said. “If you think …”

“Oh, no! Not that! However, he looked at you and the affection in his eyes was like father and daughter,” Rose supplied. “Again, I may be reading too much into it. Soooooo, I’ll just let it be.”

And, she did. The drive to the sleek office building near the courthouse was quiet. Rose parked the car and we walked to the lobby. I felt so sloppy, wearing a pair of jeans and Edward’s button-down. Rose was in a pair of slacks and a pretty sweater.

Apparently, Caius had already called down to reception and we were led to a private bank of elevators. We rode up to the top floor, greeted by a young woman with short blond hair and friendly grin. “You must be Rosalie and Isabella. I’m Jane Wyatt. I work with Mr. Del Vecchio. I’m his paralegal and I’ll be sitting in on your meetings with him. If he’s unavailable, just ask for me. Can I get either of you anything?”

“Some water would be great,” I said.

“You got it. Rosalie?”

“I’m fine,” Rose responded.

“Of course,” Jane nodded. “This way. We’re going to the back conference room. Do you have the paperwork from your ex’s attorney?” I nodded, reaching into my computer bag and handing her the thick packet. “Excellent.”

“I also included paperwork from the initial custody dispute where I had my son’s father’s parental rights revoked. It was an abusive relationship,” I explained as we followed Jane to the conference room.

“Your ex is trying for custody? You had his rights revoked,” Jane scowled.

“He’s pulling some misogynistic bullshit, saying that according to Quileute tradition, a woman has no rights to her son,” Rose explained.

“It’s a long story,” I explained, sitting down at the conference table. “A long, painful story.”

Jane nodded, putting the paperwork I gave her at the head of the table. She left the room and came back a few moments later with a couple of bottles of water. She sat down across from me, opening up a laptop at her seat. Caius walked into the conference room, with a tablet and a fancy fountain pen. “Did you find the office okay?”

“We did,” Rose answered. “My brother, Jasper, is joining us. He had to drive Bella’s car.”

The phone next to Jane rang. She picked it up, responding curtly. She hung up. “That was the front desk. Mr. Hale is on his way up. I’ll meet him at the elevators.”

“Excellent. While you do that, we can get to know each other,” Caius grinned. “I know that we’ve got a battle ahead of us, but I want you to feel safe and comfortable with me. So, a little about me. As you know, I’m Caius Del Vecchio. I’ve been practicing law for twenty-five years. I started as a prosecutor, but it wasn’t for me. I wanted to fight for families. A personal situation opened my eyes to another aspect of law and began this firm.” He looked at me, his eyes friendly and his smile gentle. “I wanted to give people hope. I mainly deal with custody disputes, but I also handle adoptions, fostering and divorces. The latter comes when it’s a domestic violence situation.”

“I think you’re the best person to help us with my son’s custody,” I whispered. “He cannot be with his biological father. He’s a cruel, sadistic man.”

“My guess is that your ex is a lot like my wife’s ex. Except, we didn’t get a happily ever after. He ended up killing my wife and my daughter,” Caius explained. “Can I tell you a story?”

“Of course,” I nodded. “I’m so sorry for what happened to you.”

“Thank you, Isabella,” Caius replied. “It was the reason I changed my focus. After my wife and daughter were killed, I couldn’t look at the perpetrators and not spew how much they deserved everything they got. I worked with special victims, rapists, child abusers, and wife beaters … I couldn’t be around that because my wife’s ex abused her. He abused her so badly that she nearly died. She wanted to die, but couldn’t because she was pregnant with his baby. She was granted a divorce and his parental rights were revoked. He was also thrown into jail. He only served ten years. He got out for good behavior.”

“He probably greased some palms,” Rose spat.

“He did. His daddy was a state senator and yeah,” Caius growled. “Long story short, he was obsessed with my wife. His obsession had only gotten worse while he was in jail. When my wife was picking up our daughter from school, he attacked and kidnapped them both. An amber alert was issued, and he ran. He was killed, along with wife and daughter, in a fiery crash on the freeway. I lost myself for a year, broken and shattered. It wasn’t until the senator came to visit me, apologizing for what his son had done, that I started to come back.

“It was his son who battered and broke my wife. It was his son who caused my daughter’s anxiety. She knew that I wasn’t her biological father, but I was her daddy and I’d do anything for her. However, her fear stemmed from knowing that her sperm donor had hurt her mother. It was his son that took away my whole world,” Caius whispered. He chuckled, with a deep, dark smile spreading over his lips. “It was me who brought down the senator. It turned out that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree when it came to breaking down a woman. The senator’s wife was a shadow of herself and had to be institutionalized. I wish I had been the one to prosecute that case, but handing over the evidence was so sweet and seeing him in cuffs? Poetic justice.”

“The man who killed your wife sounds a lot like my son’s sperm donor,” I grumbled. “He wasn’t obsessed, but he was violent. Extremely violent and he never took no for an answer.”

Jasper came inside with Jane, sitting down next to his sister. Introductions were made. Jane pushed the paperwork she’d received from me to Caius. He read the paperwork, furrowing his brows and shaking his head. “Tell me everything, Isabella. Start at the beginning until now.”

I’d only shared my complete story to Rose and Edward. Jasper knew the bare-bones version. I blew out a breath, taking a sip of water and began talking. I shared everything, from Jacob’s cruelty, Seth’s disastrous birth and every painstaking mile I’d traveled away from Forks, every frightening moment, every attack, every fear. I walked them through the steps I took to remove Jacob’s parental rights, explaining that he’d never paid child support and we were never married. I also told him about the windfall I’d received with my story being optioned into a movie.

“Okay, Isabella, legally, Jacob doesn’t have a leg to stand on,” Caius said. “He has no right to see Seth. This bullshit is not legal. He signed the paperwork and as far as Seth is concerned, he doesn’t have a father. Biologically, Jacob Black provided half of his genetic material, but he has no right to him, now or ever in the future. If he wants to see him, once he hits eighteen, he can. Similar to an adoption and the child wants to look up a birth parent.”

“I doubt that Seth will want anything to do with his sperm donor,” Rose sneered.

“I agree with that,” I nodded.

“What can we do?” Jasper asked, his face red with anger.

“I’m going to respond to this bullshit. I’m also going to get you a restraining order against him and his father, Billy. Based on what you shared with me, Jacob sounds like he’ll do whatever it takes in order to get what he wants,” Caius explained, arching a brow at me. “Be on your guard. I’ll do whatever I can to protect you.”

“You’re staying with us, Bells,” Rose frowned.

I sighed. “I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not imposing, Bella. You’re family,” Rose pushed. “I know you want to be on your own, but your safety is paramount.”

I opened my mouth and shook my head, wiping tears away.

“It’s not that she wants to be on her own, Rosalie. Isabella is used to doing everything by herself because she so used doing it on her own,” Caius explained. “Am I right?” I nodded, pulling my legs up. “Let your family help you, Isabella.”

“Okay, but I still want to meet with that real estate broker. Obviously, I can’t stay at the apartment, nor can Seth,” I frowned.

“If you get a house, you’re getting a state-of-the-art security system with cameras and a fucking guard dog,” Jasper growled. “Jacob will not get to you or to Seth. He should be in jail for what he did to you.”

“I agree with you there,” Caius hissed. “But, due to where those attacks occurred, the local police department had no jurisdiction and this Billy Black character wouldn’t have allowed his son to be prosecuted for multiple counts of rape, unlawful imprisonment, assault and a slew of other felonies. Hell, Billy should be in prison, too. He withheld medical care from you with the birth of your son.”

“And, who knows what happened to that midwife, Sue,” I whispered. “She was willing to help me and then, she was gone.”

“I’ll get a private investigator on that,” Caius said. “Perhaps, we can use her testimony to get some charges against Jacob and Billy.” He reached to me and took my hand. “You’re not alone, sweet one.”

“Thank you, Caius,” I breathed.

“If everyone doesn’t mind, I’d like a few moments with Isabella,” Caius said. “I need to share some privileged information.”

“Come with me,” Jane said. “I need to get your contact information. I can add that to the file.”

They left and Caius waited until they were gone. “Okay, it’s not privileged information, but I want you to feel comfortable with me. I’m so sorry that you had such a shit hand of cards dealt to you, Isabella.”

“Bella, please,” I said.

“Bella,” he replied softly. “In regard to your case, Jacob truly doesn’t have a leg to stand on. However, I’m afraid that Jacob will not take what I have to say to him very well.” He handed me his card. “My partners give me grief that I get too emotionally involved with my clients, but in order to give them the best representation, I have to … However, something about your past really pulls at my heartstrings. I can also see a lot of my little girl in your eyes.” He squeezed my hand. “This has my personal cell phone on here, along with my email address and direct line here at the office.”

“Thank you, Caius,” I murmured, tucking the card into my purse.

“You’re not alone in this situation,” Caius nodded. “Rely on your friends, your family.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

“Now, go get a pretty new house,” he snickered, standing up.

I did the same and he led me to reception. He shook my hand with a warm, friendly smile before ducking back to his office. Jane said she’d make copies of everything she’d received and would courier it to Rose and Emmett’s home once she was finished. Rose had to go pick up her son from kindergarten. Jasper said he’d drive me to the appointment to look at houses. My heart wasn’t in it, but I couldn’t rely on Emmett and Rose’s kindness forever.

We saw seven homes. The first three were too big and too expensive. No one should have that much house. No one! If I purchased one of those places, my house would be bigger than Edward’s place in Malibu. The fourth home was nice and came fully furnished. It was still expensive, but the seller was willing to do a quick close. That meant I could move in relatively quickly. The last two homes needed too much work, too many renovations, so I passed on those. After talking to Jasper and having a phone call with Rose and Emmett, I put in an offer for the fourth place.

Now, I just had to wait to see if the offer was accepted or countered.

I knew I had a ton of other things to worry about, but I had to tell Seth about our move, and I had to call Edward. He’d sent several texts to me throughout the day. He was still incredibly worried about me, but if I talked to him, I knew I’d lose my shit. I had to stay strong for my son, for me. So, I texted Edward, explaining I’d call him after I had a chance to talk to son.

Seth was already home when I got back from looking at the houses. My son was pacing angrily in the family room. Emmett was trying to talk to him, but I put a hand on my friend’s arm. “Let me talk to him, okay?”

“Yell if you need me, Bells,” Emmett murmured, hugging me. “Love you.”

“Love you, too,” I breathed, relishing in his support and strength. I stepped into the family room, glowering at my son. “Seth Charles Swan, put your ass on the couch and listen to your mother.”

“Mom,” he hissed.

“Now,” I said, arching a brow. He huffed, sitting down on the sofa and leaning forward. I sat down across from him, on the chest that acted like a cocktail table. “You have every right to be pissed off. I’m beyond pissed. I’m scared and pissed.”

“Can Jacob take me away?” Seth asked.

“No, he can’t. But, he’s doing stuff … like breaking into our apartment and trying to take you away to rattle me. Rattle us. I met with an attorney, and he doesn’t have any legal right for your custody. You’re mine, baby. Legally, you don’t have a father and Jacob was …”

“He’s my sperm donor,” Seth sneered.

“Exactly. He lost his parental rights, baby,” I nodded, cupping his cheek. “This isn’t the first time we’ve had to start over. Only now, we have money to do it right. I put an offer on a house. It’s a couple blocks over and we have the protection of the community. There are gates to get in and twenty-four-hour security.”

“When can we move in?” Seth asked, his lip pouting out adorably, but his black eyes were so angry. I didn’t blame him. “And, what about our stuff at the apartment?”

“I didn’t get very far in our apartment, but right now, it’s a crime scene,” I explained. “Anything we lost, can be replaced. We’ll get whatever you need and have fun doing it.” I took his hands. “Seth, I know that this is not ideal … It hit me hard. Our past has really messed me up and I need help.”

“What do you mean?”

“I need to talk to someone and possibly get some medicine to help me with my anxiety issues,” I explained. “Passing out or crying uncontrollably is not an appropriate response when forced into a stressful situation. Aunt Rose has a name of a therapist. I need to go to see that person. I also think that you should go, as well.”

“To the same person?” he asked.

“I’ll ask my therapist for a name of someone who specializes dealing with kids. I have different issues than you, baby,” I sighed, brushing his hair back. “I should have done this a long time ago. As soon as I had the means to do it, I should have gotten you into therapy. Me, too.”

He worried his lip and twisted his hands. He blinked up at me, tears in his eyes. He slid his arms around my neck, and he knelt between my legs. “I’m sorry, Mommy. I love you! You’ve given up so much for us, for me. I want us to be happy,” he cried into my neck. I moved so I was on the couch, and he curled against me, sobbing brokenly. I held him, wanting to cradle him like when he was a little boy. It was too difficult since he was as tall as me. I closed my eyes, crying along with him.

I made a vow to myself and to my son that after today, Jacob would no longer have any say in our future, our happiness. He was no longer in my life and with the love and support of my family, we’ll make it. We’ll be stronger.

However, there were a few lingering worries in the back of my mind.

One, would Jacob give up so easily? Legally, he has no right to my son, but will he walk away?

Two, can I truly let my walls down? With Edward, specifically. I thought back to my conversation with Rose. She was able to overcome her fears. Can I? Can I let him in, fully, without fear that he’ll shatter me like Jacob did?

And, three, who would be my son’s father figure in the future? He was a fatherless son … I could only do so much, but I wasn’t a man. Will Seth be able to accept that fact?

Big worries … it was too bad I didn’t have a clue how to figure out and assuage my fears.

A/N: This chapter started off one way and veered in an entirely different direction. Caius … I wanted him to be a trustworthy character. Almost a father figure for Bella … Though, Charlie is irreplaceable, but Caius will be there for Bella. 

Jacob Black, however, this is not the last you’ll hear about him. He’s truly the most despicable human I’d ever written, and I’d written some gnarly characters. 

I do apologize for the lack of DirectorWard. But, we needed to get some of the ‘drama’ built. He’ll be back in the next chapter. Hell, he’ll even have his own section, written in his POV. 

Pictures from this chapter (there aren’t many) are on my blog. You can access that from a link on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. I’m on twitter, too: tufano79. 

Leave me your thoughts! 
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I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Jacob Black, however, this is not the last you’ll hear about him. He’s truly the most despicable human I’d ever written, and I’d written some gnarly characters. 

I do apologize for the lack of DirectorWard. But, we needed to get some of the ‘drama’ built. He’ll be back in the next chapter. Hell, he’ll even have his own section, written in his POV. 

Chapter Eighteen

Edward 

Sitting on the beach behind my parents’ home, I stared out into the ocean. The waves crashed against shore. The ocean was rocky, like the thoughts in my brain. My mind was swirling out of concern for my Bella. Seeing her curled up and so afraid in my bedroom? It shattered me. I knew she was damaged – I hated using that word; she wasn’t a broken piece of technology – but, she needed help. I wanted to show her how much I cared for her. How much I loved her. Her fears were preventing me from doing that.

I meant it when I told her that she was the one in control. I would never force myself on a woman.

“Penny for your thoughts,” my mother said, sitting down next to me. She handed me a beer. “You seemed distant at dinner.”

“I’m worried about Bella,” I whispered. “It’s her story to tell, but she hasn’t had the easiest life. Before she left this morning, she had a massive panic attack. Then, after she got home, I got a phone call from her friend, Jasper.” I blew out a breath, running my hands through my hair. “Bella’s, I guess you would call him an ex, but he’s not … anyway … he’s trying to gain custody of their son. On top of that, Seth, Bella’s son, was upset and I spoke to him, trying to calm him down.”

“He’s her ex, but not?” Mom asked, arching a brow.

“Their relationship was one of power and control. Bella didn’t have any choices with him,” I explained, hoping that she’d understood what I said.

“Oh, my … OH! How awful,” Mom gasped, pressing her hand to her chest. “And now, he’s trying to take her son away?”

“Yep,” I sighed. “She told me that she’d had his parental rights removed, but he’s trying to pull some bullshit to steal him away. I think it has to do with her novel and the movie being made. He wants her money and he’s using their child as a means to get it.”

“He sounds like a complete monster,” Mom snarled. “I bet you want to fly up there and make things easier for her, right?”

“You have no idea. Unfortunately, I have a couple of meetings scheduled regarding the movie. We need to finalize locations and get the appropriate clearance. I also need to figure out options for the actors, sending out copies of the script for them to audition. So, tomorrow, I’m meeting with Elliott and Demetri to go over that information,” I shrugged. “I never hated my job more than right now.”

“The nice thing is that you can delegate,” Mom offered.

“Not this,” I growled. “It needs to be done and being the director, the one in charge, I have to make these decisions. We have a timeline. Filming locations need to be set if we want to begin filming in the spring. We have to cover a lot of time within the movie. Aro wants a rough cut by next holiday season. Then, the film will be released at the beginning of the blockbuster season, beginning Memorial Day weekend.”

Mom squeezed my bicep, giving me an understanding look. With a kiss to my cheek, she stood up. “Come on, Edward. Your dad and I have dessert. I’m certain he wants to hear all about your Bella,” Mom suggested. “Brooding on the beach won’t solve the world’s problems, kiddo.”

I nodded, getting up and following my mother into their home. My dad was in the kitchen, dishing out ice cream into bowls. “Your mom ordered your favorite,” he said, pushing a bowl toward me. Inside, there was slice of apple pie and a scoop of vanilla ice cream. I picked up a bottle of caramel, drizzling it over the top. “You look troubled, son.”

“I know. I just … I want to snap my fingers and make everything better for my girlfriend,” I said. My dad looked at me, confused by my statement. I sat down at the table, and he joined me. My mom sat next to me, rubbing my back in support. I told both my parents a very pared down version of Bella’s story. As I was talking, Alice came in, dressed like she’d just come from court. I stopped talking when she came in. I still didn’t trust her. It would take a lot of time and ass-kissing before I’d truly forgive her or trust her, if ever.

“What is it?” Alice asked.

“Edward was telling us about Bella and some difficulties she’s dealing with currently,” Mom said diplomatically.

“What happened?” Alice pressed. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Like you care,” I huffed under my breath.

“I do care,” Alice argued. “I realized that I never gave her a chance because my opinion was clouded by what I’d read from those emails. I should have … had more of an open mind, I suppose.”

“Did you ever figure out who sent them?” I asked, pushing my bowl away.

“My tech guy said that the emails bounced all over the place, but it was most likely that they came from Uncle Aro’s office,” she muttered, not meeting my eyes. “Specifically, from Paul’s office. However, nothing is for certain.”

“You need to let Bella know,” I sneered. “When did you find out?”

“I found out yesterday while you and Bella were at Disneyland. I tried to tell Jasper when I saw him with Marcus at the beach, but … he won’t even talk to me,” Alice argued.

“Yeah, well, do you blame him? Your relationship with Jasper is the least of his worries. Bella’s ex is trying to take her son away. You may want to reach out to her attorney in San Francisco with that information about those emails. It could help her fight this bullshit that she shouldn’t have to contend with,” I grumbled, shooting a scathing look at my sister. “Bullshit that should have never happened …”

“That’s not my fault,” Alice said, holding up her hands.

“What happened to her in the past was not her fault. How you treated her when you met her because of your prejudices? That’s all on you. You helped a great deal when we met with Uncle Aro, but …” I trailed off.

“I know I fucked up. I’ll try my hardest to make it up to you, to Bella,” Alice sniffled.

“I don’t know if you can. Bella’s willing to give you a second chance, but she said she doesn’t trust you,” I said.

“Alice, why did you jump to the conclusion that Bella wasn’t good enough for your brother?” Mom asked. “Or for him to work with her?”

“Because she came from nothing,” Alice mumbled. “She … she had nothing. I thought she’d try to wriggle her way into Edward’s heart and trap him with an accidental pregnancy.”

“Proves how much you know,” I sneered. “If you’d read her book …”

“I did!” Alice cried. “But, at the time I didn’t know! Now, those emails are … they’re fucking things up even more.”

“No, not the emails. You,” I clipped.

“Edward, I know that you’re frustrated and upset with your sister, but what’s currently happening to Bella wasn’t her fault,” Dad chided. “You’re just taking out your anger on Alice.”

“Apologies,” I sneered insincerely. “But, if we’d known where the emails originated from, we could have gone into this situation with eyes open and with some sort of plan. We were blindsided by Paul’s betrayal and because of that, Bella’s past was thrown at her, slapping her in the face, by Paul and his ire. Also, he probably shared information with Bella’s ex about the movie moving forward, not to mention her paycheck, and that’s what got this custody battle rolling. Did you deliberately withhold this information, Alice?”

She shifted on her seat. “Not deliberately,” she responded. “I just didn’t see the point of figuring out where the emails were coming from. At least, not at that point in time.”

“And, you wonder why I’m still pissed at you,” I snarled, standing up and thrusting my hands into my hair. “You knew that I cared about her and yet you pushed and pushed and PUSHED that you thought she was a slut and not worthy my time. You were determined to share Bella’s past, a past that was probably colored to show her in the worst possible light, with me. Remember that thick folder? I wonder how much of that was false? Probably all of it.”

“I’ve apologized!” Alice wailed. “Bella accepted it.”

“She may have accepted your apology, but I know, for a fact, that she does not trust you. We needed an attorney for that meeting with Uncle Aro. You managed to stop Paul from spreading his lies to the tabloids, but it will be a long, long time before you can worm your way back into my life. Felix is my attorney. I’m also going to ask him to represent Bella while she’s in Los Angeles,” I said coldly.

“Alice, most of this could have been avoided,” Mom said, frowning at my older sister. “I think it was a combination of things that really rankled your brother. The first being your inability to look past Bella’s outward appearance. Though, I saw a picture of her, and she doesn’t look like – how did you put it – ‘white trash.’ She’s quite lovely and from what I’ve heard, incredibly kind and smart, despite the harsh reality of her life. The second was using her friend to get information about her by having sex with him.”

Alice looked ashamed of that, gnawing on her lip. “That probably wasn’t the best choice,” she muttered.

“Really, you think?” I snapped.

“Edward,” Dad chided.

“What? I’m pissed,” I grumbled. “Do you blame me?”

“Not, really, no,” Dad snorted, shooting his daughter a glower.

Interrupting both of us, Mom continued, “The final thing is dragging your feet about finding out who was sending you those emails. All of this could have been avoided if you’d …” Mom concluded, shaking her head. “Alice, I think you need to take some time and think about how your actions have consequences. I love you, sweetheart, but I’m very disappointed in you. We taught you better than that. We may work in an appearance-driven field, but that doesn’t give us free reign to pass judgment when someone doesn’t meet with your exacting expectations. However, even the most beautiful person can have a black soul.”

“I’m never going to be forgiven, am I?” she asked, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“You may have to accept that you may never be,” Dad added. “Especially by Bella, who you hurt more than anyone in this situation. I also don’t think that your brother will be able to trust you either, Mary Alice. You only have yourself to blame. Not Edward. Not that man you slept with to get information about Bella. And most certainly, not Bella. You also have to deal with the disappointment that your mother and I have regarding your behavior. Your mother is right. We raised you better than that. Do you see how your actions have consequences? You’re an attorney. You should know that better than anyone.”

“I wish I could go back in time and take everything back. All of this could have been avoided,” Alice sniffled. “I’ll forever be sorry. And no, not sorry that I got caught, but truly sorry. Because of my prejudice, I’ve irrevocably altered our relationship, Edward. I’ll have to come to grips with my decisions.” She stood up, wiping her cheeks, and giving me a sad smile. “I think … I’m going to take some time. I’ve got a lot of time off saved up. Perhaps I’ll go on a much-needed vacation.” She walked to me, putting her arms around my neck. “I’m sorry, Edward. I love you.”

I didn’t respond to her, awkwardly returning her hug. Perhaps, Alice leaving would be the best option. Every time I saw her, she’d say something that would piss me off. She was helpful with the Paul situation, getting a gag order regarding anything related to Bella’s movie or her personal life. Felix, who was also there, also got a restraining order filed against Paul as well.

“Where will you go, Alice?” Mom asked.

“Probably our villa in Italy,” Alice answered. “I just need to unplug and recharge. Maybe, I need to rethink my position in the family.”

“Alice,” I growled. “Really? You’ll always be a member of the family. What the fuck?”

“Language, Edward,” Mom chided. “But, he has a point.”

“Oh, God! I’m talking about my job!” Alice explained. “I think that, perhaps, I should separate myself from the family business and move to one of the entertainment law firms, building my own clientele, away from this. Away from the family. Does that make sense? I just need to figure out my exit strategy.”

“I think that would be a wise decision, Alice,” Dad said. “A fair number of people heard about the ruckus you caused with Edward and they’re hesitant to keep you as counsel.”

“Felix is getting a lot of new clients,” I shrugged.

“I’ve really mucked things up,” Alice sighed. “Anyway, I’m going to make arrangements to fly out and spend time at the villa in Tuscany. I don’t know if I’ll be back for the holidays. I’ll let you know.” She kissed Dad’s cheek and hugged our mother. “I hope things go well for you and Bella. She didn’t deserve my ire and I can see how much you love her, Edward. I pray that my actions don’t push her away. I’ll have my cell phone with me if there’s an emergency.” With a harsh shake of her head, she left my parents’ home.

I should have been more upset that my sister was upending her life, but she’d burned so many bridges with her selfish behavior toward Bella and using Jasper by fucking him to get information about her. That shit was not cool. I huffed out a breath, twisting my lips. “Was I too hard on her?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think so. Her actions have consequences. She crossed a line,” Dad shrugged, taking a sip of his coffee. “I think this time away will give her the opportunity to reflect on the decisions she’d made.”

“I hate that there’s this rift,” I grumbled.

“It’s not your fault, Edward,” Mom said softly, rubbing my back. “You and Bella were the victims, to be perfectly honest.”

“Don’t worry too much about Alice,” Dad smiled, sipping his coffee. “Focus on you and your relationship with Bella.”

“I think I’m going to head home. I need to check on Bella. She’s dealing with so much,” I frowned. “I love you both.” I kissed my mom’s cheek.

“If Bella needs our help, we’re more than willing,” Dad said. “She must be something special if she’s got you so happy.”

“She’s everything,” I whispered. My phone vibrated in my pocket. I saw her face and I held up my phone. “Speaking of which. I’ll talk to you soon.” I ducked out the back door and began walking along the beach to my house. “Bella,” I answered. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.”

“I would rather be thinking of you than dealing with the bullshit of my life,” Bella grumbled. “It started with the panic attack yesterday when I woke up and went downhill from there. I’d had another one when I got back home. It was so bad that I passed out. My heart or my mind can’t handle this. I … this sucks.”

“Bella …” I gasped.

“Before you give me grief about my panic attacks, I’m going to a therapist. My friend, Rose, is taking me to her therapist that she went to after she was …” Bella trailed off. “After she was raped. I can’t keep living like this. I thought I was getting better, but the movie and talking about my past. It made me realize that I need to get myself together. How can I possibly love another person when I hate myself?”

“Surely, you don’t hate yourself,” I argued.

“I wished that I’d died when I gave birth to Seth. There was a point during the C-section where it was either remove my uterus or I’d die. Obviously, they chose my uterus, or else I wouldn’t be here. There were days where I wished I’d died. Anything had to be better than the life I was living,” Bella said softly, sounding almost wistful. “So, tomorrow, I’m meeting with this therapist to see if she’s a good fit, possibly seeing if I need something more intense, like seeing a psychiatrist in addition to therapy. I’m also getting my son some help, as well. He has some anger issues that need … he needs someone to talk to.”

“He can talk to me,” I murmured, not that I was a professional. Or, that Seth had met me … we only spoke twice on the phone.

“He knows that. Seth told me that you helped him yesterday while I was recovering from the shock of hearing that Jacob wanted to steal my son away. It was your voice that calmed him,” she sniffled. “But, like me, he needs professional help.”

“You can also talk to me, gorgeous,” I whispered. “What happened?”

“So many things. Obviously, the biggest thing is that Jacob is trying to take Seth away from me. Jasper did tell me that he informed you about that turn of events. My attorney pretty much told me that it would be a snowball’s chance in hell of him getting my son,” Bella explained, weariness filling her voice. “He signed away his parental rights.” She blew out a breath. “On top of that, someone broke into my apartment. The police are investigating, but we lost everything.”

“It might take some finagling, but I can fly up tomorrow. I want to help,” I said. I could easily reschedule the meetings with Elliott and Demetri, or have them remotely. I had to be there for my girl.

“Edward, thank you, but no. I’m staying with Rose and Emmett. I also put in an offer on a place in their neighborhood,” she explained. “It comes fully furnished, which is good since my furniture was torn to shreds. I’ll need to get new clothes. Seth, too. What a cluster …”

“Do they know who broke into your apartment?” I asked, trying to keep my temper in check.

“No, but as I said, the police are investigating,” she yawned. “My attorney thinks that money is the motivation for Jacob’s desire to take my son away. With my writing and the movie, my bank account is really healthy. Well, probably not as healthy after buying a house and …” Her voice cracked. “Starting over.”

“You’re not starting over, love,” I whispered. “Say the word and I’m there.”

“I know,” she sniffled. “Caius said that I need to rely on my family. I don’t know how. I’ve always shouldered the burden on my own.”

“You have people helping you. People who love you and would do anything to protect you and Seth,” I said fervently.

I’m trying,” she whispered. “I want to talk more, but I’m exhausted. My head hurts from everything I had to do today. Tomorrow is probably going to be …”

“Call me, Bella. Any time, you know that, right?” I asked.

“I do. Thank you for your sweet messages all day. They were a bright spot in an overall fucktastic day,” Bella snorted humorlessly. “I’ll call you tomorrow?”

“I’ll look forward to it,” I smiled, walking up my steps to my home from the beach. “Goodnight, love.”

“Night,” she said, ending the call.

“I love you,” I murmured into the night air. I slid my phone into my pocket of my shorts and sat down on the chaise lounge. My mind spun at what had happened to my girl. Jacob was the biggest asshole in the history of assholes. He hurt my girl, taking away her choices, her future. He shattered her spirit and stole more than just money from her. He stole her happiness. He stole her future. He stole her safety, security.

I wanted to give her everything. I wanted to be a part of her family. I wanted to be by her side, through the good times and the bad. More than anything, I needed to make her happy and show her that she is worthy of so much love, that she deserved the world.

I swiped at my cheeks, unaware that I’d started crying. God, I’m such a fucking pussy. Shaking my head, I went inside and crawled into bed. My sheets still smelled of her, her clean scent of shampoo, sultry perfume and just Bella.

The next day, I met with Elliott and Demetri. We needed to finalize our locations and get the appropriate documentation to film. Elliott had a list of twenty locations we were considering, all in the Pacific Northwest, from Eugene, Oregon up through Vancouver. For some obvious reasons, we decided to avoid Forks, which was Bella’s hometown and La Push. What we couldn’t get on location, we could get on a soundstage and CGI.

Demetri’s job was far more challenging. We determined the sections we’d send out as audition pieces for Charlotte, who was the mother, Peter, her son and Ian, her romantic interest. I remembered what Bella said about the mother/son relationship. We needed to make sure that the child actor we chose could handle the serious subject matter and had that special connection with the actress we hired to be his mother.

We had a list of prospective candidates. We created packets for the main characters which included a detailed synopsis of the movie, character sketches and relationships and the audition material. We had five options each for Charlotte, Ian, and a few other secondary characters. We were going to hold off casting the son until we had his mother chosen. The relationship between those two characters was integral to this movie being successful.

After we sent off the packets to the actors we hoped to audition, Elliott and Demetri left my beachside home. We made the executive decision to meet back after Thanksgiving to discuss the locations and we’d have auditions after the first of the year. To keep Bella as involved, Demetri, along with his fellow casting director, Gianna, agreed to have auditions in San Francisco. I’d make arrangements when I flew up to visit Bella, possibly using the St. Regis as our mobile studio.  

The last thing I did before putting my computer away was schedule my trip up to visit Bella. I hadn’t heard from her today and nor did I expect to. If she was starting therapy, she was going to be emotionally raw and probably wanted to come to grips on her own time.

Jasper sent me a text, saying that Bella got the house she put an offer on. They were signing paperwork this Friday and Bella was going to be moving in on Saturday. I was shocked at how quickly that had come through, but was happy that Bella had her own place.

Jasper, I want to help. If I fly up, can you pick me up and keep it quiet? ~ Edward

Let me know what time and which airline. Bella’s been … I’ve never seen her so defeated. She’s being strong for Seth and holding it together to get what she needed to be done, but she’s not sleeping, and I haven’t seen her eat anything since … well, since we left Los Angeles ~ Jasper

My fingers flew over my computer, and I scheduled to fly out early Friday morning. I did not schedule a return flight. Anything that needed to be done for the movie could be done using Skype or Zoom. I needed to stay with her.

Once I had my flight information, I shot off a text to Jasper. I arrive at nine in the morning on Friday. I’m taking an American Airlines flight. I’ll forward you the email with the itinerary ~ Edward

Hotels may be difficult to find. There’s some big conference or whatever going on. I’ve got a spare room, if Bella doesn’t feel comfortable with you staying with her while she has Seth. It’s not as fancy as your place, but it’s close to her new digs ~ Jasper

You don’t mind? ~ Edward

I invaded your guest house. My spare room is your spare room. Anyway, I’m picking up Seth from school. He had auditions for the school musical. Bella … she had to be sedated after her appointment with her therapist ~ Jasper

Is she okay? ~ Edward

I want you to be aware that this has nothing to do with the therapist. Actually, Bella being at the office was beneficial to be perfectly honest. Bella got a text from her attorney about someone who had helped her when she lived in La Push. She’d asked Caius to look into that, using a private detective ~ Jasper

I gulped down bile, afraid to hear what happened. Jasper, is Bella okay? ~ Edward

Bella’s fine … sedated, but fine. The woman, the midwife, who helped her with Seth’s birth, was found dead and she’d been dead for quite some time. Her neck was snapped, and she was buried in a shallow grave just outside of the Quileute reservation. She was murdered, but because of the location of her body … the local cops are hesitant to investigate. They have no jurisdiction on the reservation and the local tribal police are corrupt. The FBI are going to investigate, but it doesn’t look good ~ Jasper

And Bella … she started panicking. Am I right? ~ Edward

Panicking and sobbing. She blamed herself for what happened to Sue. One of the psychiatrists in the office gave her an anti-anxiety pill and Rose drove her home. Bella’s been sleeping since, not that her sleep is restful. They’re going back tomorrow … Anyhow, Seth’s here. Talk soon, Edward ~ Jasper

I closed my computer and pinched my nose. My poor girl was being tortured. Her safe place had been shattered by the boy who’d thrown her out like garbage. All because he was selfish and wanted money. I despised Jacob Black for what he did to Bella in the past. My hatred of him grew as I saw what he was doing to her currently.

Curling my lip in anger, I reopened my computer and began researching how I could help Bella bring that animal down. The local police might not have jurisdiction, but there had to be a way to make them pay for their crimes.

xx Blockbuster xx

Bella 

Never in my life had I been so exhausted, but unable to sleep. The last time I ‘slept’ was when I was given a sedative when I met with Kathryn, my therapist. Her colleague and psychiatrist, Sean, had to give me medications because I’d been so emotionally overwrought when I found out the truth about what happened to Sue Clearwater.

Each time I closed my eyes, I had nightmares of Sue … poor Sue who had done nothing but try to help me. Her decision to help ended up killing her.

That was my fault.

She helped me and her neck was snapped, probably by Jacob himself. He loved to choke me while he …

Don’t. Go. There. 

“Mom, you should be sleeping,” Seth chided, padding into Rose and Emmett’s kitchen. He walked to the fridge, pulling out a bottle of orange juice. He poured himself a glass, giving me a look. I shook my head and he put it back.

“So should you,” I smirked, looking up from my computer. “Don’t you have a math test tomorrow?”

“I do, but I’ll ace it. I’m awesome,” Seth snickered, kissing my cheek. “I’m more worried about you. I love you, Mom, but you look like something at the bottom of my shoes.”

“Thanks, offspring,” I snorted, rolling my eyes. “It’s been kind of crazy and I don’t have enough time to get the stuff I need to get done. I have deadlines for my books on top of everything else.”

“Mom, Uncle Jasper and your editor told you take your time,” Seth said, sitting down next to me. “I was in the car when your editor contacted him. She said that you had ‘bigger fish to fry.’ Come to bed, please?”

“I will. I just need to finish this idea,” I lied.

Seth pursed his lips. He, undoubtedly, didn’t believe me. But, he must have seen something in my eye that indicated I was going to out stubborn him. He hugged me tightly. “We’ll get through this, Momma. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered, kissing his forehead. “After school, we have to go shopping for new clothes.”

“Can’t you just get me stuff? I hate shopping,” he groaned.

“You’re growing like a weed, kiddo. I need you to try things on. It won’t take all night. I think Uncle Jasper is coming with us. I’m with you about the shopping. I’m going with Aunt Rose tomorrow after a meeting,” I explained. “So, I get to double my shopping pleasure.” I wish I could do everything online, but with no address made that difficult. If I could, I’d run into Target, grab what I needed and go. Emmett, Jasper and Caius all think I need some sort of protection. I get to have a shopping buddy – Rose is coming with me after another trip to my therapist and Jasper will be my shopping buddy after dinner.

“I don’t envy you,” Seth snickered, kissing my cheek. “Good night, Mom. Love you.”

“Sleep well, baby,” I murmured. I stayed up, typing furiously on my laptop, and working on my latest novel. I’d gotten well past the halfway point, working to the climax. As the sun was coming up, I hopped into the shower to wake myself up. I padded to the kitchen, pouring myself a cup of coffee, and made lunch for all the kids.

Emmett walked down with his youngest son in his arms. “Hey, Bells,” he smiled.

“Good morning,” I replied. “I made coffee.”

Emmett put his son down and he hugged my legs. I ruffled his hair, giving him an indulgent smile. He darted downstairs and I heard the television turn on.

“I told him that if he slept through the night without climbing into our bed, he could watch a show on Netflix,” Emmett snickered. “Rose is waking up Maggie and Lily. I’m taking the kiddos to school. Seth, too.”

“I’ll go light a fire under his butt,” I said.

“He’s up. He actually went for a run with me this morning,” Emmett said. “He told me that you weren’t sleeping. Looking at you, seeing the dark circles under your eyes, I agree with him. Bells, you need to take care of yourself.”

“I slept yesterday,” I argued.

“No, you were sedated. There’s a difference,” Emmett frowned. “I think … you need to sleep more than go to the therapist or go shopping. I’ll talk to Rose. You go to bed.”

“I can’t sleep,” I whispered. “Nightmares. I … everyone who helps me gets hurt. I remember them. I can’t …” Tears spilled onto my cheeks. “I’ll be fine.”

“Bella, everyone needs to sleep. You can’t stay awake for the rest of your life,” Emmett chided.

I huffed out a breath. “Be that as it may, I have to do what I need to do to survive,” I huffed. “I’m going to get ready for my appointment.”

To be honest, I managed to stay awake for the next few days by sheer will and stubbornness. I lived on coffee and NoDoze. I signed away my life as I paid for my new home. Jenks sat next to me while I forked over a good chunk of my savings from my books and signing bonus from the movie. Emmett said he’d get a state-of-the-art security system installed as his house-warming present. Jasper said he’d get me a guard dog. I rolled my eyes at that. I didn’t need a guard dog.

I’d give anything just to be happy. For now, I’ll just settle for a sense of safety.

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

A sleek black Tesla pulled up to the curb. Jasper smiled at me. “Nice car, Jasper.”

“My bonus from Bells got me this beauty. I traded in my Toyota Highlander, and I fell in love with this … this wonderful piece of machinery,” he purred, rubbing his hand over the steering wheel.

“Well, pop the trunk on this piece machinery so I can stow my shit,” I snorted.

“Oh, right,” Jasper grinned, opening the back and I threw my bags into the trunk. “We’ve got to run an errand before we head to my place.”

“What’s this errand?” I asked.

“Well, Bella is currently signing the paperwork for her new place. Jenks and Emmett are with her. Emmett’s getting her a security system and I want to get her a guard dog,” Jasper explained, pulling away from the curb after I got into the passenger seat. “I have a connection of someone who has some Australian Shepherds for sale. If trained properly, the dog will be another layer of protection for Bella and Seth.”

He drove us to large home located in Oakland. We got out and a petite woman smiled from the front yard. “Jasper Whitlock Hale, you son of a bitch,” she laughed. “When my girl said you were coming, I could hardly believe my ears.”

“I had to keep you on your toes,” Jasper snickered, getting out of the car. I did the same. The woman’s eyes widened. “Moira, this is Edward Cullen. Edward, this is my ex-wife, Moira.”

“You were married?” I asked.

“I was married and then we both realized we had the same taste in women,” Jasper laughed, hugging Moira. “It was the shortest marriage in the history of time, but we’re still good friends.”

“My current wife is another one of his exes, Annika,” Moira snickered, holding out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Edward. I think I had your poster on my wall when I thought I was still straight.”

“Um, thank you?” I replied, arching a brow with a nervous laugh.

“Sorry,” Moira giggled. “So, Annika said you’re looking for a dog.”

“For a friend of mine. This dog needs to be trained, though,” Jasper explained.

“Come with me. I’ll let you pick the dog and then I’ll get started on the training. Are we talking the standard training or something more intense?” Moira asked, leading us to a large building behind the Victorian home. “And before you jump to conclusions, I don’t run a puppy mill. We’re a dog rescue facility. Annika is the trainer and I’m the vet. The puppies you’re seeing were born and were abandoned by the mother.” Moira opened the door and a tall woman with skin the color of mocha and the most striking ice-blue eyes was holding two little puppies in her hands. “Annika, did you just finish feeding the puppies?”

“Yep,” Annika responded. “I think they’re almost ready to start eating solid food.”

“Excellent! Jasper is interested in purchasing one of these cuties,” Moira grinned.

“We need a guard dog,” Jasper said, giving Annika a hug.

“Well, this guy is the biggest of the litter and the leader of the pack,” Annika smiled, handing a puppy to him.

“He’s got two different colored eyes,” Jasper smiled as the puppy kissed his nose. “What do you think, Edward?”

I took the puppy in my hands, and he whimpered, butting his head against my chin as he nuzzled closer to me. “You’re cute, buddy,” I smiled. “But, are you strong enough to protect someone who I love?”

“Really, Edward?” Jasper asked, his blue eyes wide with shock, but he smiled brightly.  

“More than the world,” I replied fervently. “Bella’s it for me.” I blinked to Moira and Annika. “I hope you’ll be discreet?”

“Of course, Edward,” Moira said, pressing her hand to her chest.

“We’ll take him,” Jasper nodded. “We need him trained and all the shit that goes along with dogs. Shots, chopping off his nuts and all that.”

“You got it,” Moira laughed. “He’s obviously too young now, but he should be ready to go in two months. Do you have a name?”

Jasper chuckled, snapping a picture of me holding the puppy. “I’ll let you know. I’m telling my friend, Bella, tomorrow. She can name the furball. I’ll text you.”

“She should meet the dog so the puppy can get used to her scent,” Moira said. “Call me to schedule a time, okay?” She took the puppy from my hands with a warm grin. “It was nice to see you, hubs.”

“That’s ex-hubs,” Jasper laughed, kissing her cheek. “Thanks, Moira.”

“Anything for you, Jasper,” Moira grinned. “It was nice to meet you, Edward.”

“You, too,” I nodded, shaking her hand.

We got back into Jasper’s car and drove back to San Francisco. He pulled up to a converted warehouse, parking in an underground garage. We rode up to the top floor. He unlocked the door and led me to the guest room in his condo. It was an industrial place that had a warmth to it, despite the harsh, warehouse-feel to his place. “Thanks for letting me stay here.”

“Like I said, my spare room is your spare room,” Jasper said, opening the fridge and grabbing a couple of beers.

“Dude, it’s eleven in the morning,” I chuckled.

“After I tell you how bad Bella’s gotten, you’re going to need it,” Jasper frowned. He spent the next couple of hours explaining what had happened since he and Bella had left Los Angeles less than a week ago. My heart shattered as her ex was trying to destroy her happiness because of his greed. But, her family rallying around her gave me solace that she wasn’t alone. I also respected the hell out of Caius. He saw something in my girl, and he was going to fight for her.

“With Caius,” Jasper murmured as we ate a late lunch, “I think he sees something in Bella that reminds him of his late daughter. That’s a whole other story, but Caius is something else. I truly respect the hell out of him. I also think that Bella needs a father-figure and Caius can … I don’t know. After all is said and done, I don’t think Caius will walk away from her, from us. He adopted Bella; it would seem.”

“He needs a family to love, and Bella needs a parental figure to love her, unconditionally,” I smiled sadly. “She’d only had that with her father. Her mother was gone from her life. She needs unconditional love.”

“That’s the word … unconditionally,” Jasper whispered. “Rose, Emmett and I love Bella unconditionally, but she can’t accept it. She’d been shattered, broken, by Jacob that she doesn’t know how to accept unconditional, absolute love. She’s always trying to quantify how she feels and how we feel.”

“If I had to guess, that’s going to take a lot of time,” I retorted. “For you, for your sister and her husband and for me. The only person she loves absolutely is Seth.”

Jasper nodded in agreement. His phone vibrated. “Bella just finished signing the paperwork and got the keys. She’s planning on moving in tomorrow. We’re all helping. She’s going shopping with Rose and Emmett to get kitchen shit, bedding, towels … they’re going to drop it off at the house. Well, the kitchen shit … the bedding and towels will be washed at Rose’s place. Rose knows you’re here and we’re good until tomorrow morning.”

“I really want to see her,” I frowned.

“You will. Tomorrow,” Jasper smirked.

I sighed, finishing my beer, and sitting back on the couch. We watched some sports game. I couldn’t tell you what because all I wanted to do was be with my Bella. Jasper ordered pizza and we ate dinner while we watched another game. Once it was over, I looked at Jasper. “Before we go over to wherever tomorrow, I want to get a bouquet for Bella. She said once that no one ever got her flowers. So, I want to get her flowers for her new place.”

“You got it,” Jasper agreed. “Rose texted and said that we’re meeting at their place at nine.”

“We can pick up the bouquet, breakfast and coffee. Yeah?”

“More than likely, Emmett will get breakfast and coffee from McCoffee. He’s got an in with the owner,” Jasper said, giving me a smirk. “See you in the morning, Edward.”

I changed into some pajamas and spoke to Bella on the phone. Despite her exhaustion, I could hear a bit of her excitement in her voice. She had her own place. It wasn’t a rental, but a home with a yard and place for her son to spread his wings. I was so happy for her, but hated the circumstances in which she had to purchase her first home.

After we hung up, I curled around the pillow on the bed. I wished I’d was curled around Bella. Hopefully, I’ll be able to be curled up with her tomorrow.

The next morning, Jasper and I drove to Rose and Emmett’s place after picking up a beautiful autumn bouquet. “Stay out here, Edward. I want to give Bella a chance to see my present to her. I’ll text you when it’s safe for you to come in. Okay?”

“You got it,” I nodded, staying in the car.

Jasper went into a large modern home. I sat inside of the car. Around five minutes since he walked inside, the door flew open. Bella, whose face was pale, and her body was too thin, ran down the steps. Opening the door, I was barely out of the car as she slammed into me, her arms strangling my neck. I held her close, reveling in her body pressed to mine. I felt her tears. “I’m here, gorgeous. Don’t cry,” I whispered, burying my nose into her soft curls. That made her cry harder, clinging to me tighter.

A blonde woman came outside. “Why don’t you bring inside with you?” she said. “I’m Rose, by the way.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said as I lifted her into my arms as she tried to move closer to me. Her arms were so tight around my neck. I carried her into a family room. Rose gestured to an overstuffed chair. I sat down with Bella in my lap. She was trembling and tears soaked my neck. “Let me look at you, Bella.”

“I c-c-c-can’t believe you’re here,” she croaked. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

“I couldn’t not stay away,” I murmured, shifting so I could see her. She was still unbelievably beautiful, but she had deep shadows under her eyes, and she was pallid and far too skinny. “I missed you, love.” I leaned forward, kissing her forehead. “I have something for you, but it’s still in the car.”

“It’s not the puppy?” she asked, giving me a wry grin.

“No, I was just the model with the puppy,” I laughed, kissing her forehead. “And the dog is going to protect you and Seth.”

She wiped her cheeks, giving me a watery grin. “I’m sorry for losing it. My emotions are all over the place,” she said. “Come upstairs. You can meet Emmett, Seth and their kids.”

“Can I kiss you first?” I asked.

Her response was to press her lips to mine. I melted against her, holding her tightly. Our mouths moved together feverishly and if it weren’t for that pesky need to breathe, we’d still be kissing. While panting, she said, “I missed you, too, Edward. Thank you for coming.” She kissed me again and stood up, holding my hand.

We walked up to the main level where Emmett McCarty was standing. Next to him, there was a tall, lanky boy with rich, tanned skin. However, his face was all Bella. I recognized him from the FaceTime call I’d had with him. “Everyone, this is Edward Cullen. Edward, this is Emmett, Rose, Seth, Lily, Maggie and Liam,” she introduced.

“It’s nice to meet all of you. I feel like I know you, thanks to Bella and Jasper,” I smiled.

“Speaking of Jasper,” the man in question said, holding out the bouquet I’d left in the car. “These are from Edward.”

Bella looked at me, tears welling in her eyes. “They’re beautiful.”

Seth walked over to me, holding out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Cullen,” he said.

“Please, call me Edward,” I said, shaking his hand. “It’s nice to meet you face-to-face.”

He grinned and his face lit up. “You, too, Edward.” He looked to his mother. “Mom, are you ready? I can’t wait to see the new place.”

“Come on, baby,” Bella said, pressing a set of keys into my hand. “Edward will drive us.”

“Cool!” Seth said, bounding out of the house.

“I’m going to get my purse,” Bella murmured, kissing my jaw, and leaving my arms.

As soon as she was gone, Rose hugged me. I awkwardly returned it. “Um, okay?”

“It’s like night and day with her,” Rose breathed. “You’re so good for her.”

“Rosie, stop molesting the hot director,” Emmett snickered, tugging his wife away from me. “My apologies.”

Bella came back and we all got into various vehicles. Seth was in Bella’s Volvo. It was packed to the gills with bags and boxes. I got into the driver’s seat after helping Bella into the passenger seat. I backed out and followed Jasper to Bella’s new home. It was just a few blocks over. Like Rose and Emmett’s place, the house was modern but smaller. It was navy blue with a white single car garage underneath. She opened the garage and told me to park inside. The caravan of cars parked on the street and on the driveway.

“Seth, come with me, kiddo. I want to show you our home,” Bella said, pulling out a set of keys. “This is our home.”

“It’s so cool, Mom,” Seth grinned. “Do you want come in with us, Edward?”

“You guys go first. I’m going to start unloading the back of the car, okay?” I responded. Bella caught my eye and gave me a grateful smile. She took Seth’s hand and wrapped her arm around his shoulder. She unlocked the door, ducking inside. I began pulling out the bags and boxes from the back of Bella’s SUV. Rose came up to me. She gave me a look. “She’s showing Seth the house. He hasn’t seen it yet.”

“Right,” Rose nodded.

“Where are your kids?” I asked.

“We dropped them off at a neighbor’s,” Rose answered. “Liam would just break everything, and the girls would complain about not being able to hang out with their friends.”

Seth came out with Bella. His eyes were wide. “I can’t believe this place! It’s huge!”

“Compared to the apartment, it is,” Bella chuckled. “Let’s get all this stuff inside. That way we can unpack and get settled.”

With five adults and Seth, we got everything into the house. Bella had already washed the new bedding, pushing the sheets and towels for his bedroom and bathroom into his hands. Rose took Bella’s bedding and Jasper handled the boxes upon boxes of books to load into the office. Emmett was setting up the televisions, internet, and security system. I was working with Bella in the kitchen. She was washing the new plates and I was putting them into the cabinets. Music was playing from her phone, which had been connected to the Bluetooth speaker system that came with the house.

“I love that this place has furniture, but it’s so white,” she said, putting a serving bowl into the drainer.

“We can paint it,” I suggested. “I can help with that. I’m here for as long as you need me.” Forever sounds great. 

“What about the movie?” she asked, wiping her hands, and leaning against the counter.

“There’s nothing that can’t be done over FaceTime, Zoom or email. I have everything I need on my computer. All I need to do is print out the script and begin coming up with camera angles and create the shooting schedule. We’re in a holding pattern until we get locations finalized and we begin casting,” I explained. “Speaking of which, we can cast here so you can be a part of that step. I’m going to set up our ‘mobile studio’ at the St. Regis.”

“We can do the casting in Los Angeles,” she murmured, her eyes dropping to the quartz countertops.

“I don’t want you to be away from Seth for more than a few days. Casting, especially the leads, will take some time,” I said. “Let me do this for you.”

“Okay,” she nodded. “Thank you.”

“Bells, your bed is made, and I put your towels in the ensuite bathroom,” Rose said. “I’m going to go to the store. You need food, shampoo, body wash and girlie things.”

“Here, take my credit card,” Bella said, reaching into her purse.

“I’ve got it, Bells. I’m taking Seth with me,” Rose smirked. “Punk! Let’s go!”

A couple of hours later, the fridge was filled, and we were sitting in the backyard, enjoying some Chipotle. Everyone except Bella. She was nibbling on some chips and salsa. Her eyes were drooping as she leaned against me. “You okay, Bells?” Emmett asked. She nodded, giving him a tiny smile. “We’re going to go. I’ll be over on Monday for the security camera installation, along with the security system upgrade. We need you safe.” He stood up, kissing her forehead. “Love you, Bellsy.”

“Thank you, Emmett,” she murmured. “I really appreciate all of your help. Everyone … I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“You’re family, sweet girl,” Jasper said.

Emmett and Rose left with hugs and kisses. Jasper hung out, talking to Seth while we sat around the fire pit. He was undoubtedly waiting for me, but I didn’t want to leave. Bella and I were curled up on a chaise lounge.

“Holy crap. Mom’s asleep,” Seth whispered. “I don’t think she’s slept since she got back from Los Angeles. Well, didn’t sleep without the help of a sedative.”

Jasper looked at us, a sad smile ghosting over his features. “I take it you’re staying?”

“I don’t want to presume,” I said, tightening my hold around my sleeping girl.

“This is the first time that my mom doesn’t look … shattered. Please, stay, Edward?” Seth asked. “She trusts you. Really trusts you.”

“I’ll bring your bags over tomorrow,” Jasper said. “Come on, kid. It’s bedtime for you, too.”

“Good night, Edward,” Seth said, giving me a warm smile. He followed Jasper inside.

I tightened my arms her body, gazing down at her sleeping face. I brushed my lips on her forehead. “I love you, Bella. So much.”

“Love you, too,” she mumbled. I looked down, uncertain if she’d woken up. She was still asleep, snuggling closer. I sat up, holding her in my lap. I lifted her easily and carried her inside. I put her on the bed and her fingers twisted in my shirt. “Don’t go.”

“I’m not, love,” I said. “I’m staying.” I kicked off my shoes and jeans and climbed into the bed, pulling into my arms. She sighed contentedly, wriggling closer to me. “I’m staying. Forever, if you’ll have me.”

A/N: Bella’s moved in and Edward’s with her. She’s struggling with all of this, but the fact that she trusts Edward enough to fall asleep near him says a lot. I hope I made up for the lack of DirectorWard in the last chapter. 

Anyhow, pictures from this chapter are on my blog. You can access that from a link in my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. Leave me your thoughts, kids! Thanks for reading! I appreciate you all, more than you know. 

 




Chapter 19




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

Before we continue onto the story, I do want to address how everyone is handling Alice. 

She fucked up. Plain and simple. 

She slept with Jasper to get details about Bella. She didn’t want to find out who was sending the emails to her about Bella. She didn’t care. As an attorney, she should be able to portray a level of trust. In her behaviors? Zero trust. Because of her choices, her integrity was questioned and rightfully so. She felt that Bella was worth less than the dirt beneath her shoes and due to that behavior, she lost her professional integrity and rightfully so. 

In regard to her family, she also hurt her relationship with them. She worked in a family business, which caused her family’s integrity to be questioned. Will she be forgiven? In time … Regardless of her behavior, her family will love her. Like my mom used to say, ‘I love you very much, but I don’t like you at the moment.’ Will she ever be trusted, especially in situations where she’s working with her family? Definitely not. 

She is an entitled snot and her choices finally caught up with her. 

I do not like this Alice. It’s as simple as that. If someone pulled some of this bullshit on me, I’d react the same way. Her family, Bella and everyone involved have every right to be pissed at her. She has to make some changes in her life, but regardless, her choices irrevocably changed her relationship with her brother, and made her parents question her professional ethics. And Jasper? Yeah, not happening … she burnt that bridge so badly that the bridge is no longer there. 

Stepping off my Alice Hate-Train and onto the story. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Chapter Nineteen

Bella

I felt safe. I felt protected. Sighing, I snuggled deeper into the covers. Then I realized that my pillow had a heartbeat. Opening my eyes, I was confused. Where am I? 

“It’s okay, Bella. You’re safe,” said a male voice.

Jacob? 

No, not Jacob. He would never hold me. He also doesn’t smell like sandalwood and beach grass.

I shifted, looking up. Edward was holding me. His eyes were gentle, kind and swirling with concern. “Hey, gorgeous,” he breathed.

“Hi,” I croaked. “How did I get here?”

“I carried you inside. As soon as Rose and Emmett left, you crashed. Seth was adamant that I stay because he said he’d never seen you so relaxed,” Edward murmured, trailing his fingers down my cheek. “I can go.”

“No,” I gasped, tightening my hold on his t-shirt. “Stay. Please, stay.” I felt tears well in my eyes. God, I’m such an emotional mess. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, love,” he said, wiping his thumbs on my cheeks.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“A little after eleven in the morning,” Edward explained.

“I need to get Seth breakfast,” I blurted, trying to get up.

“Relax, Bella. I got up and we got some McDonald’s. I borrowed your car, by the way,” he snickered. “He’s currently organizing his new room and working on a book report. He also asked me about callbacks.”

“He got called back?” I asked. “He didn’t tell me.”

“He was really worried about his mom,” Edward smiled, brushing my hair back. “But, he got called back for the Baker in Into the Woods, Jr. I gave him some tips and listened to him. Seth is really good, to be honest. He’s got a natural way when he reads his lines and a nice singing voice.”

I snickered. “He didn’t get that from me. I’m completely tone deaf.”

“Singing is not a talent of yours,” Edward replied diplomatically. “But, I won’t hold that against you, love.”

“I should get up,” I said. “I feel gross. I also need to finish organizing the house.”

“I think you’re entitled a lazy day, Bella,” he murmured. “When was the last time you just vegged?”

“Um, never?” I answered.

“Well, let me and Seth handle things,” he smiled, brushing his lips with mine. “You just plop down on the couch and look up some ideas for paint, décor, and tchotchkes. You’re also going to soak in that tub and let me spoil you.” Tears welled in my eyes. “Don’t cry, Bella. You’re not alone.”

“I’m just so emotional and I don’t know …” I whispered.

“You have every right to be emotional. You’ve been through hell for years. You’re entitled to cry, sob, rage, and scream. Seth’s biological father is asshole, and he doesn’t get to know that wonderful, beautiful boy that you raised. A boy who is kind and smart and funny, despite the fact that he’d been through hell with you. He adores you, Bella. He thinks you’re the strongest person in the world. He would walk through fire for you, Bella,” Edward whispered.

His words made me cry more. I was so proud of my child and the person he’d become. However, my child should not have to walk through fire for me. That was my job. Not his.

Edward gathered me in his arms, not saying anything as I cried.

“Bella, I know that you are dealing with things. I understand that you think you’re damaged. You’re not,” he said once I calmed down. “You’re bruised and you have some scars, but you are strong and resilient and beautiful.”

“But, like everyone else, you’ll leave,” I muttered, voicing my greatest fear. “Everyone who cares about me leaves.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Bella,” he pressed. “You’ll have to order me away.”

“I don’t want that,” I admitted. “I kind of like having you here.”

“I think you more than like having me here. You burrowed into me, sleeping so hard. When I got up to take Seth for breakfast, you wouldn’t let go,” he said. “Now, you go soak in the tub and I’ll make you breakfast.”

“Make?” I teased.

“Pick up. Shut it. I still can’t cook, and I don’t know the local delivery services,” he quipped. “Seth said he’d help me.” He kissed my temple and got out of bed. I noticed he was in a pair of jeans and t-shirt. “I checked your bathroom. It’s fully stocked. Since my shit is at Jasper’s, I opened a new toothbrush. It’s the only one in the holder. Do you have any preferences for food? You do need to eat, love. You barely ate all day yesterday.”

“Greasy cheeseburger and tater tots,” I said, getting up. I was still in my clothes from yesterday, but it didn’t bother me since my outfit was a pair of yoga pants and an oversized shirt. “With a cherry coke. Seth will know where to get it. Just don’t trust him for directions.”

“You got it,” Edward said, giving me a crooked grin. “Soak, relax and decompress.” He leaned forward, kissing me tenderly, brushing his mouth over mine. “One greasy cheeseburger with tater tots and a cherry coke coming right up.” With another deep kiss, he left my bedroom and called for Seth.

I padded to the dresser, which was filled by Rose. I found a pair of panties and a bra. I carried them, along with a pair of jeans and pretty top. I’d looked like a zombie, and I wanted to look nice for Edward. He’d traveled all this way for me. A smile ghosted over my face. He was here. Edward was here.

I took my time in the bath, soaking in the bathtub after giving it a deep scrub. I lit a few candles that Rose had deposited around my bathroom. The calming scent of lavender filled the room. I relaxed and let the hot water soothe my tense muscles. Finishing my bath, I took a shower to wash my hair. When I was clean, I dried my hair and tossed it into a low ponytail. Applying makeup, I got dressed and left my bedroom. I felt better, but was still so exhausted. Not sleeping for almost a week really fucked me up.

I walked down the stairs. Little tidbits of home were scattered around the living room, kitchen, and dining room. Pictures were hung and there was another beautiful bouquet on the kitchen island. The flowers that Edward gave to me were in my bedroom. I must have been completely out of it if I hadn’t heard the hammers pounding on the walls. Looking at the pictures, I smiled at the history on my wall. My family, my friends, my son.

Photos from Christmas, laughing in front of the tree at Rose and Emmett’s.

A picture of my father … “Dad?” I whispered, plucking the photo from the wall. The picture was creased and worn, but it was my dad in his uniform. “Daddy?” I slid down the wall, looking at him. Tears welled in my eyes as I traced his features.

“Mom! Edward and I have … lunch,” Seth called, finding me on the floor. He put the food on the counter. “Mom? What is it?”

I held up the picture, pointing to it. “W-W-W-Where did you find this? I lost everything about my father,” I asked, looking down and shakily running my fingers over my dad’s face on the picture. “All the pictures, his awards, him.”

“It was in one of the boxes that held your books, Mom. One of the older ones from when I was a baby,” Seth answered, sitting down next to me. “Uncle Jasper found it. It was Edward who got the frame for it and put it on the wall. You look just like Grandpa, but girly. You also don’t have a mustache.”

“That wouldn’t be a good look for you, gorgeous. I’d still think you’re hot, but it would make kissing you a bit difficult,” Edward snickered.

I laughed, looking at my father’s face. “You look like him, too. You have his smile, Seth.” I hugged my son, kissing his temple. “I’m sorry. I was just having a weepy mom moment.”

“Well, you need to have a hungry mom moment,” Seth said, standing up and pulling on my hand. “Edward and I got you something to eat. You’ve been surviving on coffee and air this week.” I got up and he led me to the kitchen. “Please, Momma?”

“Thank you,” I said. “Both of you.”

“I’m sorry if I overstepped,” Edward said softly, pulling out plates for us. “Jasper showed it to me, and it was in bad shape. When we got breakfast, I found a boutique that had frames. I got this frame for the photo because … your father … I wanted to protect it for you.”

“You didn’t, Edward,” I responded. “It’s just been … so long. I haven’t seen a photo of my father since I left Forks. I’ll explain more later. But, seeing him again just threw me for a loop.”

“Well, here’s your greasy hamburger, tater tots and cherry coke,” Edward grinned, handing me the plate with a flourish.

“I got some nacho cheese for us to share,” Seth said, sitting next to me. Edward gave him another plate with another hamburger and French fries. “Thanks, Edward.”

“I will make dinner for us since you two ate McYuck’s for breakfast and Sonic for lunch,” I teased. “Thank you for picking this up.”

“You’re welcome, gorgeous,” Edward replied, unwrapping a patty melt with his own tater tots. “I don’t want to burn down your brand-new pretty house.”

“Thank you for that,” I laughed. “Now, Seth, Edward said that you got called back for the musical?”

“Yeah. I don’t think I’ll get it, but whatever,” he shrugged, devouring his hamburger. “I just like music and singing. I figured why not.”

“I’m going to have to get you even more clothes, Seth Charles Swan. I just dropped a shit-ton of money on a new wardrobe for you,” I teased.

“I’m a growing boy,” he said, his mouth full of fries.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Edward and I chided. I giggled as Edward gave me a crooked grin.

“So, this must be what it’s like to have two parental units,” Seth quipped. “I think I like it.”

“You’ve been respectful to Edward, right?” I asked.

“He’s awesome,” Seth answered, nodding eagerly. “We have an understanding, right, Edward?”

“We do, Seth. He’s been great, Bella. He’s an amazing kid,” Edward blushed. He held out his fist and Seth bumped it while he slurped up his soda. “Are you two okay while I run over to Jasper’s to pick up my luggage? I mean … if that’s what you want. I didn’t want to presume.”

“Stay,” I said simply.

“Okay. Is it alright if I borrow your car again?” he asked.

“After you finish eating your lunch,” I snickered.

“Right,” he laughed.

While we ate lunch, Seth told me about his audition and about his call back, which was scheduled for next week. After some prodding, he did sing his audition piece. His tanned skin was so pink, but his voice was sweet and confident. Pride filled me and I hugged him tightly, much to his embarrassment. His face flamed to a bright crimson, giving me a scowl. “If you get that lead, I’ll be in the front row and will be that embarrassing mother.”

“I’ll be right next to her, Seth,” Edward smirked. “You’re good, kid. Probably better than I was.”

“Could I be in the movie?” Seth asked.

“Possibly. Usually, when I do a movie based on a book, I try to get the author on screen with a cameo,” Edward said, giving me teasing grin.

“Oh, no. I’ll write the screenplay and give you the source material, but I will stay off screen,” I snorted. “You’re done with your lunch. Go get your stuff from Jasper’s place. Do you know how to get there?”

“I do, but if not, I have my phone and Jasper’s address,” Edward said. “I’ll be back in a little bit.” He cupped my cheek, kissing my lips. “Call me if you need me.”

“Bye, Edward,” Seth said, again with his mouth full. Edward laughed, walking down to the garage. “I like him, Mom. He’s a lot like Uncle Emmett and Uncle Jasper, but a lot more protective of you. You obviously like him, too. That hug yesterday morning?”

“I was completely shocked that he was here,” I smiled, dipping a tot into some cheese.

“Mom, you threw yourself into his arms and clung to him like a spider monkey,” Seth deadpanned. “You also fell asleep in his arms. He’s a good guy. He loves you.”

“He can’t love me,” I argued.

“Uh, yeah. He can,” Seth grinned. “Mom, I may be twelve, but I can see how much he loves you. You also love him. You trust him.” He reached over to me, squeezing my hand. “Mom, our lives have been a shitshow.”

“Language,” I chided. “But, it’s the truth. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Momma,” Seth said. “It’s all my sperm donor’s fault. He did this. He’s trying to hurt you, to hurt me.”

“He won’t, Seth,” I vowed. “We’re going to fight this and as far as your sperm donor is concerned, he has no say in our happiness, in our lives. We write the story, not him.”

“We do write the story and I think with Edward, we’ll get our happily ever after,” Seth smiled, hugging me tightly. “You deserve happiness. You deserve love and not just from me. If he says that he loves you, will you say it back?”

Now, if that wasn’t a question for the ages …

xx Blockbuster xx

While Seth was at school, Edward was invaluably helpful in setting up my home. We’d painted walls and went shopping for décor. I was also shocked at how handy Edward was. He said that he learned how to do this stuff because of his job. If he wanted something done, he needed to do it himself. He also had a really good eye for décor.

“Set dressing,” he shrugged, tossing a couple pillows into the shopping cart at a home décor store. “You have an aesthetic you want to portray for a character, and you look for what you want. Granted, in movies, I tend to find the stuff at Goodwill, Salvation Army or the dumpster, thanks to budgetary concerns.”

“Well, I’m thankful for your eye,” I grinned, finding a throw blanket that matched my new bedding. “I’m surprised your house so sparsely decorated.”

“I put all of my decoration mojo in my movies. I want my life to be simple,” he explained, holding up a lamp.

“Ugh, no. The shade is pretty, but the lamp is atrocious,” I laughed.

He held it up, inspecting the lamp portion and he wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, this is pretty bad. My apologies, gorgeous.” He put it back and pushed the cart. “So, while you were working on alphabetizing your books, I talked to my parents.”

“You make it sound like I’m a nerd,” I snickered. I shook my head. “Wait, I am a nerd.”

“A sexy nerd,” he grinned, pulling me into his arms and caging me against the shopping cart. “My sexy nerd.”

Butterflies swarmed in my belly as his lips trailed along my neck. I smiled, blushing at his sweet words. “Edward,” I whispered. He chuckled darkly, straightening and we walked through the aisles in the store. “What did your parents want?”

“They asked me if I was coming back for Thanksgiving. I told them I wasn’t. I do have fly back for some meetings during the first week of December, but I can be back,” he said.

“What are the meetings?” I asked.

“Finalizing locations and scheduling auditions,” he said. “Then, once we begin hiring the actors, I can send Elliott to do some B-roll shots, stuff to use for transitions in the movie. Since the book covers such a long span of time, we need to have change of seasons and I can’t exactly get fall foliage footage in April. I’d rather get the real thing than having to set up a soundstage with fake fall trees or heaven forbid, with CGI. Computers can do some amazing things, but I still prefer the real thing.”

“I’m curious. For the locations, you didn’t …” I trailed off. “I don’t want the film to be done in Forks or La Push.”

“I know that. With your history and what happened to you, Forks and La Push were not even options. We’re looking at Oregon and Vancouver for the early parts of the movie,” he explained. “We’re also exploring northern California, as well.”

I turned around, sliding my arms around his middle. He stopped and held me, cradling my head and body like I was the most precious thing in his life. “Thank you,” I breathed against his chest.

“This whole movie-making process has been rough on you. Granted, a great deal of the drama came from my sister and now with … you know,” he shrugged, kissing my head. “Come on. I want to take my girl out for a date.”

“I have to pick up my kid in a few hours,” I snickered.

“I can still take you out for lunch, woman,” he said. “Come on. Let’s pay for this frou-frou decorative shit and go out for lunch.”

“You have the heart of a poet,” I teased, pushing the cart to the exit of the shop.

“I do try,” he grinned.

After paying for the decorations, we drove to one of my favorite sushi restaurants. He told more about the plans for the movie, along with his decision to have the auditions up here. He wanted my approval for the leads, but for the smaller roles, he’d hire them.

“After the casting process, I want to step back. I want to see what you come up with for the movie,” I explained. “I’ve been very hands on, but I really want to be surprised when I see the movie at the premier.”

“I can work with that, but if I need help I can call you, right?” he asked.

“Of course,” I nodded. Edward paid for our lunch, and we drove to my son’s school. Seth got into the backseat with wide eyes. “Is everything okay, Seth?”

“I got the role of the Baker in the musical,” he said. “Rehearsals begin after Thanksgiving break.”

“Congratulations, Seth,” Edward smiled. “Do you have your script?”

“I’ll get it tomorrow at the first read-through,” Seth answered. “Can you pick me up tomorrow at four?”

“Sure thing, kiddo,” I said. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Seth chuckled anxiously. “I’m worried that I’m going to suck. At least, it’s double cast.”

“You are not going to suck,” I chided. “You wouldn’t have been cast if the director didn’t believe in you. Right, Edward?”

“I agree,” Edward nodded. “You’re going to rock it and when you’re on stage, I want to see you. I’ll be right next to your mom, sitting in the front row.”

“Really?” Seth asked. “That would be awesome, Edward. I mean, wow!”

“After being on stage, you’ll be on the big screen in no time,” Edward quipped.

“Maybe,” Seth drawled. “We’ll see.”

The next couple of weeks, things calmed down. My house became a home. The only fly in my ointment was the lack of progress in my apartment break-in. Other than completely trashing my place, there were no other clues. It didn’t appear that anything was taken, but I don’t know. Whoever got inside had cut the security feed from McCoffee Café and Lauren, who had closed that night, didn’t remember anyone staying until closing. As a result, I had no idea who invaded my home, and it made all the men in my life extremely anxious.

It made me anxious, as well.

Having Edward stay with us gave me solace and protection. I don’t know how I’d feel once he flew back to Los Angeles, but having him with me and Seth made me feel so safe. Also, watching Seth turn to Edward and seeing their relationship blossom, it made my heart burst. My son had someone on his side. Yes, he had Emmett and Jasper, but he saw them as uncles. Edward’s relationship with Seth reminded me of my relationship with my father. One of mutual respect, love, and laughter.

I wanted to believe that my son had a father, but I didn’t want to presume.

It felt nice to hope.

As I was planning Thanksgiving and talking about with my latest therapy appointment with Rose at my place, my cell phone rang. Edward was with Seth, Jasper and Emmett. They were shooting hoops with a couple of Seth’s friends and their fathers.

“Who is it?” Rose asked.

“It’s Caius,” I replied. “What if Jacob …?”

“Don’t think the worst,” Rose soothed. “Put it on speaker.”

I slid my finger across the screen, turning on the speaker phone. “Hello, Caius. How are you doing?”

“I’m good. I wanted to talk to you about what I’ve found out about Jacob and his claim to your son,” Caius said. “I also wanted to check on you. Have you settled in the new place?”

“Yes, I have,” I nodded. “With the help of my family, I was moved in and it’s feeling like home.”

“You sound better than when I spoke with you last,” Caius breathed. “I was really worried about you, Bella. I still am, if I’m being honest. However, knowing that you’re accepting help from your family puts my heart and mind at ease. You deserve happiness.”

“For the longest time, I didn’t think I deserved anything, Caius. Now? I realize that the voice in my head, that nasty voice who told me that I was worthless and a waste of skin, he was lying,” I hissed. “I’m not. I want happiness. I want love.”

“And, you’ll get it,” Caius agreed. “Do you have a moment?”

“Yeah, give me a second,” I answered, looking up at Rose. I picked up the phone and ducked into my office. I sat down on the leather sofa. “I was in the kitchen, talking to Rose, when you called.”

“It’s okay. As I said, I’ve found out some information about Jacob and his case,” Caius explained. “Along with the murder investigation involving Sue Clearwater, as well.”

“Start first with Sue,” I whispered.

“Well, her death was ruled a homicide. The FBI have taken over the investigation since the tribal police refused to do anything about it. They ‘claimed’ that she was attacked by bear while out for a walk, or something,” Caius explained.

“Do you know who is in charge of the tribal police?” I asked.

“They spoke to the chief of the tribe, William Black,” Caius answered. “He was less than helpful.”

“Doesn’t surprise me. He’s the one who …” I trailed off. “He condoned the ritualistic sexual assault of his own daughters. They left when he backed up the boys who … you know.”

“There’s a lot more going on that reservation than meets the eye,” Caius growled. “I’ll reach out to my FBI contact and have them open up an investigation. It seems that the chief has a lot to answer for, to be quite honest.”

“And Jacob?” I asked.

“Money. It would appear that Jacob has another child, and the child has special needs. He tried to say that the kid wasn’t his, but the parents of the woman who gave birth insisted on a DNA test,” Caius said.

“Why the parents?”

“The mother died in childbirth. She had a preeclampsia and died from a complication,” Caius murmured. “Her name is Emily Young and she lived in Port Angeles. Jacob had worked at the garage that her father owned. Anyway, Emily fell pregnant and got sick. She died. Her daughter, who has severe cerebral palsy and a significant developmental delay, needs special help. So, Jacob has to pay child support and he’s being sued for back support since he never paid. Long story short, he saw you as financial windfall.”

“Is he still pursuing the case?” I whimpered.

“For now, he’s dropped it, but he’s a man obsessed. He think he deserves a portion of what you got paid for the movie and the book,” Caius sighed.

“He doesn’t deserve shit. If anything, he should be paying me,” I snapped. “He doesn’t get one penny from me. He threw me out.”

“I know that, but he’s very entitled. He may have given up the legal route to get money from you, but I wouldn’t put it past him to try to do something to tarnish your reputation or hurt you, physically,” Caius said. “His first offense was Paul. It was completely by accident that Paul came across your name, but he knew about your ‘relationship’ with Jacob. Once he saw your contract and who you were working with, he sent that information to Jacob and to Edward’s sister.”

“Ugh, Alice,” I groaned. “She’s … she made things so fucking difficult. Yes, she helped after Paul decided to be the biggest asshole in history of assholes, but I don’t trust her at all.”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t hear it from me. Her actions have provoked an investigation of the Bar Association. Something about not protecting a client’s confidentiality. The client, in this case, is you,” Caius grumbled.

“I was never Alice’s client. She made that abundantly clear,” I frowned. “I’m the gold-digging whore trying to ruin her brother. She slept with my friend to get details about me. Granted, my friend had more brains than she did, and he put the kibosh on that.”

“I’m sorry that you had to go through all of that,” Caius murmured sympathetically.

“I’ll get over it. It’s not the first time I’ve been judged by who I am,” I said, shrugging.

“But, you shouldn’t be judged for your past, Bella,” Caius pressed. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know about what I found out. I’m taking some time off for the holiday. The office will be closed the rest of the week and most of my employees are traveling to be with their families.”

“Thank you for the information,” I smiled. “What are you doing for the holiday?”

“I usually work. I don’t have any family to go home to,” Caius admitted. “Both of my parents are dead and my wife’s family … they …”

“Come to my place. We’re having a Thanksgiving celebration at my new place and … I would love for you to join us,” I said. “I’m not sure if it’s appropriate, but no one should be alone on Thanksgiving. I spent many holidays on my own and no one should be without family.”

“It’s probably not appropriate, but your offer is one of the kindest I’ve received,” Caius said. “What time do you want me there and what can I bring?”

“You can come any time after two in the afternoon and you don’t need to bring anything,” I answered, smiling. I gave Caius my address. He sounded excited about coming and I felt happy to bring someone else into our adoptive family. The information about Jacob pissed me off, but everything about Jacob pissed me off.

I walked back to the kitchen. Rose was on her cell phone. “See you in a bit, Emmett.” She hung up, smiling at me. “Apparently, your boy wiped my husband’s ass all over the court.”

“Seth?” I asked. “He was the MVP of his basketball team.”

“I misspoke. Your boyfriend kicked Emmett’s ass. But, Seth did help,” Rose snickered. “My former professional athlete husband is feeling a bit old.”

“He’s getting soft running a café,” I quipped.

Rose gave me a sly grin. “On the court, yes, but he’s hard everywhere else.”

“Ugh, I do not need to know about the sexual debauchery you do with your husband,” I groaned, wrinkling my nose.

“Bells, I’m saying this from a place of love, but not all sex is bad,” Rose murmured, taking my hand. “It can be beautiful. It’s a way for you to say ‘I love you’ without words. And with a man who loves you, it can be magical.”

“I’m still afraid, Rose,” I whispered.

“I don’t blame you, but Edward is one of the good guys. Edward is your Emmett,” Rose explained, hugging me. “He loves you. I can see it in his expression and in his actions. Do you love him?”

I opened my mouth, but quickly closed it. I looked up at her, nodding slowly.

“Good. Now, when are you going to tell him?” Rose quipped.

“Really, Rose?”

xx Blockbuster xx

Edward

Early on Thanksgiving morning, I reached over to Bella’s side of the bed. The sheets and pillows were cold. I sat up, rubbing my face. “Bella?” I called. Swinging my feet onto the floor, I yawned and stretched. I tossed on my shirt, walking to the bathroom and took care of my morning needs. With another yawn, I shuffled out of the bedroom and padded down the stairs, finding Bella in the kitchen. She was tackling a turkey that was nearly as big as her. “What are you doing?”

“Prepping the turkey. This guy needs to cook for hours, Edward. Hours! I’ve never made a turkey,” she said, slathering butter all over the bird. “And it weighs a ton!”

“Let me drink some coffee and then I’ll help you, okay?” I said, pulling her away from the bird. “We can make a plan of attack and today will go perfectly.”

“But …”

“No, buts,” I chided, walking her to the sink and washing the butter from her hands. “Gorgeous, this is a holiday. Not another level of stress.” I led her to sit down at the island with a cup of coffee. “Drink.”

“You’re all cute with your hair all sleep rumpled and with pillow lines,” she snickered, sipping her coffee.

“I’m always adorable,” I grinned. “Is Seth still asleep?”

“Yeah,” she nodded. “He was up late, playing video games. Emmett taught him how to play and my son is obsessed.” She took another sip of coffee. “Rose and I made a plan for Thanksgiving. It’s on the fridge. My job is that monstrosity and the gravy. Rose is handling the side dishes and Emmett is bringing alcohol. Jasper is bringing the dessert, along with a date.”

“A date?” I asked.

“Yep. He met a new author at the publishing house. Her name is Maria Wynn,” Bella said. “She writes historical fiction and she’s super sweet. She’s also British. At least, that’s what he told his sister.”

“Good for him,” I smiled, cutting some fruit, and toasting a bagel for Bella. “I know that my sister fucked him up.”

“Your sister fucked up a lot of us,” Bella snorted humorlessly.

“Well, she fucked herself over, as well,” I huffed. “I’m thankful that she’s not in the country right now.”

“Where is she?” Bella asked.

“Taking some time off for herself in Tuscany,” I said. “We had another blowout a couple of days before I flew up here. She doesn’t understand why she was wrong and why things are so rocky.” Bella bit her lip and her chocolate eyes swirled with anger and mistrust. “I know you don’t like her. Fuck, I don’t like her at the moment. Her actions have irrevocably changed the dynamic of our family. It opened my eyes to her selfishness. But, enough about her. She has no place in our first Thanksgiving together.”

“You make it sound like this will be an annual thing,” she quipped, but her eyes were guarded. She’d been so hurt that she feared that I wouldn’t be by her side a year from now.

“I’d like it to be,” I said. “I mean, I’ll be working on editing the movie, but you’re my number one priority. You and Seth … you’ve become so important to me.” I love you.

“So have you. You have no idea what you coming up here when I moved meant to me,” she breathed, a soft smile spreading over her gorgeous face. “I’m so thankful for you, Edward. You saw me when I was nothing.”

“Gorgeous, you were never nothing,” I argued. “What Jacob and Billy said to you? They were wrong.”

“Like your sister, they don’t have a place here,” she said strongly. “I want to celebrate this holiday where we celebrate our blessings with my family. I’m thankful for Emmett, Rose, Jasper, and their support. I’m incredibly grateful for my talent, which helped me get out of the hell I lived in since I was eighteen. But, your friendship, your relationship with me … it means more to me than I ever imagined. Edward, I love my child. He’s a part of me, the best part of me. I love Rose, Emmett, and Jasper. They accepted me when I was at rock bottom. They gave me a family when I had none. But, you? I love you because you made me feel like me. The me before my father died … I love you, Edward.”

I stared at her, tears welling in my eyes. I rounded around island, taking her face into my hands. I held her with so much love and care, like she was my everything. And, she was … she was my everything. I’d do anything to ensure her happiness, her success, her love. “I love you so much, Bella,” I whispered. “You are …” I chuckled, kissing her tenderly. “You said you loved me when I carried you to bed that first night here.”

She blushed with a shy smile. “I’m not going to lie. Saying those words terrify me,” she admitted. “I … closed myself off to everyone. For some obvious reasons, but Rose made me realize that I was starving for affection. I was yearning for a family. I have that now.”

“You do, love,” I said. “I also know that my parents would love to meet you.”

“Well, let’s get through this craziness first,” she snickered. “I still have to cook that bird.”

“You’re not alone, Bella,” I murmured, kissing her tenderly. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she cooed, sliding her hands up my arms and tangling her fingers in my hair. Our kisses were soft, sweet, and then morphed into more. I slid my tongue into her mouth, lifting her onto the counter and stepping between her legs. She whimpered quietly as we lost control. Her lips moved sinuously with mine, nipping at my mouth. Her fingers tugged on my sleep-ravaged hair while my arms banded around her slight body. She pulled back, panting heavily. “We should stop. I don’t want to stop, but Seth is still asleep, and the turkey is glaring at me.”

“The turkey is not glaring at you,” I teased, nipping at her lips.

With one more kiss, I helped her off the counter and we ate breakfast. Then, we tackled the turkey. Well, I did the heavy lifting while Bella dressed the turkey. It took the two of us an hour and a half to dress the turkey before putting it into the oven. “I’m going to shower,” Bella said. “I smell like butter and sage and raw poultry. Not a good combination.”

“When you’re done, I’ll do the same. I’m going to call my parents and wish them a Happy Thanksgiving,” I said.

Bella kissed me and walked toward the stairs. She stopped, looking back at me. “I love you, Edward. And, I know that you love me and that you’d never hurt me. Not like how Jacob did. I may not be ready for everything, but I want to try. Rose said that making love with someone who loves you can be magic.” She wiped her cheeks and smiled at me. “I want magic.”

Before I could respond, she turned on her heel and walked up the stairs.

Magic?

I could work with that.

A/N: This chapter ran away from me, to be honest. I had a plan, I swear. Well, that plan has been moved to the next chapter, along with some other goodies. Now, just because the case with Jacob has been ‘dropped’, doesn’t mean that he’s gone from Bella’s life. He still wants a piece of that pie. 

Nothing will stop him from getting that pie. 

Not a lot of pictures with this one … there will be more in the next chapter. The few pictures will be on my blog. You can access that through a link in my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Leave me your thoughts! Thanks for reading. I’m so incredibly thankful for all of you. Many hugs to you! 

 




Chapter 20




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

The previous chapter ran away from me, to be honest. I had a plan, I swear. Well, that plan has been moved to the next chapter, along with some other goodies. Now, just because the case with Jacob has been ‘dropped’, doesn’t mean that he’s gone from Bella’s life. He still wants a piece of that pie. 

Nothing will stop him from getting that pie. 

Chapter Twenty

Edward

With one more kiss, I helped her off the counter and we ate breakfast. Then, we tackled the turkey. Well, I did the heavy lifting while Bella dressed the turkey. It took the two of us an hour and a half to dress the turkey before putting it into the oven. “I’m going to shower,” Bella said. “I smell like butter and sage and raw poultry. Not a good combination.”

“When you’re done, I’ll do the same. I’m going to call my parents and wish them a Happy Thanksgiving,” I said.

Bella kissed me and walked toward the stairs. She stopped, looking back at me. “I love you, Edward. And, I know that you love me and that you’d never hurt me. Not like how Jacob did. I may not be ready for everything, but I want to try. Rose said that making love with someone who loves you can be magic.” She wiped her cheeks and smiled at me. “I want magic.”

Before I could respond, she turned on her heel and walked up the stairs.

Magic?

I could work with that.

Bella

I said that I loved Edward. In my heart, I knew it was the right thing. He’d given me the safety, protection, and support that I needed, that I desired. He was patient and kind. He was smart and ambitious. He was funny and silly, reminding me to have fun, especially while we were decorating my new home.

Let me tell you about the paint fight we had and the laughter we shared as our skin was a lovely shade of red, specifically ‘Heartthrob’ by Sherwin Williams, from when we painted my office. He got me on my shirt and arm while I rollered his face. I was slightly scared that he’d go off on me, but after laughing when he saw a glimpse of himself in a mirror, he owned that red paint.

What mattered the most was that he was a friend, listening to me when I raged, at Jacob, at Billy or at my history. He was my boyfriend, making me feel like a woman and not like a smattering of broken, shattered pieces. He loved to kiss and cuddle me, reminding me that I was worthy of that, of affection. He was a father-figure to my son, loving him unconditionally. It was his unconditional love for my son that solidified what I felt for him.

He accepted my son.

He accepted me, bruises, and all. He loved me, unconditionally. He may not have said it before now, but his actions showed it.

Every day.

I loved Edward. He loved me.

I was worthy of his love and giving my love in return.

Walking upstairs, I picked out an outfit for later today. I had to do some more cooking, so I decided to wear a pair of leggings and hoodie until it got closer to the time when everyone else would arrive. I closed the door to the bathroom and stripped out of my pajamas. Normally, I would have hopped into the shower and tried to avoid looking at my bruised and battered body.

Today, however, I felt compelled to take an inventory of myself.

I stood in front of the mirror. I was still too thin, but when I was stressed out, I never ate. That had stemmed from when my dad was sick. I was more focused on his health and ensure he got what he needed, not thinking of myself. It got a lot worse when I left Forks and my income wasn’t steady. Seth was my priority. I’d rather he have food and I could starve, for all I cared.

Continuing my physical assessment, I wrinkled my nose at my complexion. I was pale, too pale. My skin was practically translucent against my dark brown hair. My eyes tracked down my body and I wrinkled my nose. My breasts were too small, thanks to malnutrition and breast feeding my son. I also had numerous scars on them from Jacob’s teeth, cigarettes, and deep scratches. I also had the gnarly scar from being stabbed just underneath my breast. Littered along my torso, I had more cigarette burns, scars from being whipped, and other various reminders of Jacob and Billy’s cruelty.

My hands moved down my stomach and I frowned, seeing the scar from my C-section. Because of Billy and Jacob not providing me medical care, I lost the ability of having more children. I mean, I could have kids via a surrogate. I still had my ovaries, but it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t watching your body grow and protect a baby. You couldn’t feel the baby kick with a surrogate. They wouldn’t know your voice, your heartbeat, your body.

Why was I thinking about that? It’s not like I would ever have another child.

“Bella?” Edward asked, knocking on the door. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” I replied, clearing my head of my negative thoughts. “Sorry. I’ll be out in ten minutes.”

“No rush, gorgeous. Seth just woke up and he wanted to go for a run. I’m going with him, okay? With all that’s happening, I think he shouldn’t be alone,” Edward explained.

“Right, right,” I nodded. “Be safe.”

“I will, Bella. Oh, and Bella?” he cooed. “I love you.”

I melted, looking at the door. “I love you, too.” I heard him sigh happily and it made my heart twist. Not a nervous, anxious twist, but an all-consuming, love twist. Shaking my head, I got in the shower. I washed my body, buffing and shaving everything that needed to be shaved. Wrapping a large towel around my body, I slathered on some lotion. Dressing in my clothes, I put some gel in my hair and allowed it to curl naturally.

Walking down the stairs, I checked on the turkey. I basted it and pulled out my computer. I figured I could use the quiet time to work on the first novel of a new series. By the time Edward and Seth came back, with sweaty faces, pink noses, and bright smiles, I had banged out two chapters. “Is it cold outside?”

“Colder than I’m used to,” Edward chuckled. “But, brisk and it woke me up!”

“I’m going to shower,” Seth said. “Thanks for running with me, Edward.”

“No problem, Seth. You’re keeping me on my toes,” Edward smiled, tossing him a bottle of water. “Let me know if you want to go running again?”

“Sure thing,” Seth nodded. He kissed my cheek. “Smells good in here, Mom. Thank you.”

“The turkey smells delicious. You, however, do not,” I snickered.

“I know, I know,” Seth said, darting up to his room.

“I’m pretty ripe, too,” Edward sighed, tugging off his baseball hat and running his fingers through his sweaty hair. “I just need something to eat. I grabbed an apple, and it did little to sustain me while we ran three miles. Your kid is part gazelle.”

“I can make breakfast for you and my gazelle-like son,” I quipped. “For now, have a string cheese and some orange juice.” He shakily took what I offered, and he devoured the string cheese and drank two glasses of juice. “Better?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “I’m going to shower.” He kissed my cheek. “Thank you for taking care of me, love.”

“Go. Shower. You smell worse than my kid,” I quipped. “I’ll make omelets. Any requests?”

“Whatever is easiest, love,” Edward answered, pressing a kiss to my mouth before going upstairs.

I closed my laptop and pulled out eggs, bacon, cheese, and some tater tots that I could use for hash browns. By the time that both of my boys were clean and smelling like cologne, I was nearly done with breakfast. “Mom, this smells so good. I could eat three omelets,” Seth said, sitting down at the kitchen table.

“Well, you’re getting one, bud,” I said, putting his breakfast in front of him.

“Sit, love,” Edward chided. “I’ve got this. You’re going to be doing a lot more cooking before the day is over.”

Over breakfast, Seth prattled on about rehearsals for the musical. We also talked about driving out to Oakland to visit our new puppy, who was nearly ready for pick up. We’d decided on a name. Seth suggested Walker because the dog had one blue eye, like a White Walker from Game of Thrones but I loved the name Bear. From the videos that Moira, Jasper’s ex-wife, had sent us, he galumphed around like a bear. He was also pretty big for an Australian Shepherd, looking like a bear. So, Bear won.

We’d met him and he was really hyper, but super protective which was what he was born to do. He like to play with Seth, but he was protective of me, sitting at my feet and snuggling close.

Before Edward had to fly back to Los Angeles next Tuesday, we were picking up Bear. On Black Friday, while Rosalie would be dragging her husband at the butt-crack of dawn to every shop in the bay area, Edward and I were driving to Oakland to pick up the dog. I was excited, but freaking out in the same respect. I’d never had a pet.

“Mom, your cell phone is ringing,” Seth said.

“Sorry,” I replied, shaking my head. “Just thinking about Bear.”

“I cannot wait to get him, Mom,” Seth sang, stuffing his mouth.

“Dude, if I wanted seafood, I would have gone to the marina,” Edward teased. “Chew, swallow and then speak, Seth.”

“Sorry, Edward,” Seth snickered, his mouth still full but his hand concealing my kid’s meal.

I picked up my phone, seeing Rose’s number. “Hey, Rosalie. You’re not backing out of Thanksgiving, are you?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I just need help with the stuffing. I have everything, but Emmett complained that my stuffing is too dry.”

“Bring over what you have, and we can make it together,” I snickered. “When are you coming?”

“In about an hour?” she answered. “I’ve got the potato casserole ready to go along with the asparagus. I’m roasting that and it’s probably better if I do it at your place.”

“I’ve got a convection oven where you can do the asparagus. What’s your brother bringing?” I asked.

“Alcohol, wine, bread, and appetizers. His new girlfriend, Maria, is putting together a charcuterie board,” Rosalie giggled.

“So, an adult Lunchable. Cool,” I snickered.

“I know, right?” Rosalie sighed. “I’m trying to have an open mind.”

“It could be good,” I said. “At one of my signings, there was a delicious charcuterie board with brie, honey and some crusty bread.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll see you soon, Bells,” Rosalie sang, ending the call.

“Seth, can you make sure that there’s firewood for the fire pit,” I said. “Also, games for the kids, too.”

“Sure, Mom. Breakfast was great,” Seth said, giving me a sloppy kiss to my cheek as he darted to the family room.  

Edward and I finished our breakfast, and he did the dishes. As he did that, I began setting the dining room table for dinner. The décor was pretty modern, but still pretty. Edward had found a lovely centerpiece that was understated, but so pretty. Edward added some tealight candles on the table and lit some other candles in my home. It made the house smell like a combination of warm apple pie and a pumpkin cinnamon roll.

Rose arrived with Emmett and their children, dressed adorably in a sweater dress and pair of leggings. Emmett was in a pair of jeans and button-down. He hugged me before heading to the family room. He grabbed Edward, dragging him away. Rose and I worked seamlessly in the kitchen as I handled the turkey and the stuffing. I darted upstairs to change into my outfit, a lightweight tunic with a pair of leggings.

Jasper arrived with Maria and the Jenks’ family, much to my surprise. I had enough food, but I wasn’t expecting Jason and his wife, Cassandra. Cassandra stayed and helped us in the kitchen, opening a bottle of wine. Cassandra brought over sweet potato casserole and some pumpkin slices.

As we were putting in some of the casseroles, my phone rang. It was the gate house informed me that Caius was requesting entrance. I told the security officer to let him in. I was wringing my hands. Rose stopped my movements, with a warm smile. “I’ll go get Edward,” she murmured.

I nodded. She darted to the family room and most everyone came upstairs. Edward came into the kitchen. “You okay, love?”

“I’m fine. Just nervous,” I said. “I mean … Caius is … You’ll like him.”

“He respects you. He’s fighting for you. Of course, I’ll like him,” Edward murmured, kissing me gently. “I love you, gorgeous. Nothing will change that.”

I slid my arms around his waist, snuggling against his arms. The doorbell rang and Jasper announced he’d get it. I listened to Edward’s steady, heavy heartbeat. Caius’s voice filled the foyer and I moved closer to Edward. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath before stepping away from Edward. “Come on.”

Caius was chatting with Emmett and Rosalie. My attorney was wearing a pair of khakis and a sweater with a pair of thick-framed glasses on his face. He held a beautiful bouquet along with a bottle of wine and a casserole dish. “Bella,” Caius grinned. “For you.”

“You didn’t need to bring anything,” I said, taking the bouquet while Edward took the casserole dish and wine. “But, these are beautiful.”

“I also brought wine and one of my Nonna’s favorite sides for Thanksgiving. I’m as Italian as can be, so I have roasted peppers, potatoes and onions,” he chuckled.

“That sound absolutely delicious,” Edward said. “Edward Cullen. I’ve heard nothing but amazing things about you from Bella and Jasper.”

“I’m a huge fan,” Caius chuckled, shaking Edward’s hand. “I loved your latest movie and I’m eager to see what you do with Bella’s novel.”

“Hmmmm, me too,” I said. “Come in and make yourself comfortable.” Caius grinned, walking inside and sitting down in the living room. I went to go into the kitchen, but Rose pushed me into the living room. She proclaimed that she’d call me if she needed me, but I should relax. I opened my mouth to argue, but both Edward and Jasper dragged me away. Edward sat down and pulled me into his lap. “Edward …”

“Thanksgiving is time to spend with your friends, your family. It’s not your job to hide in the kitchen,” Edward murmured, kissing my temple. “Sit with me, baby.”

“But …” I whispered.

“The meal will be put onto the table,” Jasper smirked. “Relax, Bells. I know it’s in your nature to mother everyone, but let us carry the load.”

“I’m going to see if Aunt Rose needs my help,” Seth said, giving me a grin. Pointing to me with a mock glare, he commanded, “Mom, you stay.”

“Ugh, fine,” I grumbled.

“So, is anyone braving the Black Friday shopping tomorrow?” Maria asked.

“Ugh, me,” Emmett grumbled. “I love my wife, but she’s dragging me all over the damn city to find the best damn deals for presents.”

“You may hate it, but you love spending time with your wife,” I quipped.

“Oh, no. He hates it,” Jasper snickered. “I usually get a call around four in the morning from him, begging me to go with my sister. I had to deal with that with our parents when I was a kid. As soon as I moved out, I vowed tonever go shopping on Black Friday. Cyber Monday is where it’s at.”

“I agree with you,” Edward nodded. “I also hate shopping. Period.”

“The only shopping I enjoy is grocery shopping,” Caius shrugged. “I’m Italian and food is love. I just hate shopping and cooking for just me.”

Maria opened her mouth, but Jasper shook his head.

“Well, you’re always welcome to cook for any of us,” I smiled. “I’ve got a persnickety almost-teenager who would usually only eats tater tots, mac and cheese and hamburgers.”

“I like more than that!” Seth bellowed from the kitchen. “I just tried an asparagus.”

“And?” I asked.

“It’s okay,” he said, smirking. “It doesn’t suck.”

“Language,” Rose and I chided. Seth blushed and rolled his eyes. Rose came out from the kitchen, dragging him back inside. “Come help chop veggies for the salad, my little minion.”

“Little? I’m almost as tall as you, Aunt Rose,” Seth laughed.

“Shut it, brat,” Rose giggled.

“We’re also going out on Black Friday. I want an air fryer and an instant pot. Mr. Cheapskate doesn’t want to pay full price,” Cassandra sighed, looking at her husband.

“I’m not a cheapskate. I’m frugal,” Jason explained, arching a brow at his wife. She just laughed, kissing his lips.

“What about you? Are you all facing the crowds?” Maria asked.

“No. We’re picking up a new dog,” I answered. “We had the dog trained and my fur child is ready for pick up tomorrow.”

“What kind of dog?” Caius asked.

“An Australian shepherd,” I smiled. I took out my phone, finding the picture that Jasper sent me with Edward holding Bear as a tiny puppy. “This is Bear.”

“Oh, he’s cute,” Caius gushed. “A little small for a guard dog.”

“He’s bigger now,” Edward nodded. “About seventy pounds. He’s the alpha of the litter.”

“Yeah, he’s big. We need to pick up all of his doggie stuff along with the dog,” I explained.

“Well, he’s very cute,” Maria cooed.

“Bells, the turkey’s almost done. We need to put in these casseroles. How do I work this convection oven?” Rose called from the kitchen.

“Excuse me,” I said, taking my phone back and handing it to Edward. Working with Rose, we got the meal ready and a half hour later, everyone was at the dining room table. The turkey was on a platter, already cut. Caius heard Rose and me bickering on how to cut the turkey and he stepped in. Despite being an attorney, he cut the turkey with a surgeon’s precision.

I sat down at the last seat at the table. The head of the table … Edward was to my right and Seth was on my left. Edward took my hand, giving me a gentle smile. “I can’t remember the last time I really sat down with family on a holiday,” I whispered. “I mean, I’ve celebrated holidays with Rose, Emmett, and Jasper with their family, but …”

“Our family isn’t very touchy feely,” Rose snickered. “My mother has all the warmth of an ice cube and Emmett’s family …”

“My dad is a drunk because my mom has dementia,” Emmett shrugged. “So, we were all about creating our own family.”

“Well, we like to share what we’re thankful for on Thanksgiving,” Edward said. “Usually, we do that during the meal, but this year is obviously different.”

“You must miss your family,” Jason murmured, looking at Edward.

“I miss my parents, but I had a falling out with my sister,” Edward answered with a crooked grin. “It will be some time before I will speak to her, but I spoke with my parents after I went for a run. They ordered a quiet meal and will probably spend the day drinking a ton of wine.”

“I like the idea of sharing what we’re thankful for,” I said.

“Can we do that after we fill our plates?” Emmett wheedled, looking at the table of food.

“You are a walking stomach,” Rose snorted, smacking Emmett’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. He was raised by bears.”

We made our plates and while we dug into our meal, we went around the table, sharing what we were most thankful for. We started with the youngest at the table, moving to the oldest. The kids said the silliest things that they were thankful for. However, my son, who had so little when he was younger, really shattered my heart when he shared.

“I’m thankful for my mom,” Seth said. “She’s so strong and I love her so much.”

“I love you, baby,” I whispered, cupping Seth’s cheek. He leaned forward, kissing my cheek.

“I’m also thankful for this new house,” Seth smirked. “I really like having a backyard and a fire pit. Are we going to light it up tonight?”

“After we eat dinner, kiddo,” I snickered.

Dinner was delicious. I’d never seen so much food on one table outside of a restaurant. I spent most of the meal just staring at my new, adoptive family. When it came time for me to share what I was thankful for, I said that I was thankful for them and thankful for their support, and love.

“You okay, Bella?” Edward asked. “You seem lost.”

“Not lost, just pensive,” I answered. “I never had this and I …” A few tears fell down my cheeks. “Excuse me.” I got up and wandered to the back of the house. I slipped out into the backyard. I shivered as I sat down on the chair. I curled up, trying to use the calming technique that Caius had helped me through a month ago. The back door opened. “Edward, I’m fine.”

“It’s not Edward,” Caius chuckled.

“Sorry, Caius,” I sniffled, wiping my cheeks.

“Here, sweetie,” he said, handing me a handkerchief. I muttered my thanks, dabbing at my eyes. “You managed longer than I expected.”

“I’m a mess,” I groaned. “I never had this. My dad usually worked on Thanksgiving. I’d spend time with him at the police station or all by myself. When I thought I had a family, I was a freaking slave in my own home. Hell, it wasn’t my home. I slept on a couch, in squalor. This? It seems like it’s a dream.”

“Bella, this is the first Thanksgiving that I didn’t spend drunk off my ass,” Caius murmured, squeezing my hand. “Thanksgiving is to celebrate family and what you’re thankful for. Up until a month ago, I didn’t have much to thankful for …” He smiled at me. “Bella, I was hesitant to come today because there should be a line between attorney and client. You are more than a client to me. You’re a friend and you’ve accepted me into your family. All those people? They love you so much. Blood doesn’t make family. What you have with those people? That’s family.”

“You’re my family, too,” I whispered. I turned to him, throwing my arms around his neck, and hugging him tightly. “You remind me so much of my dad, Caius. You’re so good. You didn’t deserve what happened to you, just like my dad didn’t deserve to die of cancer.”

He returned my embrace, cupping my head. “Your father would be so proud of you, Bella,” Caius breathed. “So proud.”

I closed my eyes and let a few more tears streak down my cheeks. “Thank you for being here, Caius. You are a part of our weird adoptive family. You’ve been claimed and will be loved for the rest of your life.”

“I’ll take it,” he laughed, kissing the crown of my head. “Come on. It’s cold outside and your son is worried about you. He’s pretty much going to sit on you to make sure you don’t do the dishes. Your boyfriend will handle the cleanup.”

“He’s the only one who knows where all the dishes go,” I snickered. “He helped me set up the kitchen.” I wiped my cheeks, turning to go inside.

“One more thing,” Caius said, taking my hand. “I know that I remind you of your father, but I’m not your father. I want to say … Edward is an amazing person and he’s clear how much he loves you. Cherish that, sweetheart.”

“Every moment of every day,” I smiled.

“And if he hurts you, I’ll kick his ass,” Caius growled with an amused grin.

“He’s probably thinking the same thing about you,” I quipped as we walked inside.

“Perhaps, I’ll help him with the dishes so I can get to know him better,” Caius nodded. “Go. Relax. You did a lot for dinner. You deserve to kick your feet up.”

The rest of the night was tear-free and actually a lot of fun. We ended up playing a version of Pictionary. The girls played against the guys. Unfortunately, we had zero artistic abilities and were really bad at guessing. The guys creamed us. Edward and Jasper were actually good at drawing, much to my surprise.

People started to leave around nine. Rose and Emmett left with their kids first since they had to get up at the ass-crack of dawn for Black Friday shopping. Caius left next with Jason and Cassandra. I gave my attorney … no, my friend … the biggest hug. It felt familiar, comfortable, and safe. “Call me if you need to talk,” Caius murmured. “And, thank you for making me feel like family.”

“You are family,” I murmured, kissing his cheek. “Same goes for you.”

“You got it, sweetheart,” Caius nodded. “Edward, it was a pleasure to meet you.”

“You, too,” Edward smiled, shaking Caius’s hand. “Drive safe.”

“He will,” Cassandra smirked. “I’m driving his car home since he’s a bit tipsy.”

“Not tipsy, but I’d rather err on the side of the caution,” Caius snickered. “So, Cassandra is driving me home and Jason is following us.” He kissed my cheek, following Jason and Cassandra out to their cars.

Jasper and Maria stayed for another hour, but they left when Maria started nodding off. She was beyond tipsy, well on her way to completely drunk. She also tried to suck of Jasper’s face. He had to pry her off his body on more than one occasion when his nieces and nephews were watching.

Suffice it to say, Maria might not last long. She was a nice enough girl, but there are boundaries you don’t cross when there were kids involved. Even if they aren’t your kids. Edward had always been respectful of my son. He never crossed a line, usually holding my hand or giving me a hug. The most he’d done was a kiss, even if it was all too fleeting.

“Mom, I’m going to bed. I’m so full,” Seth groaned, rubbing his belly. “Good night. I love you.”

“I love you, too, baby,” I said, hugging my son. “I don’t know what time we’re leaving to pick up Bear. Uncle Jasper said he’d call us.”

“Cool,” Seth yawned. “Night, Edward. Do you want to run tomorrow?”

“I should since I ate half of the turkey and most of the sides, but we’ll see,” he chuckled. “I’m like you … tired.”

“Kay,” Seth nodded, walking up the stairs and closing his bedroom door.

“You’re more than tired, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I’m drunk,” he snorted, drinking some water. “I don’t normally drink wine and I think I polished off an entire bottle of Pinot Grigio.”

“You’re not slurring,” I snickered.

“Water,” he retorted, putting his empty glass in the sink. “And the massive amount of carbs I have in my belly.” His arms slid around my waist, and he kissed my neck. “I want to snuggle with you, love. Just because I’m ginned doesn’t mean I forgot your puffy eyes and tear-stained cheeks. Today was tough for you?”

“Not in a way that you would expect. I just never had this. It was me and my dad until I was seventeen. I spent Thanksgiving when I was eighteen in the hospital because he had some sort of infection,” I shrugged. “So, it just hit me that this is my family now. You’re my family now.”

“You won’t be alone. Ever again, Bella,” Edward murmured, kissing me. “Now, let’s go to bed. I want to hold you all night. I love you, so fucking much.” He tightened his arms around my body.

“I love you, too,” I sighed. “But, my bed is calling.”

“Damn straight,” he growled.

xx Blockbuster xx

The next morning was lazy. The only thing we accomplished was making breakfast, which was mainly leftovers. Edward and I were curled up on the couch, watching television while Seth was working on some homework. As he was working on a science worksheet, he looked up at me. “Are we going to decorate for Christmas?” Seth asked.

“Probably, but we lost all of our holiday decorations when the apartment was broken into,” I frowned. “We’d need to start from scratch.”

“Today, we’re supposed to pick up your dog. Tomorrow, we can get decorations,” Edward suggested. “I can help put them up before I fly back on Tuesday.”

“Can’t you stay, Edward?” Seth asked. “I really like having you around.”

“Trust me, buddy, I want to stay. I love being here with you and your mom,” Edward murmured. “I have meetings I have to deal with that I cannot get out of. I did as much as I could, but my assistant director and casting directors, we need to talk face to face. I also want to see my parents. But, if you need me, I’m a phone call away and I can fly up, too.” He sat up and yawned. “I talked to Emmett yesterday, and he said that they’re going to visit Rose and Jasper’s family for the holidays. It was demanded. Maybe, you, your mom and your dog can come down for Christmas.”

“Can we, Mom?” Seth pleaded.

“Let me think about it and talk to Edward before making any decisions,” I said, shooting Edward a scowl. He just grinned crookedly. My phone rang. I slid my finger across the screen. “Hello?”

“Hey, Bells. It’s Jasper. You guys ready to pick up your pooch?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Are you coming here?”

“I’m getting in the car. I’ve called Moira and Annika and they’re ready with Bear,” Jasper replied excitedly. “See you in a little bit, sweet girl.”

I hung up, looking at Edward. “Jasper’s on his way for us to pick up the dog.”

“Awesome,” Seth said. “I’m going to get my shoes on.” He closed his folder and darted up the stairs.

“Visiting Los Angeles?” I asked, arching a brow at my boyfriend. I slipped on a pair of socks before putting my feet into my sneakers.

“I don’t want you here by yourself, Bella,” Edward said, pulling me into his lap. “If Emmett, Jasper and Rose are going to visit their ice cube parents, you’d be here on your own. What if Jacob decides to turn into an assface and …?”

“Okay, okay,” I said, caressing his scruffy face. “You win. It’ll be interesting to be in Los Angeles during Christmas. Do they string up twinkle lights on palm trees?”

“No, but I’ll make sure that I have a real tree for you,” Edward smirked. “I’m going to get my shoes. Be right back.” He kissed my neck, nipping at my earlobe before he got up off from the couch.

Jasper arrived a few moments later. He was holding a tray of coffees and a box of donuts. He walked inside, kissing my cheek. “You ready for this, sweet girl?” he asked.

“Slightly terrified,” I snorted. “What if the dog hates me?”

“The dog won’t hate you. Bear was so protective of you when you went to meet him for the first time,” Jasper explained. “Here, drink some coffee and have a bear claw.”

“Really, Jas?” I deadpanned as he handed me the massive donut. “I’m still full from last night.”

“I got them because we’re picking up Bear,” he guffawed. “Bear claws … Bear, the dog? Get it?”

“That is such a dad joke,” I snickered.

“I’m working with half a brain today,” Jasper snorted. “Maria is a pretty girl and a brilliant author, but last night was a mistake. I spent too much time trying to keep her tongue out of my mouth. My nieces and nephews were scarred because of her. The tricky part is ending things with her while maintaining a professional relationship.”

“I wouldn’t say scarred, Uncle Jasper,” Seth said, pulling on his jacket. “More like moderately disturbed. Are all girls like that?”

“No, Seth. Most girls are like your mom or Aunt Rose,” Jasper explained. “They have class.”

“Jasper,” I sighed. “Really?”

“I’ll shut up. But, when you start dating, find someone who’s more like your mom,” Jasper snickered. “Classy, kind, and smart.” He checked his watch. “Are we ready?”

“Just waiting for Edward,” I replied.

“I’m here! Are all taking one car?” Edward asked.

“No. I may not be a psycho like my sister, but I do want to get some good deals for my nieces and nephews. The Cyber Monday deals are not as good as the deals I saw online today,” Jasper snickered. “Lily is asking for an iPad and Emmett wants to get some updated gaming system, so I’m looking for some new games for that system. I remember when all we wanted was a Cabbage Patch Kid or a Super Soaker. Now, it’s all high-tech shit.”

“I was happy with a new book or a warm blanket,” Seth shrugged. “One time, Mom got me a used Gameboy. It lasted for a year, and I loved it. But, that was the same year we stayed in one place, and we were able to get a library card. That was golden.”

Edward slid his arm around Seth’s shoulder. “A library card is one of the best things ever. You have access to the world with that card.”

Tears welled in my eyes. Seth rarely spoke about our lives before we lived in San Francisco. We had so little, but we made the most of what we did have. “I’m going to wait in the car,” Seth murmured, heading down to the garage.

“I feel like the world’s biggest douche,” Jasper growled, scrubbing his face. “I know that you guys had next to nothing, but hearing Seth talk about it? Fuck … Now, I want to buy him all the things.”

“Don’t, Jasper,” Edward cut in. “We’ll follow you to Moira’s. Give us a minute.”

“Okay,” Jasper grumbled. “There’s coffee and bear claws.” He kissed my cheek. “I’m sorry, Bells.”

Jasper left and Edward stepped in front of me. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I tried to make it up to Seth for what he didn’t have,” I explained. “But, hearing that getting a book or a warm blanket was a great Christmas shatters my heart a little more.”

“Did Seth ever question your love for him?” Edward asked.

“No. I always told him that I loved him. He was my world. He still is,” I answered. “I just hate that he was so …”

“You loved him. You will always love him. He adores you. He treasured what you were able to give him. Focus on that, love,” Edward encouraged. “When he had access to a library? That was a good memory for Seth. Now, let’s make another good memory … picking up your fur baby.”

I nodded, picking up my coat and my purse. Edward helped me into my coat. I pressed my keys into his hand. He gently brushed his lips over mine. We went down to the garage, getting into the car. Edward backed out and we followed Jasper to Oakland. Holiday music was playing on the radio.

About forty minutes later, we pulled up to a gorgeous Victorian home. “It looks like a gingerbread house,” I smiled. “So pretty.”

“It is pretty, but not as pretty as you,” Edward grinned, picking up my hand and kissing my palm.

“He’s right, Mom,” Seth offered. “You are really pretty.”

“Both of you are charmers,” I smiled. “I love you both so very much.”

“Love you, too, Mom,” Seth said with a goofy grin. “Now, I want to get our dog.” He hopped out of the car, walking to the backyard with Jasper.

“Come on, gorgeous,” Edward said. “Your fur baby awaits.”

We got out of the car, following the same path that my son used. Walking past the house, we saw the veterinary clinic in their backyard. Moira was standing outside, holding Bear’s leash. The dog shot up, his butt wriggling since he didn’t have much of a tail. However, Moira gave him a command and he sat back down. I walked over to Moira with a smile. “It’s nice to see you,” I said. “I can’t believe how big he’s gotten.” I crouched down, petting Bear’s ears. “Hey, Bear. You are such a good boy.” He gave me a doggy grin, holding up his right paw. I giggled as I shook it. Bear licked my cheek. “Okay, he’s really smart.”

“He is,” Moira said, handing me the leash. “Come inside. We need to go over all the commands and then we’ll load you up with the goodies we have for you and Bear.”

I walked with my dog into the clinic, to a large pen. Annika, Moira’s wife, handed my son a piece of paper. “These are the commands for Bear. There a few that are quite obvious. However, the ones that are important are the ones at the bottom. These will turn this loveable little bundle of squirm into an attack dog. We have a friend who is willing to take the brunt of Bear’s attack for a demonstration. Jasper, are you ready?”

My friend walked out, wearing a thick body suit and helmet. “The shit I do for you, sweet girl. I’m going to be maimed by Bear. I would like to father children someday.”

“Got it,” I said.

“Try this one first,” Annika explained, pointing to a command on the paper. She unhooked Bear’s leash and I said the command. Bear took off, a snarl ripping through his throat. Jasper whimpered, holding his arm up and Bear clamped down.

“Holy crap!” Seth squeaked.

“You okay, Jasper?” Edward asked.

“The dog is possessed!” Jasper wailed, trying to shake him off. “But, in an attack, that’s a good thing.”

“Bear won’t let go until you say this,” Annika said. I nodded, commanding Bear to calm down. The dog stopped, keeping a protective stance in front of Jasper. “To bring him back and calm him down, say this.”

After I called Bear back, he sat down at my feet, panting. He looked back up at me, his tongue lolling out of his face. “It’s like a switch,” I whispered, crouching down and petting Bear’s head.

“It is a switch. Bear is a sweet dog, but he’ll turn into a monster if you say any of these commands at the bottom,” Annika explained. “Jasper, you can go change.”

“Thank you,” Jasper breathed, darting out of the large room and into the clinic.

“Come on, we’ll finish up in the clinic,” Moira said, clipping the leash to Bear’s collar. She handed the leash to me. We followed Moira into a conference room. There were a whole bunch of dog goodies. “This is for you and Bear. He’ll need to come back in a few months for some boosters for his immunizations.”

“Seth, let’s load the stuff up in the back of the SUV,” Edward said as Jasper walked into the conference room. “Jasper, you come, too. I’m certain you’re a little afraid of Bear, hmmm?”

“Uh, yeah,” Jasper nodded, picking up a large bag of dog food. “He was so cute when he was puppy.”

“He’s still cute,” I giggled.

“He’s cute with a mouthful of jagged teeth,” Jasper grumbled, practically sprinting out of the room.

“You’re such a drama queen, Uncle Jasper,” Seth quipped.

The three of them left the conference room. Once the door closed, I looked at Moira and Annika. “Will Bear attack Jasper like that from now on?” I asked.

“No, he won’t,” Annika explained. “The only time he’ll attack without being commanded is if you or your son are in direct danger. He’s obviously very protective of you.”

“Which is a good thing,” Moira smiled, handing me a file folder. “These are all the ownership papers and information about the breed. I also microchipped him. Here is the information about that. If you have any questions, please feel free to call anytime. The clinic number is on the card stapled to the folder.”

“I think I’m good,” I answered. “Thank you, Moira and Annika, for training him and everything.”

“It’s our pleasure,” Annika replied, hugging me. “Bring him by any time!”

With some more hugs and promises that we’d send pictures to Moira and Annika, we left the clinic. Jasper went to pet Bear, and he licked my friend, which made him snicker. Apparently, there were no hard feelings between them.

The rest of the holiday weekend went by too quickly. On Saturday, Edward and I got Christmas decorations and we put them up. Once the tree was up, Bear got comfortable under the tree. I took pictures and sent them to Moira and Annika, who asked if they could print out of the photo to put on their website. I eagerly agreed.

Bear was really cute under the tree like a present.  

Bear was definitely my dog. He followed me like a spotted shadow. The only time he wasn’t with me was at bedtime. He had a crate that held his bed. The crate was in the kitchen. Bear went into the crate, but his sad, puppy eyes said that he wanted to be in bed with me.

Edward left on Tuesday, after Seth went to school. His eyes were so sad, and I knew he wanted to stay. Unfortunately, the meetings he needed to have had to be done face-to-face. With a sweet kiss at the airport, he left. However, his departure didn’t feel like I was ripping my heart out from my chest. Waiting back at home, Bear’s ass wriggled excitedly, and he gave me puppy kisses.

That night, when I went to bed, I encouraged Bear to join me. He was all too eager to curl up on Edward’s side of the bed. It wasn’t the same as snuggling up to Edward, but I didn’t feel so alone.

Or afraid.

A/N: You all still with me? A picture of Bear, along with Moira, Annika and their lovely home are on my blog. I also have pictures from Thanksgiving and some of the Christmas décor, as well. 

Anyhow, up next will be Christmas and meeting Carlisle and Esme. We’re also going to have some citrusy moments. Not a full glass of lemonade, but just enough to quench your thirst. 

Leave me your thoughts and thanks for reading! See you on the flippity flip!

 




Chapter 21




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Anyhow, up next will be Christmas and meeting Carlisle and Esme. We’re also going to have some citrusy moments. Not a full glass of lemonade, but just enough to quench your thirst. 

In case you haven’t noticed, I didn’t update last week. I’m running out of the surplus of chapters. I’m also struggling to find time to write. RL is sucking the life out of me. So, until things calm down or I can get another surplus of chapters, updates will be every other week. My apologies. Thank you for your patience … 

Chapter Twenty-One

Bella

“Mom, I cannot believe we’re taking a private plane to Los Angeles. How cool is that?” Seth gushed as we drove down the highway to the airport in the back of a limousine. Instead going to the commercial terminals, we were going to the private, executive entrance for the private chartered plane which we were taking down to visit Edward. “Do you think it’s going to be a big plane or tiny?”

“I don’t know, kiddo,” I chuckled, my fingers idly petting Bear’s ears. The dog snuggled closer to me, putting his head on my lap. “I’m just excited to spend a couple of weeks with my two best guys.”

“Do you think we can go to Disneyland? You already went with Edward the last time you were down in Los Angeles, but can we go? As, um, a family?” Seth asked. “It’ll probably be crazy busy because of the holiday, but …”

“I’m pretty certain that we can make that work,” I smiled. “If not this time around, maybe during spring break.”

“Edward will be filming,” Seth explained. “He starts in March, and he films through I think September.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“It was an email that Edward sent me and you, Mom,” Seth snickered, pulling up his email on his phone. “See? It’s to both of us.”

“Oh,” I shrugged. “Edward pretty much told me about the locations they chose for filming, but nothing about the schedule. The only scheduling thing we needed to address was auditions for the main characters, which is happening the first couple of weeks of the new year.”

After our trip to Los Angeles, Edward would fly back with us for auditions. The studio was flying the actors into San Francisco, booking them rooms in the St. Regis. Edward was going to stay with me, but Elliott, Demetri, and Gianna, along with their staff, were also staying at the St. Regis. However, after the movie was cast, I was going to step back and wait to see it until the movie premiered.

“Mom! You’re spacing out,” Seth said, waving his hand.

“Sorry,” I murmured, giving him a gentle smile. “Just a long day. I did some work on my new series, and did some promotional work for my latest novel that came out. I might have to go to a bunch of book conventions after the first of the year.”

“Fun. Can I come with you?” Seth asked.

“No, you can’t. You’ve got school,” I quipped. “You’ll stay with Aunt Rose and Uncle Emmett.”

“What about you?” Seth pushed. “You need someone with you. What if my sperm donor …?”

“I’ve got a restraining order and the conventions are outside of the state, even outside of the country! Your sperm donor doesn’t have a passport. One is in Nashville in February and then the next conventions are in the summer, in Canada, Dallas, and Washington D.C. The last one is in Vegas in October,” I explained.

“The ones during the summer, I can join you, right?” Seth asked.

“We’ll see,” I chuckled as the limo pulled into the private airstrip at San Francisco International Airport. The driver got out and helped us with our luggage. We checked in and were led to the private plane. Inside, there was a special seat for Bear. He hopped up onto the seat and I buckled him in. Bear licked my face. “Thanks, Bear. I needed that.”

“Ms. Swan, I have something for you from Mr. Cullen,” said the flight attendant. “Actually, it’s for all of you.” She handed me a large box wrapped in Christmas paper. “We’ll be leaving in about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you,” I smiled.

“A present,” Seth grinned, sitting down across from me. He read the tag. “It says ‘Open me.’ What are you waiting for?”

I ripped off the bow, which was a collection of smaller jingle bells. I pressed it onto Seth’s forehead. He snorted, taking them off and watched me with rapt attention. Inside the box, there was a beautiful cashmere blanket. It had a tag with my name on it. I smiled, rubbing my cheek against the blanket. Bear whimpered and I saw a couple of smaller gifts under my blanket. “One’s for you, Seth. Here,” I said, handing him the box. “Oh, this must be why you’re whimpering, Bear. Edward got you a treat.” I unwrapped the treat and gave it to Bear. He settled down and began gnawing on the bone.

The flight attendant took the box from me and said that we were next in line for take-off. Seth showed me a pair of Air Pods Pro that Edward got for him. I smiled excitedly as Seth paired them up with his phone and listened to whatever he had downloaded on his phone. I pet Bear’s head after I draped my new blanket over my legs as the pilot said for the flight attendant to prepare for take-off.

It didn’t take long for us to fly down to Los Angeles. Once we landed, the flight attendant helped me with the blanket with a warm grin. Holding the blanket and Bear’s leash, we got off the plane. Leaning against his black SUV, Edward smiled at us. Bear barked at him, his butt wriggling. Edward pushed off the SUV and jogged toward us. He hugged my son, who shockingly accepted his affection. Edward handed Bear’s leash to Seth, and he spun me around in his arms. “You are a sight for sore eyes, gorgeous,” he whispered, pressing a brief, but deep kiss on my lips. “I’ve really missed you, Bella.”

I melted against him, gripping his jacket, lost in his strength and kisses. I slid my arms around his neck, breathing him in. “It’s so good to be here,” I whispered. I pulled back, brushing my fingers through his hair. I looked around and saw Seth taking Bear for a walk, giving us some privacy. Edward’s hands cupped my face and he kissed me again. I sighed contentedly, feeling the stress of the past month melt away.

“Are you okay, Bella?” Edward asked.

“I’ll tell you more once we get back to your place and Seth’s in bed,” I murmured, kissing him again.

“Okay, Bella. I love you,” Edward whispered, sliding his arm around my waist.

Hearing him say that put my heart and mind at ease. He still loved me. “I love you, too,” I breathed.

“Seth, you ready?” Edward called, helping me into the car.

“Yep. I just had to pick up Bear’s stuff,” Seth snickered, holding a plastic bag with his nose wrinkled. “His poop.”

“Thank you for doing that,” I said, gesturing to a garbage can.

“I’ll put the dog in the car,” Edward chuckled, opening the back door. Bear hopped inside, onto a doggie car seat. Edward snapped Bear into place as Seth got in on the other side. Edward got into the driver’s seat, and he turned over the engine. “So, I have some delicious tacos at my place. I figured you wouldn’t want to go out to eat or want to cook, so I had my assistant pick up our dinners.”

“How is Alec?” I asked.

“He’s done with school,” Edward answered. “He got his degree and will walk in the spring. So, in addition to being my assistant, he’s also helping out Elliot with the secondary footage. Alec is incredibly talented, and I think he’ll do some amazing work on this movie.”

“Did he do a final project or something?” Seth questioned.

“Alec did send me a copy of it. We can definitely watch it,” Edward grinned, pulling out of the airport. He got onto the freeway and sped toward his beachside home in Malibu. “So, are you excited to be on winter break, Seth?”

“I’m happy to have two weeks off of school,” Seth chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong. I love school, but I like sleeping in more.”

“Hmmm, sleeping in is awesome,” I sighed.

“Well, both of you can sleep in all you want,” Edward said. “You’re on vacation. The only thing we have to do is put up some Christmas decorations. My décor is a little more coastal than your traditional decorations at your house. But, I wanted to wait to put them up with you. The outdoor lights are up, but the interior decorations are in several boxes, waiting for your tender loving care.”

“Who put up the lights outside?” Seth asked.

“I did,” Edward snickered. “I like to get my hands dirty and climb on the roof.”

“I hope you were careful,” I said worriedly.

“My dad was over while I was crawling on the roof and as you can see, I’m perfectly fine,” he quipped, leaning over to kiss my cheek while we were at a stoplight. The drive went by quickly and Edward pulled into his neighborhood. When we drove up to Edward’s home, I gasped when I saw how magical his place looked. “You like it?”

“You did all this?” Seth breathed.

“You all know that I am a Hollywood director. I have connections and I’m pretty handy when it comes to stuff like this,” Edward laughed, turning into the driveway, and parked outside. “I’ll get your bags in a little bit. Let’s eat dinner.”

We got out of the car and walked into Edward’s home. There were a pile of plastic tubs near the entrance along with a Christmas tree set up in the living room. “That tree is humongous!” Seth said, his eyes wide. “How are we going to get the decorations all to the top?”

“I have a ladder,” Edward answered. “I also did the hard work of putting the lights on the tree already.”

“You said we’d have a real tree,” I said, elbowing Edward’s stomach.

“I know, I know. It turns out that I’m highly allergic to pine trees. I picked a real one up and had set up in my living room. My dad came over the following day to help me with the lights and my eyes were swollen shut,” Edward explained with a soft chuckle. “So, he drove me to his place and my mom shot me up with Benadryl while he got rid of the tree. As a result, I got a fake tree, but with pine-scented candles.”

“I’m sorry, Edward,” I frowned. I looked over at him and I saw Bear curled up on a dog bed. “Someone got comfortable.”

“I wanted Bear to feel at home here,” Edward shrugged. “Come on. I don’t know about you, but let’s eat dinner. I’m starving!”

We sat down at the dining room table and dug into the array of tacos, burritos, and nachos that Edward’s assistant had delivered. While we ate, Seth chattered about rehearsals, school, and the new house. Edward listened intently, genuinely interested in what my son had to say.

“Now, before we get ready for bed because you both look exhausted, I’m going to give you an option, Seth. You can stay in the guest room next to my office and it’s here, in the main building. Or, I have a guest cottage that’s downstairs,” Edward grinned crookedly, looking at Seth. “Where would you like to stay?”

“As cool as it sounds to have my own cottage, I’d like to stay in the guest room,” Seth answered.

“Alright, bud,” Edward nodded. “I’ll put your bags in the guest room.”

“Edward, do you think you can teach me how to surf?” Seth asked. “Cooper said that the waves are pretty awesome this time of year.”

“I think we can do that,” Edward agreed. “Bella, do you want to learn, too?”

“I’ll watch from the beach,” I snickered.

“Let me help you with the bags. We need to take out Bear,” Seth said, wiping his face and getting up from the table. “Dinner was awesome!”

“We’ll be right back, love,” Edward laughed, kissing my forehead.

While they took Bear for a walk and brought in the luggage, I did the dishes and put them away, along with the leftover tacos. Edward showed Seth around the house, who was thoroughly impressed. Shortly after that, my son went to bed. Edward took my hand, and we went outside to the fire pit. Edward handed me a beer. “Thanks for dinner. It was beyond amazing,” I sighed, curling my feet up on the outdoor couch.

“I figured you didn’t want to cook, and I still suck at the cooking,” Edward snickered, sitting next to me. He tugged me closer to him. “What’s got you so tense?”

“Just the unknown with Jacob,” I replied, melting against his muscular chest. “Not to mention the unsolved mystery of who broke into my apartment, completely trashing the place. The only connection is the letter from Jacob’s shady lawyer, demanding custody of my child. A child who, legally, has no father. It has to be linked to that, but other than that? No leads. No clues. Just lost memories and stolen money.”

“Is there anything I can do for you?” he asked.

“You’re doing it,” I answered, putting my head on his shoulder. “Letting me talk about it and sharing the burden with me. I’ve talked with Jasper, Emmett, Rose, and Caius. I also mentioned it to my therapist, but the not knowing who broke into the apartment and whether or not Jacob is going to do something awful.”

“I can’t even imagine, love,” Edward whispered, kissing my temple. “I’m with you. I’ll do anything for you. I promise! Even while I’m filming … if something happens, just call me and I’m there. Bella, my job is a film maker, but you’re family. Family always come first.”

“Even Alice?” I asked, arching a brow at him.

He sighed, sliding his arm around my middle. “I will always love my sister. She was my first protector that I remembered. But, she never understood the concept of boundaries, even as a kid. She crossed that line with her prejudice toward you. If she called me right now, saying that she was hurt or needed me, I would go, but I wouldn’t be happy about it. However, my priorities are changing. You and Seth come first.”

I couldn’t help but kiss him. He smiled when my lips brushed against his. “I love you, Edward,” I whispered.

“I love you, too, gorgeous,” he murmured. “As a matter of fact, I feel like love is too small a word for what I feel for you and for Seth.” He kissed me again, nipping at my lips. I shivered, snuggling closer to him. “Come on, Bella. You’re cold and as romantic as this is, I think we need to get you inside. It’s been too long since I’ve held you in my arms while we slept.”

“That sounds perfect,” I grinned. He got up and we walked inside after extinguishing the fire pit. Throwing our empty beer bottles into the recycling bin, we went upstairs and got ready for bed. I had to fight back drool when I saw Edward’s bare chest covered in whirls of ink and muscles flexing as he unmade the bed. How the hell did I get so lucky to get such a beautiful human, both inside and out, in my life?

“You’re ogling, Bella,” he teased, waggling his brows.

“Sorry,” I blushed. I kept my eyes on him as I crawled onto the bed. “I can stop.”

“Please don’t. I like seeing the hunger in your eyes,” he murmured. I arched a brow at him. He pulled me to his body, holding me on his lap. “Don’t freak out on me, Bella. But, when you stare at me, you look like you want me. Your choices were taken away, but you’re …”

“I want you. I definitely want you,” I whispered. “When you talk to me, hold me, love me, I feel safe, protected.”

“It would kill me to hurt you,” he admitted. He kissed me tenderly. I slid my arms around his neck, gliding my fingers along his smooth skin of his back. He sighed happily, pulling me flush to his torso. “I’ve really missed you, Bella.”

“I missed you, too,” I grinned, pressing my cheek against his shoulder, and inhaling his clean, masculine scent. “I love you, Edward. I’m happy to be here and be away from the stress.”

“Then, we’ll make this trip as stress-free as possible,” he chuckled. “Now, let’s get some rest. We have a big day tomorrow, transforming this place into a winter wonderland.” He kissed me once more, rolling me off his lap and tucking me to his side. “I love you, gorgeous.”

“I love you, too,” I smiled, pressing my cheek to his chest.

xx Blockbuster xx

The next day, Edward and Seth went for a run on the beach with Bear while I made breakfast. We ate together, as a family, before my boys both showered. After that, Edward turned on some Christmas music and we spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon decorating his home. The decorations were light and airy, a vast difference from the more traditional décor in my home. Like at my house, Bear plopped down on top of the tree skirt and barked quietly.

“You know, Bear, presents will be put underneath there,” Edward laughed, rubbing behind his ears. “You’ll have to find another place to curl up. I bought you a comfy bed over there, bud.” Bear just gave him his doggy smile, with his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth.

“Do you have wrapping paper? I have presents, but I didn’t want to wrap them and get them all squished in our bags,” I asked.

“I do have wrapping paper,” Edward smiled, standing back up. “I also wrapped some presents before you came. They’re hidden in my office. They looked a little weird under a tree without decorations.”

“Edward, can we go shopping tomorrow?” Seth asked, sitting down on the floor next to Bear. “I got one present for Mom when I went out with Uncle Emmett, but … I saved up some money.”

“Seth, you do not need to get me anything,” I chided.

“I have to pick up a few things as well, Seth. Tomorrow at ten?” Edward asked, giving my son a pointed look.

“What if I need to pick up things?” I argued, with an arched brow.

“I’m certain my mother would love to meet you and go with you,” Edward quipped. “You’re supposed to meet her on Christmas. If you meet her before that, it’ll take some of the pressure off.”

“Perfect!” Seth exclaimed. He hugged the dog and grinned widely.

“I didn’t say yes,” I grumbled, walking to the kitchen to get some water. I leaned against the counter as I sipped my water.

“Bella, I’m sorry,” Edward said. “You don’t have to go with my mom, but she really wants to meet you. How about we have breakfast? I’ll go shopping with Seth and you can go with my mom.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “I’m sorry. I was practically raised by wolves … I don’t know how to act around your mother.”

“Just be you,” Edward smiled, cupping my cheek.

The next morning, after Edward, Seth and Bear came back from their morning run, we went to a local bistro. A beautiful woman with alabaster skin and perfectly coiffed blonde hair stood up from her spot inside. She walked over to Edward, hugging him tightly. Edward walked with her to where Seth and I were waiting. “Mom, this is my girlfriend, Bella and her son, Seth. Bella, this is my mother, Esme Cullen.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Cullen,” I responded nervously. I held out my hand, but she tugged me into her arms and hugged me tightly.

“I’ve heard nothing but amazing things about you, Bella,” she said, stepping back and grinning at me widely. “And call me Esme.”

“Thank you,” I stammered.

“Mom, stop smothering her,” Edward chided.

“Right,” she laughed, turning to my son. He was eyeing her, uncertain how to react to her. He hovered in between me and Edward, gripping my shirt. “And, you must be Seth? You are very handsome and from what I hear, incredibly smart!” She held out her hand. “I don’t bite.”

“Sorry,” Seth mumbled, shaking her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Cullen.”

I understood Seth’s wariness. It took him some time to open up to people. I was honestly shocked that he bonded so quickly with Edward, but he was terrified of his mother.

“Why don’t we get settled and order breakfast, hmmmm?” Esme said. “It’s on me.”

“Thank you,” I smiled, sitting down at the table. Seth sat next to me, taking my hand underneath the table.

After we ordered breakfast, Esme sipped her coffee. “I’ve read your books, Bella. You are such a talented author,” Esme beamed. “I can see why your first novel was optioned to be a movie. It has everything and my son will do wonders bringing the story to the big screen. How are things going?”

“We’re going to start casting the movie after the first of the year and then, I’m leaving it Edward’s capable hands,” I answered, giving Edward a warm grin. “I trust him.”

Edward leaned over, kissing my lips with a goofy smile on his face. “It’s because I’ve got some amazing source material.”

“So, Seth, what grade are you in?” Esme asked. “What’s your favorite subject?”

“I’m in sixth grade, Mrs. Cullen,” he responded. “I love PE, but I also like music, too.”

“He has the lead in the school musical,” I boasted proudly. “What show are you doing?”

“Into the Woods, Jr.,” Seth answered. “I’m the Baker. I tried out because it sounded fun and was super surprised that I got such a big role.”

“I don’t know where he got his musical talent. I have none,” I snickered.

“Maybe you got it from your father?” Esme said.

“Mom,” Edward hissed, glowering at his mother.

“My sperm donor was an asshole,” Seth snapped, shooting up and glaring at Edward’s mother. With a huff, he stomped away.

“I told you that you needed to tread lightly,” Edward growled, standing up. “I’m going to check on Seth.”

I nodded because when my son was like this, he’d brood for days. “Thank you, Edward,” I whispered. He kissed my temple and followed my son outside.

“I knew I’d fuck things up,” Esme muttered. “Edward gave me your first novel and he said it was based in truth … Seth’s father?”

“He raped me,” I whispered. “Seth was the result. My son hates him and so do I, to be honest.”

“I’m sorry, Bella. I really am,” Esme said, reaching for my hand.
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Edward

“Seth, slow down,” I yelled, running after Bella’s son as he walked away from the restaurant. I could hear his tears. I caught up with him near a park. “Seth, buddy …”

“Leave me alone, Edward,” he snarled.

I gently grabbed his arm and pulled him into my arms. He fought me, but he fell to his knees and sobbed brokenly. “I’ve got you, Seth. I’ve got you,” I whispered, holding him tightly.

“I hate him. I hate that people think that I got something from him,” Seth cried. “I’m nothing like him. He’s an angry, hateful man who enjoyed beating the shit out of my mother because he could. He liked to hurt her. He liked to …” Despite his size and his deepening voice, Seth was still a little boy. He’d also heard what his father did to his mother, even as a child. God damn it .“You won’t hurt her like that, will you?”

“Seth, look at me,” I whispered, wiping his tears away. “I promise you, with my entire heart, soul and everything in between, I will never hurt your mom like that. I love her. I also love you, too, kiddo.”

“How can you love me? I just went off on your mom,” Seth frowned, fat tears falling down his cheeks.

“I love you because you are everything good and kind and amazing. You’re smart. You’re funny and you have every right to be angry at the monster who hurt your mom,” I breathed, hugging him close.

“I wish you were my dad,” Seth sniffled.

“Do you remember what was said at Thanksgiving?” I asked. He shook his head. “That blood doesn’t make a family, but relationships do. We may not share blood, Seth, but I love you. I may not be your father biologically, but in every other way that counts, I feel like I could be your dad …”

He practically tackled me when he hugged me. His sobs were heartbreaking, but I could feel the tension leaving his tiny body. I held him with my own tears falling down my cheeks.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Seth sniffled. “I should apologize to your mom. I was a jerk.”

“Seth, you have every right to be a jerk, especially when it comes to him,” I explained. “I also talked to my mom and told her to not say anything … she just … forgot. It’s not an excuse, but …”

“I get it,” Seth shrugged. “We should probably head back. I’m sorry about bolting. I just needed fresh air, or I was going to break something.”

I held out my hand and Seth took it. We walked back to the restaurant. Our food had arrived, and my mom was talking to Bella. I could see some discomfort with both of them, but the fact they were talking was a good sign. Seth squeezed my hand, cleaning his throat. “Mrs. Cullen … I’m sorry,” he said, gripping my hand tightly.

“Oh, sweetheart, you have nothing to apologize for. It was me and my big mouth,” Mom said, getting up and moving to hug him. Seth, however, moved closer to me. My mom took the hint and smiled. “I’m sorry, Seth.” She gave him another longing look before sitting back down. It would take some time before Seth would feel comfortable with her.

After breakfast, my mother paid, and I took Seth with me while my mom left with Bella. “So, what do you need to get for your mom?” I asked, unlocking my car.

“Something special. She broke her back to give me everything I need and my presents to her are stupid,” Seth mumbled. “A little ornament or a hand-made card.”

“Those presents aren’t stupid, Seth,” I said. “Bella loves them.”

“They were lost because of the guy who broke into the apartment,” Seth sighed. “Everything, except for the books and a handful of pictures, like the one you put on the wall with my grandfather.”

“I know you can’t replace those memories you lost, but I think we can make some new ones. Have you ever taken a photo? A family photo?” I asked.

“The only pictures I’ve taken were from school,” Seth answered.

“I think you and your mom should get some pictures,” I said. “I’ll take them, and we can rebuild those memories you lost. The best picture, we can put into a frame.”

“I like that,” Seth beamed, hugging me. “I also want to get something for my mom … a bracelet or a necklace … a physical representation of how much I love her.”

“We have a plan, Seth,” I turning over the car and driving toward The Oaks. We spent a couple of hours at the outdoor mall. We found a beautiful frame and platinum bangle bracelet that had hearts on the outside, but with the phrase ‘Remember, I will always love you Mom.’ At the same jeweler, I picked up a platinum infinity necklace with two diamonds inside the holes of the infinity symbol. I’d rather give her another type of diamond … one that would go on her left finger … but she wasn’t ready.

Bella texted me while I was walking back to the car with Seth, our arms laden with a ton of gifts. I checked my messages. She said that she was home. My mom had dropped her off after they finished their shopping trip. Bella had taken Bear out for a walk on the beach and was currently making dinner, using some of the leftovers from last night to make taco salad. I wanted to ask to see how she got on with my mother, but was going to wait until we got home.

“Christmas Eve is just around the corner. When are we going to wrap these?” Seth asked as we secured in the trunk. “I don’t want my mom to see …”

“Understandable. I’ll hide these in the office, and we can wrap them while we let your mom sleep in tomorrow,” I suggested. “She deserves it.” My phone chimed and I saw Aro Volturi’s contact pop up. “Here, Seth. Start the car …”

“Really?” Seth asked, his eyes wide.

“Yes, really,” I snickered. “Hold down the break, the pedal on the left and hold down the button next to the gear shift. I need to make a quick call.”

“Thanks, Edward,” Seth sang, hugging me before darting to the driver’s seat.

“Don’t put it in gear, bud,” I laughed, dialing Aro.

“Edward, my boy! I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for the past couple of days,” Aro answered. “Your assistant said you had some family in town and that you were busy.”

“Bella and her son are visiting for Christmas,” I said. “I’m actually out, finishing up some last-minute holiday shopping with Seth.”

“That’s Bella’s boy, right?” Aro asked.

“Right,” I replied as Seth turned over the car with a whoop. “So, I need to get going …”

“Well, before you go, Summit is having a Christmas party tomorrow evening. It’s at the Hotel Bel Air and I would love for you to come,” Aro said. “You and Bella, of course.”

“I’ll let you know, Aro. It’s awfully last minute,” I sighed, scrubbing my hand through my hair.

“I’ll put you down as coming and if you arrive, awesome. If not, no big deal,” Aro said with an edge to his voice.

Apparently, Bella and I were going to be going to his party. I’d have to figure out childcare for Seth and with my mother’s faux pas didn’t really endear her to Seth. Shaking my head, I walked to the driver’s seat and slid inside. Seth was beaming excitedly. “Was starting the car all you ever dreamed it would be?”

“And more,” Seth laughed.

I snickered, ruffling his hair. “Let’s go home. Your mom is making nachos with the leftovers from last night.”

“Sweet! My mom makes the best nachos,” Seth beamed. “Thanks, Edward. For everything today. I know I have a lot of issues to work on, but knowing that you’re on my side and on the side of my mom, it means everything. You love my mom. You love both of us …”

“I do, Seth,” I nodded, getting on the highway. “You and your mom are the most important things to me.”

“Edward?” Seth whispered.

“Yeah?”

“I love you, too,” Seth murmured, gripping my hand. I blinked to him, giving him a crooked grin. I cupped his cheek, wiping away an errant tear. “I love you, too.”

xx Blockbuster xx

Bella

I was sitting inside Edward’s bedroom with a stylist curling my hair and another was putting on makeup. A beautiful cream-colored lace dress was hanging on the closet with pair of nude heels. In order to make the party a little more palatable, Edward hired a hair stylist and makeup artist to help me get ready. I didn’t have anything appropriate to wear, so he also had his personal shopper bring over several options to wear to the party. The dress I picked was lovely, but expensive. With a wave of his hand, the dress was purchased, and I was treated to an afternoon of beauty while Edward took Seth out surfing.

I wanted to strangle Edward, but it wasn’t his fault. He was practically threatened by Aro Volturi to go to this holiday party hosted by Summit. So, we were going to the Bel Air Hotel for this event.

Can you hear my excitement? 

Probably not. My inner-snark is not nearly as clear as my outer-snark.

“I think your hair would be lovely in a messy chignon,” said the stylist. “It’ll show off your graceful neck.”

“And some simple makeup for her eyes with a bold lip. A deep cranberry … it’ll really be beautiful with your alabaster complexion,” grinned the makeup artist. “Girl, you’re going to look hot!”

“I trust you,” I said, closing my eyes. Not really, but I have zero makeup skills. 

I heard Seth laugh and he barreled up the stairs. He was damp, but smiling so brightly. “Mom! I actually got up on the surfboard! I was only standing for a few seconds before I went down, but I surfed!”

“I hope Edward got a video of that,” I said.

“I used my GoPro,” he replied, his wetsuit was half on, and his muscular torso was on display. “He looked great.”

“Thanks, Edward,” Seth beamed.

“Why don’t you go downstairs, in the guest house bathroom, to warm up and shower?” Edward suggested. “Shampoo, soap and towels are down there. I need to get ready for this shindig, and I need to use the guest bathroom since your mom is commandeering our bedroom. We were out too long.”

“Okay,” Seth nodded. “I’m going to grab my clothes. Will I spend the night with your parents?”

“I don’t know what time we’ll be back. So, my folks are preparing a bedroom for you. My mom also said she’d honor your boundaries,” Edward explained. “I know you’re not her biggest fan.”

“No, I should talk to her and maybe explain to her why I reacted the way I did,” Seth shrugged.

“She does need help with cookies,” Edward smirked.

“Seth is a huge helper when I make cookies. He decorates them better than me,” I chimed in as mascara was applied.

“Okay, cool,” Seth said. He gave Edward a quick hug and blowing me a kiss before darting out of the room.

“Your suit is in the office,” the stylist said. “Teddi left it in there since … well …” She gestured to the bedroom. “You also need a trim.”

“I’m fine,” Edward sighed. “I’m going to clean up. I’ll meet you downstairs, love. I’d kiss you, but I’m covered in salt water and you’re too pretty to kiss at the moment.”

“Right, wearing a robe along with my hair being pinned every which direction and a mascara wand in my eyeball,” I laughed.

“It’s not in your eyeball,” the makeup artist quipped with a wry grin.

Edward laughed and he left the bedroom. While he got ready, my look was perfected. I was pushed into the bathroom and put on my dress. Walking out of the bathroom, the makeup artist put on my lipstick and grinned. “You’re perfect,” she breathed. “Meredith is giving Edward a trim and we’ll head out.”

“Thank you for doing all of this,” I smiled, slipping on my shoes. “And last minute …”

“You’re welcome, Miss Swan,” the makeup artist grinned. “Have fun tonight!”

“I’ll try,” I snickered dryly. She packed up her stash of makeup and left the bedroom. I picked up the clutch, stuffing my cell phone, the lipstick, and some cash inside. I walked down the stairs and found my clean son eating a snack on the couch. “Don’t spoil your dinner, kiddo.”

“The surfing kicked my butt and I’m starving,” Seth said with his mouth full of Cheetos.

“Meredith, I’m fine,” Edward sighed, stomping down the stairs, wearing a maroon-colored suit that was cut to perfection. The sides of his hair had been cut with some gel mixed into the top. “We need to go. Aro does not appreciate tardiness.”

“Okay, okay,” Meredith sighed, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “It was nice to meet you, Miss Swan. You look gorgeous! I’d kill for your hair.” She flipped her thin blonde hair over her shoulder. With another grin, she ducked out of the house.

“Seth, get your jacket,” I said. “We’ve got to go.”

Seth got up and grabbed his coat and his backpack. Edward picked up his keys to one of his more expensive cars. His eyes swept over me, desire flashing in his eyes. I blushed as he slid his arm around my hip. We walked to garage, getting into a sleek silver Mercedes. The drive was short to Edward’s parent’s home. They were standing outside, and we got out. We were introduced to Carlisle, who was just as handsome as his son.

Seth walked inside, waving at me and Edward with a grin.

“He’ll be okay with them, right?” I asked.

“My dad has this amazing gift of smoothing things over,” Edward chuckled, pulling out of the subdivision, and driving toward the freeway. The drive to the hotel was filled with conversations and laughter. We arrived at the posh hotel, and I bit my lip. I did not belong here. “I can see you overthinking, love. It’ll be fun. Free booze, fancy hors d’eouvres, and a big band playing Christmas standards. Oh, and dancing …”

“I can’t dance,” I snickered.

“It’s all in the leading, Bella, not that I’m much better. I do like to have fun, though,” Edward smirked, parking at the valet.  He handed the keys to the valet and took the ticket. Jogging around the front of the car, he opened the passenger seat. Giving me his hand, I got out of the car and gave him a nervous smile. “No matter what happens tonight, I love you. You’re exquisite and I’m honored to have you as my date.”

“I love you, too,” I breathed.

Threading our fingers together, we walked into the lobby. The concierge directed us outside to the courtyard. It was decorated with Christmas trees, twinkle lights and festive floral arrangements. On the far end of the courtyard, a big band was playing a beautiful arrangement of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas”. However, the most beautiful aspect was the clear dance floor set atop the pool, which was lit up with green and red lights.

“Edward, my boy!” Aro beamed, scuttling over to us. His dark eyes were twinkling, and he had a bright smile. “So glad you could make it!”

“You didn’t give me much of a choice,” Edward retorted wryly, shaking Aro’s hand. “You remember Isabella Swan, my girlfriend.”

“How could I forget you, Isabella?” Aro chuckled, giving me a hug, and kissing my cheeks. “You look beautiful, Isabella. Edward is a lucky, lucky man.”

“I’m the lucky one,” I murmured.

“How are things going with Long and Winding Road?” he asked, guiding us to the bar and getting us glasses of champagne.

“After the first of the year, we’ll start casting. By the beginning of February, we can start with rehearsals and table reads. In the middle of March, we should be able to begin filming. With Elliott’s diligent work, we have our locations and we’re getting the permits.”

“Excellent,” Aro sang. “Isabella, will you be involved in filming?”

“Once the movie is cast, I’m leaving it Edward’s capable hands,” I answered, sipping my champagne. “The book and movie, it hits a little too close to home and I don’t know if I can …”

“Completely understandable,” Aro nodded. “I’ve read your other books, Isabella. You are very talented, and the prose of your novels is almost poetic. You immerse the reader in the world you build.”

“Oh, wow. Thank you, Aro,” I blushed.

“Aro doesn’t dole out praise often,” Edward grinned widely.

“It’s true,” Aro smirked, clinking his glass with mine. “I think another book to movie may be in your future, Isabella.” He blinked up with his smile widening. “If you excuse me, my wife wants to dance.” He walked off, leaving his glass on the bar.

“We can join him,” Edward suggested.

“I need more alcohol if you want me to dance,” I chuckled, sipping my champagne.

“Don’t you remember? It’s all in the leading, love,” Edward grinned, sliding his arm around my waist. He kissed my lips, humming lowly. “I know I complained about this party, but seeing you all dressed up and being able to hold you? A dream come true.”

“You like fabulous in this suit. I’ve never imagined a maroon suit would look this sexy,” I snickered, running my fingers along his lapel. I draped my arms around his shoulders. “Thank you for bringing me, Edward. You could have gone on your own.”

“I would never go anywhere without you. We’re a team,” he murmured, tracing his fingers along my jaw. The band began to play a beautiful instrumental version of "The Christmas Song." "Dance with me, gorgeous."

“I may break your toes,” I grimaced as I allowed him to lead me out to the dance floor. He spun me into his arms, and we began swaying simply to the music as he sung the words in my ear. His deep baritone voice wrapped around me like a warm blanket. Edward was not a dancer. He said that he wasn’t very good, which was the farthest thing from the truth, but he held me like I was the most precious thing in the world while we glided along the dance floor.

“I love you, Bella,” he breathed, his cheek pressed to mine. “In my life, I’d seen that forever love with my parents and I wanted it. So badly. And in Hollywood, people go through spouses like water. I never wanted a fake relationship. I wanted real, forever.” He pulled back and his eyes were glimmering like emeralds. “I found that with you, Bella. I know that we’re still very new in our relationship, but I can’t imagine you not in my life.”

I reached up and pressed my hand to his warm cheek. “My life has been one long nightmare until I landed in San Francisco. There? I found my true family and I was able to flourish. However, it wasn’t truly living. I went through the motions of … everything. I was starved for affection. I just wanted to be loved. I knew my son adored me, just like I loved him. But, I isolated myself. I didn’t realize how much I needed you, your patience, your affection, your love until I had it.” He reached up and wiped a tear away. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, love,” he said. His own eyes were watery.

“Every year, when my heart broke because I couldn’t give my son something new and special for Christmas, I wished for someone who loved me. Loved my son, unconditionally. I always will. However, being loved unconditionally? It was my wish. At the time, I felt like that wish was stupid. That no one would want me because I was so broken,” I whispered. I looked up at him. “I’m still broken, but like the kintsugi plates from Japan, I’ve put those broken pieces back together and created something new.”

“Something unique and beautiful,” Edward murmured. He captured my chin and kissed my mouth, gentle and soft against mine. I faintly heard a camera click. He pulled back, smiling at me tenderly. The camera clicked again. “We made our appearance. Do you want to go?”

“I want to stay a little longer,” I replied. “We’re here and this is the first time I’ve … been to a Hollywood party.”

“Say no more,” he grinned. We left the dance floor, and we got another glass of champagne. We walked over to a group of actors. Edward introduced me to several actors who he’d directed and a few who he’d shared the screen with. They were all friendly, kind, and funny. They were also inhumanly gorgeous, with clear skin, long legs, and perfect bodies.

Amelia Henderson, one of the actresses I was considering to play ‘Charlotte’ from my novel, smiled at me warmly. She was a little taller than me with dark hair and bright green eyes with a gorgeous Australian accent. She held up her cocktail. “I know that this all pretty overwhelming, but I am having a massive fangirl moment.”

“How so?” I asked.

“I’m a huge fan of your writing,” she gushed, her grin genuine. “I’ve read your first novel in one sitting. I’ve also gobbled up everything else you’ve written. And then, I got a call from agent, saying that you want me to read for Charlotte? I’m honored, Miss Swan.”

“Bella, please,” I chuckled. “Also, thank you for the compliment about my books. If you’d like, I can send you autographed copies.”

“Oh, my word! Yes,” she gushed, taking my hand before hugging me tightly. “Thank you so much.”

We exchanged phone numbers and I got her address so I could send her the books. As I was adding her address, Aro stood on the stage. He grinned happily, taking the microphone.  “Good evening, everyone,” he began. “I hope everyone is having a wonderful time tonight. I wanted to take time to celebrate another successful year. I also wanted to celebrate this upcoming year, as well. You are all amazing actors, directors, and creators and I’m honored that you’ve worked with Summit or will work with Summit.

“Now, what we do is a job, but with incredible humans such as yourself, I feel like we’re a family,” Aro gushed, pressing his hand to his chest. “Our family has grown, and I’m honored and humbled at your excitement, experience and eagerness to make Summit the production company it is today.” He reached over to take his wife’s hand. “When you leave, we have Christmas ‘swag bags’ for you to enjoy. It’s a small token of appreciation for all of the hard work and dedication to our craft.” He held up a glass of champagne with a bright, cheery smile. “Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!”

There was a rumble of well-wishes and proclamations of ‘Merry Christmases’. Edward slid his arm around my waist, and he kissed me sweetly. “The first of many Christmases, gorgeous,” he smiled. “I love you … but, I’m ready to get out of here.”

“Me, too,” I blushed. “I want … would like to …” My cheeks flamed as I looked up at him, feeling desire erupt in my belly.

His hand was gentle as he cupped my face. “You’re in charge,” he whispered. “Let’s get out of here, gorgeous.” He took my hand, and we left the party, saying goodbye to the group we were standing with and picking up our hefty swag bags while we waited for Edward’s car was pulled up by the valet.

As we drove back to Edward’s home, my heart flip-flopped. After years of wishing for a happily ever after, I was getting … finally … my wish was coming true.

Someone who loved me unconditionally, cracks and all.

A/N: Leave me your thoughts … what do you think will happen next chapter? Will they still seal the deal? 

Pictures from this chapter are up on my blog. The link for that is on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Up next will be Christmas with Carlisle, Esme, Bella, Seth and Edward and New Year’s Eve … which will be up in San Francisco. Not to mention … yeah … ;-)

Thanks for reading! See you on the flipside!

 




Chapter 22




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Up next will be Christmas with Carlisle, Esme, Bella, Seth and Edward and New Year’s Eve … which will be up in San Francisco. Not to mention … yeah … ;-) What do you think will happen next chapter? Will they still seal the deal? 

Also, starting next week, I don’t have a day off until November 16th. With that being said … ALL updates are suspended until I’m done with my production of Little Women. I’m sorry about the delay, but I’m going to pull three eighty-hour workweeks in a row. Leave at half-past six and getting home around ten. I’ll barely have time to shower, let alone post updates. 

So, things will get back to normal after November 16th. Thank you for your patience. 

Chapter Twenty-Two

Edward

Bella was absolutely gorgeous. Her pale skin glowed under the twinkling lights at the hotel and looked otherworldly as we drove back to my home in the moonlight that spilled into the car. My hand dwarfed hers as I held it over the gear shift. I reveled in the softness of her skin and her trust in me. Lifting her hand, I pressed a sweet kiss to her pulse point at her wrist. She hummed, blinking over to me with a soft smile pulling at her lips.

Her eyes, they told such a tragic, harrowing story. I could see the pain she’d endured, but those ghosts were retreating. Would they ever completely go away? I’m not sure, but since the last time she’d been in Los Angeles, she’d grown by leaps and bounds. There was a serenity that surrounded her, especially while she was with me. Now, she was still hesitant to trust, but she trusted me.

She loved me.

I loved her.

More than anyone else in the fucking world.

“Are you okay, Edward?” Bella asked, squeezing my hand before pulling it into her lap.

“I’m more than okay, gorgeous,” I responded, turning into my neighborhood. With a wave, I drove past the gate house and the security guard, to my beach front home. I parked my car in the driveway. I knew we’d take it to go to my parents’ home for Christmas Eve. I opened the door for Bella, carrying the two ginormous swag bags from Aro and Summit Studios. I put the two bags near the tree.

Bella kicked off her shoes with a relieved sigh. The heels had done amazing things to Bella’s legs, but for someone who didn’t normally wear heels, I could only imagine the pain her feet were in. She picked up her shoes with a soft, goofy grin. “The party was fun, but the shoes were not.”

“I think we need to soak in the hot tub outside,” I suggested. Bella paled. “You have a bathing suit, right?”

“I packed one …” she said slowly, eyeing me dubiously.

“There’s enough room for two and we can both wear our bathing suits,” I said, pulling her into my arms and kissing her forehead. “You’re in charge, gorgeous. You know that, right?”

“Yeah, I do,” she nodded. “I’ll … put on my bathing suit. Soaking in the hot tub sounds like heaven.” She kissed my jaw, walking up the stairs with her shoes in her hand.

I blew out a breath, heading down to the deck. I removed the cover of the hot tub and turned it on, along with the twinkle lights and lights in the hot tub. I checked the temperature, smiling at its scalding heat and went back inside. In our room, I could hear Bella puttering in the bathroom. I didn’t want to intrude on her privacy. I grabbed my swimming trunks and changed in the guest bathroom. I hung up my suit, but carried my dress shirt back into the bedroom to put into the hamper. Bella was wearing a robe and her face was scrubbed clean of the makeup she wore. “Feel better, love?”

“Immensely,” she giggled, draping her curled hair over her shoulder. “I felt gorgeous, but I don’t normally wear that much makeup.”

I grinned at her, reaching out my hand. “With makeup, without makeup, you’re absolutely gorgeous,” I murmured. She ducked her head, blushing furiously. “The hot tub awaits.” She placed her hand in mine, walking with me to the pool deck. I grabbed a couple of towels.

“Oh, wow … this is all so romantic,” she breathed, looking around the hot tub. “The lights? The distant waves crashing against the beach? This is exactly what the doctor ordered.” She shrugged out of the robe and revealed a beautiful plum one-piece bathing suit. It hugged her feminine curves, making my dick harden underneath my swim trunks. I chastised my over-eager cock and held out my hand, helping Bella into the hot tub. I joined her, sighing as the water bubbled all around us. “What do you think is in that swag bag that was given to us?” she asked.

“All sorts of expensive goodies,” I snickered. “You’re too far away, gorgeous. I don’t bite.” She rolled her eyes, gliding over to me and settled on the bench next to me. That wasn’t good enough. I lifted her onto my lap, kissing her neck. “Holding you in my arms while we danced was amazing, but it wasn’t enough time with you.”

She looked at me, her eyes sparkling like the lights that surrounded us. “You’re obsessed, Edward,” she quipped. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“No, but starting in March, I will be …” I sighed, pressing a kiss to her neck, and growling lowly when I smelled her subtle but sexy perfume. “Don’t forget that I’ll be on location filming the adaptation of your novel. We’ll have to survive with emails, phone calls and Skype.”

She frowned, but understanding settled in her gaze. “You know what they say about long distance relationships?”

“What’s that, love?” I asked.

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” she murmured, pressing her soft lips to mine. I banded my arms around her waist and eagerly accepted her kiss. Her lips were pliant, yearning. Her fingers moved up to my hair, scratching my scalp. I groaned quietly. She slid her tongue along my lower lip, and I opened my mouth, allowing her entry. Swiping her tongue inside my mouth, she whimpered. Pulling back, she shifted on my lap, so her legs were on either side of my hips. She was panting. “Edward?”

“Yes, Bella?” I replied.

“I may not be ready to make love, but I want to try something,” she whispered. Her fingers massaged my neck as she stared at me. “I had a conversation with Rose.”

“What did she say, gorgeous?” I asked.

“Well, she asked me if I’d been with any other man besides …” she trailed off. “I haven’t. In a lot of ways, I’m very inexperienced. Yes, I’d been fucked.”

“Bella,” I frowned. “You and I both know that’s …”

“I refuse to say the other thing,” she muttered. “But, it was never on my terms, and I don’t know what’s so great about it.” She trailed her fingers to my cheeks. Her eyes were flashing with determination, love, and a touch of fear. “I want to feel you. I want you to show me … that sex is not bad. That it could be something pleasurable, something ... God, I don’t even know what I’m saying.”

“Oh, my love,” I breathed, pulling her body closer to mine. “When you make love, it can be so incredibly beautiful. You share one body, one soul. It should never hurt. I want nothing more to show you how much I love you.” I glided my fingers along her spine along her silken skin, and she shuddered. As she shuddered, her body came in contact with my growing cock. She whimpered, biting her lower lip. “Are you afraid that I’m not going to stop?”

“In my heart, I know if I said stop, you would. My brain is a whole other matter,” she explained. “I feel you and I’m torn. I’m excited that you find me attractive, but scared that …”

“I won’t hurt you, Bella,” I reiterated. “And, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Your beauty is both inside and out.” I settled my hands on her hips. She kept her eyes on mine and she relaxed her stance, pressing her core to my length. The heat of her body made me tremble in anticipation. “I love you, Bella.”

“Kiss me, Edward,” she pleaded.

I didn’t need to be asked twice. I kissed her mouth tenderly, reverently. She sighed against my mouth, inching closer to me. Her hips rolled over my length. I bit back my groan as she gasped, pulling back. She pressed her forehead to mine. “It’s okay, Bella.”

“I feel butterflies and tingles,” she panted.

“That means it feels good,” I explained, kissing down her neck. “I want you to feel good.” I gently guided her body back down. She moaned, rolling her hips again. She crashed her lips against mine, kissing me hungrily. Her movements were slow and a bit uncertain, but she was getting more comfortable with me, with what was pressed between her thighs. I wanted nothing more than feel all of her, but I truly meant it that she was in charge.

“Edward,” she moaned. Her fingers tightened in my hair. “I feel …”

“I know, baby,” I whispered. “Just feel everything.”

“Can you touch me?” she asked, looking at me. She guided my hand to her breast. I brushed my lips against hers as I cupped her breast. I continued to kiss her while I massaged her breast and rolling my thumb along her pebbled nipple. I pulled back, staring into her eyes, and reached for the strap of her bathing suit. She stopped her rolling, biting her lip. With a minute nod, I slid the strap down, along with the other one. Bella slid her arms out and she was bare from the waist up.

“Do you know how beautiful you are?” I asked, circling my hands around her body, just below her breasts. My thumbs glided along the swell of breasts.

“I’m starting to believe it,” she murmured, kissing my cheeks before settling onto my lips. I cupped both of her breasts. Her skin was warm and soft against my palms. Her movements were sinuous as she humped against my length.

I could feel my balls tightening, and I prayed that I wouldn’t come before she did. Her movements became faster and not as smooth. She cried out with her head falling back. I banded one arm around her waist and rolling her nipple with my other hand. My lips found her neck as her movements became jerkier. She let out a gasp. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as she came. Her pale skin flushed pink, and her nipples were diamond points. Seeing her fall apart, shatter in my arms made my cock swell and I groaned against her skin while I exploded into my swim trunks.

As Bella calmed down, panting heavily in my arms, I ran my hands along her bare back. I pressed soft kisses to her shoulder, jaw, and cheeks. “I love you, Bella,” I whispered. “So much.” I kept repeating that over and over again, so she knew that I truly did love and adore her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m …” she trailed off. “Is it supposed be like that? Feel that good?”

“Oh, my love, this is just the beginning,” I chuckled, helping her push the straps of swimsuit back up. She shimmied back into her swimsuit, blushing furiously. “You’re beautiful when you come.” Her flush deepened and she snuggled closer to me. “And, yes, Bella. It’s supposed to be like that. When you share pleasure with someone you love? It’s supposed to feel amazing.”

I felt a timid smile against my neck, but she shivered. The weather in Los Angeles was undoubtedly not traditional Christmas weather. During the day, it was mid-seventies. At night, the temperatures, which had fallen to the upper forties, chilled the air. “Come on, Bella. Let’s get inside and warm up. The water is hot, but the air is frigid. I don’t want you to get sick.”

She nodded, pulling back to look at me. “I love you, Edward.” Her gaze no longer held the haunted look. If anything, she looked blissed out.

“You stay in here. I’ll grab the towels,” I replied, kissing her lips. I hopped out of the hot tub and darted to the chaise that held the towels and her robe. My teeth chattered, wrapping the towel around my waist, and walking to Bella. I easily lifted her out of the hot tub, enfolding her in the towels before putting the robe around her body. We stood on the cold deck with the sound of the waves crashing in the distance and the hot tub bubbling. Bella traced the ink on my body as her eyes held my gaze. “Bella … did I hurt you?”

“No,” she breathed. “I just … I don’t know … I can’t really put what I’m feeling into words.” She slid her arms around my waist. “I love you and thank you for showing me how beautiful love can be.” She shivered again.

“Inside, Bella,” I said, turning off the hot tub and leading her through the sliding door. We walked past the Christmas tree and up the stairs to our bedroom. “Why don’t you warm up and I’ll lock up the house? Okay?”

It took me about ten minutes to close up the hot tub and lock the house. I went upstairs, grabbing a pair of boxer briefs and sleep pants. I changed in the other bathroom, padding to my bedroom. Bella was in the bed, wearing my dress shirt I’d worn tonight. Her eyes were still calm, happy as she grinned at me. “Nice pajamas, Bella.”

She raised an elegant shoulder with a coy grin. “It smelled like you,” she answered simply. I grinned at her, crawling into bed, and laying down next to her. I flipped off the lights, sliding my arm around Bella’s waist. She sighed contentedly, draping her arm around my middle. Within moments, she was asleep. A few moments, I joined her.

xx Blockbuster xx

Bella

I stretched my body, feeling delightfully relaxed and so very warm. I was laying on my side with Edward spooned behind me. I wriggled closer to him. I could feel his hardness against his behind and I wasn’t afraid of him. I lifted his hand that was resting on my waist, pressing a kiss to his palm.

“Merry Christmas,” he purred against my neck, his voice raspy with disuse.

“Merry Christmas,” I smiled, turning in his arms. I brushed back his messy hair. His green eyes were unfocused and sleepy.

“How did you sleep, love?” he asked, pressing feather-light kisses to my forehead, cheeks, and nose.

“I slept hard,” I chuckled, trailing my fingers along his muscled back. “I was relaxed. Happy.”

“A good orgasm will do that to you,” he quipped. His hands moved up my body and he growled when he felt my skin above my panties. “You are so soft. So warm. God, you’re perfect for me, baby.”

“I’m far from perfect,” I argued as his hands traveled below my waist. I whimpered as his warm palms caressed my ass and I pressed into him.

“I beg to differ, love,” he growled. “You are perfect. I love you.”

“Even with all my scars?” I sighed.

“Scars and all,” he pushed, kissing me deeply and I lost myself in his warmth, his strength. “Fuck, Bella. I can feel how hot you are against my thigh.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

“Don’t apologize,” he countered. “You’re turned on, love.” I was. I could feel how wet I was between my legs. Last night, I was also wet. But now? I felt soaked. My panties did little to hide my arousal. I was also rocking against Edward’s thigh like I’d rocked against his hardness last night. “Do you trust me, Bella? I want to make you feel like you did last night.”

“I trust you,” I whispered. He gently rolled us, so I was on my back. His hand lay flat between my breasts. He looked at me, easing one of the buttons open. He kept his gaze on me as unbuttoned the entire shirt, revealing a swath of pale skin and the smallest hint of my panties. His fingertips glided over the exposed skin. I, unconsciously, arched to his hand. He gave me a crooked grin, slipping his hand underneath my shirt and cupped my breast. My eyes fluttered shut as he palmed my breast. “Your hands … they’re so strong and they feel so good.”

He leaned down, kissing my neck, and moving to capture my earlobe. I whimpered, gripping his shoulders as he rolled my nipple and turning me on even more. “Do you want more?” he asked.

“Yes,” I nodded. “Please, Edward.”

His lips found mine and he pressed his palm on my lower belly, just under my navel. His fingers traced the elastic waist band of my panties. With each pass, he inched closer to my core. He pulled back, watching me as his hand slipped into my underwear and inching down to center. “If you want me to stop, tell me.”

Swallowing, I kissed him. “Keep going, Edward. I want this. I want you.”

He smiled at me crookedly, spreading my folds and making me gasp out in need. His fingers massaged between my legs, and I moaned. “Fuck, Bella. You’re so wet,” he whispered, brushing his lips over mine. His movements were focused on my clit. Each pass of his fingers lit me up like a lightning bolt. His hand was cramped between my legs and my panties. We continued to kiss as I pushed my underwear down my legs. “Bella …”

“I trust you. I trust you to not hurt me,” I murmured. “I love you.”  The shirt had fallen open, and I was, for all intents and purposes, naked in his bed. He saw all of me.

He stopped touching me and stared into my eyes. “You are, by far, the most beautiful woman I’ve seen,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine. “Thank you, for trusting me.”

“Thank you for showing me that love shouldn’t hurt and that it can be so beautiful,” I whispered back. “Show me …”

His mouth devoured mine as his hand took purchase between my legs. He circled my clit and teased my entrance. His fingers slid inside of me, making me moan against his lips. I reached between us and found his hardness. I wrapped my hand around his length, earning me a growl. “Bella,” he mumbled.

“You’re making me feel good. I want to return the favor,” I purred, stroking him.

“This is about you, love,” he argued, sucking on my lower lip. His thumb teased my clit as he curled his fingers inside me. “Let me love you.” He draped one of my legs over his, opening me further. I was completely vulnerable and lost in the sensations of his hand between my thighs.

I rolled my body, needing him and desperate for the sensations for last night. I moaned when he added a second finger inside me. I gripped the shirt, wanting to touch, to feel, but was so completely lost in what he was doing to me. “Edward,” I panted.

“I know, baby. I can feel you clenching around my fingers. Let go. Feel it all,” he commanded against my ear. I slapped my hand down onto the bed as the zing of electricity traveled deep within my belly and spread throughout my body. I arched off the bed. Edward slowed his fingers inside me and as I came back to myself, he slipped them out of me. I felt so empty, but my body twitched with residual twinges of my orgasm. “I love you,” he murmured. “I love you so much, my Bella.”

I curled up, snuggling closer to him. I reached between us again, only to be stopped. “What?” I asked. “I want to make you feel as good as you made me.”

“Trust me, love. I felt amazing,” he chuckled. “I’ve got my boxers filled with evidence of how good I felt.” He pressed his lips to mine. “Shower with me?”

He’d seen all of me, and he wasn’t disgusted. I nodded and squealed when he picked me up off the bed, carrying me to the bathroom. He started the shower. I slipped out of the shirt, and he slid his pants down. He had a third tattoo on his hip. It was the triquetra. The symbol that had been on the front of the Book of Shadows on that television show. “Are you secretly a witch?” I asked, looking at his tattoo.

Edward snickered, pulling me into the shower and into his arms. “No, I’m not a witch. Though, that freezing power that Piper had was pretty cool,” he teased, kissing my nose. “I’m proud of my heritage and part of that heritage is Celtic. This Celtic knot represents that part of my history, my family’s history.”

“Got it,” I smiled as the water pelted onto us, soaking our skin and hair. Our shower was playful, and I felt lighter than I’d felt in my entire life. No fear of pain or repercussions for acting inappropriately. I felt loved, protected, and cherished.

After our shared shower, we got dressed. We also loaded up the car with the presents and drove the short distance to Edward’s parent’s place. Gathering the presents, we entered a gorgeous beach-front mansion. It was easily three times the size of Edward’s home. My son was outside, tossing a ball with Bear and Carlisle. He grinned brightly when he saw me and Edward, jogging to the car. He hugged me tightly. “It’s so good to see you, Mom.”

“Did you behave yourself?” I asked, kissing his cheek.

“I did. I helped Esme with the cookies, and we also got ready for Christmas Eve, doing a lot of prep work,” he explained. “Then, I went for a swim in the pool. It was cold outside, but the pool was so warm!”

“We keep it heated,” said Carlisle. “It’s nice to see you again, Bella. Your son was an absolute delight.”

“Thank you. I like to think I raised him well,” I snickered, poking his side. “And Bear?”

“He slept with me,” Seth smiled. “Did you know that Bear snored?”

“Random,” Edward sang. He ruffled Seth’s hair. “I bet he was trying to drown out your snores, bud.”

“I do not snore,” Seth argued.

“Yes, you do,” Edward and I both countered.

Seth scowled at both of us.

“Have you eaten breakfast?” Carlisle asked, snickering quietly.

Edward and I shared a look. We’d had coffee and had enjoyed some of the chocolates in the swag bag from Aro, but we hadn’t eaten breakfast. We were far more interested in exploring the newfound intimacy growing between us. Edward had showed me what love was supposed to feel like. We could barely keep our hands off each other. Our touches were innocent, but needy. “We’d love some breakfast. You know I can’t cook. Neither can you, old man.”

“Whatever,” Carlisle snorted, grabbing the presents, and walking into the house.

Inside, Edward and Carlisle put the presents underneath the ginormous tree. The house smelled like gingerbread, coffee, and bacon. Despite its massive size, it felt homey and warm. I walked to the fireplace, inspecting the photos on the mantel. Edward’s family was absolutely gorgeous. Even in Edward’s awkward, teenaged gawky years, he was beautiful. “Have you spoken with your sister?” I asked, seeing a photo of them at Edward’s college graduation.

“A few short conversations,” he replied. “Alice was always my biggest supporter, but her reaction to you and her decision to not figure out who sent those emails …”

“Emails?” I asked, confused by that statement. I’d faintly remembered him saying something about emails, but my orgasm-addled brain couldn’t pull up the information.

“I’m pretty sure I mentioned them, but Paul sent some bullshit emails smearing your character. However, at the time, we didn’t know it was Paul. Alice refused to figure it out because she didn’t trust you,” Edward sighed, shaking his head.

“Right,” I frowned. “I’d forgotten about those.”

“Well, regardless, her reaction has irrevocably changed our relationship,” Edward shrugged. “Do I still love my sister? Yes and I always will. But, can I trust her? Not anymore.” He pulled me into his lap. “She’s in Tuscany, spending Christmas in Italy.”

“I’m sorry that …” I whispered.

“It’s not your fault, Bella. It was hers. It was always hers,” he murmured, kissing the corner of my mouth. “Come on. I’m hungry and my mom made cinnamon buns. I don’t usually indulge this much, but it’s Christmas.”

We ate breakfast and we sat outside on the pool deck. Edward and I talked about the party that Aro held with Summit. Seth was shocked at the celebrities we mingled with. Edward pulled up Summit’s website on his phone, showing him the pictures. He drooled over Chris Hemsworth and Amelia Henderson, asking so many questions.

Around two, Alice called, and she seemed a little lost. But, she was happy to talk to her parents and brother. Before the call was ended, my son stepped forward. His jaw was set, and he glowered at her. “I mean no disrespect, Ms. Cullen, but the way you treated my mom wasn’t right.”

“Seth Charles Swan, you better stop,” I hissed. I pulled him back. “I’m sorry, Alice.”

“You should not apologize because he’s right,” Alice said, shrugging. “Seth, the way I acted toward your mother was abhorrent. Because of my choices, I’ve irrevocably changed my relationship with my brother, your mother, and my family. I let my prejudice of your mom cloud my judgment and I will forever be sorry for how I behaved. I made the problem worse. I wish I could go back in time, but I can’t. I hope, in time, that we’ll be friends.”

“I doubt that,” Seth mumbled under his breath. “Because of you, my sperm donor tried to take me away from my mother, the one person who loves me unconditionally!”

“Seth,” I snapped.

“Bella, he has every right to be pissed, as do you,” she sighed. “Merry Christmas and I hope you get everything you ever wished for. Mom, Dad, I love you. I’ll be home after the first of the year. Edward, when I get back, can we meet?”

“I’ll be in San Francisco and then will begin rehearsals for the movie,” Edward shrugged indifferently. “Sorry.”

“Okay,” she muttered. “My love to you all.” With a swipe of her fingers, the screen went black.

“I’m sorry if I upset you all,” Seth mumbled. “I just … she was a part of the reason why my sperm donor tried to get custody of me. He found out about the movie because of that guy and …” He huffed out a breath, walking outside. Bear followed him with a low bark.

“I apologize,” I frowned. “He’s …”

“Sweetheart, he has every reason to be upset,” Esme said soothingly. “What happened to you and with my daughter had unknowingly snowballed.”

“I’m going to check on him. I am sorry for how he spoke to Alice,” I said hastily. Even if he was right … “Excuse me.” I walked out of the family room and onto the patio. My son was on the beach, throwing a ball with Bear. From the tension in his back and the aggressive way he threw the ball, he was obviously pissed off. Bear got the ball, and he ran past Seth, to me. “Hey, buddy,” I said, scrubbing behind Bear’s ears. He dropped the ball to my feet. It was covered in sand and slobber. I picked it up, throwing it away weakly. “Sit with me, Seth.”

“Are you going to rip me a new one?” he asked grumpily. “I’m screwing things up left and right. First with Edward’s mom and now with Alice.”

“Do I agree with how you spoke to Alice? No. As much as I do not like her, she’s still an adult and you need to respect her as an adult,” I said. “Also, your job is not to protect me, Seth. My job is to protect you. It’s my right as a mother, as a parent.”

“Mom, I couldn’t protect you from him. I could help you then, but I need to help now,” Seth choked out. “I have to make sure you’re safe. I have to!”

I wrapped my arms around my son’s body as he snuggled close to me. Hearing his shattered confession made me hate Jacob even more. He’d seen so much that had obviously tore at my son. “Thank you for trying to protect me, but let me take care of you. And, please, be respectful for the rest of the trip.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Seth whispered. “I really am. I just … I couldn’t …”

“Yes, you can, and you will,” I said, wielding my rarely used parental bitch brow.

“Can we stay here? For a little while?” Seth asked. “I need to calm down.”

“Okay, Seth. But, as soon as we get home, you have to have an appointment with your counselor to discuss these outbursts you’re having. I understand why you’re upset, but that doesn’t mean that I condone your behavior,” I said sternly. “I love you so much and I hate that you feel the need to protect me.”

“I couldn’t do it when I was little. I hated what he did to you, and I was powerless to do anything about it. I heard you cry after he hurt you. You never cry,” Seth murmured. He slid his arms around my waist and put his head on my shoulder.

My eyes fluttered shut and tears gathered behind my eyes. “No more talk of your sperm donor. It’s Christmas. It’s time for us to spend time with family.”

“I love you, Mom,” Seth said into the wind.

We stayed outside for a few more minutes until I started to shiver. It was chilly on the beach with the wind whipping off the Pacific Ocean. I called for Bear when I stood up. He ran back toward us, his tongue lolling off to the side of his mouth. He was completely covered in water and sand. “Shit,” I groaned. “Bear is covered in sand.”

“He looked like that last night. Carlisle showed me where the outdoor shower was. I can hose him off,” Seth explained. “I’ll meet you inside. You’re cold, Mom. Go back inside. I’ll be fine.”

I kissed his cheek and walked up the steps to the patio. Seth guided to Bear to the shower. I heard my son laughing as he told Bear to sit down. Ducking inside, I slipped off my shoes and sighed happily at the warmth of the house. Esme was in the kitchen, checking on the turkey in the oven. “Is everything okay?” she asked, pouring me a cup of coffee.

“It will be. I’m truly sorry for how my son acted toward Alice,” I said, ambling to the island. With a grateful sigh, I wrapped my fingers around the mug.

“She deserved it. Her prejudicial behavior has … well, let’s just say her choices have very real consequences,” Esme said. “I do not condone her behavior and I think she finally realized that she can’t make snap judgments about people. I’m sorry for all the grief she caused you. Seth was right in that she had a hand in what Seth’s biological father did in trying to get custody of him. If she had dug deeper into who was sending those emails, all of this could have been avoided.”

“Like I told my son, it’s Christmas. Jacob has no place here today,” I stated firmly. “I want to spend time with you and Carlisle, enjoying the holiday with your family.”

“Our family,” Esme said with a warm smile. “From the look on my son’s face, you’re not going anywhere. You and Seth are a part of our family and always will be.” She moved from behind the counter, wringing her hands. “I know that we got off to a rocky start. I opened my mouth and inserted my foot with my unthinking comment about … well, about your son’s birth father. I will always be sorry for being nothing thinking before I spoke. I can truly see how much Edward loves you and Seth. I also mean it when I think you will be a part of our family. You are everything I’ve ever wanted and hoped for my youngest child. You’re beautiful, smart, and so very strong.” She stepped closer and held her arms open. I realized what she wanted to do, and I hugged her. It wasn’t until I was in her arms that I missed so much in being abandoned by my selfish mother. I closed my eyes, relishing in Esme’s embrace. “Welcome to the family, Bella.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

She squeezed me tightly, leading me back to the family room. Seth came back in with a clean Bear, sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace. While we sat down, Edward shared what he could about the adaptation of my novel. When he was done talking, I showed them pictures of my new home.

A few hours later, we ate dinner. Esme’s turkey was delicious – so much better than the turkey I’d served on Thanksgiving. But, it was my first time making turkey. Thanksgiving in Forks was usually from the Lodge or the diner. When I was on the road, I was lucky to have any sort of food in my belly. A huge Thanksgiving meal was not usually on the menu.

After some cookies, coffee and opening one present each from under the tree, we talked about plans for the following day. Carlisle and Esme wanted to go to church, asking if Seth and I wanted to go. We all made the decision to join them, even though I’d never really belonged to a church. I’d stayed in church shelters, but didn’t attend services.

With the presents we’d opened; Seth got a neon Avengers sign from Carlisle and Esme. Edward gave his parents matching pajamas, which was a long-standing inside joke. Esme held up a red shirt, along with a green pair of pants, with a scowl at her son. Edward just grinned brightly while his father put on the shirt with a laugh. I got a skin care regimen from Esme. She had clear, smooth skin at fifty. I’d happily take her suggestions with skin care. Edward got a pair of headphones from me. He said his old pair had bit the dust from long-term use. Bear got a new collar and leash with his name engraved on it.

After opening the presents, we drove back to Edward’s place with my son and Bear in tow. Seth hugged both Edward and I before heading to bed.

Edward took my hand, sitting us down in front of the Christmas tree after taking Bear out to do his business. “I wanted to give you your present from me without an audience.” He trailed his finger along the flower pendant he’d given me at the end of our first date. The pendant that I looked at for a moment, but quickly dismissed as an extravagance. He saw my longing for it and purchased it on a whim, giving it to me after he’d left with a sweet note inside the box. I wore as often as I could, usually on a daily basis. I’d put it on after showering this morning since I couldn’t wear it with my dress at the Summit party. “I bought you this pendant because you never received flowers from someone who loved you. I think I loved you then, gorgeous.”

“Even with all my crazy?” I snickered, giving him a wry grin.

“Don’t say that,” Edward chided, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Bella, you’ve lived a difficult life. If I had my way, you’d never experience the pain you endured ever again. Despite all that happened to you, you’re still warm, loving and affectionate.” He cupped my cheek and kissed me sweetly. While he kissed me, a box was placed into my hands. “I love you, Bella. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, Edward,” I murmured, picking up the box. It was small. I tore into it and found a deep mahogany box. “Edward … what did you do?”

“Spoiling you,” he smirked.

I gave him a scowl before cracking open the box. Inside, resting on a satin pillow, was another pendant. This one was an infinity symbol with two large diamonds inside the holes of the symbol. “Edward,” I breathed. “It’s beautiful.”

“Do you know what infinity means?” he asked, taking it out and putting it around my neck. It was slightly longer than my flower pendant, which meant I could wear both at the same time. I nodded, blushing deeply. “It’s how much I love you and love Seth. That love will never change, Bella. I’ve lived my life, jaded and bitter at not finding my soul mate. I’ve found my soul mate, in you. My love for you is infinite. I’ll love you until the last star in the sky fades away.”

“I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I’m so grateful,” I cried, turning in his arms. He held me, rocking me in the soft light of the Christmas tree. “It makes what I got you seem so … trivial.”

“You gave me your gift last night and this morning, love,” he purred. “You trusted me with your heart and your body. I couldn’t ask for anything more beautiful, more exquisite.” He pressed his lips to mine. “Come on, Bella. I want to hold you.”

A/N: I had every intention of finishing up Christmas and getting to the actual casting of the film, but I didn’t want to make this too long. Pictures from this chapter (not that there are many) are on my blog and tumblr. Links for both of those are on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano79’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Up next will be the rest of Christmas, New Year’s (back in San Francisco) and casting the movie. 

Leave me your thoughts about the chapter. Thank you, as always, for reading! 

 

 

 




Chapter 23




 

I adopted this plot bunny a year or so ago. It really intrigued me. I posted a poll in my group asking which story I should work on next, and this was the winner. It’s definitely a WIP. I’ve only got a rough outline figured out and I’m going back to my roots with this … writing with a vague plan. I hope that I can do this justice. 

None of this is mine … I wish it was. Sigh …

Chapter Twenty-Three

Bella

The next morning, I made us breakfast. I got up early to prepare the breakfast casserole, pancakes, biscuits, sausage gravy, fresh fruit, and monkey bread. I wanted nothing more than to stay cuddled in Edward’s arms. He held me close to his muscular body so tenderly, but with enough strength that I had to wriggle my way out of his grasp. When I was free, his lips pooched out in an adorable pout. I kissed him before walking down to the kitchen.

As I was putting the monkey bread into the oven, my son wandered into the kitchen, scratching his stomach, and yawning widely. His hair was a riotous mess, sitting down at the kitchen island. “You’re up awfully early, kiddo,” I said, pouring him a glass of orange juice.

“I had to pee, and I smelled breakfast,” he mumbled, giving me a sleepy grin. “Edward’s also up. I think he was in the shower.”

“Are you okay with my relationship with Edward?” I asked.

“Mom, he’s amazing and he obviously loves you so much. He said that he loved me, too,” Seth explained, a soft grin pulling at his lips. “I wish …”

“You wish what?” I pushed.

“I want Edward to be my dad,” Seth sighed. “I told him that and he said that … He treats you so good. He’s kind and I … I don’t know. What if he goes away?”

“I won’t, Seth,” Edward said as he walked down the stairs. He was dressed in a pair of jeans and sweater. “I mean, I will have to travel while making the movie, but that doesn’t mean that I’m walking away from you or leaving your mom. I’ll call you as often as I can. Rest assured, I will also be at your performance of your musical, Seth. I need to support my favorite kid.”

Seth’s grin brightened to wide smile before he shot off the stool and hugged him tightly. Edward laughed, kissing Seth’s forehead. They spoke quietly and I could see how much Seth adored Edward. However, it was Edward’s love for my son that made my eyes tear up. “Merry Christmas, Seth,” Edward said, hugging him.

“Merry Christmas, Edward,” Seth replied. “I’m going to shower. What do I need to wear to go to church?”

“The church we attend is pretty casual. A pair of jeans and a sweater,” Edward explained. “We’ll leave at eleven and meet up with my parents at the service.” Seth nodded, going upstairs to shower. Edward blinked to me with his green eyes heated. He strode over to me, dipping me and kissing my lips. “I woke up alone, gorgeous.”

“I wanted to make breakfast,” I giggled, nipping at his lower lip. He righted me, swiping my coffee, and taking a sip. “Get your own, bub.” He snickered, taking another drink of my coffee before he clipped the leash to Bear. I rolled my eyes as he disappeared out the back door to take the dog for a walk. I poured myself another cup of coffee and finished making breakfast. When my son came down, wearing a pair of dark wash jeans and a button-down, I was putting the food onto the counter. Edward came back inside, licking his lips at the spread on his kitchen counter. “Breakfast is ready.”

“This looks great, Mom,” Seth said, piling his plate with a little bit of everything I’d made. He kissed my cheek. “Merry Christmas. I love you.”

“Merry Christmas, Seth,” I grinned. “Eat your breakfast.” Edward gave me a plate, urging me to make my own. He brushed his lips over my temple, whispering his love for me. I blushed, plating my breakfast, and sitting down next to my son. After making his plate, Edward joined us.

“This is delicious,” Edward moaned. “Seriously, the best thing I’ve ever eaten for breakfast. Up until this moment, my mom’s cinnamon buns were my favorite thing. Ever. Now? All of this.”

“It’s the least I could do,” I chuckled. “You’ve opened up your home to me and Seth.”

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome here. Any time,” Edward interrupted. “But, I will never say no to a homecooked meal.”

“Mom doesn’t make this all that often. Only for special occasions,” Seth explained. “My birthday, Christmas, Valentine’s Day …”

“What about your birthday?” Edward asked. “You deserve something special for your birthday.” I shrugged, not responding to his suggestion. I looked at him, begging him with my eyes to let this go. He knew that I didn’t care if I lived or died while I was on the road, running from my past. My brain circled in a dark place for a very long time. However, my son did not know about my deep depression. I always put a brave face on for him. Celebrating my birthday wasn’t anything I wanted to recognize. As far as I was concerned, my birthday was just another day. I finished my breakfast. “I’m going upstairs to get ready. Seth, can you help Edward with the dishes?”

“Yeah, Mom,” he said around a mouthful of biscuit.

I went upstairs, finding something appropriate to wear to church. I pulled out a pair of black leggings with a red sweater dress. I was walking to the shower when Edward ducked inside of his room. “Bella, why don’t you celebrate your birthday?”

“It’s just another day. Edward, you know how fucked up my head is,” I frowned, hugging my clothes to my chest. “I didn’t care if I lived or died. That’s why I celebrated Seth’s birthday. He was my priority. Not me. Never me.”

“A world without you in it would be a dark, lonely place,” Edward murmured. “The day you were born is important to me. It’s important to the young man who is beating himself up for not celebrating your birthday when he was younger.”

“That was not my intention,” I whispered.

“Bella, gorgeous, you are the most important person in my life and in Seth’s life. I want to warn you, he’s adamant on making up for all those missed birthdays. He asked for my help,” Edward explained, cupping my cheek. “Because I agree with him, I’m going to cater to his every whim. He wants to celebrate you and show you how much he adores you.” He leaned down, brushing his lips over mine. “Prepare to be spoiled.”

“I don’t want a party,” I grumped.

“Seth’s the boss. What he says, goes,” Edward chuckled. “I love you, gorgeous. Your son loves you and he wants to give back some of the love that you showered on him since he was born. Let him, baby.” He kissed me once more, stepping back. “Take your time. We’re not leaving for another hour.”

He left the bedroom and I stared at the closed door for a few moments before going to shower. I took my time, like Edward suggested. I blew dry my hair and applied some simple makeup before getting dressed. I put on a pair of black booties, walking down to the first floor.

“Mom!” Seth exclaimed. “Can we go outside? I want to give you your Christmas present before we go to church.”

“Okay,” I said. “Where’s Edward?”

“Taking Bear out for a walk. He wanted to give us some privacy.” Seth took my hand, and we went out onto the back patio, overlooking the angry Pacific Ocean. The waves were crashing against the beach. He held a bag in his hand, and he led me to sit down on the chaise lounge. “First off, I’m sorry for not celebrating your birthday. Edward’s going to help me, and I have a lot to make up for …”

“Sweetheart, you don’t,” I said, taking his hand.

“I can and I will,” Seth argued, hugging me tightly. “Just like I couldn’t protect you, I should have celebrated your birthday. So, we will.” He put the bag in my lap. “Merry Christmas.”

I kissed his cheek and opened the present, seeing a familiar mahogany box. It was from the same place where Edward got my pendant. I knew that it was too expensive for my son to buy. Edward must have helped him. Opening the box, there was a simple but beautiful bangle bracelet on the satin pillow. I picked it up, I saw an inscription inside. Remember, Mom, I love you. “Seth …” I whispered.

“I don’t say it enough, Momma. I love you. Even when things were awful, you loved and supported me. You were both mother and father, never giving up on me,” he grinned, kissing my cheek. “I won’t ever give up on you.” He took the bracelet and put it onto my right wrist. There were two gemstones on it – a sapphire and a garnet – our birthstones. “We can add more if you ever have any more children.”

“I can’t have any more babies, Seth,” I whispered. “When you were born, I lost a lot of blood …”

“Adoption,” he suggested. “Mom, you have so much love to give. But, even if you don’t, you have me.”

“This is beautiful, Seth,” I murmured, running my fingers along the gemstones. “I’ll wear it. Always.”

“That’s what I wanted,” he grinned. “Come on. It’s almost time to leave for church.”

I cupped my son’s cheek. “We may not have had much when you were little, but we had each other. I love you, Seth. You are the light of my life and I’m so lucky to have you as my son.”

“I’m the lucky one,” Seth responded, hugging me.

We went inside and Edward had just come back from his walk with Bear. The dog was curled up underneath the tree, gnawing on his bone while we put on our coats. Getting into Edward’s Mercedes, we drove to recently rebuilt church in Malibu. It had been completely destroyed by wildfires a few summers ago. Edward parked next to a sleek black Tesla SUV. He explained that it was his parents’ car, leading us inside of the modern sanctuary. It was decorated elegantly, but still festive. Carlisle and Esme were just inside. Esme hugged me while Carlisle shook Seth’s hand and grinned at his son.

Sitting down in the sanctuary, the service began with traditional carols and a beautiful choir. Edward reached over, threading his fingers with mine. I blushed, smiling at him as he gave me his signature crooked grin. “Merry Christmas, my love. The first of many, I hope.”

“I love you, Edward,” I whispered, kissing his cheek. “This has been the most wonderful Christmas. I can’t remember being this happy. Ever.”

“It’ll only get better from here,” he whispered back, capturing my lips with his. Seth snickered next to us with a coy smirk on his face. We both blushed, looking at the pastor in the front of the congregation.

The service was the perfect combination of traditional and contemporary elements. The music was beautiful, and I was in awe of the musicians. At the end of the service, we left the church without any fanfare. When we pulled out of the parking lot, Seth leaned forward from the backseat. “I’m surprised no one came over to ask for an autograph or something,” he said.

“We’ve been long time parishioners at this church. A lot of Hollywood actors, actresses and directors attend this church and the pastor made it abundantly clear that this is a place of worship. Not a place to worship their favorite actors and performers. So, we can attend here without fear of being approached or photographed,” Edward explained. “I was so grateful for that at the height of my popularity. The only place I felt solace was in my parents’ home and at church. Everywhere else? My privacy was invaded. I was on display.”

“Is that why you moved from being on screen to directing?” I asked.

“Part of it. I still have the ability to be creative, but without the invasion of privacy. I’m still recognized. I will happily pose for a picture with a fan, but with my permission,” he grinned. “Every so often I’m in the tabloid magazines, but since I live a relatively quiet life, I’m ignored.” His ears turned red.

“What’s with this?” Seth asked, pointing to Edward’s ears. “Are you embarrassed?”

“Not embarrassed,” Edward snickered. “When your mom and I went out on our first date, our pictures were in the tabloids.”

“They were?” I asked, arching a brow.

“My publicist showed them to me,” he explained. “It was nothing bad. The pictures were from our time on Olvera Street, dancing in front of the fountain. You were described as the unnamed beauty that captured my heart. A couple weeks later, a picture from our time on the ferry to Alcatraz, you were named and that we were head over heels in love. Both photos were respectful. What they said also wasn’t a lie … you have captured my heart and I’m definitely head over heels in love with you, gorgeous.”

We drove back to the house, picking up Bear and a bottle of expensive wine from the Summit swag bag. After a short ride, we parked in the driveway of Carlisle and Esme’s home. Since our presents had already been delivered, we walked inside and were hugged by Edward’s family.

On the kitchen counter, there were appetizers and finger foods. My walking stomach, also known as my son, made himself a plate while Edward and I sat down in the living room. Carlisle, donning a Santa hat, began passing out presents. Seth sat down on the floor in front of the fireplace, shocked at the pile of presents he’d received from everyone. I was shocked when I saw a present from Alice.

She hated me.

I didn’t necessarily care for her, either.

But, she got me a present?

Probably not … the gift was more than likely from Carlisle and Esme, and they put her name on the tag.

Esme brought some mulled cider, sitting down next to her husband. “Merry Christmas and may the new year bring you so much happiness and love.”

“Merry Christmas,” Edward grinned.

“We’re so happy you’re with us on Christmas,” Carlisle said. “I hope that this is the first of many.”

“Me, too. Thank you for opening your home to me and to my son,” I replied softly.

“You’re always welcome. Hopefully, next year, we’ll have everyone here for Christmas,” Esme said, sipping her cider.

“Can we open presents?” Edward snickered. “I can see Seth eyeing his pile with longing.”

“Sorry,” Seth chuckled, popping a piece of cheese in his mouth.

“We spoiled you, Seth,” Carlisle smirked. “Anything you don’t like; we can exchange or return.”

“Thank you,” Seth grinned, tearing into his presents. We all followed suit, with tissue paper and wrapping paper flying. Bear attacked the paper with an adorable doggy grin.

Seth wasn’t the only one spoiled. I got so many expensive gifts from Carlisle and Esme. I felt so guilty that I hadn’t gotten them more. Edward said that his parents were incredibly generous and the money they’d spent on the gifts for me, Seth, and their children, they also donated that same amount to a local charity. This year, they donated to a women’s shelter, a safe place that provided battered and homeless women job training, child, and medical care.

One of the last gifts I opened was the present from Alice. I pulled a beautiful leather-bound journal. It was engraved with my initials on the front in a delicate, loopy font. I opened the journal and a piece of paper fell out. It was a letter from Alice.

Dear Bella, 

I know that I’m the last person you want to hear from on Christmas. I’ve done so much to undermine your relationship with my brother and to disprove your integrity. As a result of that, I’ve changed the relationship with my family. 

That’s no one’s fault but mine. I was so wrong in how I acted. 

So wrong … 

I know that we’ll probably never be friends, but I know that you are going to be a part of my brother’s life. He loves you so much. He probably won’t want to let you go. That means that we’ll become family. I cannot make up for what I did to you and the role I played in what you’re dealing with currently, but I would like to have some sort of relationship with you. 

You’re incredibly brave, smart, and strong. I was harsh in my judgment of you, and I’ll forever hate myself for it. I also ruined a chance of being with someone I really cared for in sleeping with your friend, Jasper. I only saw him as a means to an end, but my feelings grew rapidly for him. Because of my choices, I won’t be able to be with him and that’s something I need to accept.

I … I am really happy that you’ve found my brother. I’ve never seen him so happy. Ever. I should have looked past my prejudices to see that you are it for him. He loves you and he loves your son. I also recognize that you love him, but more than that, you need him. 

With this gift, perhaps you can start your next big story. Or, it’s a place for you process everything that’s happening. I’ve started journaling and it’s helped me realize how wrong I was. It also helped me process it all. 

I hope to see you soon.  Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!

All the best, 

Alice

“Read this,” I whispered to Edward, handing them letter from his sister.

“Hell has frozen over,” he said, his eyes skimming the hand-written letter. “She admitted she was wrong.”

“Edward,” Esme chided. “Your sister did betray your trust, but we need to move on, for the good of the family. She’s extended an olive branch.”

“Okay, okay,” Edward huffed, rolling his eyes. “I know I should forgive and forget.”

“You don’t have to forget, but forgive her,” Esme said. “You may never be okay with Alice. I accept that and I respect it. I hope, in time, that you’ll be able to …” Esme trailed off, shaking her head. It was clear she adored her daughter and would fight for her, but she was upset at Alice’s decisions. She got up, kissing her husband’s cheek, and walked to the kitchen to begin working on dinner. I went to stand up, but Edward murmured for me to stay. He got up and went to help his mother.

“I know my daughter wronged you and it will take some time for you to … move past it. I don’t blame you,” Carlisle said quietly. “I hate the rift between my children, but Alice brought this on herself. I love my daughter and always will, but her behavior told me so much about her character.”

“I hate that …” I trailed off. “It’s my fault.”

“No, Bella. Not yours,” Carlisle nodded. “It will take time for this rift to seal, but it was never your fault. Please don’t think that. We’re happy you’re a part of the family and that Edward has found someone to love so much.”

“He means so much to me and to my son,” I murmured, curling up on the couch.

“As you mean so much to him,” Carlisle said with a warm smile. “Do not fret over what Alice did … not today. Enjoy the time with us and your son.”

After that, things were pretty quiet. Seth was trying to figure out his new iPad, loading it up with apps with the gift card he’d received from Edward. I stared at the fire that was lit in the fireplace, idly twisting the bracelet my son gave me. Some music filtered through the speakers, jazzy renditions of Christmas standards.

Dinner was served a few hours later. Esme made beef tenderloin with creamed spinach and potato casserole. Despite the absence of Alice and tension in the air prior to dinner, things were comfortable and pleasant. Carlisle and Esme shared their plans for the beginning of the new year. I told them about my newest book series and my preliminary hopes to get it out before Edward began filming in March. I also told them about the various conventions I was planning on attending to promote my books.

Seth and I did the dishes with Carlisle while Edward and Esme set up for dessert. After enjoying dessert, we loaded up the presents into Edward’s car. Hugs were passed around before we left. Carlisle and Esme said that they were looking forward to seeing us again soon.

As I went to bed in Edward’s arms that night, I couldn’t help but feeling unsettled about the whole situation with Alice. Could I let go of the underlying feelings of hurt and betrayal and accept Alice?

Only time would tell …

xx Blockbuster xx

After a couple more days in Malibu, we decided to head back to San Francisco. Our plans to go to Disney Land never materialized and Seth was eager to get back home to hang out with his buddies from school. So, with a few phone calls, a private plane was arranged, and we left Malibu on December 29th, flying back to San Francisco with Edward in tow.

Once we landed, another limo was waiting for us, and we got into the backseat. The driver navigated the streets in San Francisco, arriving at my neighborhood. I had to grant the car access, but when we arrived at my modest home, I smiled. It felt good to be back. I loved Edward’s house, but it was his home. The place I’d purchased in response to my apartment being broken into was truly mine.

I bought it with the money from the sales of my books and optioning off the rights of my first novel.

“I see that smile, gorgeous,” Edward chuckled. “Happy to be home?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I love your place and I love spending time with you in your place, but this place is mine,” I shrugged.

“I get it,” he responded, opening the car door. “I feel the same way when I’m reunited with you.” My heart melted. Edward truly was perfect … in so many ways. He accepted me, shattered pieces, and all. He loved me, loved my son. “Come on, love. Let’s get inside and settled.”

“I probably need to go grocery shopping. I emptied out the fridge before we left for Malibu,” I explained.

“Mom, let’s just order a pizza,” Seth said. “We have soda, and we can go shopping tomorrow.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” I grinned, sliding out of the car, and hooking the leash to Bear’s collar. Edward paid for the limo. I opened the garage door and went inside. I turned off the security system, walking up to the main level. “Give me your dirty laundry, Seth. I’ll put a load in tonight.”

“Okay,” Seth nodded, kissing my cheek before he disappeared into his room.

Edward walked into the house, dragging up both his bags and mine. “I got a text from Emmett,” he said.

“They’re back?” I asked.

“They saw the limo drive past their house. We’ve been invited to a New Year’s Eve party at their place,” Edward chuckled.

“Sounds like fun,” I smiled. “I’ll call Rose to see if I can bring anything.”

“After you order pizza,” Edward quipped. “I’m hungry.”

“You and Seth …” I laughed.

Ordering pizza and some other delicious take out, we ate dinner and watched Captain America while I started laundry. Seth expressed an interest in watching all the Marvel movies, in chronological order for the rest of his break. While they vegged out, I worked on finishing up the first draft of the novel of newest series. I was writing the epilogue when the dryer buzzed.

“I’ll get it,” Edward said, kissing my temple. “You keep working.”

“How long have I been …?” I asked.

“The movie ended an hour ago. Seth went to bed, and I took Bear out for a walk. You were in the zone,” he laughed. “You finish up. I can see how close you are to the end of your book.”

“Thank you,” I smiled. “Fifteen minutes. I’ll need to send it off to Jasper and my editor.” He kissed my lips, jogging downstairs to deal with the laundry. About twenty minutes later, the first draft was sent off and I went upstairs. Edward was folding our clothes and I giggled when he held up one of my bras. “This is something I never expected to see; an Academy Award winning director folding my lingerie …”

“I really must love you, but I much rather keep these off your body,” he quipped. “Easy access.”

“Perv,” I teased, picking up my pajamas from the bed.

“I’ve had a taste. Now, I want more,” he snickered as I closed the door to the master bathroom.

The following few days were spent in San Francisco. Seth hung out with his friends while Edward and I did some exploring, enjoying time together before things got crazy with the movie.

On New Year’s Eve, we got semi-dressed up before driving over to Rose and Emmett’s. I brought over some homemade Swedish meatballs and spinach artichoke dip with pita chips. Seth was carrying some turtle brownies we’d made the night previous.

Inside of the house, Emmett took the food and Seth put the dessert in the dining room. Along with the usual suspects and the handful of employees from McCoffee Café, I recognized some parents from Seth’s school. Edward was probably going to be inundated with fangirls, but he seemed relaxed.

Rose came over to us, hugging me tightly. She looked sexy in a gold sequined mini dress with black tights. “I’ve missed you, Bella. You look great. Very relaxed.”

I rolled my eyes, trying to hide my flush. I was in a black dress with a white jacket on top. My hair was curled, pinned back from my face. “I’m happy to be back and to have the first draft of my newest novel finished.”

“Jasper told me that he got it when he was flying back from New York. He had a meeting with a potential new author. He high tailed it out of the parental’s home as soon as he could. He wanted to strangle our mother. She was extra judgmental this year,” Rose deadpanned, handing me and Edward a glass of wine. “Let’s just say that this is the last time we’re going to their house for Christmas. I did not need the extra judgment with a side of guilt. How was your Christmas? Was Santa good to you?”

“I got to spend the holiday with my favorite people,” Edward said. “Bella also got some new bling.”

Rose’s eyes widened and she picked up my left hand. “Not there, you dork,” I snorted.

“When I propose, it’ll be a huge deal,” Edward retorted, giving me a loving grin. “I won’t be able to hide the fact that I’m marrying her, but no ring. Not yet. Around the neck …”

I opened my jacket, showing off my new necklace. Rose’s eyes twinkled as she grinned at Edward. “Nice job, Cullen. It makes a statement without being over the top. I approve.”

“I’m glad you do,” Edward deadpanned.

“Who else is here?” I asked. “Did you invite Caius?”

“I did, but he had some lawyery thing he had to attend,” Rose answered. “We also invited Moira and Annika, but they were in Colorado on a ski excursion.” She looped her arm through mine. “Do you mind if I borrow her, Edward? Jasper and Emmett are in the living room.”

Edward nodded, kissing my cheek gently. “Love you, gorgeous. I can’t wait to kiss you at midnight.”

“This will be the first time I have someone to kiss at midnight,” I blushed. Edward gave me his beautifully crooked grin before heading to the living room. Rose dragged me into the kitchen, a secretive grin on her face. “What is that look, Rosalie McCarty?”

“You got some,” she whispered, her eyes wide.

“Oh my God,” I groaned, hiding my face as it flushed. “Rose!”

“Don’t deny it, chickadee,” Rose snickered. “How was it?”

I grabbed her arm and dragged her into one of the kids’ rooms. I didn’t want an audience as I told her. “Edward and I haven’t had sex. We fooled around, but didn’t make love.”

“Did he focus on you?” she asked. “Or was he a selfish lover?”

“It was all about me,” I whispered, idly picking up the new pendant around my neck. “We kissed and I felt how turned on he was, but for all intents and purposes, he wanted to touch me. His fingers were gentle, and I never felt that way, Rosalie. Never. I felt like my body was a livewire with electrical pulses of pleasure.”

“Wait a minute … you never had an orgasm?” she hissed with her eyes wide in shock. “Not even while playing solitaire?”

“When I left Forks, I didn’t have any privacy. Plus, I was disgusted with my body. It wasn’t my own body anymore. What Jacob did to me scared me and I thought that sex was supposed to hurt, that it was punishment. I didn’t realize, naively, that sex could be something beautiful. You told me that,” I said, staring at a pile of clothes on the floor. “Edward showed me that love shouldn’t hurt. That it’s supposed to feel good.”

Rose wrapped her arms around my body and hugged me tightly. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so glad that Edward is taking care of you. He’s such an amazing guy. You deserve him.”

“What if I can’t truly be with him? What if we get to the point where we make love and I freeze?” I asked.

“You won’t, but if you do, I’m certain that Edward will understand,” she assured me. “My guess is that he said that you’re in charge?” I nodded. “He’s not Jacob. Edward loves you, so much. He’d wait forever for you.”

“I … I know that,” I said. “I love him, too. I want to give him that. I want to give him me, but when that was taken away from me, I’m terrified.”

“Jacob took away your choice with him. You have a choice to share yourself with Edward. It’s your choice. Your body,” she said quietly. “I think … I think we’ll keep Seth with us tonight. You need some time alone with Edward, on your terms. Usher in the new year with a bang.” She took my hands and stared into my eyes. “Do it in the comfort of your home … Love him.”

“Let me think about it,” I said.

“Even if you don’t make love to him, you can still explore,” Rose suggested with a secretive look on her face. “Come on. Let’s head back out before the harpies descend on your man.”

I captured her arm, looking up at her. “If something happens … when we … what if I clam up?” I whispered. “I …”

“Call me, Bells. You’re my sister in every way that counts. I’m here for you,” Rose smiled, hugging me tightly. “You deserve all the happiness in the world. With Edward and Seth, you’ll get it. Love you, Bells.”

“Love you, too,” I said.

We walked outside, topping off our wine glasses before finding Edward and Emmett in the living room. They were talking Jasper and his date for the evening, another woman who I did not recognize. Jasper introduced her as a friend. Her name was Gina, and they ran into each other at the airport on his way back from New York. She seemed nice, in San Francisco for a job interview at the Twitter headquarters. She definitely more personable than his date for Thanksgiving.

Edward was the center of attention. Kate and her husband, Garrett, suctioned themselves to us and looked at my boyfriend like he hung the moon. They only saw his celebrity, not the wonderful, kind man behind the public persona. He was patient as he answered their questions, telling them the truth about being a celebrity.

Around midnight, Rose and Emmett passed out noise makers, glasses of sparkling wine or grape juice to the kids and various tiaras and sashes celebrating the new year. Edward sidled up to me, his arm around my waist. “I’m so happy that we’re ringing in the New Year together, gorgeous. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered, kissing his cheek. He captured my chin, grinning crookedly. His eyes sparkled behind the obnoxious glasses he wore. He dipped his head, gliding his mouth over mine. I moaned, gripping his shirt until Seth cleared his throat loudly.

“It’s nice to know you two like each other,” Seth deadpanned.

“I love your mother, bud and I like to show off how much I love her,” Edward smirked, kissing me again.

“Behave,” I snickered, lightly smacking Edward’s side.

His laugh was musical as he held me closer. “I love you, too, Seth,” he grinned. He held up his champagne flute. “To a wonderful new year and great things to come.”

Seth clinked his plastic cup to Edward’s glass, hugging my boyfriend. “Love you, too, Edward. Thank you for loving me and my mom.” Edward kissed Seth’s forehead, returning his embrace.

“It’s almost time!” Emmett yelled, turning on a television.

“Do you have any resolutions?” Seth asked us. “For the New Year?”

“Be happy,” I answered simply.

Edward looked at me, understanding in his evergreen eyes. He barely touched his lips to mine before answering my son’s question, “Finding joy in the small things and relishing in that joy.”

“I like that,” Seth grinned.

“What about you, Seth?” I asked.

“Try something new,” he answered. “I know that I’m a creature of habit. I want to try at least one new thing a month for this year.”

“What are you going to try in January?” Edward asked, a coy grin on his face.

“Nick invited me to rock climbing with his family next weekend,” Seth answered. “I know you will be dealing with casting the film. So, Nick invited me to spend the weekend. If that’s okay?”

“That works out for the best. I’ll talk to Nick’s mom this week,” I grinned.

“Thanks, Mom,” Seth crowed, hugging me tightly. “I’m going to tell Nick! Happy New Year! Love you!”

He disappeared into the crowd, finding his friend. The countdown begun in the living room. Edward put his glass down, drawing me in his arms. “I have one more resolution …” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine. “To love you forever.”

“Edward …” I whispered, my eyes fluttering shut.

“I can’t imagine a moment where I won’t love you,” he breathed, kissing me tenderly.

“I love you, so much,” I replied. As time marched forward, ushering in the New Year, I kissed him again. The cheers of ‘Happy New Year’ rang around us, but we were lost in our own little world, kissing, and swaying to music playing on the speakers. I slid my hands up his shoulders, my fingers finding his soft hair at the nape of his neck. Inhaling deeply, I looked up at him. “I want you. I want us.”

“Bella, you have me, gorgeous,” he murmured.

“Remember what I said about trying?” I asked with my face flaming. His eyes widened slightly as understanding settled on his handsome face. “Rose and Emmett said that Seth can stay tonight, and we can …”

 “I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again. You’re in charge, Bella,” he breathed, taking my face in his warm, large hands.

“Let’s say goodbye to Seth and …” I trailed off suggestively.

His gaze grew heated, pressing his lips to mine. With a low growl, he took my hand, and we found my son toasting in the New Year with Cooper and Nick. I told him that he’s spending the night with Emmett and Rose. After wishing Edward and me a happy New Year, Seth hugged me, turning back to his friends.

Edward and I got into my SUV, driving back to my home. I could feel my heart slamming against my ribs. I was anxious, but excited. Edward would never hurt me. He showed me every day that he loved me. I wanted to give him all of me.

This was my choice. My body … my love.

I wanted to start the new year out right, by sharing my love with the man who loved me and whom I loved.

A/N: So … what do you think? Leave me your thoughts. 

It goes without saying that there will be a citrus alert for the next chapter. Will they or won’t they? 

Pictures are on my blog. You can access that through a link on my profile. I’m also on FB: Tufano’s Twilight Fanfiction Appreciation. Twitter, too: tufano79. 

Thanks for reading! 
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