Teaser from  For The Love Of God  

We pick up where we left off in  For Crying Out Loud  … and away we go:

Prologue  

Thursday June 10, 1999 12:30 PM



         Jackson, Mississippi

“For the love of God Alex, would you please quit squirming around?”

“For crying out loud Marissa, do you have to aim at every pothole in Jackson?”

“I’m not doing it on purpose.  You know how these streets are.  It’s like driving across a minefield.  It wouldn’t be an issue if you weren’t sitting on a relatively fresh bullet wound, now would it?”

“I’m not sitting on it. It’s in my upper leg.”

“It is not. Admit it. You shot yourself in the ass.”

“For the last time, I did not shoot myself!  I am too much the perfectionist to miss by that much if I had been trying to blow my brains out.”

“Sorry.  It was just a figure of speech.  But haven’t I told you on numerous occasions that you had your head stuck up your butt?  Perhaps you’re a more accurate shot than you let on.”

“Very funny.  It was an accident and you know it.  You were there.  I slipped on the rocks and dropped the gun.  You can’t get rid of me that easily.  Grow old with me.  The best is yet to be.  It would have to be.  If the past few months are an example of the best we can hope for – well, maybe I should reload and try again”


“Now Alex, remember what Sharon wrote on the prescription pad.  No firearms and no sharp objects for six weeks.”


“Oh yeah, she’s hilarious.  Our therapist moonlights as a comedian.  Do you think I can at least run with scissors?”


Marissa rolled her eyes, gave an exasperated snort and focused on dodging the holes in the pavement.  The past few days had been intensely stressful and she was glad Alex seemed to be feeling playful rather than wanting to rehash all that had happened. 

*   *   *


The chain of events had begun with Eric, the father of the child she was carrying, asking – no, demanding - to meet her at a local motel.  She had gone, not for a rendezvous but to tell him, face to face this time, that it was over.  Everything had gone to hell in what seemed like a matter of moments.  Alex caught them at the motel and, not waiting for an explanation, took the gun from Marissa’s BMW, jumped backing the Jeep and drove off in a rage.  Marissa went searching for Alex, arriving at a secluded spot on the Reservoir just in time to hear the gun go off.  


An erratic, high-speed ride to the hospital followed, resulting in surgery and a mandatory seventy-two hour psychiatric commitment for ‘the victim’ and mandatory outpatient therapy for her – ‘the spouse’ according to hospital records.  They were now on their way home, Alex having been discharged only an hour before. 


Marissa was suddenly aware this might not be an easy transition despite Alex’s good humor. Granted, they were committed to working through it all but they’d not been together more than the ten minutes a day that was allowed by hospital rules since ‘the accident’ as they kept referring to it.  They had spent that time reassuring each other of their love, understanding and forgiveness.  And while she had been resistant at first, Marissa realized the daily individual sessions with their therapist, Sharon, had served as a security blanket insulating her from the emotional trauma of the past few days and months.


She hadn’t given much thought to what it would be like to go home and just be.  Together. 
Marissa  Part One  
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Monday  June 14, 1999

“Marissa, come on in and have a seat.  I hope you were able to find the office without much trouble.”

“It was no problem, Sharon.  Your directions were easy to follow. This office is certainly a lot different than the one at the hospital.”

“I’ll assume that’s a good thing.  It’s a chore to do much with the little cubbyholes they give us up there.  Kind of hard to put a client at ease in a six by six room with two chairs and a metal desk. I try to make up for it here with the living room atmosphere.  You have your choice of the chair, the recliner, the bean bag or the couch.  Which shall it be?”

“I don’t think I can bring myself to lie on the shrink’s couch just yet.  How about the chair?”

“Whatever you’re most comfortable with.  Have a seat.  Can I get you anything?”

“No thank you. I’m fine.  I know it’s only been four days since I last talked with you but it seems like an eternity.”

“Is that good or bad, Marissa?”

“I suppose in a way it’s both.  Good because it means I already feel I can trust you and I want to talk to you.  In the beginning I wasn’t sure I could do this.  And bad because I can’t seem to go more than a few hours at a time without thinking ‘God, I can’t handle this, I need to talk to Sharon’.”

“I’m glad you feel the trust growing.  And as for the other, as you get more sure of yourself and what you think and feel and want, those times will get farther and farther apart until eventually you won’t feel you need me at all.  That’s my therapeutic goal with all my clients – to not be necessary.”

“I would think that would be a difficult goal to work towards.”

“Actually, it’s very satisfying.  Now, how have the past four days been?”

“Ah, no more chitchat?”

“No more chitchat.”
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It’s been wonderful.  And strange.  And awkward.  Alex was in an unusually good mood on the way home from the hospital.  I guess I would be too, if I’d just been discharged from the psych ward of the hospital I worked for.  To be there where all your coworkers can whisper about you had to have been hard. 

It was so good to be home.  Not just from the hospital but from the whole ordeal.  Neither one of us has been emotionally present for quite a while.  Alex had been completely withdrawn for months and I had been trying to lead a double life and pretend nothing was going on.  I’ve never been a very good liar. But then I never thought I would do what I did.  Alex never confronted me on it.  I don’t know if it was denial or fear or if I was being given the freedom to work it out on my own and make a decision.  Whatever it was, it backfired.

 Going home seemed to jolt us both back to the here and now.  Spending those three sessions at the hospital recounting the early history of our relationship enabled me to shut out all that’s happened recently.  As we pulled into the driveway it all came flooding back. 

Sharon, I know Alex wants this baby as much as I do, but I can tell that just looking at me is a reminder of Eric.  I worry what it’s going to be like when the baby’s born.  If the roles were reversed, I don’t know if I could do it.  Since we’ve been home, one moment it seems like old times and the next moment it’s horribly strained.  I suppose that’s to be expected but I feel like I’m constantly walking on eggshells. 

When we drove into the garage I had a flashback of coming home and discovering that Alex wasn’t there and that the gun was gone from my glove compartment.  So I was feeling kind of shaky. Alex on the other hand must have seen our coming home as a symbol of starting over.  When we reached the front door I felt myself lifted up, carried over the threshold and set down in the foyer like a new bride.  I stood there a moment, going through an emotional transformation from anxious to giddy.  That’s when I realized that the opposite transformation was taking place in the next room.

Alex had set me down, kissed me and headed straight for the answering machine.  I could hear a painfully familiar voice coming from the speaker.  ‘Hi guys. heard what happened.  Alex, hope you’re okay.  You really should be more careful.  And Marissa, I don’t believe we quite finished our conversation the other day.  Give me a call when you get a chance.  We have a number of issues to… work out.  Talk to you soon.’

Eric. His voice sounded so calm.  Too calm.  Fear flew all over me.  I tiptoed around the corner and peeked into the living room.  Alex was kneeling in front of the fireplace turning on the gas jet.  Before I could get ‘What are you doing, it’s the middle of a Mississippi June’ out of my mouth, Alex threw a match in the fireplace, walked to the answering machine, removed the cassette and began pulling long strands of tape out of it.

The tape reached its end.  Alex scooped the pile off the floor and tossed in the fireplace.  As the flames crackled and spit, a bilious cloud of stinking smoke filled the room.  

“Goddamnsonofabitch!  Son-of-a-bitch!  It figures.  It just figures!  Nothing goes right that involves him.  Nothing!  Son…of…a…bitch!” 

The flue was closed.  I didn’t know what to say or do so I simply held my ground and waited. Alex snatched up the poker, opened the flue and then for good measure, turned and beat the answering machine into little pieces, tossed it all on the fire and stood back panting.  I stayed where I was until I was certain no other household items were going to be beaten into submission.  Then I gingerly stepped into the room.    


My ‘ahem’ was met with a sheepish expression.


“Oh uh, sorry. I guess I got a little out of control there.”

 
“Feel better now?”  I was inching closer but keeping a wary eye on the poker.


“Actually, yes.  Maybe I should abandon social work and try my hand at demolitions.  If that felt good imagine what it feels like to blow up a building.”


“Alex, sweetheart,” I got within arms reach and ran my fingers through soft brown hair, “the thought of you having access to dynamite is not, I repeat, not comforting.”


“Yeah, you’re right. The klutz factor alone would be the makings of a disaster.”


I sat down on the sofa and patted the seat beside me.  When Alex joined me, albeit reluctantly, I took a deep breath and started.  “Honey, it’s over.  I don’t know how else to say it.  I don’t know why it happened in the first place.  He took advantage of the situation.  And I let him.  That’s what I’m most ashamed of.”


Alex looked me dead in the eyes for several moments and then said, “I don’t believe you.”


“Oh God, Alex, please, please believe me.  It is over.  There wasn’t anything there to begin with. Nothing emotionally.  I wasn’t running to him and I wasn’t running from you.  In a moment of weakness it seemed like an answer.”


“I believe it’s over.  I just don’t believe I’m getting the whole story.  You’re leaving something out. Something big.  I can see it in your eyes.”


I felt like a bug under a microscope.  “What you’re seeing is my fear that you won’t forgive me – that you can’t, or worse – won’t, understand.”


“Marissa, I’ve already forgiven you.  I also understand what was going on in your head.  What scares me is how do I know it won’t happen again?  I can’t go through this every time you get confused.”


I felt my face flush with unexpected anger.  “You, Alex McKinley, are a hypocrite.  How is this different, really, than your going off and doing God knows what after Carlos was killed?  How do I know that won’t happen again?  I don’t even know what ‘that’ was. I can tell you what I did, the choices I made, will never happen again.  I’m going to get help.  In just three therapy sessions I’m beginning to understand that I need to value myself and my happiness more than the opinions of other people.  I had this crazy idea that Eric was a way to have you in a package that society could embrace.  That’s the truth. I swear it is.”


“Ha! I’m sorry, but that is truly fucked up thinking.  Looking alike and having some of the same mannerisms is where it ends, as far as I can tell.  We may have the same genes but we do not have the same soul.”


“Believe me, I know that for a fact.”

“How many times have we talked about this, Marissa?  Our souls love each other.  Everything else is just packaging.  Trappings. Illusions.  The outside is meaningless.  If other people can’t grasp that concept, then screw them.”


“I’m not as good at that as you are.”


“I don’t know, I thought this whole conversation was about you screwing someone else.”


My arm shot out.  I left a bright red handprint on Alex’s cheek before I realized what I’d done.


That adorable, shaggy head nodded slowly.  “Okay, I deserved that.  It would be easier if I knew I’d never have to lay eyes on him again.”


I reached out to soothe the red mark.  “Unfortunately that’s impossible.  He is your brother.”

“And weirder yet, he’ll be our child’s father and uncle.”

