John stood in front of the heavy wrought iron mirror, flossing his teeth. Left, right, left, right, twenty times per tooth. His regimented existence was all he knew, and even though it was Christmas Eve, tonight's routine was no different. He felt bad about leaving Blondie, but the sense he'd gotten from her was that she missed that old guy too much. He couldn't take that kind of pressure. So, he'd left her apartment.  He knew she was upset, but he also thought she really didn't want to be with him. There was really nothing to do in that situation but leave.

He pulled the mirror quickly towards him to open the cabinet behind it, and - OW!  The mirror smacked him right down the side of his face.  He saw grey fuzz in front of his face for a minute... whose idea was it to make a medicine cabinet behind such a heavy mirror?  He reeled from the impact and blinked a few times, grabbing the towel rack to stay on his feet. A wave of nausea hit him and he leaned over the toilet bowl, emptying his stomach of the wine and cheese he'd had at Blondie's. Staggering into the bedroom, he opened the window, taking several deep breaths of the crisp, cool air.  He rinsed his mouth in the kitchen, but the dizziness didn't subside.  Falling into bed, his last thoughts before the blackness hit were of Blondie.  Oh, how he needed her now.

* * *

Marlena sat up in bed, crying.  Even though it had been over a year, she still couldn't venture onto the other side of the bed. So now, she sat huddled under the blanket on her side, holding the edge of the blanket against her cheek, wiping her tears.  Why had John left? He'd said something about her not wanting to be with him.  Was that true? She didn't think so. She thought she'd begun to come to terms with the fact that she'd never get her John back. And this was John, though his personality was different... and she thought she loved this version too.  But if he kept pulling away from her, she'd never really get the chance to find out.

She'd envisioned a romantic night with him tonight. But now, she couldn't imagine feeling more alone. Brady was away for a few days, Sami was in the Witness Protection Program, Belle was probably halfway around the world, and Eric was in Colorado. And here she was, as much a widow alone at Christmas as she'd been a year before. She got out of bed and instinctively pulled the covers back up, then walked into the living room. She opened a photo album and began to flip through the pages.  Her wedding to John in 1986... the Brady family picture at the pub in 93, when Belle was just an infant... taking the kids to see Santa in 96.  Was this life over permanently?  Would she ever see him again? She looked at the clock. 2:15.  She began to cry again. She pulled a huge throw pillow onto her lap and leaned her head against it. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed, until finally, completely exhausted, she fell into a deep sleep.

* * *

John awoke.  He sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes.  He inhaled, and noticed the room smelled of cigar smoke. He'd have to take his clothes to the cleaners - had he and Marlena gone out last night?  He looked over at her side of the bed, but it was empty.  He flicked on the reading lamp above his head and looked around.  The clock on the night table said 3:45 am. Where was he?  Was this a dream?  He didn't think so, and the throbbing at the side of his head told him he was very much awake.  Climbing out of bed, he opened the window a little wider to try to rid the room of the cigar odor. Had he been kidnapped?  Was Stefano holding him somewhere? How was it that he had no idea where he was?  He sat on the edge of the bed to think.  He'd been at the pub with Marlena, Belle had locked her keys in the car, and...  his mind drew a blank.  He quickly ran to the door and flung it open, thankful that apparently he wasn't a prisoner.  He looked down the hallway - was this the Salem Inn?  Had he gotten drunk last night and had a fight with Marlena?  Maybe that was it.  He sighed. Well, time to go home and apologize. One thing he loved about Marlena was that her anger at him usually didn't last very long.  She'd probably feel bad for him that he couldn't remember what had happened.

He looked down and noticed a suitcase on the floor. Had they been in that much of a fight that he'd packed up his things?  He rummaged through it - black shirt after black shirt, and all reeked of smoke.  Had someone else left his suitcase behind in this room?  That must be it. He looked around and found his white shirt and pants on an upholstered chair. He put them on and though he felt his wallet in the pocket and a wad of cash in the other pocket, he couldn't find his keys. He'd just have to get a cab.  He probably shouldn't be driving anyway with a headache like this, and he had no doubt Marlena would be home at this hour.  She might even be awake; usually after they'd had a fight, she couldn't sleep. Grabbing his coat, he shut the door and walked down the hallway, wondering at the Christmas decorations in the middle of October. He laughed - they started the Christmas season earlier and earlier each year, didn't they.

* * *

Marlena was jolted awake by a pounding at the door. She sat up, blinking a few times and looking around to get her bearings. The living room.  Her eyes felt puffy. She rubbed them and sighed.  It was becoming an all-too-common occurence for her to wake up on the living room couch with swollen eyes.  

"Doc?  Sweetheart? It's me. I don't have my keys. I'm really sorry honey. Please open the door. Let's talk about this. Doc?"

Marlena walked slowly to the door. She just did not have the energy to deal with him again tonight, especially if it meant trying to see through his little terms of endearment.  But she knew how persistent he was, and she'd never just let him stand out there.

She opened the door slowly, blocking the entrance. "John, listen, maybe we can talk about this tomorrow. I'm a little tired and..." she yawned deeply.

John walked in and put his arms around her, pressing her head to his chest. "Ssssh, sweetheart, I know I woke you up, I'm sorry.  Of course we can talk tomorrow, no problem." He leaned down and kissed her on her forehead, swaying from side to side as he held her.  "Let's get some rest. I'm exhausted too."

Marlena pulled away from him. "John?"  

He closed the door behind him and stretched out on the couch, holding out his arms for her.  She sat awkwardly at the other end of the couch.  

John sat up. "Sweetheart? Doc, listen, I'm sure I put you in a tough position because I can't even remember what I did..."  His voice trailed off as he noticed the Christmas tree in the corner. What was going on?  Had she also fallen for the retail stores' "Christmas in October"? He reached out tentatively and rubbed Marlena's shoulders.  Seeing that she didn't protest, he moved his hand up and stroked her cheek.    

Tears filled her eyes. "John, I - wait, you don't remember what?"

"Doc, when I woke up at the Salem Inn, I realized we must have had a fight. Did I get drunk last night? I know I hit my head.  I'm really sorry sweetie. We've only had a few fights over the years where it got that bad."

"You hit your..." She reached up slowly and touched the large bruise that ran down the side of his face. "John, how did this happen?"

"Doc, I don't know!" He held his hands out. "When I woke up at the Salem Inn, my head was throbbing. I don't even remember how I got there!"  He moved his hands side to side. "The last thing I remember is... well, we were at the pub, and Belle locked her keys in the car.  Did we go out after that?  Tuscany? I've never gotten this drunk before."  He knew he'd vomited in the bathroom; the odor was still there even after he woke up.  "Honey, I'm sorry, I don't even remember what I said to you, but you know I love you, right?"  He put his hand under her chin, raised his eyebrow, pouted, and looked into her eyes.  "Can we put this behind us?"

"John..." she stood up.  "John, wait a minute, you remember that Belle locked her keys in the car..." Marlena swallowed. She'd tried so hard to forget that day, but the memories came rushing back, and she knew exactly when that was. "John, are you saying - you remember nothing after that?"

"Doc, no, when was that?  Earlier today?"

"John, so you..." tears flooded her eyes. "So you... so that means..."

"Doc?"  He stood up and put his hands on her shoulders. "Honey, are you ok?"

She put her hands on his and  looked straight into his eyes.  She blinked to clear the tears from her eyes, and what she saw staring back at her were two bright blue eyes resonating a warmth and caring she hadn't felt in... in a year and two months.  She began to cry. It all made sense now - the sudden affection, the hugs, the caresses...

"John! John, it's you!"  Sobbing, she flung herself against him, putting her arms around him, grabbing his shirt with her hands. "Oh, can you just hold me, please? Just hold me!"

"Doc? Of course I'll hold you honey! Are you ok?"  

She didn't even hear him over her loud sobs. "Just hold me, please, don't go away again, don't ever go away!" 

"Doc, I'm not going anywhere! Did you have a bad dream? Of course I'll hold you!"

She clutched his shirt and sobbed for about five minutes. He stood there silently, rocking her back and forth. He knew she'd talk when she was ready.

"John, I - " she pulled her head away and again looked into his eyes, relishing the love she saw there.  "John, could you - could you kiss me?"

"Could I kiss you?  Could I kiss you?  Come here." There weren't many thing in life that gave John greater pleasure than giving Marlena affection when she needed it.  He sat down on the couch and pulled her onto his lap.  Slowly, he moved his face towards hers. He tenderly rubbed his lips back and forth on hers, then parted them and took her lips in his. He could taste the salt of her tears, which continued to flow down her face. Her eyes were closed and her body still shook with sobs; she paused a few times to quickly draw in her breath. It seemed to him that she wouldn't let him go; she didn't seem to want to take her mouth away from his. Her tongue moved inside his mouth, caressing his; she pressed her lips against his insistently, massaging his lips with her own.  He took that as his cue, and he began to unbutton her silk pajama top.

That gave Marlena a jolt, and she quickly pulled away. They couldn't do this yet - not until she'd explained things to him. "John, no - not now."  She put her hands on his chest to separate them. "John... I think we need to talk."

* * *

John sat on the edge of the couch and held his head in his hands, as the sun streamed in. 8:15 am. They'd been talking for hours.  

He just couldn't believe it.  He understood intellectually what she was telling him, and it did all fit together, and Marlena was the most honest person he knew, but he was still having trouble completely buying into what she said.  She'd even shown him his death certificate, but... Santo, Colleen, the DiMera mansion... it sounded like the stuff of a bad novel. Marlena sat next to him on the couch, patiently explaining things again and again, but he still had his doubts. 

That is, until his cell phone started ringing.

Creditors, banks, employees. All with the same greeting: "Mr. Dimera?"   After the third or fourth call, he politely told the caller that, this being Christmas, he was suspending business for the day. He couldn't tell these people what was going on. Not yet.

Suddenly, he had a question for Marlena. "Doc, was I... was I an honest businessman?"

Marlena sat next to him on the couch, her legs curled under her, a cup of coffee in her hands. "No John, you weren't. You did things in business that I knew the 'real you' wouldn't be proud of at all. And I wasn't proud of you either."

John winced. Everything he'd touched in the past year seemed to have this layer of grime and dirt over it. He looked over at the balcony doors and blinked at the strong sunlight.

"Doc, maybe.. maybe I should get some rest."

"No!"  Marlena didn't want to voice this to him, but she was so afraid that if he went to sleep, she'd lose him again. She knew he'd have to sleep at some point, but she wanted him evaluated medically first. That was really the only thing that would make her feel better.

"John, I know you've been up all night, but, would you consider going to the hospital and having a CAT scan and MRI done? I know it's Christmas, but I'm sure Kayla wouldn't mind coming in."

He looked at her and saw the fear in her eyes. "Sure, Doc. I don't think I'm up to driving, though," he laughed, "that is, if I still have a license."

Marlena laughed too. She felt as though a weight were being lifted off of her shoulders; she'd almost forgotten that her John didn't mind doctors at all - and that he had a sense of humor. "Oh, you do, you have a license. In fact, you even have a motorcycle."

John stopped laughing. "Let's go to the hospital."

* * * 

Kayla and John walked into the waiting room, where Marlena sat anxiously.  Marlena stood up and John walked behind her, hugging her to him and putting his arms around her waist from the back. Marlena held his hands with her own and pulled him into her.  

Kayla smiled at the sight. "Marlena," she began, "Marlena, I... well, he's perfect!  The damaged brain areas seem to have completely corrected themselves.  While the technician was giving him the MRI, I did some quick research. I did find a few cases in medical journals where a head trauma caused a correction to a previous brain injury."

John leaned over to Marlena and kissed the side of her temple. Kayla saw this and her voice became choked with tears.

"Marlena, the thing is, in every one of those journals, whenever that happened..."

"Yes?" Marlena asked, concerned.

Kayla reached out and put her hands over John and Marlena's.  She looked into Marlena's eyes and squeezed her hands, then she looked at John. "Whenever that happened, the journal article ended by saying it was nothing short of a miracle."  

* * * 

Marlena pulled the Mercedes up to her townhouse, and she and John walked in.  Though it was 1 pm, she felt too tired to talk, and both walked into the bedroom.  

John yawned. "Doc, should we call Belle and Brady?"

"I tried Belle from the hospital waiting room, and I left a message for her. They can't always answer the phone on the boat. And I couldn't get through to Brady either, but he should be home tomorrow afternoon.  He's staying here."

"Oh that's right, you said he's living here.  I miss my Tink and my little Tiger."  Marlena smiled. She'd missed his natural affection so much.

John opened the closet door,  and then Marlena realized he might have an issue. "Doc, did you - do I have any clothes here?"

"Oh John, I did give away your clothes to the rescue mission, I'm so sorry.  But there were some things I just couldn't get rid of." She opened a dresser drawer and reached all the way to the back, to the pile of his clothes that she hadn't managed to part with. She pulled out a men's pajama top. She'd worn it so many times since he passed away. 

"Perfect", he said, as he took off his clothes, put it on and climbed into bed. She quickly got changed and drew the curtains to block out the daylight.  She looked down at the bed and felt her eyes tear.  There he was, in his side of the bed. He'd pulled down the covers on her side, as he always did. His eyes were closed already and he murmured, "Are you coming?"

"Of course I am," she said softly. She climbed into bed and rested her head on his chest. She'd dreamed of this moment for a year.  It had been how she lulled herself to sleep so many times, escaping by way of this very fantasy. But here he was, in bed with her.  She laced her fingers through his; she knew how exhausted he must be. She felt her eyes closing of their own accord.

"I love you, Doc" he whispered, and within seconds, she could feel his slow, deep breaths on her neck. 

She wanted to stay awake and treasure this moment, to sit up and watch him sleep as she had so many times before. But her fatigue took over and her eyes remained closed. As she felt herself drifting off, she kissed his chest and murmured, "Oh, John. I love you too."

* * * 

Marlena awoke and looked at the clock. 7:15 am.  She'd slept almost 18 hours. She wasn't surprised. 

She looked over at John's side of the bed. It was empty. No, please - had this all been a dream? She sat up and broke out in a cold sweat. Please, let him still be here!  She got out of bed and ran into the living room.

There he was, sipping his coffee, wearing an old pair of jeans and a button-down shirt. She could smell his familiar aftershave, and his hair looked so much flatter than normal. She'd pictured this scene so many times in her head, yet now that it was happening, it seemed even more perfect than she could have imagined.

He looked up at her and returned her smile. "Well, hello, sleepyhead!  I woke up a few times, but every time I tried to get up, you held onto me in your sleep. I thought it would be better to stay in bed than to wake you up. Finally, about an hour ago, you rolled over and I grabbed my chance." He laughed. 

"John, I," she knew very well why she'd slept so long. She felt like she hadn't slept well since his death. She'd always gotten her best sleep when she was in his arms, and she felt more refreshed now than she had in over a year. "What are you going to do today?"

"Doc, I scheduled a business meeting for 8 am. I think it should be quick, though, and then there's something I need to talk to you about."

"John, this sounds serious."

"Don't worry, it's not that bad."  He looked at his watch. "I'd better be going now. I'll see you soon, ok?"  He walked up to her and kissed her, and she hugged him tightly.  She didn't want to let him go, not yet. 

He pulled himself away. "I'll be back very soon. I love you."  Her eyes teared and she nodded.  He walked out the door. 

Just then, Marlena's cell phone rang. She answered mindlessly, glad for the distraction while he was gone.   "Hello?"

"Hi Doc, it's me. Thought you might want to hear my voice again." She knew he was smiling. She smiled too. 

"Oh John, I love you so."  

"I love you too, Doc."

* * *

John came back from the meeting around 10 am. He found Marlena straightening the closet. He knew she was nervous; she avoided housework like the plague unless she needed a distraction.  "Doc - let's go for a walk."

They bundled up in their winter coats, held hands, and walked. After a few minutes, John finally got up the courage to broach the subject he'd been so reluctant to bring up with her. 

"Doc, I had my business meeting this morning. When you told me I wasn't honest in business, I had no idea how bad it was. I feel like everything I've touched this past year has a layer of filth over it. I saw Vic and Philip this morning. Both gave me such dirty looks, but then Vic started crying when he realized I was back to my old self." John paused and swallowed - it had been very touching. "Doc, what would you think if we.. if we.."

"John, what?"  Marlena stopped walking and turned to look at him.  "What is it? You know you can tell me anything."

John stood opposite her and took a deep breath. "Doc, I know you've lived in Salem all of your adult life, and really I have too, well, almost, but I just feel like... I feel like I need to get away from things now. Doc, I called my pilot today, and he can have my plane ready for us as soon as we need it. What if we go on an extended vacation?  I'm sure Brady would be happy to watch the apartment. And didn't you say there's a new psychiatrist at the hospital? I'm sure she wouldn't mind taking over your practice for as long as you need.  I just feel like I need to remove myself from whatever I did this year. Maybe we could even go visit Belle, Shawn and Claire!  And then..."

"And then, what?"

He moved towards her and hugged her tightly, and she lay her head on his chest. "And then you and I could go away to some tropical, sunny place, and just enjoy each other."  He rocked her back and forth. "And that's why..."

"Hmmm?" He felt her snuggle deeper into his chest. 

"Doc, I really should have asked you this first, I'm sorry. But I was so disgusted at that business meeting. Afterwards I talked to Vic, and I ... I offered to sell him the business, and he accepted.  Victor is now part owner of DiMera shipping, funny as that seems. Guess he'll work out the details. I hope you're not upset at me. I hope we can use the money to enjoy ourselves on our vacation.  And if we need more money, " he laughed, "we could always sell the movie rights to our story!"

Marlena laughed and pulled away from him, "No, some horrible writer would probably buy it and ruin it."

John looked at her and smiled. "That's a fact."

But then, Marlena's smile disappeared, and she fell silent for a minute. 

"Doc, did I upset you? I'm sorry. I really should have asked you first about the business."

"No, John," she sighed, "no, I was just thinking. About Sami and the killer, and about Dr. Taylor, who's really been getting on my nerves, and about Stefano, who's always lurking somewhere, and.." her voice trailed off, and she looked into his eyes. He saw right away that her eyes were filled with tears.

"Doc?"

"And.. and there's nothing I'd like to do more right now than to go away with you somewhere." She smiled at him. "How soon can we leave?"

* * *

Marlena sat on the bed, surveying the closet, wondering what else she could fit in the suitcase. She could hear Brady and John laughing in the living room. It had been such an emotional reunion when Brady had walked in this afternoon. He hadn't believed it at first, and she hadn't been surprised. Marlena had been worried that he might resent the fact that they were going away so soon, but Brady had understood; he told them that he knew his father needed time to heal emotionally as well as physically, and since he himself had needed to get out of Salem, he wouldn't begrudge them this opportunity. Marlena loved that boy so much; she was so proud of him, and he took after his father in so many ways.

After a while, Marlena had discreetly excused herself to the bedroom so John and Brady could talk.  She'd used the time to make arrangements for their trip. They would leave tomorrow afternoon, flying to a small island in the Mediterranean, where Belle and Shawn would meet them.  After Belle and Shawn's visit, she and John would stay there, renting a beautiful condo on the beach. Marlena also called Dr. Taylor, who, Marlena was not surprised to hear, was thrilled to take over Marlena's practice. Marlena had also called several of their friends and apprised them of the situation, and all were coming to the airport tomorrow to wish them bon voyage. 

Marlena got up, put one more shirt in the suitcase, and tried to close it.  She couldn't get the zipper around, so she left it for John to do.  She loved this feeling, again being able to rely on him for these things.   She suddenly realized she was exhausted. She looked at the clock - 12:30 am!  She'd thought all day about getting into bed with John tonight and reacquainting herself with him in a way she hadn't yet.   But as she heard his voice and Brady's, she realized she'd soon have the opportunity to have John all to herself. She shouldn't deprive Brady of this time with his father.

She changed into her robe, then walked into the living room. John was sitting on the couch, and Brady on the chair. "Don't let me interrupt you," she said, "I just wanted to say goodnight."

"Come sit with us, Doc. Brady was telling me all about Vienna."

Marlena sat on the couch and leaned back against the pillows. John took her feet into his lap and began rubbing them, as Brady smiled and continued his story.

"So anyway, before Chloe and I had problems, she sang at this beautiful opera house! You should have seen the place!  Gold banisters, beautiful red velvet seats. In fact, Mom, I think your favorite opera was performed there! What was it called again?"

When Marlena didn't answer, John and Brady looked over at her. Her head was resting against her hand on the pillow, she had a slight smile on her face, and she was sound asleep.

* * *

Hope squeezed Bo's hand, as they stood at gate ten at the Salem airport. She looked around her: there were Abe and Lexie, standing off to the side talking intimately with John and Marlena. Hope saw John take out his checkbook, and she had a feeling  Abe and Lexie wouldn't have to worry about the cost of Theo's treatments ever again. John had made a comment to her about wanting to use as much of his ill-earned money for good deeds, in an effort to right some of his wrongs. 

Steve and Kayla had just left, after Marlena and John had expressed appreciation over and over for Kayla's medical help.  Hope knew Brady had said goodbye to them at home, and Marlena had told her that they'd offered to fly Brady in to visit them whenever he wanted. 

Roman had also declined coming to the airport, though he'd stopped by Marlena's apartment this morning when Bo and Hope were picking John and Marlena up. He'd been extremely gracious, and he'd told Marlena he was happy if she was happy.  Marlena hugged him and made him promise that as soon as Sami was able to make phone calls, she'd be first on the list.  Everyone knew that Marlena was only able to leave Sami because Roman was there.

John's cell phone rang, and John answered that he and Marlena were on their way. "Ok Doc, that was the pilot. Ready?"  Marlena walked over to Hope and Bo and kissed them, and John kissed Hope and shook Bo's hand.  "Ok, you two," Hope began, but then got all choked up, "you just have a fun time, and think of us... " her voice trailed off, and Bo put his arm around her. 

Marlena squeezed Hope's hand and looked her in the eyes. "Hope, you call whenever you need to, and I"ll give Shawn an extra hug for you, ok?"  Hope nodded.

John put his arm around Marlena's waist and they began to walk down the jetway. From her vantage point, Hope could see through the airport windows and into the windows of the plane. She saw John and Marlena board, and then, after a few minutes, as the plane began to pull away, she saw John and Marlena, framed by the window, locked in a deep kiss.

"Fancy Face? You ready to go?"

Hope turned towards Bo and held his hand. "I'm so happy for Marlena. She's had such a horrible year.  And look at them now."

Bo answered her as they began to walk away. "That's all those two ever wanted, Hope. Just to be together."

THE END.


