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        The Past…

      


      


      They say an artist never really appreciates the real world, that they’re too busy dreaming up an imaginary realm, creating, and hoping to get just the right shade onto canvas. I would say this is partially true. I see the world as something to be observed and then layered in bold hues, in dusty tones, in deep, visceral expressions that can only exist once a brush strokes over canvas. I need to see the universe through a palate, a wet brush, a wide blank space waiting to be tamed.


      But I appreciate the material world—particularly one of its finest treasures, true love—the idea of a royal we. I once dreamed I was royalty. I wore a crown and fur-lined cape and held a shiny gold scepter in my hand. I’m not royalty by a long shot, raised by my hippie mother, my narcissist of a father relegated to an observer on the sidelines. But on occasion he did seem to care—like when he got wind of the fact my mother was homeschooling me by way of daily trips to Disneyland, he insisted I was shipped to boarding school my final year of high school. That’s where I met my prince charming. I was on the homecoming decorating committee and nearly fell from a ladder and broke my neck, but it was Carter who caught me in his strong, rugged arms. That’s how we officially came to know one another—me falling for him, literally. He had an inexcusably jealous ex-girlfriend at the time, but that didn’t intimidate me. That homecoming was our first official date, our first dance, and, later that night, we shared our first kiss on the sand.


      The next semester, we starred in the school’s spring production of Romeo and Juliet, each with leading roles. It was bliss, all those hours lost in rehearsal, all those practice lip locks—those heated words rolling from our tongues in Shakespearean English. Those were the sentimental days.


      Carter’s ex-girlfriend became my roommate, and, eventually, my worst enemy. She struggled to keep him, while I struggled with the idea of letting her have him. I swore we were good friends, but she insisted we maintained a rouse to keep her fires of jealousy stoked. In truth, Carter and I were getting serious. We drove down to the beach whenever we could and built endless castles in the sand. Every night we met out on the south facing lawn, private and secluded, and we gazed up at the stars into the early hours of morning. That was our favorite amusement, lying there in the dark, holding hands, whittling away the moments watching the stars as they grew tired and tumbled down toward earth. By the time college rolled around, I was ready to let Carter know that I wanted so much more with him, but we spent two more years locked in head games, locked in a war with Cher over the terrain of Carter’s heart.


      Loving Carter was a boom of color exploding over the canvas of my heart. I saw the world through the lustful red lens of our affection. The day was dipped in violet, soothing as a field of lavender—the night in navy, the color of the velvet sky. But our love hummed a brilliant light like that of a thousand stars. We were drunk with happiness, sober at the thought of holding forever so close in our grasp.


      Then, in a turn of events that stunned even me, Carter dropped to one knee and proposed with his mother’s precious emerald ring. Of course, I said yes. Of course, it fueled a war with Cher. Of course, things didn’t end well for Carter and me.


      There was a baby. She wasn’t mine.


      There was a wedding. Carter and Cher’s.


      We went our separate ways.


      Two years later, I kissed another frog. This one didn’t turn into prince charming. This one I married in a very spiteful, fitful, ridiculous act of revenge.


      After all, there could only ever be one Carter Cannon.


      And I had already lost him.


      We were so close to forever, and, then like a shooting star, we disintegrated to nothing.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          The Stars are Falling

        


        Aspen

      

    

    
      The night before her execution, Catherine Howard, the fifth wife of King Henry VIII, spent her final sweaty hours rehearsing the manner in which she would lay her head on the chopping block. Rehearsing. That little bit of Tudor history has gnawed away at me for years. It does make you wonder. Did she want to get it right in an OCD obsessive sort of way? Was she afraid she’d flinch at the last moment, and they’d maim her shoulder? They did that on occasion. The middle ages were brutal. And if they did chop off her clavicle, they’d just yell at the poor thing and tell her to get the hell back there while she writhed about in pain. That’s what life does on occasion. It maims you then demands you lie still while it finishes the job.


      In some respects, I can relate to Catherine Howard. I’m not proud of the fact, but I too practiced—hell—I downright ruminated and obsessed about how I would walk down the sweaty aisle to marry Henry—my Henry, not to be confused with Catherine’s husband, the infamous King Henry VIII. Although, if it came right down to it, I can blame the entire fiasco of my own marriage on that one unfaithful, moody monarch who barreled through life with a turkey leg stuffed in each hand and misogynistic intent filling his greedy little heart.


      That’s initially what attracted me to my Henry—his name. I use the term “attracted” loosely. I was going through an obsessive, still ongoing, phase with Tudor history and happened to meet him one night at a party. I was desperate for a distraction from Carter, the one who took a mallet to my heart and mashed it beyond recognition. And Henry, and his almost innocent British moniker, fit the bill nicely. His grandparents were from the UK, so he missed out on the cool accent and overall air of pretentiousness that I seem to fall quite hard for. That last bit, the overall air of pretentiousness, is what slammed me against the wall when I met Carter. For him I fell like a lead vase through a glass window, spinning my way through the shards as I torpedoed toward the ground. So many gaping wounds, but a part of me knew bleeding out was inevitable the day I met Carter Cannon. A part of me thought he might be worth it. The jury is still out on that one.


      Nevertheless, I did walk down the aisle on my fated wedding day. I tried scanning the sanctuary for Carter, but I was agitated and petulant to get the ceremony over with. Life maimed me in that church, and, now, it blinds me with my wedding ring, demanding I finish the job. A marriage should never be entered into lightly. It’s one of two covenants that God himself has wisely chosen to exclude from eternity, the other being death. Strange how those polar opposite moments have both been banned from paradise, but I’m intimately familiar with the reasoning. For death it’s the unbearable separation. For marriage it’s the unbearable union. I used to believe in soul mates until my soul mate mated with someone else.


      I stop in my tracks before heading into the corporate tower of Jinx Enterprises. The entire facility is laid out like a resort masterminded by a group of fraternity brothers—volleyball courts, a race track, a selection of swimming pools each a cheap synthetic of an exotic watering hole somewhere in the world, and let’s not forget the Foosball game room, the fully equipped arcade, the hammocks strewn across miles of rolling grasslands that can double as a carnival midway. Of course, here, the fraternity brothers in question would be the Cannon brothers, as in Carter Cannon. Cannon isn’t Carter’s original surname. It was Louis, but, in a bout of familial camaraderie, Carter’s mother had the two older boys’ last names changed. Carter’s father died of a heart attack, and his mother remarried and had two additional boys to add to her brood. She disappeared not long after, and it’s been a mystery as to whatever became of her. Carter had a rough time with it for years, but who could blame him? I’ve often wondered if his mother’s disappearance had anything to do with how things ended between us. Was he too close to the fire that is love? Unwilling to get burned yet again? Or was the true pin to my ego the fact he simply wanted someone else. In the sorry end, I decided it was probably a combination of both.


      The sun gleams off that overgrown black cat sitting on top of the building. It stares down, judging silently those who roam the corporate grounds. Crawford Cannon, Ford, my sister Stevie’s fiancé, is the owner of the fifteen-foot solid iron feline with the heavy jade eyes. He owns the flesh and blood version, too.


      In the distance, over by the parking structure, I spot a man wrapped in an oversized black jacket. He has a baseball cap pulled over his head and thick sunglasses on as if hiding his identity. There’s something eerie about him, something off as he openly stares at me. With his feet planted firmly in the ground, a dull smile spreads across his face. He doesn’t fit the profile of the young, ironic combination of both surfer and hipster that seem to run amuck at this corporate fraternity. He lifts a finger and points in my direction before slowly melting into the shadows of the parking structure.


      A shiver runs up my spine as I step into the warm building, shuddering off the spring-like haze from outdoors as if it were a cold snap. February in Southern California is unceremoniously pleasant. We watch as the news feed clogs up with ominous weather reports from less fortunate parts of the country. We sit riveted, both amused and horrified, as they shovel fifteen feet of snow off rooftops in other apocalyptic parts of the country while we fire up our barbecues and jump into the pool for a swim.


      A few of the new interns say hello as we step onto the elevator together.


      Even though Stevie was promptly kicked out of Rigby for her rather abrupt foray in corporate takeovers, it didn’t stop her from extending an olive branch to the university and continuing on with the intern program.


      The doors whoosh shut as we defy gravity and surge twenty stories into the sky. Adrenaline pulses through me like a heartbeat at the thought of attending the spontaneous board meeting Stevie called to order. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen Carter. I’ve turned avoiding him into an art, a fine ballet that I’ve struggled to master. Ironically it was my art that brought us together in the first place, my love of bringing things to life on canvas, his perverted love of watching me do it. And, then, of course, we were in that stupid play. Romeo and Juliet—lead rolls. Those were the golden days when we were still Carter and Aspen, the promise of a Technicolor future on the horizon. But, then people, places, and wedding dates got in the way and turned our rosy skies to cinder. I thought Henry could bring the color back into my life, but all he managed was to magnify this pencil-gray existence. When Carter left, he sucked the color out of my world right along with him.


      The elevator purges us onto the main floor, just a flight above where my office is located. My office. I hold back the thin smile. During the takeover Stevie crowned me the new Creative Director of Jinx Enterprises, and I couldn’t be more pleased. The original Creative Director shot at my sister with a fully loaded revolver, so, naturally, and a touch vengefully, Stevie gifted me the position.


      Jener and Arabella stand dry humping in the corner adjacent to the boardroom. Jener came with the establishment as one of Ford’s henchmen, but Arabella is Stevie’s friend from Rigby. She’s unimaginably well endowed and makes my own C cup feel about as significant as a couple of Skittles.


      The boardroom is bright, smells of fresh coffee, and all of the usual suspects are here. My brother, Lincoln, gives a brief smile, looking dapper in his Italian tailored suit, his thick blonde hair slicked back with a sheen. I offer a brief nod before turning to Kinsley, his full sister, my half. They’re both Hans Lionheart originals, as opposed to Stevie and me. And there was Claire for a while, Stevie’s twin until God handpicked her off the planet insignificant as a grape. It was the great tragedy of our young lives, Claire’s death always will be. I don’t think Stevie understood the bond we had. In Stevie’s eyes, Claire belonged to her. She owned her. She was her. In a very real way she still is.


      “I have thirteen scenes to shoot this afternoon,” Kinsley whines as she paws her powder blue leather jacket. It’s beautiful and expensive, much like Kinsley herself. She shakes out her blonde curls as if that simple action were able to restrain her anger. My brother and I share an amused smile. Lincoln has always been my rock. He’s made his discomfort about my marriage known on several occasions and assured me that he has a baseball bat just craving to taste Henry’s brain. I restrained myself from the obvious comeback. That bat will never have its craving met because, for one, Henry is lacking some serious gray matter. Nevertheless, my sister, Kinsley, actually likes Henry and has always been on my matrimonial side. That alone should be a harbinger on many, many levels.


      Currently, Kinsley is starring opposite Dillon Collette in The Fortune of Tomorrow, one of the last straggling soaps left to clutter daytime television. She plays the heartthrob’s sister, with whom her character, Carmen O’Neil, is having a torrid, yet very illicit incestual affair with. I groan at the thought. Dillon, the actor, is married with children in real life, and my sister, in all her matrimonial wisdom, has decided to take their on-air bedroom antics to a real-world level.


      Kinsley is sleeping with a very married man. Sometimes I wonder if there’s a person left on the planet who respects the sacred institution.


      Henry and I are married.


      I scowl at Ford without meaning to as he takes his seat next to Stevie up front. He looks so much like Carter it’s unnerving. All of the Cannon brothers share the same black hair, dark brows that hang heavy over glowing sky blue eyes. There are four of these gorgeous creatures roaming the planet, and that alone feels like a cruel trick of nature.


      Henry and I have just hurdled our second year of matrimonial displeasure. But I’m too stubborn to change marriage partners like I do shoes. I refuse to go to God with a divorce certificate in hand. I’ve seen the scars, the battle wounds the D word leaves in its wake—my own mother wedded and bedded four times, the affair with my father not withstanding (a very married man himself). It seems the world has grown accustomed to giving the finger to the institution. It’s about time someone put their foot down. If you get married, you should probably stay that way. Someone has to do it. I’ve always been known to take one for the team, especially when the task is laced with the aftertaste of revenge. I scowl at Ford again and pretend that he’s Carter.


      Kinsley and Stevie look to the door simultaneously. Stevie’s crimson lips curve into a delicious smile, but Kins frowns as if the devil himself had spread his wings among us.


      Carter. He darkens the room like a shadow. The heat from his countenance blisters over my shoulder as he makes his way in my direction. That familiar thick cologne of his permeates the vicinity, inching its way closer, so close it soaks over my tongue. My eyes close involuntarily as he takes a seat to my right. The wake of his breeze, the intense level of wanting emits from him like a current. My body straightens as if demanding to salute him in some simple way. We haven’t been this close in months. I haven’t shared two words with him since we’ve crossed paths all these unfortunate weeks at Jinx. God knows he’s tried to extrapolate a conversation or two like a magician hell-bent on pulling a never-ending scarf from behind my ear, but my vocal cords aren’t having it. Carter tied me up with those scarves a very long time ago, and there’s no way I’m about to let him cut me loose on a whim.


      “Aspen,” he whispers my name like an old poem he’s dusting off.


      In an instant all of those old memories come rushing back, both the beautiful and the damned. Together we were like a nuclear holocaust—explosively bright and beautiful for a moment before leaving everlasting scars across the landscape of each other’s lives.


      “Morning.” I glance past his gaze as my body throbs in rhythm to my heart. The entire right side of my body ignites in a blaze. It’s unfair after all these years, after this steady heartache he’s etched into my bones that he still commands the power to sear me with heat. I try to glance up, but those brilliant cobalt eyes of his are too much for me to look at. I catch his burnished dark hair in the corner of my eye, the full frame of his shoulders, those thick-as-tree-trunks biceps stretching his navy suit.


      My foot thumps heavy and nervous. If this meeting doesn’t get underway soon, I’m betting I’ll bolt from the pent up energy. Sitting next to Carter is like sitting next to a sexual landmine. You can sense the danger, but it’s so erotic that you want to jab at it to see if it really exists.


      “Thank you all for coming on such short notice.” Ford nods at the rows of bored faces. He heads into the minutia of corporate life that instantly turns my brain to jelly. Ford’s voice drones on and on as we go over stats and figures from the last fiscal quarter. It’s mind numbing. I’ve never been interested in business dealings. Give me a blank canvas and an arsenal of acrylics, and watch as my circuit boards spark to life.


      Carter passes me a piece of paper, discretely as if he were passing a note in class. Carter and I liked to play games, it was the psychological ones that eventually did us in. We did those things back at Sea Ridge, when we were kids, when we didn’t understand that every little head game had the ability to stack upon itself until we created a castle built from sand. All it took was one heavy wave of reality to sweep away what we worked so hard to build.


      My eye catches on the mostly bare notepad. He’s drawn a Tic-Tac-Toe grid with an O in the corner, and I bury a laugh in my throat. Carter always set it up so that I would win in the end. There are so many things I didn’t win at in the end. For a moment I consider tearing the paper into a million tiny pieces and peppering them over his head like confetti. We could start a whole new round of head games, a whole new castle made of sand. I could claw hearts out with the best of them. This time I could win.


      “And, on another note,” Stevie stands as she begins her soliloquy. Ford had remained seated while droning on about whatever it was he felt so pertinent to pull us each out of our respected caves, but Stevie demands our visual attention as well. Stevie is shockingly beautiful, like the kind of beauty women hate and men can’t help but hit the pause button on just to try and understand her features. My mother calls her a breathless beauty. “Teana, our beloved masseuse, has left for her maternity leave. In her absence we thought we’d switch things up a bit. Instead of hiring a replacement, we’ve arranged for a dominatrix to tide over the spa until Teana is able to come back. Enjoy the non-sexual services while you can. While Mistress Melee wields a mean whip, she wants it known point blank that she does not offer any happy endings. Her services are only of the deprecatory variety. Rumor has it the next three days are already booked, so act now if you so desire. Couples sessions are encouraged.” Her eyes lock with mine as that manufactured grin of hers bounces from me to Carter. “Before we break and head our separate ways, I’d like each of you to turn to the person to your left and say what you admire about them most.”


      Really? I openly glare at my sister. Childish is what this is. Stevie is a longtime proponent of forcing Carter and me back together like the pieces to some misshapen puzzle. Something in my slightly egotistical heart tells me it was the underpinnings of this entire corporate takeover.


      “What is this?” I whisper. “A dysfunctional family Thanksgiving?” I glance to my left at the empty seat and smirk as the room breaks out into murmurs and bodies fly to the door.


      “I admire your tenacity.” A deep voice rumbles from over my shoulder. Carter.


      My what?


      I turn slightly as if to acknowledge his lunacy. I’m not quite sure what he means by tenacity, but I’m positive I’ll be ruminating over it long into the night.


      I stand to go just as Stevie and Ford come upon us.


      “If you don’t mind, there are a few details I’ve been meaning to go over with the two of you.” Her affect brightens as her hand runs absentmindedly over her burgeoning belly. My sister is stunning with her translucent skin, dark-as-night hair, a twin to my own. Stevie and Ford will be parents in less than three months time.


      “You look beautiful.” Carter rises and pulls my sister into a quick embrace.


      My, my, isn’t he all about the compliments today? I’m surprised he didn’t fit in the word tenacious.


      “Thank you.” She pulls back, holding his hands out for me to see like he were a prize. “And you look dashing as usual. Wouldn’t you agree, Aspen? Isn’t Carter so achingly handsome that you can hardly turn your eyes away?”


      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Ford and I exchange knowing looks.


      My head cranes toward Kinsley and Lincoln as they migrate out the door.


      “Anyway”—my sister clears her throat in yet another ploy to grab my attention—“Ford and I have decided that we need a creative team to handle the upcoming launch of the J2 app.” Jeneration Jinx 2.0. After my father and his accomplices at Merlin hijacked the first one, Jinx needed to scramble to come up with something to lure back its fickle following.


      “I think that’s a great idea.” For once, Stevie and I are on the same page.


      “I’m glad you think so.” Her eyes brighten a peculiar shade of wicked. “I’ve put you and Carter in charge.”


      “Good.” I sigh past the obvious. “I’ll put together a team as quick as possible.” If Stevie thinks she’s got me pinned beneath his limbs, she’s wrong. I’ll buffer this little project with so many bodies, Carter won’t be able to see the hem of my skirt.


      “No team.” Stevie blinks a smile, serious as a skull fracture. “Just the two of you. I trust you can get it done.”


      And there it is, her cheap trick to glue me to Carter’s side in hopes of rekindling an errant spark. Nothing would please her more than to find the two of us locked in a compromising position, burning down this entire phallic-inspired building with our illicit love. My marriage means nothing to Stevie, never has, never will. It’s just an errant comma that needs to be deleted on the way to getting what she wants—my happy ending. Stevie is the author, and Carter and I are simply characters that need to be revised in order to achieve our true goals. We were Romeo and Juliet once. They didn’t get their happy ending either. If Shakespeare couldn’t do it, what makes Stevie so sure she can?


      She heads toward the door and pauses. “Oh, and, one more thing.” She tosses the words over her shoulder as if this were some supplemental thought, but, knowing my not-so-innocent little sister, she’s about to let a rabid hornet out of its nest. “Ford and I have decided to make it official in a month. Just something small and simple at the ranch. You’ll be my matron of honor.” Her eyes shine like river stones.


      Ford leans into his brother and taps him on the shoulder. “You’re the best man if you’re up for it.”


      “Of course.” Carter pulls him into a man-hug, and I can’t help but note that he was offered an out and I wasn’t. Not that I would ever refuse my sister, but given the circumstances I’m half-tempted. My ego insists that the only reason she’s marrying the father of her child is to see me dance with Carter at their wedding.


      Stevie gleams a wicked smile from across the room as if it were true.


      They take off, and soon it’s just Carter and me in the hollow boardroom with its rows of overpriced leather chairs, the smell of stale coffee lingering thick in the air.


      Carter turns to me, uncomfortably close, his eyes each alive with their own versions of nuclear fission, dancing, ready to detonate and turn me into a shadow of my former self. Here I am, his for the taking on a Stevie-shaped platter.


      He takes a full step in, his hand landing on the table, just shy of my hip. For the first time in months, in years, I take him in greedily like a full breath of fresh air after one stifling long decade. The curve of his face, his entire body is broad and beautiful like a character from a painting that walked right off the canvas. Carter is a Michelangelo. He bleeds radiant hues, I could paint Carter in red all day, in every rainbow of cool blue, in an entire forest of green, jealous—him for me, me for him. And I have. Somewhere buried in my studio is an entire shrine erected to Carter Cannon. The hard cut of his jaw leaves me breathless, as his dimples dip in without much effort. Carter has full powder-pink lips that he runs his tongue along with a naughty lash as if he were a wolf salivating over his dinner. What a big mouth you have, I said to him once, and he quickly replied the better to eat you with. It still sends a tremor between my thighs when I think of it. Although, in reality, Carter and I never got off first base.


      Carter Cannon still has me in so many indescribable ways. I wish he didn’t. I wish I couldn’t care less if his lips were parting as if asking mine to bless them. Our gaze is set in concrete as surges of electrical currents pulse from his to mine. There’s an undeniable charge between us. Our lives were a smoldering wire, burning to a dangerous finish. Soon we would erupt and take down half the commandments with us.


      Carter carefully brushes the hair off my shoulder with a simple sweep, the warmth from his hand straying precariously close to my cheek, and I fight not to press my flesh to his. His eyes never leave mine.


      My face fills with heat. I can smell the danger in this a mile away. My sister has found the key to unlock Pandora’s unfortunate box of heartache, the exact one I buried deep in the sea years ago.


      “We’re going to make a great team, Aspen,” he says it brightly with all of the charisma of a skilled politician.


      “We never have before,” I whisper as my feet move spontaneously toward the door, and I don’t stop them. “Why start now?”


      Tic-Tac-Toe.


      I win.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Carter

        

      

    

    
      Tenacious?


      Obviously, thinking on the fly isn’t my thing—at least not around Aspen. Thinking in general around Aspen isn’t my thing. I’ve been known to spew random shit from my mouth just to keep her within earshot. I loved that girl with tenacity. Still do. We were a powerhouse. We could have eaten the world for breakfast. Together we were tenacious.


      I shake my head as I watch her walk out that door. The last time she stalked off that frustrated, that disappointed in me was the day I told her Cher and I were having a baby.


      My feet carry me out the door, and I meet up with Aspen just as she steps into the elevator. I hit the button for the lobby without hesitating.


      It’s just the two of us, yet that doesn’t stop Aspen from diving into the corner as if I were introducing some airborne contagion. We take a quick dip and the doors open up. I block the exit with my body until the doors clamp shut again.


      Aspen. Her beautiful features are turned up toward mine for the first time in so long. Her sheer beauty takes my breath away. That dark hair, those petal-poised green eyes I’ve wanted to dive into for so long. Here they are staring up at me with all the hope that I’d fall off the side of the building.


      She steps up incensed, yet not altogether surprised. “That was my floor.”


      “And those were the first decent words you’ve spoken to me in years.”


      “I just spoke to you in the boardroom.” Her lips twitch hiding the fraction of a smile. Aspen likes to smile just after knifing you with a barb. Damn I miss that.


      “I said decent.”


      “I can make this as indecent as you want it to be and not in any sexual manner.”


      It will be I want to assure her, but the curve of my lips says it all.


      As soon as the doors open to the lobby, Aspen bolts out, and I follow.


      “You’re coming with me.” I say it from the side of my mouth half expecting her to haul off and slug me.


      “I’m going nowhere with you.” She speeds out of the building, and I keep up with her frenetic pace.


      “Consider it our first official meeting.”


      “And where will this meeting take place?” She picks up her pace as we speed toward the parking lot.


      “Wherever you want. I’m at your beck and call. You name the place, I’ll be there early and stay late.”


      “Perfect,” she says as she strides toward her oversized SUV with the awful gold rims, all the douchebag bells and whistles that Henry O’Fool saw fit to procure for himself. No doubt he didn’t have his very beautiful, very petite wife in mind when he purchased this beast. I would never put Aspen in something this crass, something that screams asshole as it lumbers down the street while guzzling fossil fuel like water. Aspen deserves something sleek and elegant as a cheetah, something exotic and slightly dangerous like herself.


      “So where are we headed?” I ask as her truck chirps to life.


      “I’m headed to breakfast with my husband.” She snips the words out as efficiently as biting off my nose. “And you”—she pauses a moment, out of breath and her panting body so close to mine is arresting—“you can go to hell.” She hops into the driver’s seat. “Stay as late as you want!” She calls out as she rolls the window down an inch. “I won’t be joining you. Not now, not ever.”


      Aspen backs out so fast she narrowly misses the truck across from hers, ironically mine. She takes off like a woman on a mission, like a woman escaping her stalker, tearing away from the man she wants the least to do with while she speeds toward the one she’s matrimonially leashed to.


      Henry. I shake my head, sucking in her exhaust. How the hell did I let Aspen fall into the arms of Henry the Tool?


      The real question is how did I ever let her go to begin with.


      “Newsflash, Aspen”—I whisper as she takes the turn a little wild—“I’m already in hell.”

      


      The Regency Montessori parking lot is sixteen cars deep in the pickup line so I head to a dirt patch nearby that butts up to a couple of pines and walk over to pick up the tiny princess that took my world by storm four short years ago, Abby.


      A small crowd of women quiet their conversations as I approach the mouth of the gated schoolyard. There’s a high school feel among the parents, mostly women in their late twenties and thirties, but there’s a juvenile air when so many of them congregate its undeniable in nature. They’re cliquey, over dressed and overly flirtatious as they stand in their huddles.


      I’m met with an entire choir of Hello Carter! And an even wider audience of stray eyes that roam free over my person. It’s safe to say I could have long since bedded my way through the interested single mothers, and a few of the interested married ones as well. It doesn’t matter though. I’m not entertaining any of them. Aspen is in my life again, and if this incremental, damning me to hell version of her is all I’ll ever get, then I’ll quickly learn to be satisfied. Consider it penance for grievances I committed years ago, mistakes that echo through time like a fireball, burning me as efficiently today as they did way back when. That’s the glory of a single good boneheaded move. It has the power to alter destinies, destroy relationships, wrench your heart until you pray to God you can live without one.


      The gates open wide and an entire herd of miniature balls of energy pour out like jellybeans spilling from a bag.


      “Daddy!” Abby comes at me with her ponytail bouncing like the coiled tail of the cutest little piglet. She’s blonde like Cher, fair skinned, light eyes like her mother. But there is definitely some Cannon spunk hardwired in there, and I like to see that shine every now and again.


      “Who’s Daddy’s cookie?” I catch her in my arms as her limbs clasp onto my body, fierce and tight. This, right here, is what love feels like. This little girl here is what makes me glad to still be the owner of one beating slightly damaged heart. I press a hard kiss to her head because after that verbal FU Aspen offered up this morning I’ve been craving a good hug. Aspen has always held the power to reduce me to a pussy.


      “I Daddy’s cookie!” Abby shrieks before trying to take a bite out of my cheek, but I beat her to it.


      “Nom, nom, nom.” I growl playfully into her ear.


      “Mr. Cannon?” I spin with Abby still suctioned to my suit as Robyn, her preschool teacher, quickly approaches. Robyn is a longtime friend of Cher’s, and that’s part of the reason we were able to get Abby into this exclusive, extravagantly costly pre-school. You would think they had resurrected Einstein and summoned him to teach finger painting and the theory of relativity by the price gouging that goes on at this place.


      I realize a good private education can be costly, but I paid less last year for the house I’m leasing than I ponied up for tuition in the last six months alone. Although, I have no reason to complain. I jumped tax brackets like an Olympian clearing hurdles a few years back when Ford birthed his brainchild and pulled me in. Even as the zeros kept expanding in my bank account I haven’t forgotten the value of a dollar. I wasn’t fed with a golden spoon as a child unlike my ex-wife. I was fed with coins buried in sofa cushions while my mother stretched ground beef with corn flakes to feed all the hungry mouths she amassed. Then she left one day and never came back. On purpose—foul play? We were never sure. One thing I do know is she left a hole in my heart the shape of her smile, and I’ve been begging Aspen to fill it ever since. My stepfather raised us along with his own brood. He worked on the legal team for Sea Ridge Boarding School and managed to score scholarships for my brothers and me. He had three older daughters already married off and having babies of their own. He was done with his family. He wasn’t too interested in rearing a second brood, especially not alone. Can’t say I blame him. He’s a good guy though.


      Robyn scurries toward me, holding down her cardigan with the Valentine hearts stamped all over it. Whatever the season, Robyn has a sweater. I suppose that’s how she knew she was cut out for this line of work. All she had to do was look in her closet, and it forecast her future at the Montessori school efficiently as a roadmap. Robyn is slender-framed, her hair peppered with too much gray far too early and a soft doughy face that begs the world to love her through a dull, pained smile.


      “I’m sorry, but the office wanted me to bring to your attention that a third reference is necessary if Abby is going to participate in the field trip next month.”


      “Yes, I’m sorry I’ve been meaning to get to that.”


      “Well, here you go.” She thrusts a pen in my face along with the release form. “You know you can always add Cheryl’s name. It’s not uncommon for ex’s to be primary contacts. It would make this all little smoother in the event of an actual emergency. Of course in an earth shattering emergency Cher would be notified anyway so it’s simply a formality, right?”


      Right. Except when it’s no earth shattering, and I don’t necessarily want my daughter picked up by my ex during my week. I’m not vindictive, just realistic. Cher has made it known she plans on eating into my time with our daughter leaving me with scraps and then one day nothing.


      “I got this.” I take the paper from her and lean it against Abby’s Louis Vuitton backpack. Nothing but the most extravagant carryall for our little girl’s cut and paste projects she carts home from school.


      I stare blankly at the office letterhead. For a moment, I consider writing down her name. Cher. She’s left nothing but a bitter taste in my mouth for years, but we’re mostly over the wishing one another would drown in the bathtub phase of our marital demise and onto the civilized chapter of our existence, mostly. I’ve never wished ill will on Cher, but it was evident from the way she mowed me over with her car that my life wasn’t too high on her priority list. In her defense, I refused to get out of the way when she threatened to leave with Abby and never come back. I can be stubborn to the point of my mortality, and I might have a small fear of people leaving and never coming back. I suppose that’s the one Freudian contention my mother blessed me with before she disappeared.


      My fingers cinch over the pen. I have Stevie and Ford down as contacts. Cash and Carson are the last two people who need to arrive on the scene should catastrophe strike. My stepsisters are all out of local range, and my stepfather hardly knows who Abby is. My hand whips over the form so fast, I can’t properly process what’s happened as I pass it back.


      “Aspen O’Tool?” she reads out loud and nods.


      “An old friend.”


      “That’s fine.” Her brows rise with disappointment. Robyn has tried her best not to take sides since the divorce was finalized last November, but, as evidenced by her tireless advocacy of my ex, I can see where her loyalties lie. We take off, and I secure Abby into her car seat.


      Cher made it a point to drag my name and reputation through pig vomit once I asked for a separation. People assumed I was having an affair, and Cher happily perpetuated the rumors. I believe the word “escorts” was tossed around liberally. But Cher knew the hard truth because I gave it to her. It’s impossible to keep something together that never should have been welded at the hip in the first place. I’m just happy to have escaped with joint custody. And that little miracle required an entire team of hungry sharks. I paid in spades to make sure Abby would know who I was for the duration of her childhood. That she would still be able to see my face in person for the next decade of her life.


      “Daddy, who is Aspen?” Abby’s voice floats through the air like it’s own personal springtime, warm and blooming with promise.


      “Just a friend.” Saying anything around Abby is like imprinting words to a parrot. I suppose it’s just a matter of time before she starts singing the words Mommy thinks Aspen is a bitch—actually bitch isn’t Cher’s favorite descriptive when it comes to Aspen. It’s a more localized part of the female anatomy that I pray she never lets fly in front of my sweet baby girl. Cheryl has been known to let an expletive or two go around our baby. She’s got a temper, but, then, I’ve always known that about her.


      “Just a friend!” Abby chirps. “Daddy has just a friend!” she trills as we hop on the freeway.


      Instead of heading toward home, I cruise by Hamlin Avenue the main thoroughfare that intersects the condo where Aspen and Henry live. Now that she’s fully saturated my brain, now that Abby is singing her name from the backseat like a Christmas carol, the rest of me is simply on overdrive.


      I’ve been past her home a time or two but usually it’s late, late at night when even the neighborhood watch has said fuck this shit and called it. But this drive-by that’s in the process of commencing in broad daylight feels something just this side of a felony waiting to happen. Lines are being crossed, boundaries ignored, as I take the left that leads to Lockland Street. No sooner did Aspen enter into her marriage than I exited mine. Abby had just turned one, and, at that point, both Cher and I knew the farce was over. It didn’t stop Cher from wrapping her body around my leg like a toddler and begging me not to go. But she had used her fair share of trickery to land me in the marriage in the first place. It’s true no one put a gun to my head, but when my stepfather suggested I man up, I figured it might be the right thing to do. I guess back in his day manning-up equaled a lifetime of happiness or in the least a stiff upper lip that lasted a good fifty years, but everything about my short-lived marriage was eroding me from the inside. Then the invitation came in the mail. To Mr. and Mrs. Carter Cannon. It gutted me to see her impeccable penmanship as familiar as her beautiful face. Aspen took the time to write that herself—each loop, each flowery curve of our joint name. It was a bullet to the heart and more so what waited for me inside.


      Aspen’s condo is situated on the first floor with a balcony both in the front and the back. I know the layout, the square footage, I know the landlord’s first and last name and that he’s enjoying a very strict tax lien against this place that might put it to auction in a few short months. I know that tiny, boxy casket from the inside out thanks to both realtor.com and Google maps—the starter kit for stalkers. A freshly staked sign, or a box of some sort, sits on the tiny patch of grass just shy of their steps. For a moment my adrenaline spikes and I’m hopeful to see a screaming red for rent sign. The first thing Cher and I did when we parted ways was dissolve all our worldly assets in a blender before gifting them to our attorneys to guzzle down at their leisure. Maybe Aspen and Henry are finally throwing in the towel. Sadly the thought elevates my mood far higher than I ever thought it could.


      Another heart-stopping thought comes to mind. Maybe they’re simply moving to some undisclosed locale? My worst case scenario right there. But I don’t have too much to worry about. If I wanted to pry, Stevie would giftwrap a map to Aspen’s new home for me. I’ve got every stalkers dream right in my back pocket, my soon-to-be sister-in-law. But I’m no stalker. I’m the man that should have married Aspen to begin with. I glance back at Abby with a dull smile. Destiny simply chose a detour and handed me an immeasurable blessing bundled in pink. I’m hoping destiny is all done with the waylay and that Aspen and I can one day find our way back together. It seems an awfully dismal hope, considering she’s still in the throes of marital bliss. Not that I’ve heard she’s particularly blissful, in fact, Stevie reports quite the opposite. She’s all but equated him to a wife beater. And, in some strange way, I’ve justified my snooping into Aspen’s life, her neighborhood, with this terrible revelation. But I’d like to think Aspen is too strong of a woman to put up with that shit. That she would stomp Henry out with the back of her heel like a spider if he ever thought to lay an aggressive hand on her. A part of me insists Stevie is exaggerating, but a very sick part of me is hoping there’s a modicum of truth because in a twisted way it gives me hope that she just might leave him.


      The street is dim as the sun sets over my shoulders. The figure of a man steps out of the shadows and onto the balcony, and my body bites with heat at the sight. Henry. My teeth grind just inspecting his ghostly frame. He steps in closer to the rails, holding a long thin blade, and, for a moment, I envision him propping Aspen’s severed head over the balcony. But in the other hand he holds a glass platter, most likely ready to fill with a juicy cut of rib eye. He lifts the lid on the barbeque and a trail of smoke leads to the sky, letting the world know he’s burning dinner.


      I drive by slower than anticipated past their white picket fence, mocking me with its poppy-lined boarder. But I’ll be damned if I’m not going to get one good look at that sign. I slip in close and inspect it, but it’s not a sign at all. It’s a clear plexi-glass box with a glued on thatched roof—the words “Lending Library” sprawled out in bold letters across the front.


      A pair of beautiful bare legs kick into view from the balcony, Aspen’s legs, as I smoothly drive by as if I belonged in the neighborhood.


      Lending library. A dull smile rides on my lips. That’s an Aspen thing to do if ever there was one. She’s a bookworm, a hoarder of all things intellectual, a storehouse of knowledge that could take any set of encyclopedias to task. A smile warms my face. A library. I shake my head. Just when I didn’t think I could love her any more.


      I drive home, make my own dinner, which incidentally I don’t burn—bathe and tuck Abby into bed before staring at my phone as if it were Aspen herself. I’ve had her number on my contact list since last December when the Lionhearts mobilized and jumped my brothers and me from behind. It was an excuse as good as any to take one cyber step closer to the only woman my heart will ever belong to. I suppose I was the only one in the room who didn’t mind the corporate coup. I knew Aspen was tethered to the deal, and I would have gladly traded all of my monetary wealth, everything my brothers and I worked so hard for, just to step an inch closer to her.


      The whiskey flows freely for about an hour straight as I dare myself to call her and say something self-effacing like I was just a stupid kid back in school.


      Anything would be better than the great wall of silence she erected so long ago. Any response would be the greatest high. Instead, I go with something a little less complex and fire off a text.


      Goodnight Juliet.


      A half hour later my phone buzzes, and I get the jolt of a lifetime as I flip it over.


      Goodnight Romeo.
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      Anne of Cleves was a German Princess and the fourth wife of King Henry VIII. It is rumored that they neither consummated their union nor enjoyed each other’s company. Prior to their first meeting, Henry commissioned an artist to stain her likeness onto a canvas and, once the King took a gander, he was smitten and sold. But, as fate would have it, the artist took a few liberties with Anne’s portrait, and the King was displeased at how far her canvassed beauty stretched from reality. Word on the cobbled street is that he referred to her as “a fat Flanders mare.” He didn’t love her. An unloved wife is a very tragic thing.


      The week drifts by in a sweep. It’s more of the same but on steroids. Avoiding Carter has become an expert challenge. Friday morning, after I shower and dress, I make Henry and myself coffee, decaf with extra cream. I don’t like the jitters, and Henry doesn’t need them. Afterwards, I engage in my early morning ritual of skimming the news and scrolling through emails.


      Only it’s Henry’s inbox I’ve stumbled into. I see the words Sonic Glass and freeze as if met with a gun to my face. It feels surreal as if I’m having some out of body experience. An oily tickle runs up the back of my throat. There are hardly any words in the human lexicon that can easily put the fear of God into me, but the words Sonic Glass used in consecutive order are two of them. Sonic Glass is a front used by the local loan sharks who do most of their dealings locked in seedy alleyways somewhere near the docks. I don’t know the specifics, don’t want to. All I do know is that Henry has paid one too many visits to our nefarious, completely illegal little friends.


      “Henry?” I try to bury the agitation in my voice. Henry’s temper is an unstable house of cards. Any gentle sway of the wind sends his sanity toppling and does so at least six times a day. I’m an expert at avoiding Henry as well. He stays up in the living room watching movies all night while I hit the sack by ten. The only intimate time we share is when he takes me by surprise, usually when I’m in a dead sleep. He takes me hard, unlubricated, instantly enlivening me with pain as if it were required penance for marrying him in the first place.


      For the most part, neither of us are getting any, and, with his temper on the rise, with the way he looks at me with contempt, with that I-asshole-you-my-cave-cunt attitude I couldn’t care less to give it to him. I do quite nicely all by myself in the shower. Carter helps on that end, but there are some secrets I’ll be taking to the grave, thank you very much, and that is one of them. “Henry!” I let it out in one frustrated shrill that rides up my throat like a fire alarm. Screw his temper. The longer I stare at the words Sonic Glass, the hotter mine gets.


      “What the fuck?” He stumbles into the room, red-faced with sleep still gluing his eyes shut. “Shit.” He kicks the wastebasket next to the makeshift office in the dining room, sending wadded up balls of paper rocketing across the room.


      “Sonic Glass sent you an email. What the hell is this about?” They’ve sent them before. Henry showed them to me last time in a fevered rush while convincing me we needed to fleece my mother. Of course they speak in code, demanding payment for services rendered, the installation of non-tempered glass that they will gladly break and cut you with.


      “You bitch.” He slams the laptop closed so fast he nearly clips my fingertips. “Are you going through my shit?”


      “It’s my shit, too. And no, to answer your question, you left your mailbox open. If you want to keep a girlfriend on the side, log out once in a while.”


      His eyes widen as if he were caught red handed, and, suddenly, words I spoke in jest, fly around the room like a coven of rabid bats.


      Henry wouldn’t have an affair. He couldn’t. He can hardly get it up for his wife most nights. He’s too shit-faced after his Jim Beam worship.


      “Sonic Glass. Are you doing business with them?” The last time Henry did “business” with these mob wannabes, I ended up on my knees before my mother begging her to pull a hundred grand out of her 401K, and she did so, penalties and all.


      Henry’s stepfather runs a multimillion dollar construction company in Northern California and has tried for years to get Henry to move up and join him, but Henry has too many get-rich-quick schemes running to be bothered with an honest days work. And apparently landing himself on a hit list with a band of brutal bastards that are known for far more creative endeavors than the traditionally broken leg is one of them. They can make any death look like a suicide, create a twelve-car pileup with the uncanny ability to land their intended victim in a casket. I heard once they decapitated a man with a thin sheet of glass that “accidentally” slid out of the back of their truck on the Grapevine.


      The last time we dealt with these idiots, I made the mistake of going with him, and the dick in charge ran his fingers down my ponytail—said he liked it when a girl gave him something to pull on.


      A mean shiver runs through me at the memory. Swear to God, if I get fucked sideways by a bunch of money-hungry assholes, I’m going to kill Henry myself.


      “What’s the damage?” I don’t need to ask if this is a sure thing anymore. Judging by the sudden cognizant look on his face, I know it is.


      “Nothing big.” He smooths his hand over the back of his neck with a sense of restrained calm as if trying to pull me down from a ledge. Me. Down from a ledge. I almost want to laugh. “We can cover this in a week.”


      “What’s the total, and when is it due?” A viral panic grips me. Henry is a toss off, a do-nothing. What he means is that with my salary we could cover this in a week. And since Henry has no concept of money, I very much doubt I can cover this in a week.


      Henry sits across from me at the table, lands his hands in a praying position as he closes his eyes for a moment. His hair is disheveled, his face punch-red with enough broken blood vessels covering his nose to qualify him as the town drunk based off aesthetics alone.


      “Three fifty.”


      My heart lets out one fitting sonic boom.


      “What the hell do you need that kind of money for?” The words come out in a near whisper as I try to lure the truth from him one syllable at a time. Henry is lousy at sharing and caring. The only thing he ever thinks about is the almighty “I.” Nope, I’m willing to bet every defunct dollar I owe that whatever he pulled the loan out for had everything to do with coddling his pleasures.


      “A boat. I bought a fucking boat. Okay? I thought it would be a fun thing to do. Haul ass to Catalina once in a while. You want to slam my face in a pile of shit for that, too?” He gets up and heads to the fridge for his morning cold one. “We got this. Don’t worry. I’ll take you out on the water next weekend. Don’t lose your tits over it.” He flicks my nipple on the way back to the bedroom, longneck bottle in hand.


      Three fifty. Three hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Henry didn’t buy himself a dingy—that’s what I got in this deal, a dingy named Henry. He bought himself a yacht. And no matter how he tries to spin it, neither Catalina Island nor myself were at the forefront of his mind when he blew that wad. As much as Henry enjoys a good chemical high, he also gets off on spending my money.


      After the money grab of an altercation, the boat-altering argument in which Henry wins a yacht, I spend less time on my appearance than usual before snatching up my purse and darting out the door.


      It’s one of those over-cheery mornings when you wish that just once the weather would match your lousy mood. My truck is parked on the street because Henry has the Porsche in our one car garage. It’s small as a coffin. Henry’s oversized tank wouldn’t have fit in there anyway. It’s funny how I reference the only car I drive as Henry’s. When we came into this union, I had a Ford Escort that Henry promptly traded in for a glossy white pickup that he needed for construction. Henry came in with a sports car a bit less flashy than the one he has now. But, being an understanding and practical wife, and not wanting to pay insurance on three cars, I’ve been driving Henry’s supposed work truck ever since.


      I glance into the lending library and note a few children’s books missing. The thought of feeding young minds with literature puts a smile on my face. Once in a while I’ll receive a few donations. I always vet them just in case. Once I found a Playboy magazine, bloated and disgustingly well-appreciated. I’m sure it was one of the teenagers that Henry told to fuck off when they asked if they could see the inside of the Porsche. I told him it was harsh, that there would most likely be retribution, but Henry waved it off. I was right, though. Less than twenty-four hours went by before that glossy porn mag found its way mashed inside my lending box. I’m just glad I caught it before any of the neighborhood children got an eyeful. Henry kept the magazine—said it was a vintage copy worth at least thirty bucks. I have no clue where it ended up—probably underneath his pillow.


      We rent here at the Hollywood Luxury Villas to the tune of eighty-five hundred a month. It’s a crime spree if you ask me, and the landlord is the thief. I told Henry we could rent three apartments for what they’re fleecing us at, and all of those would be water properties where I could watch the sun melt into the Pacific like a ballerina taking one final bow. Carter and I used to do that a lot, watch the sun disintegrate into a tangerine puddle. God, I miss that. But Henry has an unnatural attachment to the West Hollywood address. He grew up in the valley and somehow believes he’s made it in life, all because of his zip code. With Henry it’s all about name-brands, flashy SUV’s, expensive Italian cars, and, apparently, yachts have been added to the roster of must have luxury goods. My mother made it a point to shelter me from the frivolousness that often came with exaggerated wealth. I think that’s where the disconnect lies between Henry and me. But, in the end, we’re both broken people. He believes money can buy you happiness, and I believe happiness lies with the one you gift the power to make you feel that way. I gifted that power to Carter, and he left me on the beach with a castle made of sand melting between my toes.


      “Aspen?” A girl’s voice calls from behind, and I cringe. And Lord knows there are so many damn reasons to cringe.


      I spin slightly to confirm my less-than-appetizing theory. Jennifer. Jenny from the block—my own unfortunate version of Chatty Cathy. Holy hell, can this woman wield words with the best of them. Not one part of my life is off limits to her nonstop prattle of an ambush Q and A. The only reason I don’t tell her to fuck off is because she’s a war widow—Afghanistan to be exact. They never had kids, but, then, I can relate on that end. Her husband, the one true love of her life, died while fighting for my freedom, therefore I regularly, and, God help me, frequently entertain her batshit self.


      “Off to work?” She nods at the bags in my hands, that dizzying smile always plastered to her face. She seems friendly but in a way it all feels forced, like an act, or a dare someone else has put her up to. “Hitting the gym after? I have a friend who hits the treadmill every single day. Hasn’t missed a day in the last four years—not even a holiday!”


      “You don’t say?” And I really wish she wouldn’t. I continue edging my way to the car, unlocking the trunk, and stuffing my extraneous junk in the back. I’m half tempted to shove her in as well just to speed along her curiosity. Look Jen! You can come along for the ride and experience my whole day as a spectator! Maybe then she won’t ask so many damn questions. Who knows? Maybe Carter will fall in love with her. He has a habit of falling for my friends. In all fairness, Cher was his friend before we ever met.


      “Look at your hair. It’s so pretty. I’ve always wanted long, dark hair.” She gives her mousy bob a quick spank. Jennifer is shorter than me by a foot and petite to the point of frailty. She’s childlike in both feature and frame. I bet her poor husband was terrified at the thought of leaving his child bride alone in this big cruel world. But as much as I like to pity her, I can’t seem to stand to be near her. “What shampoo do you use? I bet your husband loves to run his fingers through that mane.” She waggles her eyebrows, and that grimace I’m wearing freezes to my face.


      That’s another one of her obsessions, my marriage bed. It’s strange and yet sad in a way. Here she’s lost something I take for granted. It must be hard being on the outside again looking in. I bet she misses sex like a starving person misses a good hot meal. For a moment I envision a gentle, caring man, kind with the face of an angel, someone like Carter, and my heart breaks for her ten times more. Carter would have made a spectacular husband.


      I step into the street, and her hand snatches me back just as a truck honks its way past me.


      “Shit!” I seethe, jumping back onto the sidewalk and holding myself for a moment.


      My heart wallops in my throat as I give the large steel behemoth the side-eye as it bustles to a stop at the red light down the street.


      “Oh my, God.” I pant uncontrollably. That truck! Those enormous tires! My existence was almost smeared over the street like an oversized possum. “Shit!”


      “I saved your life.” Her fingers fall from my blouse with an uncelebrated release. Her cold, chalkboard gray eyes bear into mine. “I could have killed you. You could have spent your last breath on Earth, and I chose to save you.” She gives a dull huff of a laugh without a single emotion creasing her face.


      Jennifer and I stand there absorbing these truths each in our own way. The crow’s-feet around her eyes pucker as she winces to life under the sun. Her freckles spread the size of dimes, like a contagion from her forehead past the ridge of her T-shirt. Jennifer is plain in the face, and about as interesting as white bread, but this morning she’s become something just this side of my savior.


      “I have to go.” I sweep a glance up and down the street before dipping into my car. “Thank you!” I shout just before I shut the door.


      Sure she saved my life, but it was those final words she chose that sent a chill up my spine far greater than the thought of that glorified bus flattening me with its tractor-sized tires.


      I could have killed you. You could have spent your last breath on Earth, and I chose to save you.


      She gives a cheery wave as I speed down the street.


      I watch in my rear view mirror as her hand melts back to her side, that dead gaze returns to her eyes.


      So strange.


      

      


      Stevie is the first to greet me as I step off the elevator. She’s wearing her signature white oversized T-shirt and jeans albeit both in maternity wear. Her belly, though not anywhere near the beach ball phase, is cutely pooched out and tempting me to pet it. I’ll have to remember the temptation to reach out and touch someone when it’s my turn to hoist a kangaroo pouch around twenty-four seven. A quick breath catches in my throat because I’ve taken medicinal measures to make sure Henry and I never reach the kangaroo pouch level of our relationship. Nothing drastic or permanent, just the pill. Ironically, I do want to be a parent someday, just not with Henry. Now there’s the mother of all ironies.


      Tears burn below the surface like a flash fire, and I’m quick to blink them away.


      “I just spoke with your office bitch, and she says you haven’t had a single meeting regarding the Jen 2 app.”


      Office bitch. I openly cringe at the moniker. My secretary’s name is Pepper, as in the condiment, but Stevie refuses to say it.


      “Yes, well. That’s what today is for, and can you please stop calling her my office bitch? She has a name. It’s Pepper. Say it with me three times fast: Pepper, Pepper, Pepper.”


      “You called?” Pepper glances up from over her cool silver-wired specs, bored with the semi-fallout I seem to be having with my sibling. Pepper is well aware that Stevie partially blames her for the troubles she had with Evelyn last year. Pepper was Evelyn’s office bitch, too.


      “Schedule a meeting with Carter at eleven regarding the new app.” I offer an even-keeled smile to my sister. “Anything else your majesty would like?”


      “Yes.” She blinks her clear eyes at me. Stevie is the picture of health. You would think getting knocked up is a panacea for all things the way Stevie flaunts her glowing skin, her glossy hair. I’m so happy for my baby sister, I could cry. “We’re having an early dinner tonight at the Trattoria.” She blinks at me one time too many. “You know the drill. Enjoy your meeting, Aspen. I want to hear every dirty detail.”


      She takes off down the hall as I ditch into what I affectionately call the cave. I have a great view and luckily so because I make it a practice to leave these four walls as little as possible.


      The door opens just as I’m kicking off my heels. A part of me expects to find Carter, after all I did just extend an invite, but it’s not Carter, it’s Pepper.


      “What’s up?” I pull out my laptop and log into the company files. I like this secretive world that Henry isn’t privy to—where he’s not free to burst into the room in an alcohol-riddled tirade and spew expletives at me as if that were my sole reason for existing. Any time apart from Henry feels like a much needed vacation.


      “What’s up with you?” She drops a stack of mail onto the desk before taking a seat across from me.


      In the month and a half I’ve been here, Pepper and I have become friends much to Stevie’s discontent. In hindsight, Stevie feels as if she should’ve shoved Pepper out the door right along with Evelyn—Ford’s old fiancé, wife, whatever. She was a loon. Nevertheless, Pepper was spared the unemployment ax, and I’ve since come to deduce that she’s A) sane, and B) completely innocent of any misgivings she may have been pulled into by the felon who warmed this seat prior to my entrance. Pepper is a grad student who works on minimum wages in a position she’s overqualified for. I can’t seem to wrap my head around the logic, but, then, I’m not here to save the world, I’m here to add an artistic flair to the print and cyber matter that has this company’s good name attached to it. The one drawback of being a part of this new company is that although I’m drawing a sizable salary, the sum total of Henry’s new debt far exceeds what I actually make in a year. I’m betting those assholes will want their money a hell of a lot sooner than the twenty-four month timetable we’re looking at, that is barring a dime to be deducted for taxes, food, water, clothes, and shelter. In that case, they’ll have to wait the span of three years. The last time we tangoed with the titans, we had a six-week window to repay the bastards. And, believe me, I’m lumping Henry into that bastard scenario.


      “Why are men such assholes?” I sigh, scrolling through my morning emails. It’s funny how trying to scroll through them at home might have just saved my life or Henry’s. For a fevered moment I envision the authorities carting Henry off in a body bag. A wild pinch of shame bites through me at the thought. I’m not proud to admit I’ve had a fantasy or two that the idiots from Sonic Glass would find Henry and rather neatly and seamlessly blot his name out of the book of life. Not eternally, of course, just this life.


      A sinking feeling falls over me at the realization that I’m technically a monster, or a secret felon waiting to happen, or, worse yet, a sociopath for having all these homicidal thoughts toward my husband. My husband.


      Pepper barks out a laugh. “Geez, you sound like my sister.”


      I give a dull blink completely unaware of what I might have said out loud.


      “She’s had it with the assholes of this world,” she continues. Oh, right. Assholes. I take a deep breath. “Hey, you should totally come with me to her book club. They meet once a week. It’s at her place—and it’s not far from here. If you want I can pick you up.” Her eyebrows rise with the offer. Pepper is a pretty beachy blonde, with knowing eyes and a sharp tongue and mind. Again, much to Stevie’s chagrin, I like her.


      “No—that’s okay. I really don’t read all that much.” That’s not entirely true. I may be having a mad torrid love affair of my own with my Kindle. Of course, it’s filled with nothing but Philippa Gregory novels. God, I love that woman. That look on Henry’s face when I jokingly accused him of cheating blinks through my mind again. “Um, maybe.” I don’t see why not. When was the last time I went out that didn’t involve a bitch-fest with my sisters? I give a wry smile. Is it wrong that I lump Lincoln in with my sisters without ever giving him his penile due?


      “Nobody reads,” she assures. “Trust me, that’s not the point. Have you ever heard of the He Man Woman Haters club?”


      “The He who?” My brow peaks involuntarily. “Oh, that’s a Little Rascals thing, right?” I used to watch the reruns in black and white for the hell of it as a kid. Then the movies when they came out with my sisters—my sisters in this case meaning Stevie and Claire. Claire. I expel the sad thought of her out with a sigh. “What about it?”


      “It’s sort of like that but in reverse. It’s like a She Woman Man Haters Club. A bitch and stitch without any of the knitting, all under the pretense of a very good book.” She gives a solid wink.


      “Nice. I suppose they throw the books in for kicks.”


      “Always,” she chimes as she heads on out.


      “Well, what is it? What’s the name of the book?” I haven’t been to a single meeting in my life that I wasn’t prepared for.


      “Don’t know. It’ll be a surprise!”


      The door closes, sealing me in this ultra-luxurious cell as silent as a tomb. How did I end up in a corporate job when all I want in the world is to pour color over canvas?

      


      Before I can rake a brush through my hair or reapply my lip gloss, Carter strides in with his cool sense of arrogance. His face, that body, just the sight of him stings me with a pang of deep-seated remorse. I wonder how things would be different if I had only—I stop myself short. I’ve played the “had only” game enough to know it was a losing proposition. Carter nods with his chest expanding in girth as if looking for a fight. The blue of his eyes spray out like beacons in this breathless gray expanse. Reflexively I stand to my feet as he sweeps in close, his hand clasping my fingers for no good reason. A wild electric jolt hops from his flesh to mine, and a breath locks off in my throat. There’s a pained, desperate ache in his eyes that I’ve never seen before, and it sends a searing heat across my solar plexus.


      Good God. His warm flesh stays pressed hard against mine, and it feels magical, inspiring, as if the universe just gave birth in the palm of our conjoined hands. I’ve always suspected that Carter and I had the power to birth something spectacular, something majestic that outweighed the constraints of physics and bore a strict resemblance to the face of God. Carter and I could have conquered this planet. We were a miracle together until we were not.


      “Why are you touching me?” The words escape me breathless, as if on some level I was both begging him to let go and at the same time begging him to hold on forever.


      His eyes knife into mine as if he were making a very concerted effort to saw his way back into my life. Carter with his machete gaze, hacking through the titanium jungle of my well-guarded heart. He doesn’t have to. That’s one location I haven’t figured out how to evict him from.


      “I see you here.” His eyes burn into mine. Carter sees me. A part of me softens at his curious words. Henry never sees me, and we live together, sleep in the same bed. “It hurts me to see you.” He winces painfully as if absorbing the sins of the world. “I’d like to start over. I want to have what we had back—the friendship.” He’s quick to tag it with a lie.


      I pull my hand back and take a seat, and he does the same. Carter and I were never that good as friends as we were something just a little more. We were on the edge of being everything to each other until other people and circumstances wedged themselves between us—namely Cher and then, of course, his sweet baby girl, Abby.


      I crimp a smile. Abby was ironically named after my mother. I mentioned to Cher once that if I ever had a baby girl I’d name her Abigail after my angel of a mom. I’ll never forget the look on Cher’s face the day she rubbed her pregnancy in my face. The last words she said to me were, I hope it’s a girl. I’ve always liked the name Abigail.


      It wasn’t enough that she was taking Carter from me. Cher wanted to have it all. I once toyed with the idea of having a baby with Henry, of it being a girl and me naming her Abigail as an FU to Cher and her power grab. But then Henry would be someone’s father, and I’m not sure I can do that to another human being.


      “So the Jeneration Jinx app.” I pull up the file on my laptop and spin it toward him just enough as if it mattered.


      Carter isn’t wearing his suit jacket, just his slacks, a powder blue dress shirt, his long silver tie that looks like liquid mercury. Jinx is the most casual place to work on the planet, and yet the Cannon brothers continue to express their frame of power by way of their Italian cut-to-fit expensive designer suits. I myself like a good heel as opposed to the flip-flop wearing sunshine girls that roam the halls.


      A smile comes and goes from his lips. Carter has those kiss me lips that not many men have. Most men are thin lipped, but Carter has the mouth every woman in the United States dreams of applying lipstick to let alone making out with in the dark.


      “I have a list a mile long of new ways to market it as the must-have upgrade.” He leans in with a bored affect. “I’ve done the legwork. You can add and subtract to it, make it your own, trick it out with all the new logos you want, but it’s a done deal.”


      “Great. Then we have nothing further to discuss.” I lean into my seat as a numbness rises through my legs, barreling toward my chest threatening to suffocate me. Here, my ego wanted to believe he wanted me back, and, now, he’s all but dissolved any need to be in the same room with me.


      A tired smile rises on his lips, affording those dimples of his a quick workout. “This is earmarked as a sixteen week project with a budget that rivals the expenses of a small country. I’ll let you call it in two if you do me one favor.”


      A proposition. My heart buoys to the surface again, gasping for the air of his affection.


      I swallow hard. “What’s that?” An entire litany of inappropriate thoughts traverse my mind. Carter and those hands, those heated kisses only he knew how to deliver come back like a tidal wave. But then he walked down the aisle with someone who wasn’t me. Carter gave those strong hands and incredible kisses to someone who makes the devil look like a Girl Scout. I’m shocked he’s come away with his balls, but, then again, I’m not able to confirm that theory.


      “Have dinner with me. Every night. Two weeks.” Those dimples flash again. The thin veil of arrogance lights up his eyes.


      “And then what?”


      “And then I won’t be able to get rid of you.” His smile spreads wide just as mine fades.


      “You’ve done it before.” I shut that good time of his down in an instant. “I’m sure you could figure it out.”


      His eyes widen in horror as his narcissistic boast backfires.


      A squawk of a laugh trembles from me. “I have a husband I share my dinner with.”


      “Then we’ll make it lunch.” He’s unflinching with his proposition. Something tells me that filling me with calories isn’t his intention. “Two weeks, the report is done, and I’m off your back forever. You may ignore me to your heart’s content. In other words, as you were.”


      “Nice.” I tilt into him slightly disarmed by this juvenile overture. “And then I fall in love with you and leave my husband, and we live happily ever after.”


      His face darkens with color. Carter is clean-shaven as opposed to the other peppered-with-stubble Cannons that run amuck around this feline fraternity. Although I’ve never seen him catch color quite the way he is now. I think I’ve hit a nerve.


      “You said it, sweetheart, not me.” He stands to leave and pauses for a moment at the door without bothering to turn around. “Thank you.”


      “I haven’t agreed to anything.”


      “You will.” He strides out with a self-righteous hubris, and the room cushions with silence once again.


      He always was a cocky son of a bitch.

      


      One of the things I like to ask people is what’s your favorite color? I’m sure most people don’t get my obsession with the childlike question, but a person’s favorite color says a lot more about them than they believe. You have your standby answers, blue, green, the occasional, and sometimes unbelievable, red. But then you have the unubiquitous responses like the color of a tangerine sky at sunset, the color of God at midnight, the color of light as it reflects in your eyes—that was Carter’s answer the first time I asked. We had gone around and around with that one, and he’s yet to change his mind. The last time we spoke—way back when—I told him, I think your favorite color is the color of the shit you just took all over my heart.


      I’d love to say I hadn’t given Carter another thought since he left my office this afternoon, but it’s been all Carter all the time since as far back as when I took this position, and, then if I were in the mood for telling the truth, the curtain to the Carter show can be pulled back to reveal years of lewd theater. I know that’s despicable—that it’s not fair to Henry. I didn’t especially seek out to be an undeserving, ingrate of a wife.


      Jennifer and her deceased husband come to mind.


      I’m sure she would gladly hang up all her hair-petting crazy just to have him back in her arms. Hell, I’m sure having him back would cure her of all her crazy. But, let’s face it, Henry is no wartime hero. He’s not your average Joe just plugging along trying to make ends meet like everybody else. Henry the do-nothing is a drunk with the spending habits of a Hollywood housewife sans the billionaire husband to back it.


      I drive up to the Trattoria and hand my key to the valet. I’m about to stride toward the walkway when the young man paid to park my car pulls me back by the stomach with a violent yank. A sports car, traveling way too fast, speeds down the narrow strip with a marked aggression.


      “Holy shit!” The valet relaxes his hold on me. “That guy almost killed you!”


      My heart ratchets up my throat again, second time in less than twelve hours. Two near misses? On the very same day? What are the odds?


      “Thank you.” I reach into my purse and furnish him with the first bill my fingers stumble upon, a ten. “Here’s for saving my life,” I say as I run into the restaurant.


      It’s happening. Henry and his moronic dealings are coming to a head. Why in the hell would he get us so in over our heads? Clearly he was drunk or high, or both, when he decided to fill his craving for a fucking ocean liner. Who crawls more than a quarter million dollars into debt with a loan shark? And conveniently forgets to tell his wife, i.e. his piggybank? A part of me wants to run. The last thing I want to do is bail my ass of a husband out of yet another bad venture. But judging by those two near misses, I’ll only be sealing my death warrant. I need to figure out a way to pay this off and then seriously reevaluate the sorry state of my marriage.


      I spot Lincoln and my sisters at our usual table and make a beeline over.


      “What’s up?” Lincoln scoots into the booth to make room for me, and I graciously take the spot he just warmed.


      “What’s up with you?” I say winded, removing the scarf from my neck as if it were a noose.


      “Just taking a cue from Henry. Slapping the hoes, jockin’ the bitches.”


      I avert my eyes. Lincoln might be a playboy, but if he ever did manage to fall in love, get married someday, nobody would love a woman as fiercely as my brother.


      My stomach rolls at the thought of what I’m about to say. “Henry bought a boat.”


      It’s all I can manage. It’s all I want to. I’ve never spoken a word about his underworld dealings to my family. The last thing I want is a lecture from my father. Hans Lionsheart would gladly deliver an ego worthy smack down—but his money? Forget it. At least to me anyway. Stevie refers to Lincoln and Kinsley as “the core.” But somehow Stevie managed to thaw our father’s wicked heart and crawl into one of his cobweb-laden chambers. Now it’s just yours truly who’s the only one left out in the cold—on a glacier left to drift to sea. Only I won’t be fortunate enough to freeze in my sleep. By the looks of things, the boys over at Sonic Glass would like their payment for the new “seaworthy” windows they’ve furnished my husband with. I’m guessing we’re already late on the payment.


      “A boat, huh? When do we get to see it?” Lincoln looks less than impressed. “Have you named it? Let me guess—Seas the Day?” He glances superstitiously toward Stevie. “Henry seems to be seizing a lot of days as of late—at home.”


      “If the boat comes with a name, you can’t change it.” Kinsley tilts her margarita my way. “It’s bad luck—everybody knows that.”


      “Bad luck?” God, with the way my life is going, you’d think I’ve made a habit of smashing mirrors every single day of my twenty six years on the planet.


      “Yes, very bad juju,” Kinsley admonishes. “Karma and all that shit.”


      “Bad karma?” Stevie looks almost amused. “Like the kind you’re going to have for locking yourself in Dillon Collette’s trailer and making it rock like nine point five on the Richter scale?”


      “Is this true?” I knew Kinsley was capable. I knew she was at the brink of a full-blown affair, but just hearing this takes the wind out of my sails (no Henry-inspired pun intended). I’ll have all the time in the world to think of a million hilarious one-liners as I’m laid up in a hospital bed with my matching broken legs.


      “Maybe.” Kins bites down on a breadstick rather aggressively as if reliving one of her trailer park romps. “I’m simply gifting him a little much needed rest and relaxation. That’s all.”


      “Oh, Kinsley”—I close my eyes briefly—“don’t open yourself up to the universe like that. Now karma has to implement a teachable moment. When someone steals the one you love, you won’t be so charitable. It’s bend over, coming at you fast and hard, no KY.” Both Lincoln and Stevie groan at the analogy.


      My own words resonate with me for a second as Cher comes to mind. Where’s her karma? Maybe that was the divorce, but, in truth, that seems far too peaceable.


      Kinsley gives a coy smile. “Dillon’s character is putting a ring on it.”


      I gasp. “He plays your brother!”


      “It turns out he’s just a stepbrother.” She waves me off with a brush of her hand. “Besides bedding your stepbrother is all the rage right now in romance.” She perks up in her seat and holds out her freshly polished nails to us. “Lincoln Park after Dark or Midnight in Moscow?” She bounces her left and right hand respectively.


      Here I’m trying to decide between two men, and her biggest worry in life is having two OPI shades to choose from.


      “We’re shooting a scene where my hands will be the focus.” Kinsley fondles her fingers. “You know, for the engagement.”


      Stevie taps her on the hand and Kinsley agrees on the shade.


      “How did your meeting go with Carter?” Stevie tilts into me with a bland expression as if this were merely a clinical reading, as if hours earlier she didn’t shout save me all the dirty details!


      “Yes, Aspen”—Kinsley lifts her brows amused—“you gifting anyone a little rest and relaxation these days? How’s all that brainstorming going with Carter? He thinking with his little head yet?”


      Et tu, Kinsley? I’d ask the question, mostly because she’s been a hard-core Henry proponent, but now that I see she finds infidelity no big deal, it doesn’t at all surprise me.


      “Nope. Our relationship is chaste as the day is long.” My cheeks burn at the thought of Carter thinking about me with his little head. He might be. Hell, I think he is. That text he sent the other night was clear out of the blue even for him. It came at eleven thirty-two. I know for a fact last Monday at eleven thirty-two I was occupying at least one of his little heads.


      Stevie purrs at me with that determined look of hers. “It won’t be chaste for long. That boy has the certified shakes whenever you’re around. It’s going to happen, Aspen. And, when it does, it’s going to be explosive. What you two had was something others only dream about. Except for me, of course.” She leans back and runs her hand absentmindedly over her belly. “Ford and I already have it all.”


      “Show off.” I take a nice long swig of Lincoln’s ice tea before I realize it’s a Long Island.


      Stevie is campaigning hard for Carter to win the election. Little does she know there isn’t a vacancy to be filled. Or maybe that’s what she’s really campaigning for, a reelection—a damn recount—and she’s ready to veto my decision if she has to.


      The waitress comes by and takes our orders. We’ve been haunting this place for years, and I don’t think we’ve picked up a menu in the last five.


      “As I was saying”—I tap my nails over the table—“you can fill your mouth with arguments all you want. It doesn’t change the fact I’m married.” I wave my wedding band at the three of them briefly. Two simple diamonds set neat in a row. I thought it was odd at the time. The first time I saw it was at our wedding. It was his grandmother’s ring. He had my finger sized and promised me I would love it. My first reaction was, oh God, it’s so old the diamonds have fallen out. Not that I wanted a flashy ring, it’s just the fact there were two square cut diamonds set side by side threw me. Two, one for each year of our marriage. I wonder if that’s telling.


      Stevie sucks on her straw. “You’re not his wife. You’re his concubine.” She looks to Lincoln and Kinsley as if searching for camaraderie. “What? She’s a legalist. She needs to color outside the lines once in a while.”


      “Leaving my husband does not equate to coloring outside the lines, Stevie. It’s more like burning the coloring book.”


      Her eyes brighten at the idea. “I’ll supply the match.”


      Kinsley’s mouth gapes. “Would you stop?” Kinsley is my only supporter, and that, alone, should make me want to jump ship. There I go being punny again. “There is no scenario in which Aspen leaves Henry. So just lay off would you? Tell Carter to take his woody down to the dominatrix that just signed on and get his tushy spanked on the company dollar.”


      Stevie waves her off. “No scenario? Is it true?” She locks those glassy clear eyes over mine. Once Stevie is determined to make something happen, she has the tenacity of a pit bull. There’s that buzzword of Carter’s. Maybe he was simply serving up the compliment to the wrong sister. “Is there nothing that would make you consider leaving Henry? What about the traditional if he beats or cheats rule?” Her eyes narrow in on mine as her features harden to stone. “Oh wait, he’s already broken one of those, hasn’t he?”


      I give a quick glance to Lincoln before shaking my head. No matter how hard I try, I can’t convince her that outside of a little rough sex, Henry has never laid a hand on me. Visions of him kicking in doors, punching holes through walls, throwing things across the room in a violent fit run through my mind. He may have pushed me a time or two. Once he yanked my wrist so hard I thought he twisted it right off.


      Stevie waves her hand over my face. “Earth to Aspen.”


      I clear my throat. “I guess—you know, if he cheated.” I bite over my lip as soon as the words sail out. Let’s hope karma isn’t tuning in on our little convo. Henry and that blank wild-eyed stare he gave this morning come back to me, and I’m quick to shake off the idea. “If he cheated, I’d be out of there in a heartbeat.” A horrible sinking feeling comes over me because, truthfully, I would feel a sense of relief upon discovering an affair. It would be my ticket to a Henry-free life. But I would rather go to the grave than ever express the sentiment. Good, God. Who the heck roots for their husband to have an affair? “Cheating is a terrible thing.” I say it out loud as if trying to convince myself. A part of me wonders if I would leave Henry in a heartbeat if I wasn’t so bound and gagged by my own twisted ordinances on the institution. Marriage is the only thing in my life I don’t want to fail at. If only we hold on a little tighter. Find help for his drinking, his gambling, his spending, his hysterical fits of anger, then it will all be peaches and cream—or something a little less desirable because I’m pissed at him at the moment. Leeches and cream. That sounds about right. Also, I’d hate to give Carter the impression I’ve left Henry for him. A part of me beats down my chest from the inside, crying, begging to let go of Henry and run screaming into Carter’s arms, but I’m too stubborn to entertain it any further. In all honesty, my marriage has always been smeared with the patina of retribution.


      Lincoln lifts his glass in my honor. “To Henry cheating.” His eyes narrow in on me with a critical anger. “And may I never discover that he once laid a hand on my sister, or that bullet with his name on it, is going to find its home.”


      Geez. I blow out a breath at the thought of Lincoln committing murder for me. Enough is enough.


      “To Henry cheating.” Stevie lifts her glass, her eyes shining like onyx in the shadows. “May you find him defiling your marriage bed with the street corner skank as soon as you get home this evening.”


      “Real nice,” I whisper.


      Kinsley lifts her glass, that dopey smile floating to her lips. “To cheaters and lovers and liars.” Her eyes expand twice their size. “Sometimes I feel most alive when I’m all three.”


      Cheaters and lovers and liars.


      I shake my head—although, ironically, I felt most alive today with Carter, and at that moment I, too, was all three.
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      “Harley, no.”


      About a year ago, just before my marriage bit the big one in any official manner, I thought a dog might be the answer to some of my troubles. In some respects I was right.


      “Harley, get down.” I pull a tennis ball from under the couch and chuck it across the room.


      Abby laughs herself into hysterics as both she and Harley run after it. Harley, a beautiful purebred husky, came from a local breeder, Jener’s sister to be exact. Jener brought a few of the puppies in to work, hoping to offload them, and I ended up going home with Harley. Can’t say there are days when I don’t regret it, but those are far and few between. She’s always happy to see me, and I’d swear on my life that dog knows how to smile.


      A sharp knock explodes over the door, and I head in that direction.


      Too polite to be Cher. Too harsh to be Aspen. A dull smile comes to my lips, and I can’t seem to evict it. As if Aspen would ever consider gracing my doorway. She will, though. I’m almost ashamed that I turned on the cocky ass routine full volume in her office. When we are together it’s as if we’re right back in school again with me trying to convince her to go out with me and her getting high off how far down she can toss my ego. I miss that. And that, in and of itself, is why I keep up the routine. Sometimes there’s nothing sweeter than a quick bite of yesterday.


      I swing open the watery glass door. It’s Ford and Cash. They look as if they could be twins with the way the sun washes out their features just enough. All four of us Cannon boys have the same dark hair, same light eyes within a shade of one another. My mother had the dominant genes and generously gifted them to her children before vanishing into thin air.


      “Double teaming me already?” My brothers have made it a point to come by and visit with Abby at least once during her week with me. It’s a nice gesture. I’d like for her to at least be able to say she’s met them by the time she’s eighteen. Family is important to me. It always has been and always will be. That’s why I need Aspen back in my life so damn bad.


      “We come bearing food.” Cash holds a bag from Sholtz Deli, and my mouth waters on cue.


      “And libations.” Ford hoists in a twenty-four pack.


      “Nice. Where’s your better half?” Selfishly I enjoy Stevie’s company just a little bit more because she’s only one degree of separation from the one who holds my heart, her sister.


      “Apparently with your better half.” He frowns a moment before socking me in the arm as they head on in. “She went to the studio with Aspen. Stevie’s mother just opened her own art studio with a few investors. They wanted to check it out. Heard she gave Aspen a space in the back to use as her studio.”


      “That’s fantastic.” My heart thumps at the thought of Aspen finally getting a break. I’ve never seen anything like Aspen’s colorful, mind-bending explosions. Mostly they’re oversized acrylics, but she dabbles in watercolor, too. At least she used to. For all I know she could be painting in blood now with human hair. But if I’ve missed anything, craved it more than breathing, it’s the day-to-day interactions with her. And even now having her this close to me, I still miss that fiercely. I hope over the next two weeks, she’ll realize she misses it too.


      “What’s that goofy grin for?” Cash nods as he lays out the sandwiches over the counter and digs for a knife.


      I let the smile glide off my face as Harley and Abby bustle back in. My brothers spend the next few minutes greeting both her and the dog before I settle Abby at her miniature table with a few inches worth of a sub and a juice box. She picks out the lettuce and cheese, slopping it on the floor for Harley.


      “Say tant you, Harley girl!” She screams at the happy pooch before indulging in her own food.


      “Thank you.” I enunciate before nodding to my brothers. “So where’s Carson?”


      “Beach house.” Cash smirks at his food while knocking his beer back a moment. “Big, beautiful blonde.” He glances over to make sure Abby isn’t listening. “Tits to here,” he whispers holding his hands three feet from his chest. “Having one of those lucky bastard weekends.”


      “How about you?” I nod to him. “You’re usually lucky that way. Where’s your big, beautiful blonde?”


      Both Cash and Carson like to play the field.


      “Young, dumb, full of come,” Ford says the words low, just this side of a whisper. “You need to find a good woman before your dick falls off.”


      “It’s not going anywhere.” Cash slides a beer my way. “I think you’re the only one around here without a good woman. Let me set you up.”


      “No thanks.” I watch as Abby trots off to the living room with Harley. “I’m on a self-imposed moratorium.”


      “Until?” Cash looks both worried and afraid for me.


      Ford lets out a disproving groan. “Until Stevie’s very married sister comes around.” Unlike Ford, Stevie is strangely tolerant of my pursuit of her very married sister.


      “Aspen.” Cash shakes his head, genuinely sorry for me. “Look, she’s hot. She’s got a great body on her, and she seems sweet—but, dude, even I draw the line at the wedding band.”


      “I gave up my marriage for her.” The words drift from my lips catatonic. “That’s not entirely true. There never was a marriage because of her.” And that, my friends, is the truth.


      “Shit.” Ford grinds his palm into his eye. I distinctly remember him trying to talk me out of marrying Cher. Even then he knew we weren’t right together. “Dude, you need help. I know things aren’t great with Aspen and her husband—for sure, Stevie doesn’t like the guy, but they’re still together. Don’t tread on their wedding vows. When Stevie and I say I do next month, it’s forever. I’d hate to think there’s some idiot out there who’s busy throwing away his marriage just hoping to weasel his way into Stevie’s life again. I’d hang him by his balls.” He tips his beer, flashing that homicidal smile.


      “I’m not an idiot.” I close my eyes and grimace as the thought of him being right. “I might be, but, Aspen”—I swallow hard and focus in on the apricot tree budding in the backyard as I try to hold my shit together—“she’s worth making an idiot of myself. My marriage was doomed before I ever walked down the aisle. The only good that ever came of it is that little girl.” I look to Abby in the next room as she tries to ride Harley like a horse. “Careful.” I call over, and she abandons the effort.


      “So what’s next?” Cash blows out a breath somber as shit as if we were making funeral arrangements.


      “Next up is lunch.” I fill them in on my two-week proposition. “As far as Stevie goes, you didn’t hear this. Besides, Aspen liked the fact she had an easy out.” Just speaking the words is a knife to my chest. It’s true, though, she seemed a touch too elated, and I can’t say it didn’t dent my ego. I knew she wouldn’t want to hang out for sixteen weeks, so I took the situation into my own hands. Had I done just that four years ago, Aspen would be wearing the wedding band I put on her finger.


      “Take her to RUSH.” Ford nods between bites. “Stevie loves the shit out of that place. Lot’s of people. Great atmosphere for a platonic friendship to flourish.”


      “You should bring her here.” Cash chooses to ignore Ford, as do I. “Cook for her. There’s nothing more intimate than preparing a meal together.”


      Ford grunts. “Things will not get intimate.”


      “Maybe take her shopping,” Cash continues. “Give her the full monty.”


      “No full monty.” Ford is quick to assert. “All clothes stay on. I repeat all clothes stay on when Aspen is around.”


      Abby speeds into the room airplane-style with her hands extended, her little feet carrying her around in a dizzying pattern.


      “Clothes stay on!” She shouts at the top of her lungs. “Aspen Daddy’s friend! Aspen Daddy’s friend!”


      I look to Ford and give a shit-eating grin. “Perfectly platonic.”


      But intimate would be good, too.


      For a brief moment, I envision Henry getting intimate with Aspen. His meaty hands on her naked body, his head buried between her thighs.


      I push my food aside.


      I may never eat again.

      


      Sunday, just after three, I consider a moment if what I’m about to do will one day be filed under deep regret.


      “He-yo?” Abby points to the white block of a building with a large silver spear out front made of stainless steel reflecting the sun like a mirror. The words Terri Eaton Community Gallery are sprawled out on a temporary vinyl banner.


      “Yup, right here.” I let Abby know we were going on an adventure to an art gallery. If she’s going to mention Aspen’s name to Cheryl, I might as well give her a reason. “Whiskey tango foxtrot am I doing?” I whisper to myself.


      “Whiskey tango fox-fox.” Abby does her best to parrot.


      It’s code for “what the fuck.” Carter came up with it after I scolded him for cussing up a storm in front of Abby. Now it’s sort of a family thing. Whiskey tango foxtrot has become something short of a mantra of mine.


      My heart does a few jumping jacks as we head up the walk. A pair of double doors sit wide open, and we stride in with Abby snug in my arm like a koala.


      “Hey”—I whisper in her tiny ear—“I’m not to sure this is the right place to bring a three-year-old, so I might have to hold my squirmy worm. That okay?” I land a kiss on her cheek as my adrenaline skyrockets. We’re so close to Aspen—I can feel it. I’ve always had a pretty good barometer that lets me know when she’s near, and right now the needle is jumping off the charts.


      “Squirmy worm is almost four!” Abby roars the words in my face.


      “Yes.” I touch my finger to her lips as we head inside. This might be more of a disaster than I anticipated.


      A young brunette sits behind the counter, looking bored while clicking into her phone. “Can I help you?” she murmurs without looking up.


      “Yes, actually. Um—can you tell me which staff are on duty today?” I groan inwardly. On duty? What is this the E.R.?


      “Exactly which staff are you inquiring about?” She clicks into her phone still playing fast and loose with the eye contact.


      I blow out a quick breath before leaning in and whispering, “Aspen O’Tool?”


      “Aspen O’Fool! Aspen O’Fool!” Abby screams the words so loud they vibrate over the hollow reserve. I’m not sure if she got the O’Fool from me or Cher.


      Shit. I offer a passive smile to my riotous baby girl. As much as I love her, I wouldn’t mind a muzzle right about now.


      “Excuse me, Becca. I’ll take over from here.” A woman’s voice resonates from behind, and before I can turn around, the earphones hanging on the girl’s neck, buzz like a pair of mosquitoes.


      A tall woman appears with a squared off face, tan. Her hair hangs to her neck, short bangs fringing her forehead. Her eyes glow a pale, china blue, and something about her general appearance gives her an air of insanity.


      “Terri Eaton.” She extends a hand. “Whom may I say is calling?” She nods to me with a slight sarcastic edge. Of course, Stevie’s mother. Ford filled me in on her briefly. From what I can tell, she’s just living up to her reputation.


      “Cannon”—I extend my hand in a friendly gesture—“Carter Cannon. Ford’s younger brother.”


      “Ford’s younger brother.” Her eyes widen like moons. “Yes. The one with an affinity for our Aspen. Stevie has mentioned you a time or two.” Her lips purse as she examines Abby. “And who is this angel?”


      “My daughter, Abby.”


      “Aspen, Daddy’s friend.” She tugs on one of her pigtails, and I can’t help smile at how adorable she is.


      “Let’s just see about that.”


      We follow the ice queen down the length of two corridors. A few sparse displays sit in a cavernous room to our left. A smattering of people make their way around the room taking in the twisted iron sculptures as if they were alien beings. We exit the building in the back as we head into a studio that sits just behind it. The smell of turpentine and something less familiar permeates the air. Another arid-white room opens up, and there she is. Aspen stands on a stool at the base of a canvas that must be at least ten feet by fifteen. A wash of navy blue covers every square inch of it as Aspen carefully applies her brush to canvas. A million speckled stars pepper the backdrop as a shadowed couple emerge on the lower right.


      Aspen balances herself delicately. She has her headphones on and hums a slow, melancholy song as she strokes her brush over the navy sky, soft and light, as if she were combing the fur of some exotic animal. She turns slightly and startles, nearly falling off her perch. I lean forward as if to catch her, but she jumps down and yanks off her headphones before I get a chance.


      “What’s going on?” Her eyes dart wild from mine to Stevie’s mother.


      “That’s what I’d like to know.” Terri gravels it out while giving me a disapproving eye. “I’ll be just outside should you need me.” Her lips rise at Abby as she strides past us.


      “This is a surprise.” Aspen’s chest heaves as she takes her next breath. “So this is Abby.” Her voice sinks with an unexpected sadness, and it pains me to hear it. I’m not sure what I was expecting bringing the child of the woman I left her for here to showboat like some carnival prize Aspen didn’t win.


      “Yes.” I’d introduce them properly, but it feels as if someone shoved a fist down my throat. There’s so much pain I’d die to alleviate it for her, so much of my heart I want to gift to Aspen. A desperate part of me wants her to like Abby. To love Abby as much as I do.


      “Hi.” Her eyes shine like shards of glass. I’ve done this. I’ve broken her. Something in Aspen softens as she offers a genuine smile. “My name is Aspen.” Her brows furrow as she touches her finger to Abby’s little hand. A single finger as if she were touching a delicate starfish in some marine display.


      “Aspen, Daddy’s friend.” Abby ducks her face in my chest after making the declaration. Her little limbs tighten around my body as Aspen and I share a laugh and I freeze. Aspen laughed. She’s smiling. First genuine one I’ve seen in four long years. It feels good. The glacier we’ve erected is finally starting to thaw.


      The clip clop of heels emits from the door as Terri stomps back with that same icy glare on her face. Why do I feel as if the warden just came in to tell me my time is up?


      “Abby, I have a project for you.” She holds up an old white dress shirt. “Do you like to paint?”


      Abby bucks and kicks until I land her on the floor.


      “Paint!” She runs quickly to the door without an ounce of fear.


      It’s becoming obvious I have a lot of territory to cover regarding strangers before someone in a panel van makes the same offer. She looks back a moment as if waiting for approval, and I feel just a hair more relaxed.


      “It’s fine.”


      They take off in a blink, and soon it’s just Aspen and me.


      “What’s this about?” Aspen sighs, folding her arms over herself as if it’s her last defense. “A little young for art lessons don’t you think?”


      “I don’t think you believe that.”


      Her mouth falls open because we both know it’s true. When Aspen finally does have a child of her own, I’m sure she’ll have the baby working with pastel hours after giving birth. My chest tightens because I want desperately to be in the room holding her hand when the time comes. I want to be the one to put that baby in her belly.


      “You’re right.” She shakes her head as she puts down the brush in her hand, her body surrendering its armor. “What’s going on?”


      “I wanted Abby to meet you.” I take a step in toward her behemoth project, the stars. The couple. They feel so alive, I resist the urge to touch them. “I wanted to see you in your element.” I turn toward her again, taking her in fully this time, my eyes drinking her down in large, thirsty gulps.


      The light shines down, perfectly cast, as if there were a portal to heaven in the ceiling. Her pale skin, that dark, glossy hair. Aspen is an angel that’s for sure.


      “I miss this.” The words tumble out before I can stop them.


      A choking sound emits from her throat. Color surges to her cheeks as she takes me in. Her tongue does a quick revolution around her lips, and, for a brief moment, I entertain the idea of covering her mouth with mine.


      “When you say things like that.” She swallows hard. “When you bring your sweet baby girl to meet me.” She shakes her head unable to speak as if the rest of the words are damming up in her throat. “When you text me goodnight and drive by my house in the middle of the afternoon. It all feels a little inappropriate.”


      The room is quickly swallowed up in silence. Ford is right. Aspen is married. What the hell am I thinking? Just because I’m single that she should be, too?


      I try to force myself to hit the exit, but I end up taking a full step toward her instead. My hand gravitates to her cheek, and I gently touch her soft, beautiful face for the first time in far too long. A part of me dies in that small action knowing it could well be the very last time.


      “I wish I could turn back time, Aspen. I would never blink Abby out of existence, but I’d walk through a thousand fires to have made you her mother.”


      Aspen carefully lifts my hand from her face and instead of throwing it back at me, she does the unthinkable—threads her fingers with mine and rests my hand over the wild thump of her heart, her softness conforming to it like a pillow.


      “I think this present version of you believes that.” She blinks back tears and everything loosens in me at the sight of them.


      Aspen lays my hand down by my side before wrapping her arms around herself, tight, like I’ve wanted to do to her from the moment I walked in. I’d sell my soul to hold her one more time.


      “Every version of me believes that—because it’s true.”


      “Carter.” She presses her fingers to her forehead for one exasperated moment. “What brings you here?” The words drip out in sadness as her features melt like wax. “What makes you think you can just step right back into my life because you choose to?”


      “Because a very selfish part of me wishes you’d choose to right along with me.”


      “And what about Henry? Does he get a choice?” Her eyes widen, demanding I not look away. “I can call him now and see what he thinks.”


      Aspen is as cutting to the bone as ever, and I wouldn’t change a thing.


      A part of me wants to call her on her bluff. Call him now. Tell him to pick on someone else.


      Stevie says he’s an utter ass to her sister. How can Aspen be treated as anything but a queen?


      “No, that won’t be necessary.” I stuff my hands into my pockets and hang my head. “I guess this is the part where I tell you I’m sorry and that it’ll never happen again, but I think we both know it would be a lie.”


      A tiny mewl of a laugh builds in her throat. “I think those kinds of lies are acceptable.”


      Aspen. She’s lowering her defenses—melting like snow in a warm, spring shower. She’s coming back to me in pieces, as someone who’s willing to share a smile with me, as a friend, and I’ll gladly take it.


      “Tell me about the painting.” I turn into the giant blue expanse, hopeful that it will swallow us both and lock us in that romantic nightscape.


      “It’s something I’ve been working on for a while. Sort of my take on Starry Night by Van Gogh only slightly less psychotic.” She frames her hands over the right bottom quarter. “This is where the almost lovers sit while gazing at the night sky.”


      A white-hot spear of emotion rockets through me. Aspen and I were almost lovers. We spent every damn night we could gazing up at that barren expanse.


      “I’m going to call it A Thousand Starry Nights.”


      “It’s brilliant. Why a thousand?”


      Aspen drops her head back a notch. Her eyes grow hollow as she slowly bears them into mine. “Because that’s how long they’ve been apart.”


      I quickly run the math. Aspen and I have been apart for exactly four years—over a thousand days.


      “A Thousand Starry Nights,” I whisper, breathless, never wavering my gaze from hers. “Sounds too damn long to me.”


      “It has been.”


      “Daddy!” Abby runs in with glossy slicks of blue paint in her hair.


      “I’d better get her home.” I glance at Aspen, my heart pumping wild. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I scoop Abby in my arms as she burrows her hair in my shirt, turning us both into a blueberry bloodbath. I glance over at Aspen once again. “I owe you lunch.”


      Abby and I take off, and I don’t look back. I’m so hopped up I could circle the globe with the renewed lease on life that Aspen just gave me.


      A Thousand Starry Nights.


      Aspen might be married to Henry, but it’s our love she’s erected a shrine to.


      That has to count for something.


      It does.
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      King Ferdinand of Spain and his wife Isabella famously funded the voyage Columbus took to the New World. Their daughter, Catherine of Aragon, was King Henry VIII first wife. Just months after mourning her true love, Arthur, she married his brother, Henry. But Henry had his wandering eye on one of Isabella’s lady’s-in-waiting¸ the ever-cunning, Anne Boleyn. In Henry’s defense¸ he tried to get out of his marriage by having it annulled, but the Pope refused, and a divorce ensued, the country’s very soul was now in peril. It was a fucking mess. Sometimes it’s not so easy to simply get out of a marriage.


      Ned’s café is a throwback to an era best forgotten with ruby-red Naugahyde booths and waitresses that look both exhausted and under-enthused.


      My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Stevie.


      On my way to pick you up! Let’s do breakfast!


      I text right back. Sorry but my husband beat you to it. Not home. See you at the office. I’ll take a rain check on breakfast.


      It’s unapologetically warm this morning, thus prompting Henry to wear his obnoxiously loud florescent green board shorts, which pair nicely with his deep marine murse, a gift from his mother last Christmas. He can’t quite fit his laptop in it, and yet his wallet swims like a goldfish in the sea, so I’m completely baffled by its constant presence whenever we go out. On some level I wonder if he does this to embarrass me. But, in truth, I couldn’t care less if he sauntered around with a fruit basket on his head. Henry is his own person. Our entities feel entirely unrelated—something much further from husband and wife than one can imagine. It’s like I’m visiting with someone I went to school with and haven’t seen in ten years, jarred a little by how much he’s let himself go in the interim. It seems self-absorbed and pompous of me to think this way of my own husband, and I hate myself for it. Henry and I should be evolving together as a couple and not drifting so far apart we’re not even in the same solar system anymore.


      I glance coolly at his outfit again. Carter wouldn’t be caught dead in either of those fashion offenses. But then Carter’s fashion offenses are none of my business. Henry is my from-this-day-forward-until-death-do-us-part, lime green shorts, murse and all.


      We’re quickly seated and peruse the diner’s pesticide-laden selections. I’m not one to trot to just any eating establishment, but Ned’s happens to be Henry’s favorite, and it was the only way I could lure him out of the house. If I want any chance of having a civilized conversation with him, I’ve learned it needs to take place in a public establishment preferably in an entire sea of gray-haired patrons—the only demographic to whom Henry is willing to show a modicum of respect.


      The teenaged waitress comes over and takes our order with her Barbie pink lipstick, her cleavage rising like bread dough right out of the T-shirt she’s tied off in a ponytail in back.


      “Wow, you have really long eyelashes for a man.” She giggles at Henry, her doughy boobs bouncing in rhythm. He does, but is that any of her damn business? I bet she strokes the men, the gatherers of the receipt, hoping they’ll pad her tip. I’m betting it works every time.


      “All the better to see you with, sweetheart.” Henry bats up at her playfully, but his gaze dips to her ever-rising breast rolls as he gives a dark laugh. She takes off with a happy skip in her step, and his eyes linger on her rear—making sure she gets home safely, memorizing the curve of her ass.


      “I’m still here,” I tease, resentful and mostly pissed at myself for getting snared in this revenge-based marriage to begin with.


      “Relax. She’s just a fucking kid.”


      “Okay, kids aside. Can I ask you a couple of questions about our new boat?” I’d love to send Henry on a three-hour tour that ends on an uncharted desert isle.


      “I’ve got the keys if you’ve got the time. I can take you to the marina, and we can break her in.” His brows lift with the dare.


      “You have a slip in the marina?” I’m baffled. One of my stepfathers had a slip, and it was the undoing of his marriage with my mother. I believe she called it the hose they hooked up to their checking account.


      “Yup. Got it covered for the next six-months with a lease.” He smacks his lips, bored, as he scans the vicinity for his titty temptress.


      “Do you have any money left over?” My heart sinks at how far he’s fallen from the man I thought he was. Henry chased me relentlessly. He was all about us until one day he was all about the bottle, then about the mini-reefer farm he’s tilling daily on the back patio. He traded me in for Bacardi and a dime bag. I’m simply a relic from some part of his past he wishes he could dump over the side of that boat.


      My eyes widen at the thought.


      He shakes his head as his face brews with anger. His jaw tightens, the veins in his neck jump like cables.


      “Did you fucking drag me out of the house so you can bust my balls?” His voice is even-toned, measured with just the right amount of rage.


      My gaze flits around the establishment and snags on an older woman who must have heard him because she looks markedly concerned. Her eyes say I know his type. Run, sweetie, run.


      I clear the knot from my throat. “You owe me answers.”


      “I owe you shit.”


      The jolly teenage trollop bounces back with our coffee and orange juice, laying it down in front of the two of us with her dazzling smile positioned right at my husband, but this time he doesn’t reciprocate. She takes off like an injured bird, and a part of me feels sorry for her. I want to lecture her on the perils of marrying an angry man. I used to think his temper was something akin to passion. Henry was jealous for me. He was God, Old Testament, ready to protect and love me at the cost of his own flesh and blood, but now the Sonic Glass Company is hastily removing the blinders, and all I see is the devil himself.


      “Listen—” He swipes his coffee over the table so fast it spills and slaps its hellfire right over the soft inner belly of my arm.


      “Shit.” I pull back dabbing the burn with my napkin. Fucking Henry.


      “I’ve got those boys covered.” He tosses his napkin in my face, and I freeze, glancing at the older woman to see if she’s still watching. She is. Her countenance is one emotion removed from rage. She’s openly pitying me, and this revelation makes me want to get on the floor and crawl out of here sideways like a crab. “I’ve got this handled. I don’t need your mommy’s money, so don’t you fucking worry your pretty little head about it.”


      Tears come without my permission as I struggle to hold it together. Maybe it was me who couldn’t control her rage in public. Maybe I’m the real reason they’re about to set down two platters full of nitrates in front of us, and we’re not at home throwing kitchen knives at one another.


      “Henry”—I croak his name through the stone that’s settled in my throat—“do you want this with me?” There. If he says no, I’ll quit trying to hold together a covenant I made to God that I can never keep. I give. Uncle. I can’t hold up this burning building for another damn minute.


      He blinks back, surprised, the same way he did when I teased him about cheating.


      “Come here.” He pulls my hands across the table and rubs my knuckles over his stubbled cheek, gritty as sand paper. “You’re my girl, Aspen. You know I love you. I’m just frustrated as shit.” He squeezes his eyes shut a moment. “Things are about to pick up for me. I just need to know you’re going to stay by my side through it all. Promise me that. Promise me you’re going to be my wife until the very end.” He gouges me with his heavy gaze, something just this side of a threat. Henry is just having a bout of bad luck, or so he’d like me to believe.


      A fresh lump blooms in my throat, this time the size of Carter’s little girl, and I swallow it down.


      “Of course, I will. I’m your wife.” The words come out mechanical, stale as three-day-old bread.


      The waitress sets down our food and sashays her tiny self right back into the kitchen. Henry doesn’t take his eyes off those swinging hips, and it feels like defiance, like an open betrayal.


      That’s the difference between Henry and Carter. We could be waist high in naked women, and Henry would be on the prowl with his unquenchable boner, but Carter—all Carter would see is me.

      


      All the paranoid way to work, I comprise a mental list of pros and cons of the very legitimate reasons why I should leave Henry. He hates feet—ridiculously loathes mine. He’s cheap—although, he loves to spend money on himself. He’s rarely home. He’s always checking out other women—in front of me no less. No communication. He forgets everything I ask of him. He has his own friends and life. He has dating profiles for God’s sake. He claims they’re for shits and giggles. Something tells me our marriage was founded under exactly that premise. He doesn’t really want to be married. (However, I might be a tad guilty of that last one in some way, shape, or form.) I’m too smart for his dumb ass isn’t exactly a valid excuse, considering we hold the same educational background, but there seems to be an iota of truth, so I let it linger.


      Run, sweetheart, run. I still hear the old woman speaking silently to me even though, technically, I can’t be sure she would have said those words. If I were her—if I’m ever seated in her place, say twenty years down the road, that’s what I would say. Run.


      I wave to Pepper as I barrel into my office. The first thing I do is fire up my laptop and look into that purported expense fund earmarked for the Jinx 2 app. Carter mentioned it had the net worth of a small country, and, coincidentally, I’ll need exactly that amount to buy back my sanity.


      Logging into the expense account, I note the sum and gasp. It’s no secret that this feline enterprise is built on the shoulders of billionaires, but just seeing that many numbers in a row has me swaying with disbelief.


      “Oh my, wow,” I whisper as I maneuver from one account to the next. The expense accounts for all projects are interlinked. Huh. I wonder if Cash is aware of that? He’s the one in charge of the financial dealings at Jinx enterprises. Ironic that Cash is in charge of the cash. You’d think he’d have a tighter leash on the company finances. I mean, this way, just about anyone with security access can finagle her way into each of the supersized expense accounts. And if she were particularly devious, if she had her unbroken legs on the line, she might just dip her fist a little into each account until she had the exact sum needed to secure her neck from being snapped in half.


      “Huh.” I lean back in my seat and try to get my thiefly bearings. I could ask my father for a loan. A dull groan rips from deep in my belly. My father would scoff at the idea. Hans Lionheart is not one to perform a voluntary handout. But I know if I probed deep enough, batted my lashes, and threw my DNA in his face, he would soften and offer the loan with a premium, but fair, interest rate. He would require the truth, though. Even if I lied through my teeth, my father has his sources, and he would find out. That boat Henry purchased all but screams major debt to a rational human being, at least humans in my financial bracket.


      Stevie and Lincoln are out of the question. They would rather have Henry deep fry in hell than bail him out. Not that I’m particularly interested in bailing out Henry as I am in saving my own skin. And Kinsley might agree to lend me the money, but she could never keep a secret. She would want a very loud, and very public, thank you.


      Nope. I guess that narrows the field down to embezzling from my own company or at least my share. We still own this litter box, don’t we? It was such a mess after the takeover with Stevie insisting on gifting it back to Ford, but then she stayed on as part owner. I’m not quite sure where that landed Kinsley, Lincoln, and me. Employees? Not if my brother has anything to say about it. Something tells me the war for ownership is still raging on. Nevertheless, I can always siphon a little out of each account, and it would hardly be noticed. I’ll sacrifice half my monthly salary toward paying it off. That would take over two years, but at least all the money will have been restored.


      I bury my face in my hands a moment. This game of bailing out Henry can’t go on forever. I’ll have to give him an ultimatum. Get help, or get out. I’ve yet to pay my own mother back. I bite down over my lip and eye the laptop again. The numbers so large they’re dizzying stare back at me. I could borrow just a little extra and do just that. My mother would be thrilled to feed her 401K once again. I’m technically not stealing. I’m simply creatively borrowing and paying it back over time—with a premium but fair interest rate. I’ll throw in another month’s salary to cover my guilt.


      Now, how to do it… I can’t simply siphon cash from Jinx to my private bank account. Nope. I’ll have to open a brand new account. Crap—that’s still technically me.


      Pepper walks in and lands a hot coffee at the foot of my desk.


      “You look like you might need this.”


      “Thank you, but unless it’s filled with gold coins, it’s not going to make this day any better. Hey”—I look at Pep a moment—“do you remember when the Robards went down in that huge money laundering scheme last fall?” It was all over the news. The Robards was a tech company that dissolved under a disagreement between the founding members. They were once-upon-a-time frat brothers, each one greedier than the next. “They had some clever scheme that the government got a hold of, and it landed the three of them in prison.”


      “I do remember that. Technically it was a not-so-clever scheme. My cousin, Godfrey, was their accountant prior to the debacle. Thankfully they fired him that summer, or they probably would have taken poor God down with them.”


      “Oh, wow. I’m betting the nickname God wouldn’t have gone over well in prison. So what was it? Some Ponzi scheme that flat lined?”


      “No. They put everything in offshore holdings, but the paper trail was enormous. You could find Amelia Earhart and the Ark of the Covenant with those idiots in charge.”


      Ixnay on the offshore account. I give a dry smile. I’m not into making anybody’s Raiders of the Lost Ark dreams come true, especially when it lands me with an orange wardrobe for at least a decade. The last thing I need is a paper trail that leads to my temporarily borrowed funds like some pinhead Peter Cottontail.


      She turns to leave. “I would have at least opened a charity account and pumped money into that. Some people.” She shakes her head all the way to the door.


      Next on the to-do list: open a new charity account. Maybe I can call it the husband relief fund.


      I don’t think I’ll ever get any relief from Henry.

      


      Carter arrives early for our lunch date, his eyes flashing like silver. He swings open the door, and I’m double teamed by his stealth good looks and the warmth of his cologne. My body twitches as he offers a brief hug hello. I move past him gingerly as if our bodies might snag on one another if we touch for too long.


      It’s strange like this with him. I sit silently as he drives us to Misha, a high end Asian fusion restaurant just north of Shipwrecks. We’re seated outside with a stunning, cobalt view of the Pacific.


      When you live and work so close to the water, you might see a snippet of the divine deep blue here and there, but you forget how powerful it is, how majestic it can be, until you’re right upon it.


      “I didn’t think you could wow me, but I love this,” I say breaking the strangled silence that we’ve suffocated in all the long way here.


      Carter presses out a slow grin as if his devious plan is working, and it warms me to the pit of my frozen, stubborn bones. Carter has lit a fire beneath me. He’s thawing the ice, determined to see if my heart still beats for him. I don’t want to tell him that it does. That it beats only for him and has all these long lonely years because then, in some small way, I lose. What do I lose? I’m not sure—sanity, pride, my bloated ego, some small part of me that wishes we could turn back time and have Carter pick me in the first place. I lose the girl who cried so many tears for him and simply push her off the side of a cliff as if she never existed, as if her pain didn’t matter. Now, that’s not fair to her. Is it? She deserves a little revenge. She deserves to dole out a little bitter medicine that makes him cry I’m so sorry. It always should have been you. But “she” is greedy, and I’m not sure if any such proclamation would ever be enough. That’s what real pain does to you. It clouds your judgment and makes you overshoot “enough” by a mile. She wants penance, suffering, and heartache that is deeper and far more agonizing than anything she’s ever felt.


      I give a dull smile at the thought of referring to myself in third person.


      “You wow me anytime I’m near you,” he says just under a whisper as if it weren’t entirely meant for my ears—simply a thought he whispered out loud. I want to smirk at the idea, but he brought me to this beautiful place as if he wanted me to see there is still beauty in this life. Misha is a far cry from Ned’s dismal Café. And, here, Carter hasn’t ogled the waitress once.


      “Abby is adorable, by the way.” I peruse the menu a moment before settling on the gluten free Ahi personal pizza. I want to acknowledge the fact he brought her by. I realize she’s a part of him, an intimate part that he was willing to share. It crushed me to see Cheryl in her smile, but she had Carter’s even temperament, and for that small favor I was grateful.


      “Thank you.” That pained expression he wore yesterday returns briefly. “I wanted you to meet her. And she had a lot of fun at the gallery. She can’t wait to get back.”


      Get back? I muse to myself. It sounds as if Carter has decided it’s time to get our relationship back on track, and he’s already making changes, rearranging marriages, people, places as if our lives were a Rubik’s Cube, and he just had to make enough correct moves to land us where we needed to be.


      “So do you share custody?” Of course, he does. Carter is hands on, not some weekend father who might even skip out on those seldom yet awkward gatherings like my own father did. Carter held Abby. His face filled with joy when she bounced back into the room, and then he gave her a happy spin as they made their way out.


      “I have her every other week. There’s a schedule for holidays and special occasions.”


      I give an anemic smile, wondering how in the hell I managed to paint us into a Cher-colored corner before we ever had the chance to kick start our digestive systems. The best thing to do is change the subject. Although, technically, I did paint Cher once. Black, lots of burnt umber. I think I wanted her to lose the baby that night. I painted until daybreak like some Santeria Priestess, useless, reckless, a blight to my own God. I’m glad she didn’t lose the baby. Abby won my heart as soon as her big eyes pulled me into their happy sea.


      “So where are you living these days?” Perfect. He’s going to think I’m far more interested than I should be. I might be, but that’s beside the point. How can I not be? Carter is a god among mere mortals. His bed should never be empty. That, in and of itself, is a crime against humanity. Although the thought of other women warming his sheets makes me want to crawl under the table and bang my head against the floor, start swallowing shards of glass to end this misery already. I didn’t learn of his divorce from Cher until well after it happened last fall, so, in every way, Carter is still a fresh wound to me. The thought of him dating again sends my head spinning in an entirely new direction. A part of me wants to suction myself to him and never let go, but there’s too much damaged history between us, not to mention an entire person named Henry.


      “Funny you should ask.” Carter loosens. His smile hooks onto his ego and dangles there for me to catch it. “My lease is almost up, and I’ve been on the prowl for new digs.” He nods over his shoulder. “There’s a house near Shipwreck’s I’m interested in. Maybe, afterwards, I could get your opinion?” Carter smolders into me as if this invitation were simply a means to lure me to his lair. His finger makes nonstop revolutions over the table in a small circular pattern, and that sweet spot between my legs pulses with promise.


      “I would love to see the house.” My chest expands and retracts nonstop. This emotional tap dance Carter and I are engaged in already has me winded. So easily he’s cast me under his spell again. I knew, I knew being in his proximity would be nothing more than a mistake. Carter and I have so many wounds between us, hacking through the scar tissue alone is enough to kill any thoughts of a future we might have.


      And then there’s Henry. Henry doesn’t feel as much as my husband as he should. In fact, it feels as if my true husband, Carter, walked out on me in the most brutal manner and Henry, the imposter, quickly took his position. It did feel right at the time. I measured how much pain it might bring to Carter and then dove into my revenge nuptials in hopes of gutting the one who hurt me most. I knew, deep down, I was doing love a disservice, but Carter had started the barbed ball rolling. The wounds were simply inevitable.


      “Tell me what’s new with you.” Carter blinks me right out of my hypnotic trance as we put in our orders. “How are things with Henry?”


      Unappetizing, I want to say. Can we not talk about Henry? I want to enjoy my Ahi. Henry is a knife plunged into my stomach. Henry isn’t a topic I want to explore with anyone, least of all Carter Cannon.


      “Things are great. Henry is busy with life, and so am I.” The lies spill so seamlessly I wonder if they’re true.


      Carter reaches forward and places his hand over mine, his fleshy warmth just a tad moist, and I try to drink him in this way, our cells joining in union by way of osmosis.


      “I know this is none of my business”—he leans in with hushed tones, his eyes searching both of mine for answers before he can get the question out—“But Stevie has said things, and I just want to make sure you’re safe.” He nails his gaze into mine with that last word.


      My heart throbs into my ears. Who knows what my sister has been filling his head with. My eyes gravitate to his, and my entire being freezes.


      Carter. His eyes suck all the color out of the sea, out of the sky, and greedily absorb it for themselves. Carter is good at greedily taking the things he wants and making them his own. But what about the sky? The sea? Does he have no regard for the very thing that defines them? He didn’t for me when he took the color out of my soul, but that’s another story.


      “Do I look unsafe to you?” I slip my fingers out from under his, and the breeze licks over my hand as if it were a fresh wound.


      “You look hurt. You look sad.” There’s a heaviness in his voice as if he were the one about to cry because he was forced to point out the obvious.


      “I’m safe. Henry treats me well.” Every time I open my mouth, an angry bee of a lie escapes just waiting to sting Carter. “You see what you want to see in other people, Carter. That’s always been you. You tell them what they’re supposed to feel because you are God, and you are in charge of everyone’s story.” The words pepper out like bullets from a sniper on some unseen hillside. They scrambled his brain, and now he doesn’t know what to say.


      “I’m sorry.” He pauses to take a long drag from his water. “Just know that I care, and I would kill anybody who ever thought of hurting you.”


      Carter would kill for me. This makes my heart swim through my skull with its ragged rhythm. I’m not sure why this homicidal theory appeals to me.


      “That’s funny.” I hold back a smile from eclipsing the moment. “You’re still alive and breathing.”


      “Aspen.” He leans in so close, I think he might kiss me. “There’s so much I did to us that I’m sorry for.”


      The two of us enter into a standoff. Here it is, our past spraying in our faces like dried bear shit through a wood chipper. I’m not sure why I went there. Eating Ahi on the company dollar, while sitting on the edge of the Pacific is really a beautiful thing. But my anger has come to the party, and it doesn’t give a flying fuck about Ahi or the fabled edge of the ocean—it wants retribution hard and fast.


      I lean in with a fire in my eyes, poison in my heart. “Listen to me because I’m only going to say this once.” My fingernails dig into the tablecloth in lieu of his flesh. “The topic of us is off limits for the next two weeks. After that you will continue to be dead to me, and I will go on with my husband.” I blink into my harsh words surprised they came from my lips at all. It’s as if I were thinking them, and the horror that I’ve actually spoken them out loud is almost too much to bear. Carter may have knifed my heart out four short years ago, but it was Cher who took the time to field dress me. Sometimes just speaking about the most painful experience of your existence is like impaling yourself on a sharpened blade for the hell of it. It should simply never be done.


      We finish the rest of the meal in silence.
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      When I met Aspen she was about to topple from a ladder as she put up a sign in the student union. It was advertising homecoming, and I caught her before she could hit the ground, then I took her to the dance as my date. Of course, it was under the pretense of making my ex-girlfriend, Cheryl, jealous. She left me for a defensive lineman earlier that month, and my ego was only slightly bruised. Aspen suggested the idea in jest, and I took her up on it—even then I knew Cher and I weren’t right for one another. Making her jealous was pointless. Then Cher had a new roommate, Aspen, who soon became known to my dorm brothers as the-girl-I-caught-in-the-fall. But it was me who fell. Hard. I fell like lead for Aspen. Like a millstone plummeting into the sea, I knew there would never be hope for me once I saw her beautiful face, eyes so big you could see your reflection in them. Then the head games began, the school politics, the mixed signals, the mind fucks. At first it was her believing I wanted to make Cher jealous, then Cher—not one to handle a bruised ego herself—demanding to have me back. That was never the plan, but that’s what happened. It all so easily went to shit from there.


      “This is it.” We hop out in front of the home I’m already knee-deep in escrow with, and I let Aspen up the narrow staircase first. It’s a beach house, six bedrooms, five baths. The backyard sits facing the ocean along a private bluff so you never have to worry about tourists wandering onto the property. Aspen and I could have all the privacy we want. I frown at the thought because it’s an indictment of my constant perverse desire for her to break the shackle securing her to Henry, her wedding ring. I’ve eyed it when she’s not looking. Simple. Odd looking. Two diamonds, flat, unappealing. Not much joy, and I’m betting that’s indicative of the state of her marriage. “There’s a private trail that leads to the beach. It’s a sandy cove. Perfect for body surfing.” Or making love. I have never made love to Cher. Not to anyone for that matter, but that cheesy sentiment seems to ring true when I think of the things I want to do to Aspen.


      We finished lunch not ten minutes from here. This is the entire reason I suggested Misha. I’m saving Cash’s advice of cooking for her once her defenses are down a bit, and, judging by the barbs she flung my way at lunch, I was right to do so.


      “Carter! This is amazing.” She touches her hand to her chest, and her fingers impress into her supple flesh. Aspen has the body of a swimmer. Toned and lean yet not overly muscular. Tits that make my eyes want to linger, perfect and round, not too showy, just right for her frame. My mouth waters just imagining the perfection they must be. I’ve seen Aspen in a bathing suit plenty of times to know she’s built to outshine the rest. Just the thought of greasy Henry touching her with his meat hooks, his beastly mouth falling over her in delicate places, makes me want to gouge my own eyes out. Better yet his.


      “I have the key code. The realtor is a buddy of mine.” I enter the combination to the lock clamped over the entrance and let Aspen inside first. It’s cavernous, so hollow your breath echoes, but it’s the ocean view that does all the grandstanding.


      “Oh, wow. I can live a very happy life here.” Her lips fall open as she holds her next breath. “You know, with Henry.” She speeds through the formal living room, the dining room, the state-of-the-art kitchen designed to feed an entire embassy of people.


      “The bedrooms are upstairs along with a game room and office. I think Abby will love it.”


      “You haven’t shown it to her?” She rocks her hips as if it were Aspen herself I owed the explanation to—and I think we both know I do. I like this version of Aspen, the one in which she takes Abby protectively under her wing. Nothing could warm me more.


      “She knows I bought it. But it’s in escrow, and she can be impatient, so I thought I’d show her around come move in day.”


      “And when’s that?”


      “Two weeks.”


      “Oh.” Aspen cocks her head. Her mouth puckers with delight as if sucking on a bottle of whiskey. “You have a lot happening in two weeks. I guess it’s a good thing you’ll be rid of me.”


      “I’m not trying to get rid of you, Aspen.” A dark laugh gurgles in my chest. Getting rid of Aspen was never on my agenda, and, yet, I made it happen once before. I’m still paying the price for that one. I would have rather skinned myself alive and jumped into a vat of lemon juice. The pain wouldn’t have been nearly as bad. “In fact, in two weeks, I want to host a housewarming party, and I want you to be a part of it. Bring Henry. I want you to.” It comes out more of a dare, and I cringe hoping she doesn’t pick up on that inadvertent dig. I meant it. She can lug him all the way here just as long as she shows up with him.


      “Thank you for the invite.” Her eyes cut into mine a little harder than I’m used to. “I might just do that.”


      She heads up the stairs, and I show her the guestroom first.


      “It’s big enough to be another master,” she muses, completely absorbed by the ceiling with its boxy soffits, the window with its angular curves. The entire house has a nautical feel to it.


      “The bedrooms are all good sizes. That’s what I like best about this place, right after the view. Over here is Abby’s room.” I lead her next door. “There’s a full bath and a walk in closet.”


      “She’ll appreciate that more when she’s older. I would have died for these amenities as a kid.”


      Aspen grew up in Orange County with her mother in a small tract home not far from Disneyland. It sounded like paradise just hearing her talk about it. Then Sea Ridge happened to both of us. Boarding school was heaven once Aspen was in my arms, but, after that, paradise was lost, and, here we are, looking at the bedroom of the daughter I had with another woman.


      “These walls are beautiful.” She runs her hand over one then examines it for dust. “They’re a perfect canvas. There’s so much you can do with children’s rooms these days.”


      “Paint a mural.” I feel like I just shouted out the correct answer on a game show with only minutes to spare from the buzzer. “Paint anything you like. I’ll commission you to do it.” It’s a beautifully brilliant idea much like her mural will be. I’ll get Aspen filling these hollow walls, and Abby will get a scenic view into the imagination of the woman I love.


      Her hands dig into her hips as she inspects the area with a renewed vigor.


      “Abby loves the beach,” I spit it out quick before she exits the idea. “It would be a perfect theme in keeping with where we are. She loves butterflies, rainbows—unicorns. You could do a castle.”


      Aspen laughs at my desperate monologue. “Would she like me to throw in a moat, too?” Her eyes meet with mine. That beautiful smile hangs on her perfect lips, and I die on the inside because I never thought I’d pull another ounce of joy from her again.


      “Yes,” I tease. “And throw in a few superheroes. Maybe a self-portrait of yourself in a cape.”


      “Please, Cannon”—she laughs, ambling back into the hall, and I follow—“I’m nobody’s superhero. You’re laying it on a little thick.” She pauses to look into my eyes, and I feel weak. I might need her to hold me up if she continues to stand so close to me without offering her touch. “So where’s the office? I’d love to see where you won’t be spending your days. We both know you’ll be too busy playing in the surf to ever set foot in it.”


      “I’m giving it to the dog.”


      “You have a dog?” She turns to me, startled, her defenses melting like wax. Aspen has always had a sweet spot for animals. And, I’ll be honest, when Jener hit me up with those puppies, I thought maybe it would be the key back into Aspen’s heart. I’m ashamed to admit that every move I’ve made since I lost her was an effort to get her back, with the exception of my wedding day. That was a thoughtless, careless act that only hurt everyone involved. That entire season of my life comes in snatches like some horrible trench from the bloodiest war. It was my tour of matrimonial duty. It was payment for what I had done—impregnated a girl I didn’t care for. I was lost, insensitive and reckless in my attempt to make everything right. I was hypnotized by my stepfather’s words—man up. I thought I was manning up, but I was only falling down and taking everyone out with me.


      “Huh.” Her brows arch with elation at the news of my pet pooch. “I thought you and your brothers were all about the pussy cats these days.”


      We duck into the office for just a moment before I lead her back out.


      “I have a Husky named Harley. She’s my other child. And, you’re right, both she and I will spend our afternoons digging in the sand.” I lead her to the end of the hall. “This is the master.”


      Aspen walks in deep without pausing, her hands spread to her sides as if she’s about to take flight. It’s an erotic sight to behold as the sun pours through her airy white dress and glows like angel wings. Aspen looks like a bride, my bride, as she heads past the holy of holies, all the way to the balcony that overlooks the Pacific.


      Her hair blows back in the breeze as the sun bleaches out her features, leaving her ruby lips, her pale eyes, popping against her skin.


      “This is heaven.” She leans against the railing, looking out at the water, and I memorize it. I always want to remember Aspen this way, sacred and sublime, an exotic winged creature ready to take flight.


      “This is most certainly heaven.”


      “So this is where the magic will happen.” She strides carefully back into the heart of the bedroom, eyeing it suspiciously as if it might already be happening around her in some invisible realm.


      I step in closer than an arm’s length, closer than I would find acceptable to any other woman, until I can feel the warmth radiating from her being.


      “I’m hoping for all good things,” I whisper.


      Her eyes dart to mine, and her affect changes abruptly as if she woke up from a drugged stupor and realized she’s being held against her will by a madman.


      She gives several rapid-fire blinks. “So where’s that access trail to the beach?”


      We head out, and I take her down the old wooden steps that lead to the sand. Aspen kicks off her heels and hitches them with her thumb as we walk into the balmy ocean haze. The salt licks at our hair, our skin, clinging to our lips, demanding we taste the day.


      “I used to love the beach. It brings back so many memories,” she says, pulling the hair away from her face in thick, dark shards as we edge closer to the waterline. “Like when I was a kid—my mom and I lived on the sand.”


      I thought she might qualify that with something else. Aspen and I spent all our time at the beach—all our nights lying in the sand counting stars—something you can only do with any success in L.A. Always hoping for shooting stars, and then we’d pretend to ride out their tails across the Pacific. But I broke her heart on the beach, took a sledgehammer to all of those good memories we shared and turned them into broken glass, useless as the stardust we watched burn to the earth.


      “You head to the beach much anymore?” I know for a fact that pale, flaccid husband of hers lives like a hermit. Aspen wades into the water holding her skirt to her knees as the waves rush around us. She doesn’t answer the question, so I’m guessing it’s a solid no. “We’ll come down here often.”


      She looks to me with her frightened eyes. The infamous we is off the table, and here I’ve defiled the day with the mention of us partaking in something so breathtaking as heading to the beach together.


      She treads in a little too far, and an errant wave douses her right over the back. Aspen lets out a curdled scream as her body launches right into mine from sheer force. Nature just shoved her into my arms, and I can’t help but laugh a little.


      “Shit!” She holds out her hands letting the remainder of her skirt fall into the water, limp.


      Another wave comes up and slaps over the two of us like an unexpected baptism. This time it’s me letting out a roar. The water races back into the sea, pulling us off balance just enough to send Aspen crashing into me again.


      I laugh, catching her in my arms as another wave violently thrashes against us.


      “Carter!” She screams with laughter, burying her face in my chest as I struggle to pull us to the shoreline. A dull laugh ripples through us as we collapse to the sand, pinning Aspen’s body beneath mine. I fall to my elbows, caging her in, my panting breath mingling with hers. The water rides up just under her back, and the whitewash fans out around her hair like wings.


      “God, you’re beautiful.” My body tenses waiting for her harsh rebuttal, for her knee in my balls, anything that says get off me.


      Her chest pulsates into mine—I’d like to think from the thrill of being so close to me, but in reality it’s most likely the heart-stopping ice water we’ve just had dumped over us. It was Mother Nature telling us both to wake the fuck up. That we were perfect for each other, still are. Henry blinks through my mind with his maniacal smile, and I blink him right back out.


      Aspen’s lips part expectantly. Her hand reaches up to my cheek as she conforms her palm to me. Aspen swallows hard, her powerful gaze never leaving mine.


      Here it is. A moment pulled out of the ordinary for something as pie in the sky as a kiss. Aspen leans her head up just enough to let me know she wants it. And as much as I’m bleeding on the inside to devour her, I can’t seem to initiate that one simple move.


      A hard, cold slap of water crashes over my back landing my cheek to hers.


      Aspen’s body bucks with a laugh, and I soon follow. I’m not sure what we’re finding funny as hell other than the fact the ocean has all but sealed us together. I turn my face just enough and land my lips over her cool hair, her ear, eager to feel the unexpected warmth of her skin.


      “Aspen.” Her name expires from me like a love song. My hand finds hers, and I interlace our fingers just enough to make sure she can’t let go. This, right here, her body tensing to mine, her beautiful lips just inches away for the taking, is what I’ve dreamed of for so long. Poetry in motion. Aspen and me making wild love on the beach in the brazen light of day—my body fights to make this happen, to take her.


      “I’d better get home to change.” She pants into my neck, and I’d swear on my life I just felt her lips bless me with a kiss.


      I help her up, trying not to admire too deeply the way her gossamer dress has suctioned to her perfect form.


      We stagger our way to my truck, and I help her in. Her hand touches mine once again, and I drink it in, flesh to flesh like gulping down air.


      I drive her all the way home, brazenly dropping her off at her front gate. Take that, Henry. You may have her in your bed, welded to your ring finger, but I had her in the sand, her breath melting against my skin, and I’m feeling rather fine. I glance up to their door. So fuck you.


      “If you want I can pick you up in the morning,” I offer. “We can hit breakfast before work.” She left her car at Jinx. I offered to drive her back, but she didn’t want to get the interior loaded with sand. For a brief second I envision Henry backhanding her over it.


      “No, I got this. Stevie owes me breakfast, but thanks for the offer.” She gets out and lingers a moment with her hair still slicked back, her makeup slightly smudged. She looks younger, less hardened by life, hardened by me. “I had a nice day. Thank you for that.”


      My heart thumps at the idea of Aspen softening to me, Aspen being nice to me.


      I can give you a nice night, I want to say, but I seal my lips shut because that’s not what this is about. Hell, I don’t know what this is about other than Aspen coming back into my life—but not as someone else’s wife. My heart wrenches because that was never the plan.


      “What the hell?” Henry bellows from the balcony. “You better fucking hose off. I don’t want any of that shit tracking in the house.”


      Her face deepens an intense cherry red, and I resist the urge to pull her back into the truck with me. Who in the hell talks that way to their wife? Henry should be kissing the soles of her feet over the fact she graces his bed night after night.


      “Goodbye, Carter.” She slams the door and runs up the stairs. I pull away from the curb slowly and catch Henry giving me the stink eye. I fake a smile and offer up a friendly wave, but I give him the finger as soon as I hit the end of the street.


      Aspen says she’s safe with him, that he treats her well.


      It’s pretty clear she has low expectations when it comes to being safe and treated well. Henry is an asshole.


      Everybody sees this.


      Why can’t she?

      


      I shower and change and watch the sun dip into the water. I once told Abby it was God dipping his cookie before taking a bite, and she laughed. Of course, I gently grazed her cheek because Abby is my cookie. That’s my pet name for her. It’s fitting because she’s cute and sweet as can be. But I don’t have Abby tonight. It’s not my week. And like most Abby-free weeks, I’m far too restless for my own good. Instead of heading back to Jinx, I hit the bookstore and pick up a leather bound copy of Romeo and Juliet. Afterwards, I take a turn toward the Hollywood Highland condos and park up the street from where I dropped Aspen off just a few short hours ago. In the stealth of the night I head over, book in hand, and make a nighttime deposit to her lending library. A smile comes and goes as I peruse the offerings, a few thin Clifford paperbacks, several versions of the Berenstain Bears, all of them big, flat squares. A few romance novels, and a copy of The Philodendron Conundrum, A Landscaper’s Guide to Yard Staging. And now I’ve added Romeo and Juliet to the collection. I’m not sure what I’m doing. I’m not sure if I’m gunning hard to have an affair with her or if I just want to throw all my feelings on the table for once and hope they settle in good places. Aspen is married, I remind myself as I stride back to my car. But something about Henry’s tone today set me off, and, now, I feel as though I have the right to conduct surveillance on their lives. I set up shop and watch her condo in the event law enforcement decides to show up.


      When Aspen ran up those stairs today, I couldn’t help but feel like she was running into a burning building. Henry might be her husband, but judging by the way he barked at her, he won’t be for long. I’ll admit it. I’m rooting for him to implode. Back in the day when Henry was a rush at Delta, he made it a point to bang his way through the Greek Alphabet. If you needed something disgusting done on a dare, Henry was your dolt. He once lapped up a bowl of slop the girls threw together, garbage from discarded plates mixed with beers and sodas dug up from the trash. He licked it up like a dog in exchange for the promise of pussy. Henry would disembowel himself if a beautiful woman promised to open her legs for him. He was a playboy, a man whore, an idiot with a wandering dick. But, apparently, Aspen has cured him.


      I finish up my burger and am about to call it a night when my phone goes off. I’m half afraid it’s Aspen wondering what the fuck I’m doing staking out her home like some homicidal maniac. In truth, I’m just hoping to protect her from one. The best-case scenario is that she doesn’t need protection. The worst-case scenario for me would be that Henry is a decent guy. That he treats Aspen like the queen she is, and, in no way, does she need rescuing from that burning building. I should have rescued us both four years ago and never started the damn fire to begin with.


      It’s Carson. Dinner?


      I text back. Sorry sweet cheeks just finished.


      Aspen’s garage door opens, and a Porsche rolls out. I can make out Henry’s pinhead in the driver’s seat. He’s taking off—probably on his way to buy her lobster and caviar. He’s gone from wife beater to husband of the year in a single bound. I so badly rooted for him to be a monster that the alternative makes me want to hurl. It’s hard for me to believe there is anyone out there that fits better with Aspen than I do. Aspen was hardened from her father’s inattention, and I was weakened from my mother’s disappearance. Our traumas dovetailed into one another, and somehow we made each other whole.


      I wait until Henry is past the second stop sign before taking off after him. My mind wanders a million miles an hour at where he might be off to. Probably to Whole Foods to pick up the aforementioned delicacies. I’d do that. Just one request is all she’d have to make, and I’d be out the door. I give a quick glance to that lending library of hers filled with mostly children’s books. A thought hits me in the face like a bookend. What if she’s pregnant? What if she’s had a sudden craving for ice cream, and Henry is the one manning up and heading to the nearest frozen section to satisfy that craving.


      My stomach lurches as I follow him several city blocks right onto the freeway, 405 North. That’s home for me. Maybe I’ll just keep going and let old Henry be. He gets off on Nickson, and I can’t help but follow. Kinx is down this way, the nightclub my brothers and I kicked off last fall. Henry shoots down that direction, and just when I’m convinced he’s headed there (in my fantasy scenario he’s looking for me, to bash my brains in for getting my hard-on a little too close to his wife), he keeps going another few blocks into a seedier neighborhood laden with titty bars and hookah shops. Henry pulls into the valet parking for Juicy Gurlz.


      “Holy shit.” I pull into vacant meter parking and pick up my phone.


      At Juicy Gurlz. Care to join me? I send the text out to both Carson and Cash. I’m sure at least one of them is already on their way to join me. I know for a fact they’ve both racked up frequent flier miles here.


      I give it a good ten minutes before heading inside.


      Carson meets me at the door just as I’m about to slip in.


      “What’s up?” He pulls me into a half hug. “You ready to jump back into the game? Tits first.” He nods toward the establishment. “That’s the way to do it.” His biceps bulge right out of his T-shirt. Carson has been lifting weights like he has a championship on the line. He’s got fresh tats running up and down both arms—the only Cannon to ink himself as of yet.


      “What’s going on?” Cash comes up looking like Carson’s twin. It’s strange that my mother produced so many clones. I fill them in on my day with Aspen, on the fact I followed Henry here.


      “You followed her husband? What the hell’s gotten into you?” Cash slaps his hand over my shoulder as we head inside. It’s dark, save for an alternating pink and electric blue glow that keeps aggressive rhythm to the music. A couple of women gyrate their hips on the elongated stage that spreads out like a tongue down the middle of the establishment. I spot Henry front and center, and we duck to the left and take a table near the back instead.


      There he is, Aspen’s husband of the year, salivating like a dog as a topless woman grinds her bikini bottom in his face.


      “I should take a picture,” I say manufacturing my outrage. Inwardly I’m beaming and want to jump on the table and shout for joy. I want to scream, Drinks are on me! I was right! Henry the ass has never changed. His insatiable need for pussy has finally brought his marriage to the brink.


      “No pictures,” Carson scolds. “It’s the number one rule in places like this. There’s security everywhere. They’ll confiscate your phone and slam your head into a wall at the same time.” He claps up a storm as the girls dance their way off stage. A set of buxom blondes take their place.


      Henry signals for a beer, his eyes never leaving the heavy titted girls.


      “Okay, so now what?” I’m excited. Hopped up and ready to draw out a game plan on the nearest napkin. “She obviously wouldn’t approve. I can tell her I just so happened to be here when Henry stumbled in. Nail him by defacto.”


      “No can do, big bro.” Cash calls a waitress over and orders us each a beer. He slips a couple of bills into her cleavage achingly slow, and she giggles up a storm before taking off.


      “All right. I won’t say anything. Besides, I don’t want Aspen to think I frequent these types of places when all I’m doing is following the asswipe she’s leashed herself to.”


      Henry doesn’t know what he has at home. He has no clue how lucky he is, what I wouldn’t do to trade places. Just the thought of sharing a bed freely with Aspen makes me want to weep. A surge of anger pulsates through me, and the urge to weep is swiftly replaced with the urge to kill.


      Fucking Henry. I’m thrilled he doesn’t know how good he has it. Maybe he’ll lose her, and, by some miracle, Aspen and I can get back what we had—what deep down I don’t believe we’ve ever lost.


      “One of you will tell her.” I nod to my brothers, and they shake their heads dismissively.


      Carson’s cheek twitches as if he were entertaining the idea. “We’re staying the hell out of it.”


      The music shifts again, and the girls are replaced with another set—belly dancers. A petite brunette shakes her hips right over to Henry as if he were her intended target all along. He stands to greet her, riding his tongue up her thigh before she slinks away.


      Carson smacks me. “I wouldn’t worry too much about telling her. Guys like this don’t last too long in iron shackles. Let things run their natural course. You don’t want to be a home wrecker.”


      Home wrecker? Is he kidding?


      “Don’t you see that it’s all going to work brilliantly for you if you just shut the fuck up?” Carson is not amused. He once had a girlfriend who left him out of the blue, slept with half the basketball team that he was on before handing him his balls on a platter. His heart was bruised for weeks. I would think that he, out of all people, would advocate for Aspen to be free from this moron.


      Cash smacks me as the girl Henry tongued bares us her tits. Her entire face squints to nothing as she smiles. She’s plain as toast in comparison to Aspen, even with all the war paint on. She has a snaggle-tooth up front, and I try to focus in on that instead of her nipples.


      “You see that?” Cash leans into me. “Bet if you toss her a twenty, you’ll end up with a blow job.”


      “No thanks.” That girl has the appeal of a kitchen mouse. Hell, I’d rather get a blow job from a kitchen mouse than anything Henry has licked. Then it hits me like a raw steak to the face. He’s licked Aspen. Most likely in delicate places. I bat the thought away. “That girl doesn’t even give me a semi.” The only girl that gives me anything is the one I can’t have. But I don’t just want Aspen because she’s forbidden fruit. She was mine long before she was anybody else’s. Much to Henry’s thigh-licking chagrin, Aspen will always be mine.


      “You just need to get laid.” Cash is determined to make this happen. “You’re wound too fucking tight. You need to get that chick out of your head. Just for a night. Alleviate some pressure. I know a few girls I could have over to our place by midnight. Two on one, you’ll be in heaven till sun up. Come morning you’ll realize your obsession with this girl was just a fluke magnified by a dry spell. Happens all the time.” He knocks back his beer and makes a sour face as if he’s speaking from experience. Cash has been bi-coastal for so long, I’m not sure what or whom he’s got going on in New York. Maybe he’s been burned a time or two himself.


      “Don’t go giving out my address. I have a daughter. I don’t need any of those kinds of girls knocking down my door.”


      “You’re alone for the week.” Cash flexes a grin. “You’re out of excuses, buddy.”


      Henry gets up from his seat and slinks off to the corner. It’s dark, smoky from all the cigarettes they allow in this California-zoned smoke-free palace of perversion. The belly dancer with the delicious thighs follows him over and offers up a lap dance. If Cash is right, Henry will whip out a twenty and get that blow job I all but forfeited.


      “I think they’re kissing.” Carson leans in. “Mmm… Scratch that. I think they’re fucking.”


      Her body rides up and down over his lap. Her head writhes over her neck, and I’m stunned at what I might be witness to. Licking a Juicy Gurl was bad enough but taking her so brazenly?


      “They can’t be fucking,” I growl in disbelief. Even the elated part of me is stunned. “It’s illegal. You can’t do shit like that in here.”


      Carson and Cash laugh it off.


      Henry and Aspen’s marriage is a sham. The thought numbs me inside and out. Aspen’s heart is an uninhabited wilderness I’m ready to claim as my own.


      “Dude”—Cash calls for another beer—“we shouldn’t be seeing this. This is none of our business. You shouldn’t be screwing around with her future.”


      “He’ll be bringing diseases home. Now I’m obligated to tell her. If he goes home and sleeps with Aspen, she could get some hybrid STD. I’m not screwing around with her future. I’m saving her life.” I nod at my brothers before taking off.


      I’m not into hanging around for the magnificent climax. Henry with his tongue, perhaps other far more incriminating parts, sunk where they don’t belong.


      I didn’t think I was going to see anything tonight. Didn’t think I should have been sitting in front of their home making a deposit to the lending library while waiting for her to shoot off a flare. But I’m damn glad I did.


      I may not have seen the authorities hauling Henry off screaming in the night, but I think I did just witness the dissolution of their marriage.


      But it doesn’t feel as good as I thought it would.


      And my heart breaks for Aspen.
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      Treason, adultery, incest, and witchcraft were the primary reasons for the beheading of Anne Boleyn, Henry VIII’s second wife. Pity. Things started off with so much promise.


      The next few days trickle by with the winnowing of my bank account. I leave just enough to pay the rent and toss the rest into my new personal savings at a bank across town. I open two new accounts, one for my new life post Henry, and one on the behalf of the Maritime Widows Association, an entirely fictitious club of women whose husbands were gunned down in the night by the underworld that thought it was a good idea to lend them money in the first place. Although, in reality, I’m the only Maritime Widow in question—that is if I don’t meet up with an errant fender in the meantime. I’m guessing that this branch of the Cosa Nostra uses equal opportunity bullets. Henry and I are both fair game. It’s open season on the O’Tools. It’s big game hunting, and we’re the game.


      Carter flashes through my mind, sending a pang of grief straight to my heart. I’m not sure why. We visited two new restaurants since we fell literally head over heels at the beach. He’s been nothing but a gentleman ever since. I thought for sure I’d have to fight him off with a stick since we got off to a such a wet and wild start, but he’s been kind, consoling, as if he were offering me grief counseling. It’s almost as if he knows Henry and I are about to hit a plate glass wall at sonic speed, ridiculous pun intended. A part of me wishes I could tell him everything. But he would kill Henry before the lords of the underworld could ever lay their homicidal hands, or eight-liter engines, on him.


      My hand slinks over the copy of Romeo and Juliet that mysteriously showed up in my lending library the other morning. I believe I know who made the deposit. I’ve been thinking about confronting Carter with it, but I’ve kept silent.


      My fingers curve around the spine as I pull it to my chest. The gesture is so achingly romantic it makes my heart bleed for all the wrong we’ve done each other over the years. Mostly him to me, but my vengeful heart has only managed to add to the misery. And let’s not forget the ever-calculating, and to our undoing, ovulating, Cher. She added to the heartbreak. Cher was the hammer that crashed down over us.


      It’s early morning. The sun has yet to break over the horizon, but I can’t sleep. I’m still ruminating over the pallet full of company dollars I’ve moved and transported into the charity account that I pray I don’t go to prison for one day. Accessorizing with a pair of silver cuffs was never really my style. I’ve made a few test deposits of funds earlier this week, but I was afraid too many transactions might set the alarms off, so I girded my balls and moved an inexcusably large chunk of cash before leaving work yesterday.


      I’ve briefed my mother on the sorry state of my matrimonial union last night. Needless to say, it’s been a busy, stressful week. She says I’m welcome to stay with her and Dan (husband number four) as long as I like. They have twin girls, thirteen, Justine and Jordan. Just the thought of disrupting their lives makes me feel guilty for having such disarray in mine.


      Henry is snoring loudly from the bedroom. He came home last night—correction, early this morning, and crashed, smelling of cigarettes and booze. The faint scent of sex emanates from him and makes me wonder.


      I open his laptop. No password, so I head to his mail. Zero messages. Since the incident, Henry has become a master of clearing his inbox. His phone sits next to his keys on the counter, and I scoop it up. It, however, does require a password. Nothing Lincoln can’t handle I’m sure. I drop both his phone and the copy of Romeo and Juliet into my briefcase without giving it another thought. Perhaps today at lunch, Carter and I will engage in some light reading.


      The toilet flushes, and I gasp while fumbling for the coffee maker, just business as usual on, this, the final day of my marriage. Yes, the cons far outweighed the pros and I’m calling it. Game over. Done. Finished. I will go to God one day with a divorce in hand and bow my head in disgrace. I’ve made the decision, and I’m praying I have the balls to stick with it. There was a time last summer when I toyed with the idea, but here I am, three miserable seasons later, still trying to work up the courage. Not to mention, there is one more thing I desperately need from Henry—information on how to pay back those underworld assholes before they chop both our heads off. Damn boat. I’d like to take Henry out for a ride and tie an anchor around his waist. Note to self: do not board that boat with Henry. At this point, it’s too tempting to push him over the side.


      “Morning,” he grouses as he heads to the fridge and pulls out a beer.


      “I can make you coffee if you want?” I try my best to sound cheery. It’s pretty much solidified that you’re an alcoholic when your morning beverage of choice is packaged in a tall, brown bottle. I’d start the intervention now, but I really need that contact. There’s no way I’m buying that Henry is capable of repaying anyone with anything short of the gas in his belly.


      He grunts in lieu of a response, but I crush two cups from the Keurig anyway.


      “Here you go. Black the way you like it.” The color of your soul, but I hold back the commentary.


      He swipes it from me and grunts. “You’re up early.” His face is knotted up with the remnants of sleep. His eyes are reduced to glassy slits.


      “Just getting ready for work.” I sink next to him on the sofa. If I’m lucky, a little kindness might get me all the way to a seedy alley somewhere out on the docks. “So where did you head to last night?” He’s gone just about every night now. It used to be far more sporadic but lately it’s become routine.


      “Out with the guys. Went down to Junior’s and played pool until three.” He jams his fist in his eye. “My head’s all fucked up today.”


      “Well—I have some good news for you.” I slip my coffee on the sofa table behind me. “Jinx has opened up its wallet, and I finally got that bonus I was telling you about.” There is no bonus, and I’ve never whispered a word, but Henry is so jacked up half the time, I’m sure it’s believable. “A hundred and fifty grand. Sign-on bonus.” I add that last part to make it sound official. Who the hell would get a sign-on bonus from their own company? He’s a dimwit if he believes me. “Just tell me where to move the money. Do they want cash?” I try to sound casual. This is Henry for God’s sake. I doubt an Oscar worthy performance is necessary.


      His head twitches as if considering it. “I got this, babe.” He pulls me over his lap, and I’m greeted with his blooming hard-on. The tangy scent of sex and sweat exudes from him.


      Not where I wanted this to go. At all.


      “I know you’ve got this, but now I’ve got the money.” I try to wriggle off, but he increases his stronghold.


      “I have the money.” His demeanor hardens. Those dark eyes that spell out I hate you sear into me. Why in the hell is he even with me? “Don’t you worry your pretty little head, Aspen.” He breaks my name in two pieces, sarcastic, mocking, and it scares me on a primal level. His fingers twist through my hair, yanking my neck back a little too rough, and I laugh trying to make light of it while untangling myself from this Henry-sized knot.


      I do not want to fuck Henry. I do not want him touching my hair, skin, lips, or my shoes for that matter. But his ego has entered the room, and the only way to safely leave is to please it. The last time he owed the Prince of Darkness cold hard cash he was adamant I help him track down funds. The problem with Henry is that he’s a spoiled rotten brat who was given whatever he wished for all his life—the only child with a genie of a mother. Make a wish, Henry. I’ll make it come true. Those were his truths. He doesn’t know how to qualify the word no, and he’s never been denied a single whim. My ties with Jinx were seen as nothing short of a cash cow. But this resistance to a fistful of dollars? Even I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around it.


      “Come here.” He pulls me to him rather abruptly and skims off my sweats in the process. “You want to get fucked, don’t you?” His hand dives between my legs, and his finger penetrates me rough without warning. “You’re dry. What’s the matter, Aspen? I don’t do it for you anymore?”


      “Henry, stop.” I try to crawl off the couch, but his hands dig into my hips. “I have to get to work. I’ll be late.”


      “I’ll be fast.” His penis is buried in me before I can protest, and I choke on my next breath from the burn. He’s on top of me from behind, my fingers clawing into the leather sofa leaving deep-welted tracks as he saws into me fast and hard.


      “Henry!” I cry out in pain, but his laughter fills the room as he pumps away freely. My body stings with white-hot pain. My insides pinch with gnawing lacerations as he rips himself in and out, rough and greedy, as if he were impaling me with a serrated knife. “God,” I hiss, trying to escape. He pushes my head down until my face is crammed under the wing of the sofa. Something purple catches my eye, and it momentarily alleviates the thrashing he’s implementing. My hand fumbles for the purple distraction as his thrusts become more violent. My face pummels the sofa in rhythm as if it too were getting a beating. Shit.


      Henry grips me hard, and the thought of his semen spewing into me makes me want to vomit. I twist my hips so fast, I send him and his ectoplasm sailing hot over my back.


      “Oh, God,” I hiss trying to escape his grasp. Gross. I pluck the purple fabric from the corner of the couch as Henry pants over me.


      A pair of—underwear? I sit up and pull them closer for inspection. La Perla? I turn toward Henry as his life giving seed, albeit unwanted, drips down my spine.


      “What the hell is this?”


      He glances over groggily before reaching for his beer. “Hell if I know.”


      “They’re underwear, Henry.” I flog them in his sweaty face. “Women’s underwear, and they’re not mine!” I happen to know this as a fact because, for one, I’m the proud owner of a vast sea of black and nude organic cotton thongs, and two, La Freaking Perla.


      His eyes enlarge for a moment. His body tenses as he examines them briefly.


      “They’re yours, Aspen. They’re not fucking mine.”


      “They’re not mine, Henry.” I hold steady as if a miracle had bloomed in my hand. As if a world without the weight of this marital mess had spontaneously come to fruition like some adulterating big bang. I can throw out my esoteric list of pros and cons. I now have a solid reason to file for divorce. “You’re having an affair.” I inch my way off the sofa, backing out of the room like trying to escape a rattled tiger.


      “I’m not.” He buries his face in his hands a moment. “I’m not cheating on you. I wouldn’t do that.”


      “The hell you’re not!” I run into the bathroom with the underwear still clutched to my chest. “These belong to her, whoever she is.” My body goes numb from shock. Here it is, the exact out I’ve wanted, that I secretly prayed for, the only dissolution possible in God’s eyes, handed to me on a purple panty platter. These lacey disasters are giving me the exact narrative my itching ears have longed to hear. He cheats.


      I start the shower and stare blankly at the stupid panties while the room fills with a cleansing steam. Stevie was right about him all along. I’ll have to call Lincoln to help me move my things. Maybe I won’t have to borrow the money from Jinx? I can put it all back. Although I doubt the rocky state of my marriage will get a loan shark off my back. Hell, maybe I should call the cops on everyone involved.


      The door jumps as he gives it a few violent kicks. The beast has been roused, and he’s coming to hunt me down.


      “Let me in!” he thunders.


      “No!” I shout back with the panties still clutched to my chest. I jump into the shower in an effort to rinse these two long hellish years off me, and, as I’m getting out, the door bursts open with an angry snap. Henry lurches for me, backs me against the cold tiles as he slams me to the wall with my hands by my head.


      “What are you doing, locking me out?” His eyes are red and wild. His neck veins dance like worms. “You think you’re leaving me?” Henry’s face opens with disbelief. His teeth clench as if ready for a fight.


      “Yes,” I whisper, my chest heaving uncontrollably.


      “Dammit.” He slams my arms against the wall again and again until my knuckles bite with pain. “You think you can fucking walk out the door? Nobody says it’s over but me!” He roars the words over my face like a nuclear wind, and I taste last night’s vodka, last night’s vagina on his breath. His face is red as a flare. Henry is so hopped up on rage, I’m afraid one of us won’t leave this shower alive. “You’re a little fucking bitch. You know that?” His fingers dig into my wrists so hard my bones beg to snap from the pressure.


      He grabs my hair and yanks so hard my feet slip from under me. In one fell swoop I knock him down like a bowling pin as I crawl out of the bathroom. I scamper toward the bedroom, and he catches me by the foot.


      “You stupid little bitch!”


      I claw at the wooden floor, twisting my foot right out of his grasp. Stumbling to my feet, I run to the kitchen. My phone goes off, and I see Stevie’s smiling face pop up on the screen. I scramble to pick it up as Henry staggers into the room.


      “Stevie!” I scream just as Henry plucks it from my hand and pitches it across the room. My hand slaps over the counter until I hit a steak knife and sweep it through the air. “Touch me, I will cut you.” The words jump from my throat like an order as I struggle to catch my breath.


      He lunges forward, gripping my head with both his hands, his face next to mine, and I do it. I run the blade over the length of his neck so hard, a thick seam of crimson erupts.


      “You fucking cunt.” He pulls back incredulous as a few throbbing spurts burst from his neck. “I have never hurt you,” he thunders. It’s a lie from the pit of hell. Henry has hurt me from I do. He’s vindictive, and nasty, and mean, and he hurts me physically with his wrist wrenching, his ass raping me in my sleep, his face fucking me until I vomit. Henry hurts me. There, I’ve said it. I own it. I will fucking write it in his blood if I have to—on the refrigerator like some vapid horror movie.


      I jump past him and snatch my cardigan off the rack, my briefcase off the floor, and dive out the door.


      Henry doesn’t come after me. Instead, I hear the lock secure. The final nail in the coffin of our marriage bolting shut.


      Shit. The iced morning breeze feels as if it’s peeling my skin back one layer at a time as I pound on the door a moment.


      “I need my fucking keys!” I scream into the virginal air as the sun begins to magnify its strength over the city.


      A sharp, maniacal laugh emits from the other side. Henry is getting his jollies off on the fact I’m shivering in the nude—in public no less.


      I quickly pull my cardigan on, tugging it low to where it just covers my bare bottom and slink down the walk. There’s always someone in the community center. I’ll ask to borrow their phone. Of course, I have nobody’s number memorized, so a lot of good that will do me.


      Fuck, fuck, fuck!


      A car comes crashing down the street, and I jump to the steps in the event the Sonic Glass Company is in need of a hundred points for mowing down a woman at this early hour. But it’s not the imbeciles from Sonic Glass. It’s not Stevie. It’s Carter.


      I give a quick distressed wave with my breasts bouncing free, and hop into his passenger’s seat, sopping wet, my sweater open in the front, my briefcase covering my lower half with the copy of Romeo and Juliet peeking out as if to witness the startling event.


      Carter’s eyes dip to the book before enlarging in horror—as if in some way his seemingly innocent deposit was responsible for this morning’s horror.


      I buckle up quickly as he speeds down the street just enough to get us both out of harm’s way.


      “Aspen, I—”


      “Just please”—I cut him off, pleading—“don’t say a word.”


      And just like that, Henry and I are over with a bang, quite literally.

      


      Carter parks in haste in what I’m presuming is his driveway. He carries me up the stairs bouncing against his chest, his fingers sliding over my bare legs, his heart rioting against my shoulder. Selfishly, I don’t want him to let go. He leads us through a door that’s partially ajar and lands me safe on a dark chocolate sofa as he kneels beside me.


      “There’s blood.” His speech is pressured. He’s panting, so afraid of what’s happened he can’t get his bearings. “Where’s it coming from? Where are you hurt?”


      “I’m not hurt.” I extend my arms a moment, glancing down at my naked torso to confirm this to be true. That dark triangle of hair stares up at me from between my legs. And as if on cue, Carter pulls forth a knit blanket and covers me with it. “It’s Henry’s blood. I cut him.”


      Carter’s phone rings, and he answers it in a barking manner. It takes a moment for me to decipher that it’s Stevie on the receiving end.


      “They’re coming. You’re family is on their way.” His hands run wild over me, gingerly, as if I were an expensive porcelain doll that might have finally shattered. “Tell me, are you hurt? Should I take you to the hospital? Please tell me what happened.”


      Carter is furious, frantic, and, desperate for answers. In one brief moment, he’s eclipsed all of the affection that Henry had ever felt for me.


      Tears come as yelping squeals emit from my throat. My insides burn. My brain is on fire. I’m horrified that this, right here, is my reality—me naked, dripping with my husband’s blood as the boy who once held my heart so secure rages with worry.


      “Nothing happened. I’m fine. I promise. It was just a silly argument that got out of control.” I shake my fist, horrified to find those purple panties still clutched in my hand. “Oh, God.” I tuck it under the blanket.


      “Look at me.” Carter gently touches his finger under my chin. There’s such love in his eyes, such reassurance, something that borders a paternal affection. Being a father has made Carter twice the man he ever was. “Did he hit you?”


      Did he hit me? I blink into the thought. “He pinned me.” I clutch at my wrist. “He did other things.” I’m not about slice open the sexual details with Carter.


      His jaw clenches. Carter’s lip jets out as if he were about to cry or roar with anger, both. He pulls me in and holds me like that, tight in his arms, and I break. Tears fall over his shoulder hard and fast. Carter is holding me again, circumstances be damned. And stranger than that, I’m letting him. His rock hard chest presses against mine, the blanket falls away, and my bare flesh touches his soft shirt. His chest bucks a moment as he takes a deep breath.


      “I’ll never let him hurt you again. You’re safe, Aspen. You’re safe,” he whispers into my ear over and over like a lullaby.


      And I feel exactly that with Carter.


      A rumble emits from the doorway—the barking of a dog followed by the scramble of footsteps.


      Lincoln and Kinsley burst through the door along with a salt and peppered husky.


      “What the hell?” Lincoln speeds over with Kins, both with matching looks of fright.


      Carter stands as they fall over me with their concern.


      “I’m fine.” My fingers extend for Carter to come back, but my brother gets in the way. “Everything is fine, I promise.”


      “The hell it is.” Lincoln lifts the blanket over my chest.


      “Relax, I was naked when I got here.” I try to cinch my sweater shut, but it’s twisted behind me. Carter hooks his gaze to mine. He’s been waiting patiently for the truth. “I got into an argument with Henry.” My eyes grow heavy as I struggle to look away from Carter. “I won’t be going back.”


      “You’re coming with us.” Lincoln insists.


      Carter steps in with a wild look of panic, with promise and hope all at once. “She can stay here.”


      Lincoln turns briefly and growls at Carter as if he were a predator. “She’s coming with me.” He turns back and runs his finger down my cheek with the medical reserve of a doctor. “He’s dangerous.” I’m not sure if he means Carter or Henry at this point.


      Stevie sails through the door with Ford in tow, and Carter takes his brother aside and speaks with him.


      Stevie falls to her knees next to Kinsley.


      “Are you okay?” Her eyes are alive with fury.


      “I’m fine. I wish everyone wasn’t running around this morning because of me. I just need a shower and some clothes.”


      “She’s coming with us.” Lincoln isn’t letting up.


      Kins pulls my hand to her chest. “I have clothes you can borrow.”


      “I’ll buy you clothes,” Stevie asserts. “I heard Carter say you can stay here as I came in.” Do that, she mouths.


      Lincoln gravels out a dark laugh. “No fucking way. Do you need me to carry you to the car?”


      “No. I promise I’m good. I can walk.”


      Lincoln heads over to Ford and Carter with that don’t-fuck-with-my-sister-look on his face.


      “What the hell?” Stevie hisses. “Did Henry hit you?” She eyes the blood on my hands, and her face lights up with glee. “Did you kill him?”


      Stevie is just waiting for me to produce a body to hide, Henry’s preferably.


      “I’m alive, and he’s not dead. That’s all that matters.” I close my eyes a brief moment, and I can still feel Carter’s beating heart pressed to mine. “There is just one more thing.”


      “What’s that?” Kinsley leans in with anticipation.


      I pull the lace underwear from out of hiding, and they both gawk at them as if I had somehow produced a magical bird.


      “Oh my, God!” Sheer delight spreads over Kinsley’s face as she snatches them from me. “I’ve been looking for these everywhere!”

      


      Wordlessly I travel with Lincoln and Kinsley back to their home in Pacific Palisades. The wind picks up and burns against my skin as I make my way into their clapboard bungalow that our father gifted my sister with a few years back. I myself have no animosity over the issue, unlike Stevie. It’s his money, and if he wants to gift my sister entire city blocks, it’s none of my business. Besides, I’m too busy siphoning from company accounts to notice.


      “I’ll get us some coffee,” Kinsley chirps as if I’ve come to visit for a spot of tea—naked with her underwear in tow.


      “Oh, no you don’t. Explain to me how these pretty little panties got into my couch.”


      Lincoln wipes the disgust from his eyes. “Isn’t it bad enough you’re sleeping with one married man? They’re not the newest version of a Birkin bag for fuck’s sake.” He barks the words at her prompting me to reach into my briefcase and dish out Henry’s phone.


      “Crack this code, would you?” I give it to him and motion toward the fireplace in hopes he’ll leave Kinsley to me.


      Stevie bursts through the door and treks on over, and Kinsley clams up again. Before we left Carter’s house, Stevie whispered something into Kinsley’s poor, impressionable ear, and, now, I’ll probably never get a straight answer. But I can surmise. I’m not an idiot. Stevie often feels the need to orchestrate other people’s destinies, hers included. It stems back to losing Claire and I’m guessing before that as well.


      “Done.” Lincoln comes over and hands the phone back to me.


      “Nice work.” I scroll through Henry’s text messages first. His mother, me, Richie his drinking buddy, someone named Nikki. “Who’s Nikki?” I touch her name and a million little blue bubbles pop up. Holy hell. Miss you. Can we talk? See you soon! I’m on tonight. An entire stream of briefly worded messages prompting his replies to be even that much more abrupt—me too, no, see you there, can’t wait.


      Henry is having an affair. The heft of the world lands on me as his own phone testifies against him. I’m being coated from the inside out by the heavy, lead-filled words that bounce across the screen. I’m baffled. First that he would have the energy, and, second, that he has a willing taker. I try to envision her for a second with her perky name, her matching perky ponytail, her bikini-clad body, face of a teenager with glossy pink invitation-to-a-blow-job lips. Is it the girl from Ned’s with the doughy breasts?


      I switch gears and check out his emails, but the queue is still empty. I check his spam, and it too is suspiciously blank. I’m back to square one with a target on my head. Or maybe this entire nightmare will go away. He was emphatic that he’d take care of this himself. Perhaps Henry, by some miracle, has started laying golden eggs and can finally pay those imbeciles back all by his lonesome.


      “Explain this.” I shake the underwear in Stevie’s face because it’s evident my sisters both know something. “I want an answer to something this morning, damn it. Just tell me what this is about.”


      Stevie snatches them from me and spreads them out with her fingers at opposite ends.


      “Those are mine!” Kinsley snatches them to her chest. “Thank you very much.”


      “I’m guessing La Perla made more than one.” Stevie smarts, but that worn look on her face tells me a different story.


      “Nope. Still mine.” Kinsley punches her thumb through the lace. “I always tear it in the exact same spot when I’m pulling them up. Get the same hole every time.”


      “You’re a freaking idiot, you know that?” Stevie buries her head in her hands a moment before reverting her attention to me. “You weren’t home last week. Your back door was open, and I slipped in and planted them.”


      A hard groan tears from me. “The morning I took him to breakfast.”


      “You told me you would leave him if he were cheating.” Her forehead breaks out in a series of lines.


      “Are you Nikki?” I had to go there. This is Stevie the-determiner-of-destinies after all. I’m aware of what she’s capable of.


      “No!” Her entire face opens with glee. “But God, I love her.”


      Lincoln comes by with champagne flutes filled with orange cheer.


      “What the hell is this?” I ask, taking it from him.


      “Mimosa’s for one and all. We’re celebrating.” He raises his glass, and my sisters follow. “Virgin for you.” He nods to our expecting sister, and Stevie gives an emphatic nod back. Stevie doesn’t drink regardless of the state of her uterus. I don’t imbibe much either although I’m starting to see the celebratory light. “To Aspen,” Lincoln thunders.


      “To Aspen,” they chime back.


      The mimosas flow freely for the next hour as I wallow in this newfound state of flux while floating in one of Lincoln’s sweatshirts because he was “tired of seeing my tits.” Kinsley let me borrow a pair of sweat pants that cost more than my entire wardrobe.


      Kinsley and Stevie exchange as many dating horror stories as possible just to try and make me feel better, and we laugh our asses off as if I weren’t still wearing my husband’s jugular on my hands. Crawling on my knees this morning, I didn’t think I’d be laughing again so soon, if ever.


      Stevie rubs her thumb over my cheek, her large doll eyes drinking me in.


      “You’re a badass, Aspen. You’re a great artist, too.” She combs the stray hairs from my eyes. “You’re an independent woman who is fierce and doesn’t need to be tied down by some loser who expects you to be his wifey while he treats you like dirt.”


      “Thank you.” I try to buy into her words. Me, a badass. I can’t quite wrap my head around it because, for so long, I was nothing more than a doormat. I would have been more productive as a speed bump on the freeway. I was Henry’s doormat. His wifey. “You know—” I cradle my glass as I draw my knees tight to my chest. I can still feel him penetrating me without mercy. What’s the matter, Aspen? I don’t do it for you anymore? No, Henry you don’t. Never did, never will. Go drink your beer, smoke your entire stash. I don’t give a shit any longer. “Last night I dreamed that men were after me, and my life was endangered unless I baked them cookies. Cookies. Even my nightmares have domesticated themselves.” I wipe the snot off my face with my sleeve as the room takes a delicious dip from the buzz I’m cultivating.


      Lincoln tilts his head to the side, intrigued. “What kind of cookies?”


      Stevie swats him over the leg. “Would you stop?”


      “Uranium-enriched cookies.” I shoot a look to my brother. “Don’t laugh. It’s true.”


      “I’m not laughing.” Stevie raises her glass to me. “See? That’s an interesting, badass, dream. Was Russia involved?”


      Kinsley shakes out her blonde head of curls, looking more than slightly confused. “Is there a Russia? I thought it was USSR?”


      “Take a history class, watch the news”—Stevie looks as if she might vomit—“pull your head out of your husband-stealing ass.”


      Speaking of ass, the rest of my dream consisted of my fear of rough anal sex at the hands of the terrorists because the cookie dough was out on the docks somewhere, and I knew I’d have to pay the price.


      “So did you bake the cookies?” Stevie needles me as if she heard my inward dialogue.


      “No, I paid the price.” I woke to Henry filling me rough and greedy from behind. My own terrorist in my own home.


      Go figure.


      I curl up on the couch and float to sleep while wrapped in a delicious warmth. For the first time in two years I feel safe.


      I wonder how long that will last.
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      Six times I called Stevie begging for an update before she let me know Aspen would be returning to work the following day. I thought of saying fuck it and heading over to see her. I thought of paying a special visit to Henry but for sure said fuck it to that. I struggled all night with the urge to go to Aspen, my Aspen, who I would never hurt in a million years, but, in truth, I had done that long before I ever gave Henry the chance. Mercifully, the night rolls into a brand new day, and I shower and shave with a sense of excitement because, in a few short hours, I’ll be seeing Aspen again. I want to hold her like I did yesterday and assure her everything will be all right.


      I feed Harley before heading out. I’m thinking today’s the day I bring Aspen home to cook for her—something quiet, intimate. I want to be there for her, her friend, her chef, her personal fluff and fold, whatever the hell she needs me to be. I’m halfway to the car before a familiar silver SUV blocks my driveway. Cher.


      “What’s up?” I unlock my truck as she stomps on over. Cher is attractive on paper, but when you peel her open, you find a swarm of maggots embroiled in their own living hell. I’ve never met a more miserable human being. So far, sweet Abby shows no signs of emulating her mother.


      “What’s up?” She tilts her blonde hair toward the sun. She’s wearing mirrored sunglasses, and I can see my discontent with her in duplicate on the lenses. “A little bird just told me that you have Aspen listed as a contact on our daughter’s trip slip. Anything I should be made aware of?”


      “I think that’s confidential who I have listed as a contact. The trip is during my week.” I’m not sure whether to be pissed or flattered that she cares so much to dig into my life.


      “You do realize we share joint custody.” She flips her hair back, and something in me twitches. All of her habits, her do-without-thinking foibles that I once regarded as cute now irk me to the point of wanting to stab my eyes out. “Abby is talking about her nonstop. I want to go back to the art gallery. Aspen, Daddy’s friend,” she mimics Abby with a horrible whine, and it makes my blood boil. Her arms fold tight across her expensive leather jacket. Cher is a walking billboard for luxury brands, the complete opposite of Aspen in just about every way. “Is she here?” She gives the house an accusing look. “I want to speak with her if she’s going to be around my kid. I don’t want her spending the night in front of Abby.”


      Aspen spending the night? In some ways I’m jealous of this contrived version of my relationship with Aspen.


      “She’s not here, and I need to get to work.” I scratch at the back of my neck as the sun bears down on us unreasonably hot this early. “Look, I’m sorry she gets under your skin. Abby’s only met her once. There’s nothing between Aspen and me except for a stale friendship. We work together. The end.”


      She lets out a mocking laugh. “Is it ever the end with you two? Second verse same as the first. She’s a manipulative bitch, Carter. When will you see that for yourself?” She shakes her head incredulous, and I fight the urge to tell her it takes one to know one. But that wouldn’t be true. Cher is the only master of manipulation around here. “You tell her to be careful around my daughter. I’m that little girl’s mother. There’s no way in hell she’s going to waltz back into our lives and steal my baby.” She hikes her hands up around her head as if trying to ward off a swarm of bees.


      “Whoa.” I grab a hold of her by the shoulders as her angry eyes scour over mine. “Nobody is taking Abby from you. Abby loves you. You alone are her mother.” If Cher is about anything, she’s about repetitive assurances. “Aspen is just a friend, regardless of whether or not you want to believe that. She never stole anything from you.”


      “The hell she didn’t.” She yanks her shoulder back as she stomps down the driveway. “She stole you.”

      


      Aspen. I give a polite knock to her open door as she and Pepper share a laugh over something. She looks stunning today. Her hair rests over her shoulders, shining like a dark halo. Her eyes, clear as the sky, illuminate the room without even trying. There’s a softer air about her. A genuine happiness in her eyes, and it all comes crashing to a halt when she spies me at the door.


      “Come in.” She stands to greet me. It’s her way. I wish she didn’t feel the need to be so formal around me. There’s nothing more that I’d like than to bring her comfort in every way. When we were together, if you could call it that, Aspen would open her arms like wings. There wasn’t a day we didn’t hold each other until it felt as if our bodies would melt as one.


      Pepper trots past me before looking back to Aspen. “Book club is fun. We’ll carpool. We can go to dinner first. Make a girl’s night out of it.” She glares at me when she says that last part before zipping out the door.


      “Sounds like a hot date,” I tease then immediately regret my words. “Sorry.”


      “Don’t be.” She collects her things. Aspen is dressed in a low cut navy dress that on any other woman would hang like a sack but on Aspen it lovingly conforms to her curves. “Where to?” She bites down over her lip as she makes her way to me. “But before we go, I want to say thank you. Stevie told me that she called you that morning after I got off the phone with her.” Her shoulders rise. “You didn’t have to come for me.” She swallows hard. “But I’m glad that you did.” Her hand rises to my collar and gives it a tug before she cinches her purse to her side. “Lincoln took me out last night and helped me get a new phone, some clothes.”


      “That was nice of him. Your brother is a good guy.” A little psychotic around the edges but a great brother.


      Aspen leads us out of her office, and my hand instinctively falls into the small of her back.


      “Where to?” She leans into me and my body aches to wrap around her.


      “I thought I’d take a cue from your brother, and we’d do a little shopping.”


      Aspen lets out a riotous laugh, and my bones warm just hearing that beautiful melody. I haven’t seen her this relaxed since I can’t remember when. Leaving Henry was a balm that soothed her inflamed soul, and now she’s back—happy and light for the world to see.


      “I’m not sure anyone should be taking a cue from any of my siblings.”


      “They’re great.” I run my hand over the length of her back. “And so are you.”


      “If this is about my lack of a wardrobe, please don’t feel the need to rectify this. I’ve picked up just enough things. Besides, I hate the mall. Apostasy, Apostrophe, they should all be called Apology for being so expensive.”


      I drink down her sense of humor as if it held medicinal properties for my weary soul. I’ve missed this, the banter, her snark.


      “You look terrific, but this is sort of a surprise.”


      Aspen and I drive out about a mile to the nearest Whole Foods.


      “Changing up the pace,” she muses as we pull into the lot. “I like that.”


      “I thought you might, but we’re not eating here.” We head inside, and I grab a cart with a mean wobble before replacing it for a sturdier one with a smooth ride—an analogy of our relationship in a nutshell. We wobbled in the past, but we’re so ready for a smooth ride—at least I am. “I’m cooking for you.”


      “Are you?” She’s amused and little baffled.


      We race around the market snatching up everything locally sourced, grass-fed, harmless harvest, vegan, pescetarian food item we can find.


      “What exactly is it we’ll be eating?” Aspen wraps her self around my arm, and I freeze, shocked by the simple act. Her flowery scent envelopes me in a membrane, and soon the world fades to a dizzying blur.


      “I thought we’d start with seared Ahi as an appetizer before moving onto portabella mushrooms, gluten free pasta with garlic truffle oil, and maybe a nice Cobb salad.”


      Her brows rise in tandem. “And for dessert?” Her eyes stay trained on mine, and, for one brief moment, I’m convinced this is a proposition.


      We are for dessert, I want to tell her. Although I’m not sure how well that would go over.


      I hold up the box of fresh gluten free chocolate cupcakes we picked out from the bakery. “I’m cheating.”


      She shakes her head. “Cupcakes are always the right answer.” Her face clouds over as we make our way up the line. “You would never cheat, Carter. You’re too much of a gentleman.”


      My stomach sours. I need to pay attention to my words. There’s no reason to pull Aspen back toward the hell she’s just escaped from. It’s time to usher in a new era. I wrap my arms around her waist as she molds into me. Something tells me a new era has already begun.


      I am a cheat.


      That’s how this entire nightmare began.

      


      “We’re not going back to Jinx,” I say as we work side by side to make this meal happen, my tiny kitchen coming to life with exotic scents it hasn’t been graced with the entire time I’ve taken residency.


      This moment, right here, is the culmination of all my fantasies, all of my empty wishes, my heart-felt desires. For so long I’ve dreamed of this normal-paced life with Aspen by my side, and, now, here it is, some vague version of it, but I’ll take it no matter how anemic.


      I run the pasta under cold water for a second before dumping the colander onto a platter. Aspen steps up from behind me and drizzles the garlic truffle oil over it. Her body heats to mine. Her warm breath slides down my arm, and I close my eyes a moment absorbing the sensation of her skin so close to mine. I press my back into her just to feel her softness, and she repels.


      “Sorry,” she says, stepping to the side.


      “Don’t be.”


      We plate up our food and head out back in the warmth of the day as the haze leans in and kisses the hillside. Harley runs between us before settling at Aspen’s feet. There’s a quietness I wish we could avoid as we eat our meals. Her eyes dart to mine like timid birds only to glance away when I meet up with her gaze.


      “Can I ask what happened with you and Henry?” It’s the last thing I should have asked. But it’s the one thing I want to know in the event she needs legal assistance, namely a divorce lawyer. “I want to help you. Let me carry you through this. I know how hard it can be.” Immediately I regret my words. I can see them swirling in the air between us, lazy and inexcusably desperate. Aspen is strong. In no way do I want to paint her weak. But still, I need for her to know that I’m volunteering to be her rock—that I’m immovable. I’m not going anywhere.


      “What happened with you and Cher?” Her eyes widen with a slight-ticked edge. “Was it hard to leave her?”


      “No. It was so easy I wondered why I didn’t do it sooner. Why I let the marriage happen at all.” There. The truth rolls between us like a fireball, neither of us willing to hold onto it for too long. “You happened, Aspen. You happened right from the beginning.” A dull laugh rumbles quiet in my chest. “You never stopped happening. You’re still here.” I tuck my hand against my heart. I have the home turf advantage, and I’m sweeping the moment with my anguished desolation, letting her into the darkest chamber of my heart where only she can shed light again. “You’re still happening to me. You own me, Aspen. You owned me right from the beginning.”


      Her breathing grows erratic. Her jaw tightens with pain as if I’ve added immeasurable sorrow to her already crumbling world.


      “I think I’d like to go back to Jinx now.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          The Burden of Gravity
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      Jane Seymour was the third wife of Henry VIII. She was the maid of honor at his first wedding to Catherine of Aragon, and an attendant to Anne Boleyn his second wife. Jane was always there under the radar, hiding in plain sight. It is thought that perhaps Henry loved her most. Tragically, Jane died just weeks after giving birth to Henry’s only male heir. Jane was the only wife of Henry’s to receive a queen’s funeral. At his request, upon his death, his body was interned next to hers. Out of all of Henry’s wives, you could say Jane was his shining star. Even cheats have their favorites.


      My life is in the throes of a seizure. Never before have I—and, here’s hoping that never again—will I experience anything like it. Lincoln brought an attorney to see me at the house. The hungriest shark in the tank he called him. My divorce is already meticulously and logically underway. But Henry’s reaction is anything but logical. Flowers. He’s sent an entire floral brigade to the office. I could open up shop—rename this floor the flower district the way the petals are flowing. Finally, Pepper, in her infinite state of respiratory distress, has ordered security to turn them away. The entire building is sneezing up an allergic storm, and it’s all Henry’s cheating fault. He’s texted me a few times. Nothing threatening—just an odd request, same one each day at five. Marriage counselor, five-thirty please come. I don’t go. I don’t ever want a reconciliation with Henry. It’s odd, though. A bit out of character for him, and it makes me wonder what his motivation is now that he’s free to be with “Nikki.”


      Another week drifts by, and the lunches with Carter grow increasingly strangled with intensity. His desire for me exudes like heat. He wants me, and now finally I’m free as the wind to make this happen. It’s strange. I’ve entertained this as a theory and played out just about every scenario but this one. I’m not sure what’s holding me back other than the past—the idea of a future that holds as much heartbreak as the present. After all, it was Carter who ran his barbed hook over my heart and made a thousand jagged tears in it to begin with. Henry was just a part of the collateral damage.


      “Beautiful!” Terri cries from behind my shoulder as she enters the boxy studio she’s graciously lent me.


      “I agree,” a familiar female voice chimes, and I turn to find my mother.


      “Mommy!” I jump up and pull her into a long embrace. We’ve talked on the phone since the incident, but I haven’t had time to stop by. Her hair is short and dark, and from here both she and Terri look as if they could be sisters. It’s safe to say my father had an affinity for brunettes, at least when he chose to have his affairs.


      My stomach sours. I hate the thought that every man I know has a wandering eye, and, at the end of the day, heart. I swore I would never be like my mother. A silly part of me believed that I had Henry on a string, that he needed me, my money, my organizational skills just to survive. I was his umbilical cord to the world. It never registered that Henry might actually act upon his wandering eye. It never registered that the marriage vows I felt were engraved in stone by the finger of God, were written in disappearing ink to Henry.


      “Would you look at this?” My mother steps toward the painting I’ve been working on for a near eternity—the self-portrait of Carter and me under a starry night sky. It felt like I was exposing my naked body to him, spread eagle, that day I showed him this piece. It was a confession of the soul, the kind you hope to never say out loud. I’ve been pining for you, desperately painting a much brighter future for the two of us while you were busy fucking my best friend. Although Cher wasn’t ever really my best friend. We were all pretenders locked in a game of he said she said, a twisted triangle of our own making. Carter and I thought it was a game until it wasn’t.


      “I’m hypnotized by it.” Terri shoulders up along side her, and the navy textured sky reflects in her tiny circular glasses. “I have news.” She takes up my hands and squints into me as if I were lost in the night shadows. “It’s perfect your mother is here to share in this moment. I’ve had a cancellation next Saturday night. An entire show evaporated into thin air just like that. Can you imagine?” She gives the crisp snap of her fingers. Her eyes gloss into mine, that razor-sharp smile of hers curves her lips. “I’m giving it to you, Aspen. You’ll have your own gallery exhibit. It’s my gift.”


      “Oh my, God—really?” I can’t breathe. It’s as if the universe were opening up its mouth enticing me to run in, touch my bare feet over its supple tongue. “Thank you. I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure I can pull it off.” My mind reels with the possibilities. I have all my pieces warehoused right here in this tiny studio. Mentally, I flip through each canvas as if it were a Rolodex. Is there enough for a show? Is the quality there?


      “You?” Terri breaches a laugh. “You have more pieces together than most of the tree trunks that wander this place.”


      Terri has grown accustomed to reducing her comrades in artistic arms to a vegetative state, tree trunks. I’m not sure what she calls me when I’m not around—I curve my hand over my still-sore wrist—probably a Black-Eyed Susan.


      “You have to do this.” Mom is emphatic that I indulge in this rush job.


      I turn back and inspect my favorite piece of all—Carter and I engaged in a kiss under a diamond night sky. I’m not sure I can part with anything I’ve done. This one has my heart sailing like a kite.


      A gallery exhibit. My own at last. Henry is out of my life and now this. God knows I can use the money.


      “Yes. I’ll do it.”

      


      The book club. Pepper has been after me for weeks to join the festivities at what she promises will be a male bashing extravaganza that should not be missed. I never was too friendly with girls. I know it sounds cliché. I get along better with boys. But I always have. Of course, I have my sisters, and they’ve always been enough. I’m sad to say I’m not that close to Justine and Jordan as I’d like, but the last few years they’ve been social butterflies, and, in truth, I saw Henry ogling their underdeveloped breasts once at a Christmas party. Then there was the quip about having them spend the night. At the time I thought it was a silly red flag, but something in me suggested I keep Henry away from them. A part of me even grew jealous that Henry seemed to notice them over me. Henry made it a point to notice every female under thirty but the one that had legally taken his name.


      “This is their first Saturday night meeting.” Pepper clutches onto my arm, far too excited as we make our way up the walk of this one level rambling ranch home tucked away in Encino.


      “Saturday night? Sounds like the entire club has slipped to more inclement social levels. I’m sure there’s a law somewhere about hosting a book club on days that begin with an F or an S.”


      My phone buzzes in my hand. It’s a text from Carter, and my heart thumps wild.


      My date had to cancel. You in the mood for macadamia encrusted halibut? Fresh from the farmers market. The nuts were a harmless harvest, I promise.


      I want to laugh at his jab toward my dining habits, but my heart weighs heavy over the word date. Who the hell is he dating?


      He texts right back without waiting for my reply. Abby is having a sleepover at her cousin’s. It’s working out to be an impromptu extension of a birthday party she went to this afternoon.


      A dull smile rides on my lips. Of course, Abby. I’m filled with immediate relief.


      At a book club meeting. I text back. If it’s OK, I’ll drop by after. But I’ll need a ride home.


      He texts right back. Perfect. Maybe no to the ride though.


      Very funny. I’m sure Carter would want nothing more than to have me stranded at his beach house. Is that what I want? A surge of desperate elation rides through me as my entire body screams yes.


      “What’s that about?” Pepper tries to read my screen, but I drop the phone back into my purse.


      “Just Carter.”


      “Just Carter?” She laughs while ringing the doorbell. “Wish I had a man who wanted me like Carter wants you. You’re insane if you don’t see how lucky you are. That boy would sell the company’s soul just to have you in his bed. Do you think he handfed it to Stevie just to get close to you?”


      A shrill of panic prickles my skin. Maybe. God, now that she frames it that way, probably. It all makes sense. And, sadly, I’m swooning at the idea of Carter selling out his brothers at the prospect of getting into my pants. Now that’s love, Henry. Not buying a boat you can’t afford and putting your wife’s head in the guillotine as collateral.


      A sassy looking redhead answers the door, overly tanned face, bright eyes that set off a thousand tiny cigarette wrinkles as she smiles. She’s pretty, not a textbook beauty, but you might look twice at her thinking you’ve seen her before. She has a familiarity of some long forgotten sitcom queen you might struggle to place.


      “Ashley Collette.” She extends her hand as she whisks us to the living room.


      Collette even sounds familiar.


      Chairs line the periphery of the sofas making a semicircle for the gathering. Women fill the seats, giddy with laughter, the raucous sound of a good time being had by all.


      “Welcome to the coven!” A shorter girl in too-tall heels and tight, kinky curls offers me a hug without warning. “I’m just kidding.” She kisses Pepper on the cheek. “You girls ready to dish? Are you hungry? Tara made a Mississippi Mud cake and some dirt pudding. I’ve got enough sangria to save us from any fucking memory of this past week.” She screams out a laugh before whisking back into the circle.


      I lean into Pepper. “At this pace, I might need the sangria to wipe out the memory of tonight.”


      “That’s my sister, Ginger.”


      “Oh, sorry! She’s totally delightful. True story. I’m just caught off guard by all the foreign estrogen in the room.”


      Pepper laughs while averting her gaze. “She’s something all right.”


      “Ladies, ladies!” Ginger hops up and down. “It’s time to bring this trial to order! It’s time for our roses and thorns! Who here wants to dish first?”


      “Roses and thorns?” I look to Pepper. Who knew I’d need an interpreter to get through the evening.


      “You know”—she wrinkles her nose as we settle into our seats—“you say something great that happened to you this week—your rose. Then something terrible, your thorn.” She blinks a quick smile that I’m sensing doubles as an apology for what’s about to follow.


      An entire slew of hands shoot up in the air. Something tells me that the She Woman Man Haters Club has just been called to order.


      Ginger gives a solemn nod. “I think most of you here would agree this has been a particularly difficult week for our friend Ashley.”


      All hands go down slowly as they turn to the redhead who opened the door. She looks beachy-causal with her hair loose in waves, her yoga pants and aquamarine tank top with her black workout bra peeking out from beneath like a fashion statement. Which reminds me, I need to lay off the comfort food and hit the gym. Buying a whole new wardrobe wasn’t as fun as I had hoped once I learned that my jeans had been lying to me for the last year and a half. I’ve managed to go up an entire size. I tried to protest the idea, but the personal shopper Lincoln hired to keep me from jumping off a denim ledge reasoned it must have been the spandex that made it impossible for me to burst their seems. Damn stretch denim. Anyway, Jinx has a full-fledged gym that I plan on attacking come Monday. It’s never too soon to get my thighs in shape for Carter. I mean summer.


      “As you know—” Ginger projects her voice to the four corners of the room. It’s pretty clear she’s the one in charge of this circus. “Ashley’s husband plays Sebastian O’Neil on The Fortune of Tomorrow.”


      The room sobers. A soft round of exasperated sighs expel in the collective spirit of disappointment.


      Oh. Shit.


      Ashley Collette is Dillon Collette’s wife! Dillon Collette, as in the very married man that Kinsley is boning.


      Ginger offers a dramatic pause. “This week, Ashley discovered some news about the woman who set out to destroy her marriage.”


      Hell. I cut a quick glance at the door.


      “I just want to say”—Ashley starts in with a mean wobble to her voice—“that when a woman does this kind of thing to another woman it should be regarded as nothing less than the highest form of treason. We are a sisterhood.”


      The room breaks out in a series of self-righteous cheers and smattering of Amen!


      To the tower with Kinsley! Believe me, I would be leading the charge.


      “So what I’ve discovered this week, is that she is someone who either works for the production or is, in fact, on the show.”


      She’s on the show! I want to scream, but resist the urge to out my idiot of a sister.


      The room fills with gasps as all of the air is suctioned right out at my sister’s expense. Freaking Kinsley. I should secretly record this horror and play it back to her later. Regardless, I think it’s time we have one fucking long talk.


      Ashley nods in agreement to whatever her neighbor whispers into her ear. “I think we should do a good old fashioned black wish session.” Her eyes flit angrily around the room as she stretches out the words black wish. “It’s only fair. She gets to screw my husband, I get to sick the universe after her.”


      “Black wish?” I whisper to Pepper. “Dear God, this isn’t really a coven is it? Because if it is, it’s totally against my religion, and I have enough going against me without pissing off anybody in the throne room.”


      Pepper shakes her head as if brushing it off. “It’s stupid. We go around wishing something ridiculous against this person. You know, wishing for her just desserts, her comeuppance.”


      “Oh, right.” Kinsley is mostly immune to anything as down to earth as comeuppance. Her Lionheart trust fund pretty much acts as a missile shield against it.


      Ashley starts. “I wish her a lifetime of pain and heartache. Nothing teaches the misery you’ve imposed on others than experiencing it for yourself.”


      My mind goes to Nikki, the ever young supermodel I envision going down on my husband while he yanks approvingly on her blonde bimbo of a ponytail. I’d wish the same for her, but, in all fairness, she might end up with Henry, and that’s punishment enough.


      The rest of the room isn’t quite as existential as they are literal. Instead, they wish for broken ankles, scarves caught in car doors that lead to a snapped spinal cord, hepatitis-laced lattes, a third degree flat-iron burn to the forehead that leaves a hard-to-disguise scar, one very unfortunate tampon insertion.


      All eyes fall on me. Holy hell. I give several hard blinks as I envision strangling my sister.


      “I wish”—to drown her at the moment, but that would be the equivalent of drowning a kitten—“I wish that all her hair falls out in her sleep. Every last blonde inch.”


      Mouths fall open, at first with the start of a laugh then with confusion.


      “You think she’s blonde?” Ashley leans in as if she hadn’t considered it.


      “Aren’t they all?” I say it so quickly half the room erupts in laughter.


      Oh. My. God. I almost caused a riot. Had I accidentally spilled Kinsley’s name, they would have formed a lynch mob. My own neck might have been in peril. Right about now, I’m fearing for both my neck and that of my home wrecker of a sister.


      “I bet she’s young.” An older woman nods sympathetically at poor Ashley. “You know I hate that they call women who date younger men a cougar, and yet there’s no name for men who do the same.” I blink at how she flipped the conversation on a dime, but I’m thankful.


      “Pigs!” Someone shouts from across the room.


      That about sums up Henry.


      A dull smile edges my lips.


      My people. I’ve finally come home to roost.


      Another woman begins an incredibly long rant about her children that goes well past the borders of good taste while talk of offspring is involved.


      “Can you believe that? They would rather spend their time with friends than the people that hewed their DNA together in love!” She grouses as the room breaks out in knowing murmurs.


      An entire string of soliloquies break out one after the other. We had abandoned the roses. It was all thorns from here on out. An entire briar patch had erupted. But no thorn was so elegantly and exquisitely worded than by a heavyset woman with a pixie cut.


      “I don’t care what that do-nothing asshole who sits on the couch has to say about me. Once a cheater always a cheater. You can’t measure your self worth off people who are quick to leave you. They were never worth your time to begin with.”


      I give a private smile because she just touched on the affectionate moniker that I have for Henry. Apparently there is a rash of do-nothing husbands clogging up Los Angeles. Must be something in the smog-riddled water. But the cheater angle, it does have me trying to fit both Henry and Carter in the same hole.


      “I have my future all mapped out for me,” she continues. “I’m already on day twenty of the living like a fucking cave man. Paleo ain’t for the faint of heart, let me tell you. In my forties, I’ll eat far less Pop Tarts. Maybe one on a special occasion—no more than two a year. Ramen noodles will mock me from the pantry. But I’ll fear carbs too much to ever bloat those delicacies with hot water. In my fifties, I’ll try my hardest to hang onto my youth. I’ll grow my hair to my waist and do Pilates, begging my body to forgive gravity’s cruel charge. In my sixties, I’ll still want sex but won’t bother to ask my drunk of a husband. He can’t get it up now. I already know it ain’t happening in twenty years. In my seventies, I’ll join the neighborhood walking group. We’ll gossip and bitch about our lives until I secretly wish I had taken up smoking in my twenties and ended it all early. In my late eighties, I’ll break a hip. I bet I get pneumonia and die within six months.” She blinks hard into her sad admission. “I hope they write something nice on my gravestone.”


      Wow. The room grows quiet as a tomb. That was charmingly deep. I don’t have a narrative for my future, but, if I did, I doubt I would be too concerned with calories or walking groups. I’m a ruminator. I would try to figure out how Carter would fit into each of my unfurling decades. If Cher would be right there to stomp out the flames of our love like she was the first time.


      The night wraps up, and Pepper and I thank Ginger for having us. I never did get to my thorn. It’s probably best. There are so many thorns to choose from these days, I wouldn’t have known where to start or end.


      “So what did you think of that man-bashing session?” Pepper grips the wheel a little tighter.


      “I feel cleansed.” And ashamed of my sister, but that’s another story.


      “I tell you, it makes me feel a little better about being single.”


      “You’re too beautiful to be single. What’s your story?”


      She takes a quick breath as she stares catatonic out the windshield and into the night.


      “It’s a boring story. Let’s just say that men are an affliction I need to stay away from for a good long while.”


      “You think there’s any good in men?” I ask after navigating Pepper through the dark hills all the way to Carter’s house.


      “I think there are good men. Yes, I think there’s good in all of us.” She pulls in tight against the stairs leading to his home. “But I also think that we’re all human. We make mistakes.” Her features soften with a sorrowful look that lets me know this conversation was just thrown back into my court. “I think if someone genuinely asks for your forgiveness, you should consider it.”


      “Are you talking about Henry?” I’ve made the error of letting Pepper have every box of chocolate he sent. We’ve both rolled our eyes at his surface apologies, his too-late flowers, his cheap chocolate carb-fest, but now I’m wondering if all that sugar has finally got to her. She’s tying Henry to something as good as chocolate in the Pavlov sense.


      “No—Carter.” She scoots me out of the door with her hand. “I’ve never met two people who I’ve wanted to smash their heads together more. Would you just kiss him already?” She waves as I slam the door on her lip lock request.


      I make my way up the walk and give a quick knock.


      If I resolve to do anything tonight, it’s not kiss Carter.
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      Aspen shows up like a dream in the night with her hair down to there, her eyes glowing like moonbeams, and her puckered mouth all but begging for a kiss.


      “Come in.” I pull her into a brief hug. Her hair smells of vanilla, and, for a quick second, she presses her chest hard to mine. “Excuse the boxes. Tomorrow is moving day.” I have my entire world locked and loaded and ready to go by eight a.m. It’s a little strange to think I’ve purchased a place on my own, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to buying that house with Aspen in mind. “I have dinner in the warmer.”


      “I’m good. Did you eat?”


      “I may have snuck in a bite or two.” I measure my fingers together an inch. I ate a full sub from Sholtz today at lunch. I didn’t dare have a bite of dinner without her, but now that she’s here I don’t want food. I just want Aspen.


      “I’ll take a drink. I sort of need one.” Her eyes dance up and down the towers of boxes. “That book club was more of a piss and moan session. And the man bashing! Who knew women could be so vicious?”


      “I’m not saying a word.” Cher and her nonstop antics come to mind. She’s viciousness personified. “Chardonnay okay? Or are you in the mood for something stiffer?”


      Her eyes widen a moment before a smile cinches on her lips. “I’ll save the stiff one for later. Wine is fine.”


      I pour us both a full glass. After my inadvertent innuendo, we’ll need it. Although I do have a stiff one just throbbing to be alleviated—I’m hoping soon by Aspen herself. I can’t begin to imagine how amazing that will feel. Hell, that’s a lie. I’ve imagined it plenty. Aspen and I have never ventured off first base, so anything behind its reach will feel like a road trip to paradise. I’m hungry for Aspen—desperate to claw into her flesh with mine in a heated, primal manner that I’m afraid I won’t ever be able to control. She has no idea the things my body demands to do to hers. I was born to love Aspen that way. I’d die to make it happen soon.


      We take our wine and head outside down in the oversized acreage they call a backyard and sit in a double wide hammock that came with the place.


      “Oh!” She laughs as she stumbles into the netting, a touch of her wine lapping over the side and onto the grass.


      I take a deep drink before settling down beside her.


      Aspen lies on her back, balancing her wine glass over her stomach, and I do the same until we’re staring up at the speckled sky. It’s foggy out, just enough to let the stars play a game of hide and seek.


      “Sure isn’t like Sea Ridge,” she whispers.


      I can count on one hand the nights we didn’t sneak off to look at the stars.


      “Not dark enough. It will be at the new house. But you’ll have to come and judge for yourself.”


      “Consider it done. I’m excited to paint Abby’s room. Speaking of which, Terri offered me my own exhibit next Saturday night at the art center.”


      “Are you kidding? That’s fantastic! Congratulations.” I lean up and spill half my wine. I knock back the rest before tossing the glass behind me.


      “Yes. That is fantastic.” She laughs, drinking her wine in haste then mimicking the gesture. “Is that supposed to be some sort of good luck charm?” She points at the discarded glasses as they trap the moonlight on the curve of their lens.


      “No.” I bear into her beautiful eyes, just inches away from mine. “You don’t need any good luck charms. You’re amazing. I’m not surprised that you’re getting your own show. What’s the theme? The title?” Aspen used to take me to gallery exhibits regularly back in the day. She loved going over each piece with me, pointing out details that the normal, untrained eye could never see. Aspen is the only lens I want to see my world through.


      “I don’t know. I have all my pieces saved. I was looking at them and realized I went through this light period then a very dark one.” The smile glides off her face at the thought.


      I’m pretty sure I was responsible for both phases. I’m not proud that I inspired her to trade the light for darkness. My life was pretty dark at that time, too.


      “Okay, how about Moments in Light, Moments in Darkness?”


      “Carter”—she readjusts her body until she’s fully facing me—“I really love that. I’m going to steal it if you don’t mind.”


      “No need to steal. I’m just repackaging what you’ve already done.”


      A breeze whistles by, shaking out the dreadlocks of the willow a few feet away.


      “I guess you know that our two weeks are up.” She nods as if I should understand what this means. “You’re free. You can have your lunch hour back.” Her gaze stretches slow and weighted over my features as the quiet of night creeps up unexpected.


      “I don’t want it back. I’m rather enjoying the company.”


      Another sweep of silence.


      “Okay then.” She offers a placid smile. “I guess you’re stuck with me.”


      “I’m never stuck with you. I’m here for you. Always. There’s so much I wish I could change about the past, but I can’t. But together, we can mold the future. I’m so—”


      She cuts me off. “My sister is a home wrecker.” Her lashes blink hard and fast. I had taken Aspen to a dizzying height, and she was struggling to catch her bearings. “Can you imagine? Destroying someone’s marriage to fulfill your selfish wants?”


      Her eyes widen bright as flashlights, warning me to temper my longing for her. It’s clear we are still off the table. But something in me has unleashed, and it’s becoming increasingly harder to bottle my emotions. I want to lay them out like a deck of cards, show her that we win in the end. We can sweep all of the prizes off the table if she just gives us one more chance. Aspen is my selfish want. I destroyed my marriage to prove it.


      “Kinsley, in case you’re wondering,” she continues. “She’s sleeping with a married man. His wife was at the book club tonight. I saw the hurt in her face.” She shakes her head. “Why do people cheat? I don’t get it.” It comes out rhetorical, but I feel the sting as sharp as a slap. I didn’t necessarily cheat on Aspen with Cher, but when you removed the gossamer, blow the dust off the past, I think that’s exactly what did happened.


      “Kinsley is her own person. Have you tried talking some sense into her?” I wish I could go back and talk some sense into myself.


      “No, but I will. A marriage is a line that she never should have crossed.”


      “I guess some could argue that he was the one with the wedding ring. He should’ve known better, too.”


      Aspen’s gaze drifts past my shoulder, and I can’t help but wonder if we’re both thinking of her philandering husband.


      She takes a full breath. “Stevie and Ford are getting married the Saturday after my exhibit. Isn’t that crazy? My sister and your brother?”


      I give a deep moan. “That is something.” I wanted to say it should have been us four years ago. But it should have been are four very damning words.


      “Stevie chose me to be her bridesmaid so she can watch us dance at their reception. I think she orchestrated this entire wedding for that reason alone. Is that a tad egocentric of me to think that way?”


      A dark laugh rumbles from me as I pick up her hand. My fingers loosen for a moment as our eyes meet in haste. She glances down at our conjoined flesh, and her chest expands. Her discomfort spills between us, weighted as sandbags.


      “I’m sorry.”


      “No, it’s okay.” Her warm fingers seal over mine, and I close my eyes a moment. Aspen is opening like a flower—a single delicate bloom that I’m afraid will clam up again without warning. “Anyway, Ford is pretty incredible, and Stevie will make a beautiful bride.”


      I give a wry smile at the thought of Aspen thinking my brother is pretty incredible. He is, but it still dings my ego a bit.


      “I have a confession to make,” I whisper, trying desperately not to sound like a thirteen-year-old girl. She gives my hand a squeeze as the hammock rocks us peaceably along. “I was at your wedding, Aspen.” I swallow hard looking methodically into each of her eyes. “You were a beautiful bride.”


      A moment of aching silence whittles by. In an act of recklessness, I’ve pulled a glass dome of discomfort over the two of us. And, now, I’m rethinking my stance on future confessions.


      “Oh? I didn’t realize you and Cher came.” She gives a hard sniff, and I can’t bear the pain on her face another moment, so I fix my gaze back to the hard-to-find stars.


      “She didn’t. It was just me.” It’s true. I thought of halting the whole damn ceremony. Cher wanted to burn the invitation, but I kept it like some foolish cherished treasure. Now that I think about it, Cher had the right idea, after all, it was Henry that Aspen was marrying not me. “I died that night.” My fingers clasp tight around her hand, but my gaze remains fixed on this LA starry night. “It killed me that you were with him, Aspen. I couldn’t take it. I almost tracked you down that night. I know that’s not fair. I’m sorry.”


      A hard breath expels from her lungs, pluming a veil of precipitation.


      “I know the feeling.”


      Our sighs rise in the night as if we were making a wish four years too late.


      I lean up on my elbow, and she does the same. Here we are—our faces just inches apart after this bizarre midnight confessional. My head inches towards her, but she doesn’t reciprocate. I bear into her with my desperate gaze, my entire being shouting that I want this with her. Let’s put the past behind us. Let’s heal.


      I’m about to warn her that I’m going in for a kiss when my phone goes off.


      “Shit.” I pull it out quickly and examine it. There’s not a person on the planet I’ll pick it up for unless it has to do with my daughter, and it does.


      In less than five minutes, Aspen and I are in my truck on our way to pick up Abby from a failed sleepover. It was Cher who called from her sister’s house. It’s my week, so Abby comes home with me. It turns out three-year-olds only like sleepovers in theory. We arrive at the Toluca Lake house and meet up with an unwelcomed sight in the driveway, Cher. She’s still here so I can only guess things will get awkward.


      “Well, look who decided to tag along?” Her teeth shine in the dark like silver blades as she sizes up Aspen. “Looks like Daddy was busy with a sleepover of his own.”


      “Who’s this?” Cher’s sister Christine is the salt of the earth. I don’t even think Cher has the power to turn her against Aspen. There are still some good people left on the planet, and Christine is one of them.


      “Aspen O’Tool.” Aspen extends her hand, and I wince hearing her say that last name. I’m sick that I ever let Henry stain her life so indelibly.


      They shore up their niceties while I head in and extract a well-sedated Abby from the couch and transport her to the truck. I get back to find Cher in a standoff, staring down Aspen as if she were about to bash her head in with a rock.


      “Goodnight,” I say, taking Aspen by the hand and leading her away from the potential nightmare.


      “It was very nice meeting you,” she says politely to Christine, and Cher becomes visibly unhinged.


      “What’s the matter, Aspen? Aren’t you going to say goodnight to me? Remember all those nights we stayed up late talking about boys?” Her brows arch as she flashes those sharpened canines over at me. “That boy actually. You always did have an affinity for my seconds. Please say hello to Henry for me.”


      Aspen seizes. Her eyes twitch like that of a wild cat.


      “Henry and I are divorcing.” She spins into Cher with a touch of glee in her voice. “You can have him back if you like. He always did have a special place in his heart for the ridiculously bitter. I never did fit the bill, Cher, but you do.”


      We jump into the truck and take off. I don’t think I’ve ever been so aroused and around my ex-wife no less. Seeing Aspen stick up for herself like that makes me want to pull over and take her right here on a dark, tree-lined street. And I might have considered it if Abby weren’t snoring softly in the back.


      “I’m proud of you,” I whisper.


      But Aspen doesn’t say anything in return.


      She’s back in the dugout, far away from first base, far away from that fabled home run.


      Leave it to Cher to unspool two week’s worth of hard-won trust. She’s unraveled Aspen and me before. It’s become an annoying habit of hers.


      Not this time, Cher, you sorry bitch.


      You don’t get to alter history twice in one lifetime.

      


      The move runs smoothly, and, by Sunday I have everything in its place, minus about a hundred boxes. My brothers came by and christened the place with a beer, but Aspen said she needed to shore up things for her exhibit. That’s who’s really going to christen this place, Aspen.


      Late in the afternoon, I take my little lady and saddle her in her car seat for a quick coffee run. We hit the local Starbucks and put in our orders, something strong for me and a smoothie for Abby. The last thing she needs is a caffeine high, although sugar seems to have the same effect. I know for a fact that Cher lets her lap up the lattes because Abby has told me so herself.


      I’m checking out the Sunday Times on the news rack just as I get a slap to the shoulder.


      “Fucking shit. If it isn’t Call-it-in-the-Hole, Cannon.”


      I glance up before straightening. “Henry.” Shit.


      Call-it-in-the-Hole. I cringe because that’s no golf term. I used to be able to peg, with uncanny accuracy, who would get laid by whom that evening which led my frat brothers, Henry being one of them, to start referring to girls as holes. Now that I have a daughter, I find it a lot less amusing than I did back in the day.


      Henry stands before me, holding a drink in each hand. His face is the color of a pomegranate. He’s thicker than he used to be, downright flaccid in comparison.


      I tighten my grip on Abby’s little hand. “This is my daughter, Abby.”


      “No shit.” He nods down at her, seemingly genuinely pleased to meet her, expletive and all. “That’s right. Aspen has mentioned her before.”


      My stomach thumps once. “She did?” I’m curious. I know that Abby must have been a knife to the gut.


      “Yeah”—he leans in—“something about that spiteful bitch you married naming her after Abigail—Aspen’s mom.” He takes a relaxed sip of his coffee before leaning in. “We both know what a mind fuck Cher can be, so that’s no surprise.” He shrugs it off, but I can feel the burn building on my cheeks. Embarrassment rises up behind my eyes because after all these years I had never connected the vengeful dots.


      Henry kneels to Abby’s height. “You look like you’re holding back a big secret. But I don’t think you’re telling.” He gives her ponytail a gentle tug and she giggles. He pops back up. “She’s cute, takes after her daddy.” He raises his brows. “No offense to that barracuda she sprung from. So what’s going on?” He’s smiling, but it looks forced. There’s something dead in his expression I don’t quite remember. “You at Jinx? I bet you see Aspen all the time.”


      Abby steps on my foot in an effort to make herself taller. “Aspen Daddy’s friend.” She’s quick to announce.


      “Is she?” His chest pumps with a dry laugh. “I bet. So is anything new? Rumor has it she’s seeing someone. So soon. Can you imagine?” His eyes narrow in on mine with venom.


      “Haven’t heard anything.”


      “Yeah? Rumor also has it she has a propensity for douchebags that live in your neighborhood.”


      My jaw tightens as I glance down at my precious baby girl—the namesake of Aspen’s mother.


      “Really?” I meet his stone cold stare with one of hatred. I don’t know exactly how he fucked with Aspen, but I do know he did things to her that a husband should never do. He may have bullied her in the past, but it’s not happening again. And, for damn sure, he’s not bullying me.


      “Yes. Really.” He takes a step in, his chest puffed out like he’s ready for a fight. “You can tell the asshole she’s seeing I’m not fucking amused.”


      I try to sidestep around him. “You don’t talk like that around my daughter.”


      “I’ll stay away from your daughter. You stay away from my wife.” He knocks his shoulder hard into mine as he takes off into the parking lot. I watch from the window as he crawls into his Porsche. There’s a person in the passenger’s seat, a woman, brunette, and for one sinking moment I think it might be Aspen herself, but the hair is cut to her neck. Nope. Aspen is done with that psychotic piece of rotten luggage. But something tells me Henry is far from done with her. Guys like Henry don’t deal too well with rejection. He’s like a powder keg just waiting for a match to ignite.


      Aspen is the flame, and I’m about to make her mine.


      Ready or not—we’re going off like a bomb in your face, Henry.


      
        *

      


      


      The next few days at work, Aspen is tense. Gone is the familiar girl who was coming out of her shell, replaced with a stoic version, one who seems eternally short with me.


      I summon her to my office to work on the Jinx 2 ad campaign, and we stare at one another like predators waiting to see who will devour whom. I’d like to blame Henry for this turn around, or Cher, but most likely it was simply me for moving too fast. With Aspen each step needs to be measured, taken in timely stride, or I’m bound to push us back to the ice age. The fact of the matter is, I’ve hurt her. I’ve been the primal cause of great pain in her life, not Cher, for damn sure not Henry.


      Aspen sits across from me with her laser-focused attention. I’m fascinated, hypnotized by the curve of her pale legs, but it’s her beautiful feet tucked in those high heels that have me in a trance. Peep toe heels with fresh cherry polish making my mouth water. I can’t take my eyes off them. I don’t mind the silence. I know she needs time to work things through. Divorce can wreak havoc on the average person, but throw an art exhibit on top of that, an ex who is gunning for your bed. I’m sure it’s as stressful as it can be.


      Aspen messes with her phone before showing me a timer and setting it down on the desk.


      “You have five minutes to do whatever it is you want with me, Cannon. Go ahead.” She holds up her hands as if negating the fact she has anything up her sleeve. “You’ve been staring at my feet for the last half hour. You can start there.” She lands her high heels over my leg. Her eyes never leave mine.


      I glance from her to the phone as the seconds eat away with a dull click.


      “What are you talking about?” My heart thumps a few times loud enough to let me know it’s out of calibration. My adrenaline spikes, and instantly I’m both aroused and numb from shock. God knows five minutes isn’t near enough time to do what I’d like to her. To love her the way I’ve been dreaming about—the way she deserves.


      “I’m all yours.” She cuts a glance to the phone. “Four minutes thirty seconds. Have at it. Certainly you have the balls to take me right here in your office, don’t you, Carter?” Her thighs part just enough with the dare as her flimsy dress rides up her legs.


      A cold smile plays on my lips. The head games are back, but Aspen has upped the stakes. I’m in.


      I pull her foot to me gently before flicking off her heel and tossing it over my shoulder, my gaze still nailed to hers.


      “You have fucking beautiful feet.”


      “You always throw an expletive in there?”


      “It was necessary.” My eyes close as my lips dip down to her flesh, and I detonate in a shower of sparks and emotion, strong as a nuclear blast. My mouth covers each of her tiny toes, my tongue lashing over them, sucking them down in a starving man’s fury. I graze each digit with my teeth, pulling out slowly, a guttural groan working its way up my throat. My blood pumps so damn fast, I’m deaf to my surroundings. Aspen tastes sweet, sugared and spiced, and all things very fucking nice. She lets out a hard sigh as her leg relaxes in my hand. My hard-on presses tight against my boxers as I struggle to keep myself in check. I suck the shit out of her foot before diving back over her toes as efficient as giving head.


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” A loud bang goes off, and I dart up to find Ford throwing his water bottle just missing my head by inches. All my brothers have come to join the party. How very fucking nice.


      Carson stands by his side looking like he’s holding back a laugh. “This dickhead bothering you, Aspen?” He’s wearing a T-shirt, his muscles popping like he just lifted the building off its foundation. A part of me is hoping Aspen doesn’t notice a thing about my physically fit little bro.


      “Do I look like I’m bothering her?” This pent up rage, this genuine frustration that’s been accruing hits its pinnacle—and just when I was hoping Henry would be at the receiving end of it.


      “I’d better go.” Aspen tries to slink out of the room, one shoe in hand.


      “No, don’t.” I fan her back with my fingers until she’s seated right next to me again.


      Ford doesn’t look amused. “All right, barefoot Cinderella. What you hear in this room stays in this room.”


      Cash shuts the door, closing his eyes a moment too long. “Dude, sorry.” He winces as he makes his way over.


      “I’m not sorry.” Ford pulls up a seat. “You didn’t even have the courtesy to lock the door. Anybody could have walked in while you were fucking her feet.” He winces at Aspen. “Excuse me.”


      I press my palm into my eyes a moment. “What do you want?”


      “Ran some numbers this morning.” Cash shakes his head. “Someone’s been siphoning funds.”


      Aspen gasps and straightens. “Um, that’s terrible.”


      “It is.” Carson agrees. “The number one work ethic we’ve tried to instill in our employees is trust.”


      “How much?” I ask. Theft is a constant in just about any business, but at Jinx we treat employees like family, hell, most of us are.


      “Just under five hundred K.” Ford chokes it out with anger.


      Most people assume when you’ve got billions in the bank you wouldn’t care less about a little loss here and there, but the opposite is true. To a billionaire, losing a dollar is like losing a child. We’re spoiled, and we want to keep all of our loved ones right where they belong.


      “Shit.” I toss a pen across the room. “Find ‘em. Lynch ‘em. End of story. Set the bells and whistles off—call the cops see how fast they confess and beg for mercy. I don’t care how you do it, get them to cough back every single dime.”


      Ford nods. “I’m thinking the same thing.”


      Cash pulls his phone out as if he’s on it. “I think it’ll be easy enough to trace.”


      “Wait.” Aspen holds out her hand in a panic. “I think—I don’t think we should involve the police.” Her chest pumps at the thought. Henry obviously has her terrified of the authorities. “We should catch the bastards off guard. You know, nail them to a wall when they least expect it.”


      “I like that.” Ford nods aggressively. “We should hire a detective.”


      “I’ve got a guy I use. I can call him right now.” Cash scrolls through his contact list.


      “You won’t have to.” Aspen exhales a breath of relief. “I know just the person for the job, and trust me, there’s no one better. Stevie can attest to that.” She nods to Ford as if trying to recruit him.


      I take up her hand and give her a squeeze. “Who is it?”


      “Lincoln.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Salve on a Moonless Night
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      Anne Boleyn, wife number two, was beheaded on the 19th of May 1536 while still proclaiming her innocence. Upon slashing her neck with a sword, the executioner held her head to the crowd where she is famously known to have moved her eyes and mouth, thus adding credence to the fact she was believed to be a witch. (Fun fact: The human brain can function for several seconds after a beheading dependent upon how much oxygen is left at the time of severing.) Was Anne Boleyn a witch? Most likely not. We won’t know for sure. She didn’t exactly get a fair trial, but, ironically, she did get the last word. Eat that, Henry. (Additional side note—Henry was officially engaged to his third wife, Jane Seymour, the very next day.) You know what they say: Marry in haste, repent in leisure.


      “And then what happened?” Kinsley is wide eyed and titillated by my drive-by with a foot fetish. I’ve just spit out the details of my afternoon foot fun while we wait for garlic bread to arrive at the Trattoria.


      I glance to Lincoln as he summons the waitress for another drink. He looks as if he’s about to be sick and simultaneously kill somebody. Stevie sinks in her seat with flushed cheeks. Who knew Stevie was capable of blushing?


      “And then he ate my feet, and I hobbled all the way here to tell you about it,” I snap.


      “Relax.” Kinsley tries to bring me down from my hopped up level of fear, albeit she knows not why I’m afraid—none of them do. I just sound very tense from an afternoon of Carter going down on my feet. But I know exactly why I’m ragged around the edges.


      I bite the inside of my cheek as I look to my brother. He’s going to have to help me get out of this mess, and it won’t be pretty.


      “Don’t tell me to relax,” I snip at Kins. “I went to a book club in the valley, and the wife of the man you’re sleeping with was there.”


      Her pink little mouth rounds out in the shape of a donut.


      A choking sound emits from her throat. “Was she upset?”


      “Yes, she was upset.” My voice rises incredulous. “She was very fucking upset. She had everyone sit in a circle and wish horrible things on your life. I had to tell a group of women that I wished your hair would fall out in your sleep! You made me cast a pox on you! Stop this affair.”


      “We’re not having an affair.” She cinches close to Stevie with her fingers coiling around her luscious locks. “God, I can’t breathe.” She scratches at the hives breaking out over her arms. “And now I can’t stop itching.”


      “That’s because you’re allergic to your own lies.”


      The three of them look utterly horrified at my sudden transformation to Her High Bitchiness.


      I clear my throat and make a concerted effort to relax. I need to get a grip—pretend for one moment that the entire Cannon clan isn’t closing in on my God-awful decision to commit company treason. I’m an idiot. I don’t know what the hell ever made me believe I could get away with it. I had options. I happen to be staring at three of them right now.


      “So what’s new with you guys?” I ask brightly, in a rather psychotic turnaround. Lincoln’s face smooths out, amused at my spontaneous leap of emotions. “How’s the wedding planning?” I look to Stevie and her growing belly. Stevie glows with new life filling her.


      “Fabulous,” she chirps picking up her fork and licking the tines for no reason. Stevie never chirped before she was pregnant, before Ford to be exact. He lifted the dark cloud that had settled over her since Claire’s death and doused her world with sunshine. My mind flits to Carter. Even now that we’re both free, I can feel the dark cloud sinking over me. That dark cloud is the husband I’m still leashed to. I’ve stolen for Henry. I’m lying for Henry. In the process I’m sacrificing Carter for Henry, our trust built on an entire ocean of lies. Meanwhile Henry is having sex with a pop tart named Nikki.


      “I heard my mother offered you an exhibit.” Stevie stirs her drink while staring at me with dazed admiration. “I’m so proud of you. I can’t wait. You’re going to be huge, Aspen. I’ve always believed in you. You’re a go-getter. You know how to make things happen.”


      “Yes, I meant to tell you.” I wave the three of them off. “I’m thrilled, actually.” I’m going to be huge in prison. Perhaps they have an art program? I can develop one, teach one. I am a go-getter. I didn’t have the money to pay back the crooks my husband hired so I went and got the money. I know how to make things happen. Very bad things. I toss the spotlight to Linc. My brother, my savior. If it weren’t for Lincoln, I’m pretty sure there would be a prison sentence in my future. And there might be. “What’s new with you?”


      “Just keeping busy with—”


      “Good.” I nod a little too eager, cutting him off in haste. “We need to talk when you get a moment.” My gaze drills into his as urgency exudes from me like a fever. I can’t bear this burden any longer. I need my big brother to carry my cross before the Cannons nail me with a conviction. Before I lose Carter for a second time. They don’t need to crucify me. I’m doing a pretty good job of that myself.


      Lincoln gives a bored blink with that here-we-go-again look on his face. “Excuse us while Aspen and I head out for some fresh air.” He pulls me up by the elbow and gently, yet forcibly, hustles me into the hall. “What are you on? What the hell is going on, little sis? Spill it, or both Carter and Henry will have their dicks rearranged post-fucking-haste.”


      “God, Lincoln.” I touch my hand to my forehead and close my eyes. In one fell swoop, I tell him about Sonic Glass, about Henry’s constant need to have a physical and yet luxurious extension of his little dick that I personally couldn’t care less if he rearranged. “I have the money.” A part of me can’t bring myself to tell him how I acquired it. “I just need to find these people and get them off my back.”


      “And what’s to stop Henry from taking another loan?” His features darken. Lincoln is handsome and frighteningly able to cure all the ills of the world. At least that’s what I need to believe right now. “And why in the fuck are they coming after you?”


      “I don’t know. Because we’re married? Who the hell understands these idiots? All I know is that they tried to kill me—twice.” I hold up two fingers to enforce my theory.


      “Shit!” Lincoln slams his palm against the wall causing a picture frame to jump to the floor. “I’ll find them. I’ll give them their money.”


      “No!” I scoop him in by the shirt. “Henry is my mistake, and I’m going to take care of this. I don’t want or need your money.” My lips quiver, and I bite down over them in an effort to rein it in. “My pride is on the line. I’m the one who married Henry, not you.” There’s a seedling of truth to this, but at the end of the day, I’ve stolen from my brother as well. Pride is a cunning little bitch that gives you just enough rope to hang yourself with.


      Lincoln looks at me unblinking, morose and serious as if he has a bomb strapped to his back.


      “I gotta go.” He heads toward the door. “We’ll talk soon.”


      A heavy sigh of relief expels from me as I lean against the cool wall. Lincoln is already handling the situation. Soon those morons will be paid off for good. But he’s right, what’s to stop Henry from paying them another visit? If one yacht is good, two must be better. I think this is a trickier, stickier web to untangle myself from than I first believed.


      This is all Henry’s fault. Henry who has a mistress. Henry who had a secret yacht until I happened to stumble upon an email. What if I never picked up the breadcrumbs? Would he have eventually clued me in? What else is Henry keeping from me?


      “What have you done, Henry?” I whisper under my breath.


      Something doesn’t sit well with me.


      Something, for sure, is not right.


      Henry is an idiot, so things often don’t add up. All I know is that I’d better get as far away from Henry O’Tool as possible.


      Where is an executioner when you really need one?

      


      The week tumbles by in a blur with me slaving away all hours at the gallery. My mind swirled in color and light, in the memories each canvas holds like a bookmark to some porthole in the past. Carter shows up and helps me organize my life’s work in groups, my vertebrate years, the dark invertebrate years that followed. He brings Abby, and she paints next to us, content for hours as we hem and haw over what pieces to include in the exhibit. It’s a strange dream being so close to Carter again, serving up my most intimate, personal moments as an offering for all those missing hours swallowed by time. I might as well have stained these canvases with my blood, with my tears. My history with Carter is delicately layered on each one. Carter is like water, a reflection of something transitional, always present in my life, reshaping himself to the surface that destiny chooses to give us, and now here he is full-bodied, light, and pure. But he brought the darkness into my life, as well. Even though we spent four years apart, Carter was inescapable, just as much a part of me as my heartbeat. Together we were light, and then we grew mercilessly dark.


      The night of the exhibit flows like an out-of-body experience. My name is strung up on the banner that leads into the main hall, Aspen O’Tool, and I twist my lips looking at the letters that form who I am in symbols. Their angular shapes, the three round o’s that stand out like a warning—it looks hostile, bitter. I resent Henry for so many reasons, but the fact that I’m stuck with his name, that I’ve carved it into the tree of my existence makes me most resentful. Does Nikki worry that there’s a woman out there who took Henry’s name? Does she want it, too? For a moment I envision a new name, Aspen Cannon. In a perfect world, that is what it would be.


      Carter said he came to my wedding. I wish he were there as the groom. It would have saved a world of grief.


      Stevie and Ford are the first to arrive. Ford looks dapper in a suit, and Stevie is stunning with her volleyball stomach curving out of her tight, black dress. His hand is pressed to her back. They are so loving it gives my heart great relief to know that my baby sister has found true love.


      “Do we know what we’re having?” I pull her into an embrace. Stevie holds the scent of lilacs. Stevie has always amazed me. She’s the calm just as easily as she is the storm. A perfect balance of light and dark. I wish I could harness her power, her inner strength. I would have had a much different life if I had her superpowers.


      “I refuse to know what we’re having.” She pats her tummy as if her denial to know the sex were somehow keeping the baby safe.


      “I’m glad. There are so few surprises in life. Have you thought of names?”


      Stevie laughs a deep-throated, belly laugh. “Tonight isn’t about me.” She fans an arm toward the displays. “This place looks fabulous.” She spins in a circle, taking in as much as she can.


      “You look fabulous,” a smooth voice rumbles into my ear from behind, low and demanding as thunder.


      Carter. I spin into him. His wide-framed shoulders, his startling good looks. He stunts any other form of beauty in the room and refracts the attention onto himself like a prism. In a word, flawless.


      “I like that suit on you.” It’s all I can really think to say that wouldn’t call for a hose. “It brings out your eyes.” It’s true, that shade of navy always made his eyes pop like lanterns on a moonless night. “Where’s Abby?” I sweep around him with my gaze. She mentioned she’d like to come. I gave her a handcrafted invitation, one of several that Terri had printed.


      His cheeks depress without a smile. “She’s not able to make it. She’s very sorry about that.”


      I hook my gaze onto his. Cher could never stand the thought of me having an ounce of success in this world, so it doesn’t surprise me that her daughter isn’t allowed to bask in my glory. If things progress between Carter and me, Cher will use Abby as a weapon, and that breaks my heart—makes me want to reconsider a future with Carter. I wonder if it makes him reconsider a future with me.


      “You look beautiful.” His eyes seal to mine like a balm over this chaotic, nerve-drenched day.


      Crowds of people arrive as Terri mingles like a politician. She might be mad as midnight, but this is her circus, and she is the infallible ringmaster.


      Kinsley and Lincoln stride in looking more like a dapper couple than brother and sister. Kinsley needs someone in her life other than a married man, and Lincoln needs a woman with a whip who’s willing to keep him in line.


      Stevie leans in. “Mommy brigade at two o’clock.”


      Terri and my mother come over, both in sequin gowns as if this were a wedding, and they were giving me away. It’s strange to see them conjoined at the elbows. They’re not friends—not enemies, but, for sure, they’re not at the arm-linking phase of their relationship.


      “The twins are here with Dan.” My mother beams with just as much pride as she did in any of my grade school art shows. It’s funny how that joy transcends the magnitude of this venue. She leans in with a kiss and whispers, “Your father is here, too.”


      My adrenaline kicks up a notch. My father has seldom made an appearance in my life. I spot him in an enclave of people just beyond the entrance. He’s forever the social magnet. Money will do that to you. By his side stands his wife Daphne. It’s odd seeing her out and about on the prowl with her hair coiffed in a stiff helmet-styled bob, her lips a bright ruby red. Daphne Lionheart has been an enigma all my life. I can count on one hand how often I’ve seen her. And for the first time tonight, I’m seeing her in a different light—the slighted woman. The stoic wife who graciously took back her cheating husband, time and time again. I could never be Daphne. I’m not sure if what Carter did could be classified as cheating on me, but the betrayal stung with the power of a thousand slaps. Ironic since what Henry has done, is doing, doesn’t particularly faze me all that much.


      “Congratulations, Aspen.” Terri grits her teeth, her version of a smile. “You’ve sold twelve pieces so far.”


      “I bought, two.” Stevie volunteers, and I avert my eyes.


      “I wish you wouldn’t.” It’s the equivalent of buying Girl Scout cookies from a relative. You feel a familial obligation to do so. But secretly I love it. And my paintings happen to be calorie free. “What did you get?” I try to carry on with my outrage in an effort to keep her from buying up the room. I set the price tag to my piece de resistance at three million dollars because I never want to sell it, and being there are a myriad of billionaires in the room, I suddenly fear for my stars.


      “One from each collection. I’m putting the starfish thingy up in the baby’s room.”


      “Starfish thingy?” Stevie is adorable, but she’d rather vomit than hear those words.


      Ford hands her a drink, and she waves me off as they make their way through the room.


      “Would you mind showing me around?” Carter extends his hand, and I eye it a moment as if it were a firebrand. It’s one thing to clasp our fingers in the dark as we watch the night sky, or in the studio after a lingering high-five, but, tonight, with all of these people swarming to attention I wonder if he wants to make a statement. I wonder if he thinks it’s harmless? So much of what happened to us was under the pretense of it being harmless until the rope cinched and snapped both our necks.


      “Sure.” I take his hand in mine without looking to my mother or Terri for that matter. Terri seems unduly suspicious of Carter so much so that she’s dubbed him the Panty Stealer. She taunts me with her ironic drawl, has the Panty Stealer stolen your panties yet? Has he lived up to his name? Why is he so obsessed with getting into your drawers, Aspen? Can’t he get laid somewhere else? She thinks his desperation to have me is linked to some deep-seated conquest gene that men are predisposed to. I’m Scotland, and Carter is England. What he desires most is to keep me under his rule. According to Terri, all men want a kingdom, a vagina to reign over. Carter had pointed his penis in my direction, and I need to be overthrown, invaded, penetrated under his siege. Terri flogged me for a half hour straight over that fact alone. I’m not one to talk about my sex life in general, so I usually give her a coy wave in hopes she’ll knock it off. She does seem curious, though. My mother, on the other hand, has long been Team Carter so I’m sure she’s hopping with joy.


      “Moments in light,” I whisper into his ear as we head into the largest room of the three with my softer fare, illumination against pale shadows as it reflects off a sunset, radiating skyscrapers, luminous cottages, and lighthouses. “This is my personal favorite.” I nod toward a five-by-five perfect square canvas. I stretch all the canvases myself, so it’s always a custom fit for the piece. “The Pacific at Sunset.” I sat for hours on the bluffs near where the whale watchers set up camp, surrounded by an army of ogling children, a herd of artists with their three footed stands. I grafted my soul to that painting, mixing my colors until the ocean itself cried out to me. There was a particular day where the clouds hung heavy, full bellied just before a rain, and I recreated them over the horizon.


      Carter moans as if he were tasting a magnificent meal. “I need that for the living room. It’s almost monochromatic except for the sunlight.” He tilts toward it. “I need to see that tangerine eye pouring its color into my world each and every day.”


      “Don’t. It’s ridiculously expensive.” Terri had me inflate all the prices of the pieces I didn’t want to part with. But for Carter I could easily paint him a new one.


      “Too late. It’s mine.” He walks over and places his name on the paper next to it. Terri doesn’t have another artist reception for another two months, so my exhibit will last that long. Anyone who purchases a piece will have to wait for the exhibit to end prior to delivery. I’m hoping both Stevie and Carter will change their minds by then. In no way do I want them to feel obligated to pick something up.


      “Carter, please.” I try to stop him and stumble into his wall of a chest. Carter’s muscles ripple from under his dress shirt like a shock wave, and a breath hitches in my throat. His heady cologne, his slick black tie. It all makes me want to adhere myself to him. “I don’t want a pity purchase. I’m plenty happy to recreate it for you. Or, better yet, let you borrow it infinitely.” I like that option best.


      His lips crimp as he drinks me in, our bodies still cinched at the chest. “I was thinking—” His Adam’s apple rides up and down. His heart thumps wild over mine.


      Before he can finish his thought, a familiar wheezing laugh irks me from behind and I turn in time to see—Jennifer?


      “Oh em gee!” She squeals. “Wow, you’ve hit the big time!” She dips a moment in her black see-through tank dress, her bright pink flip-flops flickering like flames. “I heard about this in the paper, and I thought is that my Aspen? I can’t believe you made all this stuff!” Her chalky pale lips tremble when she speaks. Her eyes are drawn in with heavy rings of kohl, but her freckles paint a constellation over her face poorly covered by layers of foundation. Without makeup they look brown and healthy, and hiding them gives her a gray cast that makes her look dead.


      I can’t believe she’s here. Jennifer is a relic of my old life. Some obsessive personality I’d avoid in the street for fear of being waylaid by an unwanted conversation that had the power to drone on for hours. Jennifer inspects me wide eyed as though I were a movie star, a lottery winner still holding the outlandishly large check. My heart thumps a few times with nervous anticipation as if her presence alone were some harbinger of bad things to come.


      “Hi, I’m Jennifer.” She extends her hand to Carter, and he carefully shakes it. “You must be the replacement.” She wrinkles her nose. “I’ve known Aspen for years. She and Henry were the Barbie and Ken of the Hollywood Highlands Condos.” Her eyes sweep back to me. “You look so beautiful. I’ve been here for a while, but I just had to watch you in action. You’re amazing. I always wondered what it would be like to be you—driving that big, shiny car. Going on vacation with Henry—married to Henry.” She gives a nervous choo-choo train giggle toward Carter. “She’s so beautiful isn’t she?”


      Carter isn’t quite sure what to make of stalker Jenny. “Aspen is stunning. I can’t argue with that.”


      Her features soften. “Yeah, well.” Her affect deflates. “I’m really glad you had an opportunity to leave your mark on this world. Not many people get that chance.” She looks up with those flat, soulless eyes. “I’m really sorry things had to end this way.”


      An apocalyptic current rides up my back. “What’s ending?”


      “Your life—with Henry.” Jennifer blinks to. Her stringy hair parting in oily chunks. “Just know that I’ve always liked you, Aspen. I’m your biggest fan.” She walks off slowly, her eyes still tied to mine in a vegetative state.


      “What the hell was that about?” Carter’s arm finds a home around my waist as he pulls me toward him protectively.


      “She’s just a neighbor.” I step out of his grasp, my chest pumping as I try to catch my breath. This extravagant night, the grafting of my old world and my new one, and now Carter’s reflexive hold. All I want to do is wrap myself around this man, in private, of course. I’ve spent the last decade of my life fantasizing about just that. “Her husband died overseas. He was a serviceman. It hit her pretty hard. I think it rewired her brain.”


      The voices in the room roar to life once again and pull me from the bizarre stupor that Looney Bin Jen managed to drag me into. There’s always that person in your life that you wish wasn’t interested in you, and, for me, it’s her. I hate how cruel that sounds but there’s something just under the surface that I can’t quite pinpoint—a tremor, a warning of something terrible coming in the distance. That’s what she’s always felt like to me. A bad omen in the flesh.


      Our eyes connect from across the room, her blank doll gaze and my twitchy smile. Go the fuck away, Jen. I give a small wave as I spin Carter in the opposite direction.


      “Come.” I grab Carter by the hand and lead him to the Moments of Darkness gallery. “My death metal phase. I grafted pieces of my broken soul right over these canvases.” My life had fractured into a spectrum of shadows. It was a time of mourning for what could have been—the most poignant piece being my self-portrait—the dark flight of my heart spearing from my throat in the form of a crimson bird.


      A heavy sigh expels from him as I take him on an expedited journey through the room. Really it was those black Carter-less years that spurned a thousand horrific canvases painted in caustic reds, the dark night of the soul moments that were drenched in burnt umber and agony. There is so much heated pain pressed into each piece, I can hardly stand to breathe next to them. “And one more.” I lead him into the atrium. It’s dim and hushed with only a single light beaming from overhead.


      “There she is.” Carter steps back, admiring the home of where I buried my heart.


      The oversized canvas stares back at us with its velvet navy base, its lovers covered with impressionistic lines that look as if they’re derived from a complex code. This is Carter and me under the night sky, a vast spray of stars witness to those lonely years we spent apart. It felt like balancing on razor wire as I blotted the canvas with the hijacked memories of those stolen years.


      “This is the one.” He swallows hard taking it in.


      The high-pitched tine of a knife hitting the side of a champagne flute resonates through the air as Terri calls the masses to attention.


      Carter and I step out to the grand room where a thicket of bodies have gathered. My siblings line themselves up, beaming with pride. Justine and Jordan, the twins, shine their matching braces in the light, so proud to see me.


      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.” Terri’s voice funnels over the vicinity with purpose. “It is my good pleasure to welcome you to the Moments of Light, Moments of Darkness exhibition. I ask you to join me in congratulating debut artist, Aspen O’Tool, on a job remarkably well done.” The crowd breaks out into a riotous applause—that of my siblings being the loudest. “The Eaton Gallery is proud to host such richly talented new blood. Here’s to many more good years of beautiful, cutting-edge elegance.” She raises her glass high in the air as the room fills with happy murmurs.


      “Good evening, Aspen,” that stiff formal tone, that whiskey on a dark night gravely voice—it can only be my father.


      “Dad.” I spin into him and offer a brief hug. He may not be a prominent player in my day to day existence—he may not financially shelter me like he does my siblings, but I do appreciate having him in my life even if he is more on the sidelines.


      “You look fabulous.” He expends a tight smile before nodding to Carter. “Who is this young man?” His chest peacocks with an air of protectiveness. He’s pretending to get his feathers ruffled, and I find it both entertaining and endearing. He didn’t come to my wedding.


      “Dad, this is—” Before I can finish, the loud sound of knife to crystal permeates the air once again, not as elegant as the first time but brutal and violent. The entire room quiets to whispers as we wait for the inevitable sound of glass cracking like an egg.


      “I’d like to make an announcement.” A horribly familiar voice booms from behind.


      “Oh, shit.” Carter winces over my shoulder.


      That jarring voice. That caustic tone. I know it well.


      A breath gets locked in my throat as I freeze, solid as marble.


      Henry sways into the center of the room, barreling toward me with a staggering gait. It’s hard to tell if he’s sober. I’m guessing not. His face red from either the embarrassing effort, rage, simply a sunburn, or vodka.


      “I want to publicly praise my beautiful wife.” He lifts a glass from the tray of a passing waiter. “I want the entire world to know how proud I am of this wonderful woman and her brilliant work.”


      Wonderful? Brilliant?


      From the corner of my eye, I catch Stevie fisting her dress and bustling over.


      Henry lifts his chin. “I want to publicly state, that I am still very much in love with Aspen O’Tool.” He takes a few measured steps toward me, his lying eyes snag on mine. He’s wearing a wrinkled suit jacket and jeans. On some level I’m impressed that he made the effort, but the way he has me stunned, you would think he sprouted tentacles and announced he’s an alien. I think I’d prefer it. He takes a few more orchestrated steps in my direction. “I want our marriage to work, Aspen. Take me back, baby,” he says it embarrassingly loud and measured for the entire room to hear.


      My heart thunders behind my ears. My face heats like an iron. I want to die. I want to drop in a hole. Why now? Why during my most shining moment does Henry choose to douse my world with his blight? I wish he would find Jennifer and they could both go on one very long vacation. My past is spreading like a disease over this starry night. Ironic, my moment of light is impaled by this moment of darkness—a real live performance piece.


      “Crap,” I hiss under my breath. “What the hell are you doing?” I grunt the words through gritted teeth. Henry hates “art.” He hates my art in particular. This is completely out of character for him. “Please, just leave.”


      All eyes are peeled on Henry and me, waiting with bated breath for some romantic reconciliation that sure as hell will never come.


      Carter steps into him. “You heard her. Get out.”


      The room picks up in soft whispers, and I cringe. Henry, Carter, and I are providing bad theater for all of the patrons who were kind enough to come out tonight. Maybe this will all end in a murder suicide, a bit of unexpected L.A. noir served up on the side.


      “You don’t fucking tell me what to do.” Henry gives him a hard shove, and Carter’s brothers appear in a flash, girding themselves in a semi-circle in the event Carter needs backup. Stevie tries to step in, and I gently push her toward her mother. They may not have the best relationship, but I know Terri would die before anything happened to that baby in Stevie’s belly.


      “Get the hell out, and stay out of her life.” Carter snaps as loud as the crack of a whip.


      Henry pulls Carter in hard by the shirt. “You stay the fuck away from my wife!”


      “That is my wife!” Carter gives the words in a magnificent roar. It’s as if the entire sea crashed over the room, taking down the building in a mad rush of rubble.


      Fists fly as Carter tries to shove Henry toward the exit, but Henry tosses Carter against a floating display and knocks two pieces to the ground. The Eye in the Sky and Maharaja by Candlelight. The wood splits on the canvas of the second piece.


      They scuffle for a few minutes before the entire Cannon clan jumps in to break up the fight, and Henry is quickly shuttled to the door by Cash and Carson.


      Stevie suctions to my shoulder. “He called you his wife,” she whispers so fast and loud it sounds like a sneeze.


      Carter shakes himself loose from Ford and strides over with determination cemented in those glassy eyes, and I can’t look away. Kinsley and Stevie chatter like birds in my ears, but I’m lost in this man who surprised me so deeply.


      He steps in, and I open my mouth to say something, to thank him, question him, congratulate him on that left hook, but Carter has other plans.


      He grabs me by the back of the neck and pulls me in with a passion-filled fury. His mouth covers mine, hot and hungry. Carter unleashes his tongue in me, passionate and probing, and I sigh into him. This, right here, is the moment I’ve waited so long to experience. In truth, it’s been a thousand star-less nights without his mouth finding a home over mine.


      I can breathe again. The entire universe is rejuvenating from this one beautiful kiss.


      The room, all of the friends and family, the patrons give an obstinate gasp as I give them one last performance piece—Moments in Love.
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      This moment. I’ve waited so long to dive back into Aspen, to lose myself in the warmth of her mouth. I wish the world would disappear, that we would magically transport onto the beach under the stars, in my bedroom, anywhere but here.


      With our mouths still fused, her tongue mingling with mine in this aching slow dance, an abrupt applause breaks out around us.


      The hard clasp of a hand comes down over my shoulder, and, for a moment, I think it might be Henry.


      “All right, man,” Ford whispers. “You put on one fucking good show. Don’t turn this into some kind of a pornographic circus. Save something for later.”


      I take a deep breath as I give one last hearty lap around Aspen’s beautiful mouth and slowly pull back. Her lips burn raw and swollen, her eyes wide and round as cymbals. I’ve stunned her—hell, I’ve stunned myself.


      “Are you okay?” A part of me demands that I apologize for both causing a scene and taking her like some sex-starved ape, but I’m not in the least sorry, and I’ll go on record for being downright malnourished when it comes to feasting on Aspen’s flesh. I need more. I’ll always need more of Aspen. A lifetime won’t be enough.


      “I’m fine.” Her cheeks flush pink. She hitches her thumb over her shoulder. “I should probably mingle.”


      “Yes. Absolutely.” I watch as she strides toward her mother and younger siblings.


      “Smooth.” Cash comes up along side me. “Don’t bend over. Her brother looks as if he wants to rip you a new one.”


      “I’d say it’s a given.” Carson pulls a tall blonde in tight. Haven’t seen her before, and, knowing my brother, I never will again.


      Stevie and Ford come up, her wearing an ear-to-ear grin, and my brother a little less impressed.


      “That was quite a performance.” Stevie beams at me. “Looks like you set both Henry and Aspen straight.” She leans into my ear, her hard belly brushing against my arm. “Make her yours, Carter. This is your moment. Don’t F it up like you did the last time.” She pulls back with that same slightly crazed look in her eye I’ve seen in her mother.


      The crowd melts away. Bodies disperse like pigeons. Aspen is hugging her family goodbye, so I head over to Terri.


      “You need help shutting this place down?”


      “I have a crew of seven coming in later.” Her gaze stays trained on the painting in front of us. Aspen and me knotted up under a star sprayed night.


      “Did you sell this one?”


      Her dead gaze remains fixed on Aspen’s masterpiece. “At this price? She’ll never sell it in three million years.” Her lips curve with dangerous intent. For whatever reason, she’s enjoying this staccato exchange.


      “She just sold it.”


      “You sure?” She tilts her head into the oversized canvas as if she were having the conversation with it and not me. “The price just went up.”


      A dull laugh resonates through me. “It’s three million.”


      “The showing is over. Ten million now.”


      I swallow the knot that’s spontaneously formed in my throat. I’m good on paper. I’ve got the funds, but when you’re not raised with a never-ending supply of cash, you think twice before shelling out that kind of money.


      “Sold.” I turn to walk away. “Don’t tell her.”


      The gallery is drained of all its patrons. Aspen comes this way with a canary-eating grin.


      Terri cuts her steely gaze to mine. “I’m going to step out for a moment. Don’t let anyone make off with something that belongs to you. That’s a beautiful work of art. Appreciate it.”


      The clip clop of her heels echoes into the distance until all we hear is music pouring from the speakers, that’s quickly replaced with the deafening sound of our breathing.


      Aspen lights up the dim space with her brilliant countenance. Aspen is the candle in this very long, cold night I’ve ventured through for four long, weary years. I’ve been thirsty, hungry for her, and I’m ready to be sated.


      I pull her in by the fingers and give her a spin. Her body twists into mine, close, tight as we move hip to hip to the rhythm.


      Aspen leans in and takes a gentle bite of my lower lip. Her wild eyes burning a fire in mine as she slowly pulls away.


      “You own me, Aspen,” I whisper right over her mouth. “You’ve always owned me.”


      Our lips crash. This time it’s Aspen diving in deep, hard, navigating my mouth with a robust vigor, with a dominance I can get used to. We indulge in one luscious exchange that was years in the making, our lust heated and glowing like iron over fire.


      I’m going to love her, fuck her, grind my existence into hers until we are one.


      Aspen is my wife in spirit, and one day, very soon, I plan to make it legal.


      My hands rise to her cheeks as she pours her passionate sighs right down my throat.


      Aspen and I are back, and I’m desperate to make up for the desolation I’ve caused that stretched out over the expanse of a thousand starry nights.

      


      Sunday is spent wrapped in each other’s arms, sneaking kisses as Abby runs under our feet. Aspen goes over color samples with Abby, and they decide on a pale turquoise sky, bright dollop of an orange sun, a sandy shoreline with pelicans and beach balls bouncing through the mural. Aspen dictates a portion of the adjoining wall as a place where Abby can free-paint. You would have thought it was every single Christmas rolled into one. I have to give it to Aspen, not even I could have come up with something that perfect for a three-year-old.


      Come Monday, I find a note on my office door.


      See me. Do NOT stop by Lincoln’s office. I have my own.


      ~Stevie


      


      Instinctively, I frown. Stevie is all for Aspen and I to happen, but after the exhibit, it was Lincoln who was waiting outside to escort Aspen home. He’s keeping a watchdog eye on me—making sure I don’t step out of line, get too close to home plate. I get it. He wants to protect her. Hell, so do I. But I’m not the enemy here, so he can fucking relax. I plan on having a talk with him soon.


      Stevie’s office is down one flight on a floor that’s affectionately become known as Lionheart central. Each of the siblings has taken an office there. And, even though Lincoln is primarily at Merlin, and Jinx survived the takeover by the skin of its teeth, they still hold real estate in the heart of the building.


      I give a polite knock over Stevie’s door before walking in. Aspen is there, and I walk right over and indulge in the first kiss of the morning. I would have taken her to my place Saturday night had her brother not surrounded her like a human fort. I would have taken her to bed last night if it weren’t for Abby. It’ll happen soon enough, and, when it does, it will be one for the record books. Stars will fall straight to earth.


      “Okay, break it up!” Stevie barks, and we part like teenagers. She makes a smile come and go then lets it rise slowly back up to her lips. “I wanted to let you know how happy I am that you’ve finally found your way back together.” She shoots a sharp look to Aspen. “And, as a way of saying congratulations, I’ve taken it upon myself to give you a little gift—one you shouldn’t refuse.” Her voice drops an octave. “You have a couples appointment downstairs in thirty minutes.” She looks to her sister. “Aspen, you should go now. Melee is waiting to dress you.” She shoos her dismissively.


      “Where exactly is it that I’m going? And who is Melee?”


      “Mistress Melee.” Stevie sinks her head back a moment as if we should have been clued in by now. “I booked a couples session with the dominatrix. You’re welcome. Now both of you go! I have a few finishing touches to put on my wedding and less than four days to do it—talk about your mission impossible. Who knew there were so many silly details that would need my attention?” She flips through a bridal magazine, fully absorbing herself as if we were gone.


      Aspen takes a breath. That sweet ginger perfume of hers makes me want to have a couples sessions of our own in my office.


      She steps in, her hand caressing my tie as if it were my cock. “I guess I’d better get downstairs.” She takes off, and I watch as her skirt moves hypnotically from side to side.


      “You, too.” Stevie commands.


      “Yes, ma’am.” I stride out the door. I think I’ll be saying that a lot this afternoon. I owe Stevie and Ford dinner for this escapade. Let the whips and chains shenanigans begin.


      “Hey.” Cash comes up on me fast. “Just when I think I’m making headway with that Lionheart fucker, he shuts up and plays dumb.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “The money trail. He said he could find the bastards then went cold as ice. Says it’s a dead lead. That it’s too well hidden. When I threatened to call in reinforcements, he said he’d crack it open like a piggybank—to give him three days.”


      “There’s a turnaround for you. So he’ll get it done.” I loosen my tie in anticipation of things to come. “Look, I gotta go. I’ve got a session with Ms. Melee.” I tweak my brows.


      “No shit.” He doesn’t look too amused. “All right, I get it. You’re distracted. Don’t worry, I got this.” He slaps me over the shoulder and takes off. “You’re a lucky fucker.”


      Damn straight, I’m distracted. A dirty grin twitches as I hop onto the elevator and head on down.


      I am a lucky fucker.

      


      Mistress Melee is tall, with broad shoulders, a flat forehead, wide set jowls and I’m not entirely sure she’s not a dude.


      The room is somewhat dark with candles strewn about the periphery.


      “You must be Carter.” Her lids hang heavy through her Zorro-like mask as she pulls me in with a curl of her finger. “Close the door.” She’s decked out in black vinyl from head to toe, wearing combat boots studded with spikes. My balls beg to invert just looking at them. “This session is not for your arousal.” Her voice dips deep, and I’m back to thinking she’s packing in her briefs. “You are not allowed to get aroused, Carter. Do you understand me?” I nod as she gives a quick knock to the door behind her, and Aspen steps out clad in red leather, boots that lace up to her thighs, a corset that elevates her tits to her neck, and holy hell, too late. I’m officially aroused.


      “Damn.” It’s all I can manage. Aspen has hooked my attention, and there isn’t a thing the dominatrix can say to get it back.


      “Remove everything but your boxers.” Mistress Melee instructs.


      “Will do.” I try to sound reluctant, but the truth is I want to remove everything including my boxers just to have my way with Aspen. How the hell does she look like that? I take a step toward the bathroom, and Melee blocks my path with a riding crop. “Right here.”


      I look from her to Aspen and crack the slight hint of a smile. My fingers work achingly slow over the buttons on my dress shirt. Aspen’s lips part as I peel it back like removing a layer of the past. My hands drift to my belt, and I pluck it lose like a threat. I make sure my clothes come off at an uncomfortably slow pace. I don’t want to seem overeager, and, at the same time, I want Aspen to enjoy the show.


      As soon as I’m down to my skivvies, I meet up with Aspen’s gaze. Her eyes run a long slow drag over my shoulders, down my abs, lower still then trace quickly down my legs. I can feel her gaze like the slow pull of a heated weight dragging over my flesh, and, suddenly, I want nothing more than to close the distance between us.


      “Good.” The sharp crack of a whip sends my eyes darting to the Mistress. “I want to teach you a few techniques. The proper handling of a subservient is of the utmost importance. Bend over onto the table.” She instructs me, and I straddle the padded stand, bracing myself against it with my hands. “Cup your palm.” She shows Aspen exactly how to do it. “Slap him against the round of his buttocks.”


      Buttocks. Shit. I want to laugh, run, lock the Mistress in the bathroom so Aspen and I can have some real fun.


      She goes on to teach Aspen the proper way to slap my face, and Aspen seems to take a little too much pleasure in that one. Then the right way to swing a flogger.


      “Move your wrist,” she barks until Aspen makes the air cry for mercy.


      “Sounds like it’s gonna hurt,” I tease.


      Mistress Melee is not impressed with my attempt at humor. “You’re too cocky. You need to be taught a lesson.” She reaches into her bag of tricks and pulls up a brown leather collar with a very short leash. “For your neck.” She leans in and secures it on me. It’s thick, three inches at least—and tight, making it hard to swallow. “And this.” She produces a black velvet mask identical to the one she’s wearing.


      Aspen giggles. “Now it’s my turn to say damn.” Her teeth graze over her bottom lip as she examines me like this. “It’s a good look for you. You should try it out around the office.”


      I scowl as the Mistress of my degradation taps her hands together.


      “Onto the roleplaying portion of our session. She looks to Aspen. “Have you considered what we spoke about?”


      I swallow hard, nervous to be out of the know in such a delicate situation.


      “I have.” Aspen lifts her chin with a renewed confidence I haven’t seen in her before. “Queen and servant.”


      I get it—she was presented with options and she went for royalty. It’s fitting.


      “I love it.”


      Melee slaps the chair just shy of my leg. “You mustn’t speak unless instructed.”


      “Aspen, you are his goddess. You are the deity he is to worship.”


      Easy enough, I’ve been doing that for years.


      “Make him give you the honor, the adulation you deserve. You are to be adored. You hold all of the power. He is nothing without you. Do as you wish to your servant.”


      I clasp my gaze to Aspen’s and hold it strong as iron. This, right here, is the crux of everything I believe. I might look like a first class clown in this leather leash, my ass primed for a whipping, but who the hell am I kidding? I’m already whipped.


      Aspen takes the flogger in her hand and wraps it tight around her palm. Something in her eyes turns as she rises to the height of her glory.


      “Lean against the table.” Her voice is tight, unfamiliar.


      I do as I’m told.


      “I’m going to touch you.” Her eyes stay hard over mine. “I’m going to hit you.” Her brows rise in partial amusement. “And then I’m going to kiss you.”


      “This is not sexual.” Mistress Melee interjects where she’s not wanted. “I won’t allow it to get that far.”


      “My rules,” Aspen snaps.


      The flogger dances down my body, across my abs, up and down my thighs before tracing to my face. Aspen instructs me to turn around and grip the table before taking a few solid swipes at my ass. A smile begs to crack from my lips, but I won’t let it. I don’t dare take Aspen out of the moment, especially when the promise of a kiss is on the line.


      She cracks the flogger over my shoulders with a ripe intensity, and I snap my head back in pain.


      I groan hard in lieu of the expletive that begged to rip from my throat.


      “Sorry!” she whispers.


      “That’s okay.” I shake it off.


      Melee gives Aspen a brief refresher, and before we know it Aspen is flogging like a pro.


      “It’s all in the wrist,” Melee charges as Aspen becomes increasingly efficient.


      After a good ass whipping, Aspen instructs me to face her.


      “Are you okay?” she mouths.


      I give the hint of a nod as I close my eyes. In truth, it felt like ecstasy and hell all rolled into one. I’d take both as long as Aspen were giving it.


      Aspen tosses the flogger to the ground. “I’m going to kiss you now.” She says it low but sharp, and my hard-on blooms to life about as controllable as a wildfire.


      “I see what’s happening,” Melee touches my boxers with her riding crop. “Enough!” she barks, but Aspen is standing in front of me with her vinyl second skin, that fuck-me look in her eye, and my dick very much wants to oblige the queen.


      Aspen’s eyes travel down to my personal salute, and her lips open involuntarily.


      That’s right. Who’s in control now?


      Aspen steps in and wallops me hard across the face, open palmed, unblinking. This time she doesn’t apologize, she crushes her lips to mine and fucks me with her tongue, fast and furious, Mistress be damned.


      A violent groan rips from me. I thought I had envisioned every last scenario in the ways I could defile her, and, here we are, standing in stages of undress, at Jinx no less, in a version of reality that screams perfection. There’s no way my paltry imagination could have dreamed this up. I press my cock against her stomach as her mouth violently devours mine. This is an indescribable pleasure, a level of nirvana I wasn’t aware existed.


      “Time’s up.” Melee snaps out of character and peels Aspen off me. “I have another client in ten, and that gives me just enough time for a smoke.”


      Aspen touches her lips a moment. “You shouldn’t smoke. It’s really bad for your health.” She pats me on the cheek. “So sorry! But that was fun!” She jumps into the bathroom before I can get a word in. Aspen is downright chipper after our spank and flog session.


      “You’d better get dressed.” Mistress kicks my pants toward me. “I’m not allowed to leave couples alone.” She pulls out a cigarette and points to my dick with it. “You should go to the gym and take care of that in the shower. It’s just going to be murder trying to get any work done.”


      I get dressed and wait for Aspen.


      We leave together, and Aspen’s sisters steal her away for lunch, leaving me and my cock in a hard situation.


      Looks like it’s the gym for me.
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      King Henry VIII was known to have a fine selection of mistresses in addition to his six consecutive wives. Love was hardly a factor in royal marriages. They were bred from necessity, out of loyalty, stability, the sheer size of the dowry. Sexual appetites and attraction were often excluded from the list of features when narrowing the field of a royal spouse. They simply regarded each other for what they were worth—their lusts relegated to others to fulfill. One of Henry’s would-be-mistresses, Anne Boleyn, was rumored to have rejected the King’s advances and denied him bedroom privileges unless she were crowned queen, thus leading Henry to begin the dissolution of his 24-year marriage to his first wife Catherine of Aragon. Henry hoped that maybe Anne would be the one to give him what he so desperately wanted, a male heir. That’s the real reason marriages end. Someone is not getting what they desperately need.


      The next few days, my free time is preoccupied with the fact I’m going to spend the night with Carter. Spend the night—our bodies fusing as one as we become intimately familiar with one another. I’ve dreamed of bedding Carter. This once nightly fantasy is being picked up and dusted—well, on its way to becoming a reality sooner than later. I’m doing all I can to appropriately prep for the big day, or more appropriately, the big lay. I’m toning and clarifying with the best of them. I’m actually shaving my legs regularly. I’ve even taken to the degrading, rather un-feminist task of landscaping my nether regions, and all this follicular trouble is for one lucky man.


      Late Wednesday, for far more hours than necessary, I hit the gym. Hard. I run like a fugitive on the treadmill, pump iron as if a championship belt were on the line, and indulge in one long hot yoga session that shreds my sanity.


      Come Thursday, I hobble to work, past Pepper’s desk where both Stevie and Kinsley sit nursing a cup of coffee and stagger into my office.


      “Shin splint, shin splint!” I repeat like some backward yoga mantra as the three of them follow me in.


      “God, Aspen!” Kinsley pulls a seat out for me before I ever get behind my desk, and I sit like an obedient child. My muscles burn like ice, the pain radiating from my shins all the way to the top of my scalp—never a good sign.


      “Thank you,” I huff as Pepper and Stevie take a seat on my desk, their faces filled with concern. “Long time no Lycra,” I huff instead of an explanation. “What in the name of Lululemon was I thinking?” I groan as if I were in hard labor. “That was a totally cookie worthy workout. I think I earned half a dozen at least.”


      Stevie frowns. “If calorie-laden food is your incentive, you’re doing this wrong.”


      “Speaking of doing it.” Pepper nudges her shoulder in my direction.


      “Are you coming onto me?” I say it bored because I now see what the vulture-like circle is all about. They want all the dirty details spilled like a jar of cheap change.


      “Not I.” She bats her lashes. “Is Carter?”


      “I don’t kiss and tell.”


      “You don’t have to,” Stevie smarts. “He announces you’re his wife and kisses you in a crowd full of family and friends? He’s practically the town crier of kissing and telling.”


      “He’s a kissing tattletale.” Pepper takes a long drag of her coffee.


      “Speaking of tattletales.” Stevie nods to Kinsley. “Someone outed her, and now the wife knows. There’s a woman running around out there who very much wants to behead our sister.”


      “Good God.” I cringe a moment, recalling the moronic way I hinted at Kinsley and her little blonde head. If only her hair would have fallen out like I had wished, none of this would be happening. I sit up and take a deep breath, staring hard at my sister who is of an age where you would think she knows right from wrong, but, after years of people telling her she was very special and gifting her whatever her heart desires—no, she does not realize stealing someone else’s man is a grave error in judgment. “Listen to me.” I seal my hard stare over hers. “I forbid you to ever be in a room alone with that asshole again. Let him hack his marriage to pieces with someone else. Don’t be that person, Kins. You deserve someone who isn’t running around on anyone else. And, if the one you want is taken, then move the fuck on!”


      “Like Carter moved on while you were still with Henry?” Her anger percolates behind those baby blues as she calls me out on my hypocrisy.


      Carter burns through my mind like a solar flare. She’s right. He wanted me when I was still with Henry, and I’m damn glad he didn’t move on.


      “Carter and I are different.” Aren’t we?


      “Are you?” She feigns sympathy. “Everyone knows he gave his wife the finger because she couldn’t be you. And, ever since you started at Jinx, he’s been drooling after you in the halls. I bet he’s the real reason you left your husband.” Kinsley opens her mouth wide with disgust. “Poor Henry never stood a chance did he?”


      Most likely not. But I’ll never say that out loud.


      Kinsley’s face grows red with rage. “You had a dead marriage because all you thought about was Carter. So don’t go pointing the finger at me, little sister, when you’re not only sitting in the same boat, you’re rowing it.”


      “Henry and I aren’t together anymore because we were never a good fit.” I say it even-toned. Trying to outthink Kinsley is not a situation I expected to find myself embroiled in this early in the morning. “Carter and his wife didn’t fit, and that’s why they’re not together anymore. But you know what? He left her instead of sleeping with someone else. I left Henry before doing the same. That, my sister, is the difference between you and me. That idiot you’re bedding might be the adulterer in the equation, but you are in it by choice, full well knowing all of the circumstances. I’ll say it again because I love you. Get the fuck out of that relationship! You’re worth more than what he’s willing to give you.”


      Her gaze lifts behind me as she ponders this for a minute.


      “I was fired this morning by the studio. Replaced.” It comes out monotone, zombie-like. “Her uncle is a producer for the show, and she had me sacked.” The words stream out numb, defused of any emotion. “Are you happy?” Her eyes remain fixed on the dusty L.A. horizon. “Dillon called me an hour ago and said we’re over. Said he has to fight for his family.” A single tear rolls down her cheek. “I thought I meant something. But I’m not his family. I’m not his anything.” She walks out of the office, and Stevie chases after her.


      “Wait!” I call out. “Kinsley, please come back! You know I’ll never catch you,” I whimper as that familiar stabbing pain shoots up my thighs.


      “Trust me, it’s for the best.” Pepper hops off my desk. “Give her some space. I’m sure you’ll hug it out later.” She gives a forlorn look. “You and Carter really have a love story of the ages, don’t you?”


      “I don’t know about that.”


      “I do.” She heads toward the door. “I think you do, too.”

      


      On Friday, Carter and I pick up Abby from school and shop for what amounts to thousands of gallons of paint. It feels normal like this, as if we were a family, as if we’ve been one all along.


      We head back to the house, and I set Abby up with the colors she picked out, loud pinks, angry reds, and Cinderella lavender-blues. Carter and I spent the morning sheeting the hardwood with plastic so the floors can survive a pigment-based apocalypse if need be.


      I’m almost done with the base coat of my mural when I get a text from Lincoln.


      You ready to make that payment to SG? They’ll work with a wire transfer. Are you at the house? I can pick you up in ten.


      My body starts to tremble, to downright shake as if I were having my own private earthquake. It’s happening. Lincoln, my brother, my savior, has done the impossible. I can always count on Lincoln.


      I text him back telling him where I’m at, and he’s here in five. I kiss both Abby and Carter goodbye, citing a Kinsley emergency, before finding myself numbly planted on the passenger’s side of Lincoln’s car.


      “Where did you find them? Did you speak to them in person? Did you tell them I’m divorcing Henry? We should have had you show them a picture of me so they can call off the dogs.” I’m all hopped up at the idea of this nightmare finally drawing to a close.


      “Dogs are right.” Linc frowns into the bumper-to-bumper traffic. “They put a bounty on you. If the loan isn’t paid out, one of you winds up maimed or dead while the other one scrambles to find cash. They pay a bounty to the ‘dogs’ and continue the slow torture until the debts have been restored with interest. They’re fair in that respect.”


      I swallow hard, unable to catch my breath. Lincoln and I head into my new bank across town where I’ve taken the moral obligation to set up a fund for widows (one of which I would love to be at the moment), and I wire money that was never mine to begin with to another account. I ask Lincoln to get me a drink from the deli next door, and I wire over a hundred grand into my mother’s account as well. There. All debts paid, making me the official criminal Henry had destined me to become. The teller gives me the balance, and I stare blankly at it. I’m all done with Sonic Glass. I might have even granted myself access into my stepfather’s good graces again.


      Lincoln reappears and stares at the receipt from over my shoulder.


      “You want to hear something funny?” he whispers hard into my ear, and I cringe. Lincoln only ever uses that vaguely threatening tone when he’s about to set someone straight. “Between what you just wired and what you have left—that’s the exact amount of money Cash asked me to track down.”


      I close my eyes without moving an inch. It’s happening. I’m going to prison, but I’ll die before I let that happen.


      My silence condemns me and inspires my brother to blow out a deep sigh.


      “It’s okay, Aspen. I already figured it out. Next time let me clean up the breadcrumbs for you. Better yet, borrow the fucking money from me to begin with.”


      I spin on my heels until I’m holding his gaze.


      “Do they know?”


      His pale eyes pierce into mine with a level of disappointment I’ve never seen in him before as he shakes his head just barely. “But they will.”

      


      The evening of Stevie and Ford’s wedding is blissfully balmy, a typical paradise kind of night that only a Southern California springtime can host.


      Stevie. Her hair flows like an ebony river. Her curve-hugging dress is delicately ruched, the color of a pale rose. Ford looks stunned as she walks down the aisle. If I squint my eyes, he looks identical to Carter. For a moment I envision this is my wedding, Carter is the groom, and it’s five years ago. Guilt rolls through me because I’ve just inadvertently blinked Abby right out of existence, and I would never want to do that. That little girl has worked her way into my heart, into the tender part of me that divides soul from spirit. She’s become an extension of me in some strange way. But every now and again I see an echo of Cher, and my heart pinches because the past jumps in my face like a freight train.


      Ford Cannon’s backyard (if you can call it that) is a sprawling acreage with both rolling hills and flat pasture lands. It’s a lush night, sweaty if you get right down to it, and the oils from the sea of roses perfume the vicinity.


      Stevie makes her way down the aisle on the arm of our father and her mother. It’s an odd sight, Terri so close in proximity to Hans Lionheart. She was his mistress briefly, as was my mother, but Terri was far more obsessed. Terri has a dangerous edge to her, and I doubt anyone would willingly cross it.


      The ceremony gets underway, but it’s Carter I can’t stop stealing glances at. He stands less than five feet from me. We’re so close to holy matrimony it feels sacred to be here with him. When the pastor asks Stevie to say her vows, I echo them in my own heart and send them on the tail of a star to the only man I’ve ever loved.


      Carter meets my gaze and holds it strong as steel.


      Stevie and Ford are pronounced husband and wife, and the crowd goes wild as if they’ve just scored the winning touchdown at the Super Bowl, and, in a way, this is much bigger. I, of all people, should understand the gravity of marriage, of what it means to lose it.


      After a five star meal, the sushi bar, the chocolate river that is laden with any and everything to dip into its stream, the band starts up. Stevie has an expansive dance floor installed under the wings of an overgrown oak.


      Twinkle lights are strewn over the expanse of Ford’s property and dancing commences under the fairy-tale-like illumination.


      “Dance with me.” A dark lust-filled voice fills my ear from behind, and I melt into him.


      “Is it your turn to bark out orders?” I’m only half teasing as I spin into Carter.


      His mouth opens as if in awe. “No.” His eyes roam over my face, my body with a subtle hint of sadness.


      I clear my throat in an effort to change the subject. “Abby isn’t here to see her uncle marry?”


      “I knew it’d run long.” He gives a subtle wink. “And I figured I’d want to stay late.” He picks up my hand and kisses it before pressing his hips to mine and holding me, dancing right there under the overgrown illuminated oak.


      “Really?” I bite back the laughter begging to bubble from me. “I’m not too interested in staying late, Carter. In fact, I was thinking of heading out early”—I give a playful shrug—“getting some shut eye. The queen does need her beauty sleep.”


      He moans, looking into me with that determined gaze. His granite muscles tense over mine, his cock presses against my hip, and a fire of wanting rips through me. For years I’ve dreamed of having my way with him—of my teeth grazing over his body—of my tongue loving him in soft lashes. I wondered what it would be like to wake up in Carter’s arms, to let him have me again and again, neither of us ever fully satiated. We could run into eternity and never get enough of the feast of our flesh.


      Carter inches his head toward mine, and my lips part to greet him.


      “Come home with me, Aspen.” His eyes widen, glassy and slightly stoned off his lust.


      My heart gives a wild thump. “Are you going to read me a bedtime story?”


      “No.” His expression grows tense, serious. “I’m going to worship the queen.”
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      Ford and Stevie insist that Aspen and I stay long enough to watch the bouquet toss. I have a feeling I know where this is going, and I’m not about to protest.


      “One, two, three!” Stevie tosses it over her shoulder with one eye on her sister until the globe of roses lands right in Aspen’s arms.


      Cash comes up beside me. “Traditionally, a married woman wouldn’t be allowed to participate. But, you know, fuck tradition because this is Aspen we’re talking about. Isn’t that right, big bro?”


      I glance at him from the corner of my eye. He’s nursing a beer and probably a grudge I’m unaware of. Judging by the fumes expending from his breath, I’m sure he’s ready to pass out in a corner, so I’ll forgive his ignorant remark.


      He steps in and blocks my view of Aspen who’s getting a congratulatory hug from her sister. “We need to talk,” he gravels just this side of pissed. “You got a minute?”


      Aspen heads over with her eyes shining like candles in this dim light, clutching the ball of crimson roses to her chest looking every bit right out of a glossy bridal magazine. Cher kept those around just before our rather impromptu, unfortunate nuptials. Made me stare at them for hours, but the women in the magazine kept morphing into Aspen, and now, here she is, the real deal, eyeing me as if I were about to unzip my pants and offer her dessert. I just might. Hell, I am.


      “Can it wait?” I can’t seem to take my eyes off Aspen.


      Cash follows my gaze. “So are you two solid?”


      “More solid than ever.”


      “You think you can trust her?”


      “What?” Cash manages to pull me out of the moment. “Dude, get lost. I see Carson over there with two pinup girls. Pick one out, and make it an interesting night. I’m about to do the same.” I meet Aspen halfway. That dark, windswept hair against her bisque skin makes her glow like a star against the hard, navy night.


      “It looks like I got lucky.” She waves the flowers at me before handing them to a little girl running by.


      “You are lucky, and beautiful, and exactly the kind spirit my heart has craved for years.” I touch my hand to her cheek and run my thumb over her beautiful face. “I want something more with you, Aspen.”


      Her arms fold over my neck. “I know what you want from me.” She whispers the words from below her lashes. “You want a detailed accounting of my anatomy by way of your tongue. And, if you say I’m wrong, I might have to slap you until you agree with me.”


      A quiet laugh pumps from my chest. I needle into her with my gaze, pouring every emotion I’ve ever felt into that one, silent exchange.


      “You’re right,” I whisper. “But beyond that, I want every day with you. I want this with you.” I glance around at the venue. “I want a full life, children, a lifespan of good memories with you by my side. I want to grow old and complain about the economy with you as we both slowly morph into Republicans. I want to sleep under the stars with you.” I pull her chin gently toward mine. “I want to make love to you under the stars. You are mine, and I am yours. There isn’t another day on this planet I want to spend apart from you.” I swallow hard, forcing her to hold my gaze. “I’m sorry I wasn’t always the person I should have been, but I’m here for you now and forever if you’ll have me. I’m in love with you, Aspen. And I’m not too concerned whether it’s fair to anyone else when I say this, but it’s only ever been you.”


      Her mouth opens as she chokes on her reply. Aspen closes her eyes a moment before giggling into me. “I love you, too, Carter.” Her expression dims. “I want to get this right.”


      “We are right.” I wrap my arm around her waist as we make our way toward the front. “Let’s get out of here.”


      “Those were beautiful words. That was some speech.” Aspen leans her head over my shoulder as we head down a slight embankment. “You always work that hard to get laid?”


      I give a violent tickle to her ribs, and she screams a shrill of delight as I flip her over my shoulder and make a break for the car. Aspen’s beautiful laughter lights up the night, and I soak it down to my bones.


      It’s time to put Aspen on the altar and let the exaltation begin. My bed is about to become holy ground. I’m going to fall prostate over her beautiful body, and honor, idolize, glorify, and praise her with every ounce of my being.


      Long live the queen—with me right by her side.

      


      I carry Aspen up the walkway and through the front door just as Harley jumps on us both. Aspen tenses and laughs as I shuttle her upstairs and slam the door to my bedroom with my shoe. The windows are bare, letting in the screaming light of the moon, a pale freckled sky with its occluded stars. It feels right like this.


      My lips seal over hers as I land her onto the mattress. Aspen sits on her knees, and I meet her there, the two of us panting, the slight edge of anger in our eyes for taking so long to get here. There are so many more things I would love to say to her, but right now my heart thunders like a drum, pulsating through my skull like a ticking bomb. Aspen places her hands on my shoulders as the moonlight casts its glow over her bare arms. For a brief moment, I want to ask if she’s on the pill. I don’t have one fucking condom to my name, and that makes me want to drive my head through a wall. A part of me wants to warn her in the event she needs to pull the plug, but selfishly I don’t. My hand falls over her hip, my thumb grazing over her stomach. I’d put a baby in her belly if she’d let me. I aspire to do exactly that one day.


      Aspen gives a subtle nod as if reading my mind, letting me know it’s going to be okay, that, whatever the outcome, it’s what she wants. Her mouth falls to mine, and a fiery blaze rips through my veins. It’s one thing to kiss Aspen in a crowded room full of people, on the beach, sneaking kisses in my office, but on my bed, behind closed doors, takes this, takes us, to a whole new level.


      Her tongue fishes for mine and hooks it, draws it in and makes it do her bidding as we both give way to a sigh. I am going to love Aspen like a slave, like a starved lover who’s been craving her flesh for years. I am in fact both.


      Her teeth tease and bite as she pulls me deeper into a hot lusty exchange. Her hands pluck my shirt out of my pants as she pulls it apart and yanks it off my body. My hands glide down to her hips, roaming freely in a manner I haven’t before, and my entire body hammers with a pulse. I pull her dress over her head and toss it to the side before leaning back to admire her this way. Her lace bra, her barely there panties, send my adrenaline skyrocketing. Aspen is a work of art, a beauty in dark shadows and light—her very own performance piece.


      Her eyes linger on mine as she unbuckles my belt and slips her cool hands down the back of my boxers.


      I tip my head back and swallow down a groan.


      “Aspen,” I whisper in haste as I plunge my tongue back into her mouth. My fingers work off her bra. I don’t wait to properly remove it before my hands hungrily cup her tits. “Shit.” I hiss into her mouth as a laugh gurgles in my throat. Aspen is soft, firm, perfect. My mouth sinks down her neck, straight to the treasure in my hand, and I clasp my mouth over her nipple, sucking her down with a quickened pace then softening, grazing her with my teeth, drinking her down, eating her flesh. Aspen is the sweetest dessert.


      Her breathing quickens. Aspen gasps as I continue my assault. Her nails dig into my back, clawing along as if it were too much to take.


      My thumbs curl into the sides of her panties as I glide them from her hips.


      She rakes my boxers off, and I lay her over the bed as I expel the remainder of my clothing.


      Aspen rides her hands up and down my back before drifting to my legs, curving around the front and clasping onto my cock.


      Like a kiss from the sun, the sensation rips through me. “Shit,” I groan, catching her glassy eyes as she looks up at me from the pillow.


      Aspen takes in a breath as my body lays over hers, flesh to flesh. It feels surreal. My hands reach down and capture hers, pinning them alongside her wild splay of hair. Without hesitation, my mouth dives over hers once again.


      I pull back and take in that drugged look in her eyes as her chest heaves for more.


      “I’m going to make love to you, but I have a little worship to get to first.”
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      Henry VIII barreled through six wives. His foray into holy matrimony can famously be remembered in this children’s verse; divorced, beheaded, died—divorced, beheaded, survived. Henry was hungry for passion, hungry with an unquenchable desire for male heirs, and, in the end, he was simply hungry. As diverse as his bedmates might have been, his pursuit of them was rather cookie-cutter. Henry’s pattern of affection began with marked infatuation then quickly abated once he conquered his paramour. Translation, he was in it to win it. After all, the first bite of forbidden fruit is always the sweetest. Surprisingly, unforgivably, much like Henry, I am lost in lust for this sweet, erotic, forbidden fruit.


      Carter tastes like whiskey, like honeyed spice, an entire cedar forest. Seeing that I’m still a very married woman, Carter Cannon tastes like the world’s most perfect sin. This night had turned into a kaleidoscope of swirling hues, lush reds, LA clear sky blue, the paradise shade of green only the tropics can provide.


      His mouth runs wild over mine, painting me with its wet velvet. I could spend an eternity with his hot, lusty tongue wrestling me with aggressive abandon. I’ve waited for this moment, dreamed of it, and, judging by his fevered display of affection, Carter has, too.


      In a strange way, it only opens the door for questions born from past grievances, like shadows in the corner mocking me—as much as I’d love to let those go, a very persistent part of me would love to finally hear those answers. But that’s for another day. The slashing of a wound isn’t what tonight is about. It’s about restitution in advance of an apology—recompense for lonely nights, an I’m sorry for the entire Henry debacle. Tonight is about altar worship, about fanning the flames of desire and burning down the entire damn planet. Destiny owed us this dignity. Tonight, Carter’s body marrying with mine is a rite of passage we’ve waited far too long to consummate. This isn’t about revenge, or war games of the heart. This is Carter and I taking our rightful seats on the throne of our love. One by one, we evicted the fools from court, and now the restoration of our realm begins, one erotic kiss at a time.


      Carter runs his mouth over my face, grazing the apple of my cheek with his teeth. He smooths his lips to my ear and whispers with fire, “You’ve healed me, Aspen. For so long I was dead, and, now, I’m alive.”


      Salvation, adulation—Carter has me so high up on a precipice the view to realty is staggering.


      My hands curve over his muscular shoulders. Carter has always had a weight-trainer’s body, a fighter’s body, and, tonight, I’m making sure he goes twelve rounds with me in this bed.


      “You saved me,” my voice cracks. I mean it, maybe too much. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. From the day we met, I never stopped—not when you left, not when I got married. My heart was on ice, preserved just for this moment. I didn’t know if it’d come, but I burned for it, painfully so.”


      His eyes close with deep regret. “I’m going to bathe you with kisses.” He takes a gentle bite from my ear. “Then I’m going to bathe you with my tongue.” He dots a wet, heated kiss to my lips. “This isn’t just for tonight. This doesn’t stop. This gets better, night after night.”


      I tilt my head to the side and bite back a smile. “Are you promising me tomorrow?”


      “I’m promising you everything—my world and my heart from this moment through eternity.” He leans down and takes a bite out of my lips. “But then you already have that.”


      Carter tracks his kisses down my neck, dotting a hot ring over me as if pinning me with some exotic collar. His tongue lashes over me, up to my ear, his kisses falling like a hammer. This love we share isn’t a sin, far from it. This is holy—Jesus speaking in bold, red letters. This is all of our sentimental yesterdays, our unfurnished tomorrows rolled into one.


      His body moves down the bed. His mouth creates a track down my neck to my chest where his lips find a home over my nipples again. Carter takes his time, sucking me down, hard and needy, as if I were supplying him with life-giving nourishment. My breath hitches as that tender spot deep inside me starts to rouse from its prolonged slumber. Carter is shaking me off my stubborn foundation. An earthquake brews deep in my bones, blood spurting like a geyser through my veins. I’ve always suspected Carter had the power to unhinge my sanity. I walked through a storm for this man. And now here we are, on the other side of it, together.


      My body twists and writhes under Carter’s siege.


      Henry never made me come. It was nothing but deception from me in the beginning when he genuinely seemed to care, and then, when he didn’t care, I didn’t bother faking it anymore. I had been relegated to something just this side of a blowup doll, something you could buy on the street corner for cash. I was a twenty-dollar whore in my own marriage bed, and here, with Carter, I was nothing short of a deity. But that’s about all the patience I have for Henry. There’s not one extra second I want to devote splitting my precious Carter-time with him. This is my moment—Carter’s and mine. And every moment that follows will be just that and more so.


      His wild tongue trails over my stomach, dipping into my belly with a hot, erotic swirl.


      A hard groan expels from me, and Carter pauses to appreciate it with a heated grin. He dives back down with his teeth grazing my thigh and takes a nice, healthy bite. If he wanted to illicit another groan, he earned it. My throat burns from the effort. Carter licks and teases, parting my legs with his shoulders before burying his head in the warm, wet home I’ve provided.


      Unintelligible noises spur from me, guttural cries of ecstasy as his lips taste me for the very first time. His erratic breath tickles me as his entire face gives a series of violent revolutions. My legs spasm and cinch, a white-hot siren goes off in my belly, and now I’m questioning whether or not I’ve ever had a proper orgasm. I suppose the ones you give yourself count for little when you’re missing out on Carter Cannon and the fevered rush of his lips. I’m almost there. Too soon. I let out a sugary moan, clawing into his back, letting him know it’s just about game over for me, and he can do with that what he wants.


      His body glides lower still as his mouth devours the inside of my thighs, his peppered kisses travel south as he brings my shin to his mouth.


      Carter climbs to his knees and straddles my body as he makes his way higher on the bed. He spears that heavy part of him that’s most enthused to see me into my mouth, and I wrap my lips around it as he thrusts himself inside of me. My teeth graze over his heavy cock as he owns me, digs down to the deepest part of my throat until I gag. He tries to pull away, but I hold him there, taking him easy and light the way I want, the way I’ve needed to.


      “Sorry. Come here.” He lowers himself over my body, his full weight relaxing over me for a moment, and I hold him there by the small of his back. I want to feel his heft, feel all of Carter pushing through me as if he were piercing some invisible membrane that slowly merged us as one.


      In a flash movement, his hands extend mine to the side of the bed, his knees flex mine up in the air as his hard-on grazes that tender heated part of me.


      His chest pulsates against mine as his quickened breathing matches my own. The room is alive with the sound of our thunderous panting.


      He presses in, and his thick cock slides up past its intended target, touching me over the most delicate part. He pulls back and lands his tip inside me just enough to let us both know the bases are loaded, and the batter is about to swing.


      Carter looks down with the idea of a smile forming on his lips. His lids are low and heavy as he takes me in through slotted eyes.


      He pushes into my body determined, pressured yet not rushing to high five my ovaries, and I appreciate that.


      “Carter.” His name chokes out of my throat as he threads his way inside. A wild grunt expels from him as he makes me his in every single way. His body tenses as he spears deeper to the nexus of my being. My lungs fill with air, as I gasp and gulp at the intensity of his body buried in mine.


      “Aspen.” My name draws from his lips like a car skidding out of control. “Shit.” He leans his head back just a notch and gives a quick grin through his panting. His body slowly moves in me as he takes his time, soaks it in while his muscles tremble from the reservation, his breathing eclipses mine as he struggles to catch his breath.


      His steamy flesh glides moist over mine, catching in jags, cooling as he pulls away. A deep moan curls out of him as he pushes in deeper than before, then deeper still until my own moans come to greet him.


      Carter loves me with his body in long, even strokes before bidding farewell to those sentimental days and segues into an all out assault. This is saccharine traded for salt, tenderness traded for abandon. The bed loosens beneath us as the headboard starts in on a thunderous wallop. A loud snap ricochets through the room, and he pauses for a moment as we glance overhead to find the window with a hairline crack. Carter shakes out a dull laugh as his mouth dives back over mine with a fury. His tongue, his hammering cock, every part of Carter is taking out its vengeance, claiming me in a way that would make our prehistoric ancestors proud, and a laugh bubbles from me at the thought. England owns Scotland. The conquest is now complete.


      Carter is in me. I revel in the idea. Carter is mine, and I am finally his. The headboard gives testimony to this fact, solemn and loud as a twenty-one-gun salute.


      “I’m going to come.” He brushes the words into my ear like a warning, like a promise, and that wild pinch returns to my belly as my own excitement ratchets up, winding like a very tight coil, begging to unfurl and explode its tension.


      Carter stiffens over me as his body trembles into mine. A heavy groan expels from the both of us in unison, curling out into the night like a love song.


      His arms wrap themselves around my waist, and he rolls us both onto our sides, his heavy breathing rioting in my ear.


      “I love you.” He gives my ear a loud, explosive kiss. “You’re my wife. I’m never letting go.”

      


      In the morning, under the duress of a blessedly over-bright day, my lids struggle to open as my face grinds into Carter’s bare chest. The room is alive with the fragrance of last night’s testament to our love, ripe and tangy like fruit from the Garden of Eden.


      His hands coil into the back of my hair. “Morning, your majesty.”


      A smile drifts to my lips. Only Carter could say that without an ounce of sarcasm.


      “Good morning. Does that make you my indentured servant?”


      “It makes me your willing servant.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head before brushing the hair from my face.


      “Don’t look at me. I look like hell.” I try to wipe the sleep from my makeup-caked eyes as I blink into him.


      “You look like an angel”—he pulls back and runs his lips up the side of his cheek—“with very messy hair.” He mousses it up a bit for effect.


      “Hey.” I reach up and do the same, yet Carter just manages to look even better. “You’re amazing.” I lean on my elbow inspecting him like this. Carter glows as if he had inadvertently swallowed the sun. His entire person radiates a peachy crimson vibrancy. I want to paint him this way. I’ll call it The Morning After.


      “I’m amazing? Because I finally managed to land you in my bed?” That playful look of adulation lingers in his eyes. “I’d say so.”


      I want to say you could have had me years ago, but there’s no way I’m dragging Cher into this bed with us.


      “You hungry?” He reaches over and outlines my hip with his fingers before dipping his hand between my thighs.


      “I see you are.” My brows lift in amusement. I’m not sorry that Carter is insatiable. I’m just thankful his appetite matches mine. I’ve been starved of his affection, and, now, I’m insatiable right there with him. I need Carter in my life, his flesh between my teeth, just to survive.


      “Come here.” His arms wrap around my waist. His face fills with worry, but, God almighty, Carter still has my pulse racing with his arrogant good looks. “I didn’t use a condom last night.” He closes his eyes a moment. “And I didn’t pull out. I was greedy. I’m sorry.”


      I study him like this. That spasm of grief on his face weighs heavy on me for a moment. I know how Abby was conceived, out of trickery, most likely out of faulty condoms that were designed that way by a girl who believed love was a game and didn’t know how to lose.


      “That’s okay,” I whisper, cupping my hand to his cheek, his stubble prickling my palm. “I’m on the pill. I was going to get off next cycle, so I guess you caught me at the right time.” I’m not sure why, but those words almost broke me and brought me to tears. I was hiding my ovaries from Henry’s seed, and for Carter I want to bear him fruit from my womb as a display of my affection.


      “Go ahead and do it. Get off the pill.” He pulls me in close until our hips are touching, his dick rousing to life, wagging like a tail as it rises to salute me. “One day, very soon, I want to have kids with you, Aspen. I want babies to fill this house, yours and mine.” He glances down a brief moment, his chest filling with a breath. “And Abby. She’s mine. I’m crazy in love with her, and that will never change.” His thumb spreads wide over my cheek. “Do you think you can love Abby?”


      “Are you insane, Cannon?” I give his chest a playful shove. “That little girl had me wrapped around her pigtails the moment you brought her to the studio. I couldn’t love her any more if she were my own.” This time the tears do come. “It’s true. And I’m glad that there’s room in your life for me.”


      “There is no life for me without you.” He brings his lips to mine and indulges in one achingly long, hot kiss that erases the past as easy as shaking an Etch A Sketch. Take that Cher. All of your scheming, your baby dreaming, has only expanded my family with Carter. My family. My man. It’s funny how life can backfire on you spectacularly.


      He moans into my ear. “Move in with me.”


      I pull back; my mouth opens with surprise at his offer.


      “Really?” A spurt of excitement rockets through me. Carter and I finally making a home. Then a dark Cher-shaped cloud squats over the bedroom. “Is that going to be okay?” Whether I like it or not, Cher just morphed between us, turning us into a deformed threesome.


      “Yes. It’s more than okay,” he says emphatic, pulling my hand forward and kissing it. “Trust me.” His eager eyes bear into mine with a silent desperate plea of their own. “There is no one who is able to protest this. This is your home now as much as it is mine if not more. You’re not a guest, you’re an occupant, an owner.”


      Carter pulls me up over him until I’m seated on his hips. He pauses a moment to smile up at me, a silly smile that says I love you, and, more to the point, it says you need to back up an inch so I can impale you properly.


      “Marry me.” His eyes, every cell in his body mirrors that smile upon his face.


      And just like that he pops the question.


      “Is that a proposal?” I giggle out the words as his heated cock warms me from behind.


      “It’s a promise.”


      “You do realize that one day our children will ask how all this went down, and I’ll be forced to lie. No one wants to hear I was sitting on your naked father after a night of amazing sex.”


      “It was amazing.” He pulls my hand to his lips and groans as he presses a kiss into it. “But, not to worry.” He gives my thigh a light tap. “We’ll have the best story ever.” He cups my bare bottom before gliding his hand up my back. “And this version is not what we’ll tell them.”


      “Oh? I’m amused. Apprise me.”


      “We’ll tell them the truth.” The smile melts from his face as his eyes solidify over mine. “We’ll tell them we were at the Getty doing research for your art final, and I knelt down—”


      The world stops for a moment. That day bursts through my mind like a familiar song I set to repeat, never tiring of, memorizing the words, the cadence, until my body, my heart pulsed to the rhythm.


      “In front of my favorite piece, Spring by Alma-Tadema.” I cut him off with tears blurring my vision. I’m too ashamed to tell him that the precious ring he gifted me is still locked away in that condo with Henry. That large cushion-cut emerald as green and alive as our love—I wore it to bed the first time Henry hurt me. He shook me like a ragdoll because I wouldn’t leave him alone about a plumbing problem he promised to get to for weeks. Mold was growing, and I was about to call the plumber myself, but Henry jostled me, sent my brain spinning and frightened me. It was Carter’s ring I took comfort in. I should have sliced Henry’s jugular with that emerald and ran like hell.


      “Aspen.” Carter presses a kiss to the tip of my knee. “You were stunning, and beautiful, and outshined everything in that entire damn gallery.” He pulls me down until my mouth meets with his. “You said yes.”


      “I said hell yes.”


      “Are you saying yes again?”


      “I’m saying hell yes again.”


      “Hell yes,” he hisses the words through clenched teeth as he closes his eyes with relief. “Most beautiful words I’ve ever heard.”


      “Now fuck me.” I give his ear a hard bite, and he flinches.


      A dark laugh rolls through him as he spins me onto my back. Carter looks down at me with those smiling eyes, the insane look of happiness on his face—a perfect reflection of how I feel.


      “Second most beautiful words I’ve heard all day.”


      Carter finds his way back into my body, my soul, my heart.


      And, for a brief moment, I don’t understand what took us so long to get here. Then, one by one, Henry and Cheryl flash through my mind like a seizure.


      They wouldn’t, they couldn’t do anything to stop us.


      But they have before. Now that’s one piece of history I’m certain will never repeat itself. We’re stronger, older, wiser, far more intimate than ever before.


      Carter and I lose ourselves in our lust, our infallible new level of trust. We were restored to one another fully and completely. We’ve come full circle to that blessed day when Carter got down on bended knee.


      He spears into my body, hot and thick, so deep my throat chokes out a sound. His gaze seals over mine as if to say we’re finally home.


      Come to think of it, this is a much better position.
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      Aspen stays. I let my brothers know we’ll be taking the week off. Days melt into one another, sunrises and sunsets all with Aspen locked in my arms. We’ve called in delivery and have successfully managed to blissfully eat and fuck the days away.


      “Just living the dream.” I hold up a bottle of champagne and two glasses. “Let’s hit the beach.” I wrap my arm around her, catching her lips with mine.


      “I thought we’d never see that cove.” She bats her lashes playfully before taking the glasses from my hand. “What are we celebrating?”


      “Us.” I offer a longer, lingering kiss. “The miracle of us.”


      She pulls back with her arms tucked against my chest. “We are a miracle. I’ve always believed you were my destiny, Carter.”


      A sadness exudes from her as she says those words, and it kills me. Our miracle was slightly derailed by someone else’s joyride. Someone who very much succeeded in hijacking our good time.


      “I’ve always known you were mine.” I press my lips to the top of her head as we grab a few blankets and head out the door.


      The sun is getting ready to dip into the Pacific and call it a day. The giant salmon orb hangs in perfect suspension in the deep blue air. The salt and the sea spray linger in a subtle haze that holds heavy and warm from an eighty-degree afternoon.


      Aspen and I make our way down the walk to the private cove just past the property line. I sneak a kiss under her ear while taking up her hand.


      “When the realtor was showing me houses, I saw this cove and knew I was at the right place.


      “That’s because you’re a genius. I’m shocked you weren’t locked in a bidding war.”


      “I was.” The heated sand greets us as we head toward the waterline. “I won.”


      “You always win, Cannon.” She gives a little wink.


      “I have you, so it must be true.” I fan out one of the blankets, and we set the champagne and glasses down.


      Aspen laughs. “Is that all I am to you?” Her face and hair glow pink as the sun squats over the water. “Some cheap carnival prize?”


      “What?” I scoop her up into my arms and charge the shore as a wave crashes over my hips, getting the two of us soaking wet.


      “Stop!” She gives a shrill scream before burying her head in my chest. “You’re terrible!” Her fist pounds against me half-heartedly.


      “I am terrible. I’m terribly in love with you.” I take a few steps back and sit us down on the damp sand. Aspen settles in my lap crossways as we watch the sun slowly submerge into the waterline.


      “I’m terribly in love with you, too, Carter. Why does that sound horrific?”


      “Because, unfortunately, I’m no poet.” I tuck the stray, wet strands behind her ear. “How do you like your beach, Aspen?”


      “My beach?”


      “I called my attorney. I’m having your name added to the title. I want this with you. I want to share everything. What’s mine is yours, in our hearts and on paper.”


      “Carter.” She shakes her head in protest. “You didn’t have to do that.”


      “Consider it an early wedding gift.”


      She gives an impish grin. “Thank you.” Aspen rests her head on my shoulder, her fingers trace over my lips on a loop. I bite down playfully and suck on her pinky. A deep groan wrenches from her as if it were the best feeling in the world.


      “You get to name the beach.” I tap my finger over her heart.


      She lifts her head looking around at the granite wall of boulders to our left, the buffalo grass offering shelter from wandering eyes down the coast.


      “Looks like Lover’s Cove to me, but I think we should name it something a little more Abby friendly.” She squints into the dying sun as it kisses her face with its cantaloupe glow. She’s so beautiful my heart aches. “How about Cannon Cove? I think she’d like that.”


      “She’d love that.” My entire being lights up like a blaze for this woman. I bury my face in her hair, fighting back tears. “Aspen,” I whisper into her neck. “You don’t know how much that means to me.”


      “I do.” Her voice catches with the wind. Aspen runs her fingers over my cheek, rubbing over a week’s worth of stubble. “I know she’s your entire heart, Carter. I get that. She should be. And I know one day you’ll love our babies the same way. So Cannon Cove it is.” She leans up and takes a bite from my bottom lip. “But don’t let your ego get too overblown. As soon as we tie the knot, I’m taking your name.”


      A smile presses from my lips. I try to hold it back, play coy, tease her a little bit, but that burst of joy is too much to hold under.


      “Yes.” My mouth falls over hers, her hot tongue moving over mine before my lips wander over her cheek, to her ear. “Take my name, Aspen. You have every other part of me already.” Her legal name strobes through my brain—I want to tell her how it knifed me, how I was drawn and quartered, how my insides were pulled out and shoved down my throat the day she became Mrs. Henry O’Tool. It fucked me over emotionally. But this—I tighten my arms around her—this is a glorious end to one long, debilitating nightmare.


      “Let’s set a date.” I pull her up close. “What are you thinking? Next week? Next summer?”


      A laugh gets caught in her throat as her body vibrates over mine. I can hardly believe I’m holding her let alone having this conversation. Maybe this is all a fantasy. Maybe I hit my head at Ford’s wedding, and the rest has been a dream.


      “That’s quite a spread. But I’m all for sooner than later.” She points to the sun as it takes its final bow. “Make a wish.”


      “It already came true.” I give her ribs a tickle.


      “That’s perfectly cliché and astoundingly beautiful. Mine too.” Aspen leans up and devours my mouth for a moment. “But maybe we should make another wish. I’d hate to see it go to waste.”


      “Okay, what do you want to wish for?”


      “I wish that no matter where the future leads that we’ll be there together. I never want anything to separate us again, Carter.” There’s a sadness in her eyes that says it’s still a possibility.


      “That’s an easy wish because nothing ever will. We’re as unbreakable as God.”


      “Oh no.” Aspen twists her lips and moans. “You sure you didn’t just curse us?”


      A hard laugh barks from me.


      “I’m serious.” She swats my arm. “They said the Titanic was unsinkable. And, when asked if that were true someone replied, not even God could sink this ship. I think you know the end.”


      “We’re unsinkable.” I run my fingers up and down her ribs until she bucks off me in a giggle fit. “Not even God could pull us apart, Aspen.” I dig in under her arms, and she gives a violet shriek.


      “Would you stop?” Aspen struggles to free herself from my tyranny as we roll further down the sand. “You are terrible, Cannon!” Her voice reverberates for miles.


      I roll her over in one aggressive move and pin her arms to the sand. “All right, you’re going to have to take that back.”


      “Only if you take back what you said.”


      “What I said was wonderful. There’s no way I’m taking it back.”


      “What you said just roused the attention of the entire universe. We’ll be lucky if the stars don’t fall on us tonight.”


      “Nothing will fall on us.” Before I can finish, an icy wave slaps down over our heads, and we let out a roar in tandem. I scoop her up and race us to the blankets, rolling us up in a tight cocoon. I whip out the champagne and pour us each a full glass.


      “We survived that wave. I think it’s safe to say we’re unbreakable.” I lift my glass. “To my beautiful fiancé—my wife—who is a precious treasure that will remain safe in my arms until the final breath draws from my body.”


      Aspen settles those electric eyes over mine and holds me there with the strength of a lioness.


      “Amen,” she whispers.


      “Would you like to add anything to the toast?” My voice rubs raw in a whisper as I take her in like this. Her hair slicked back, the speckles of sand dotting her porcelain skin.


      Aspen shakes her head while biting down on her lip. “I want to toast you with my body.”


      “By all means, salud.” I lower my glass to her neck and slowly pour the amber liquid over her skin. It funnels to the hollow of her neck before flowing like a river down her cleavage.


      “Salud.” Aspen takes off her top, and her skin glows against the dark navy night. There isn’t a soul around, no one to watch us, save for a sky full of stars.


      We work off one another’s clothes, shaking out of them with expert ease. Aspen and I have turned making love into a fine art these past few days. We are a well-choreographed team, perfecting our routine into a solid gold performance. Aspen and I are creating art with our bodies. Every move, every kiss renders a new masterpiece to add to our fornicating collection.


      Aspen opens for me like a carefree rose, delicate and exquisite. My body presses into hers with an urgency, a heated rush that begs for the relief only she can give.


      Our panting grows wild, searing against the night wind before dissipating into the briny air.


      “Shit,” I groan into her ear as we hit our zenith. I grip her shoulders hard as my body trembles into hers, and I’m half afraid I’m going to break her. My neck arches back as a primal groan pulls from my gut. I reach down and touch my thumb to the most tender part of her and bring her right there with me.


      Her nails dig into my back as she releases with a bionic force. Her legs hook over my ribs, tight.


      The cool slap of the ocean trickles up to our feet, and we tremble out a laugh together.


      “Lover’s Cove.” I press a kiss to her lips, raw and smothering. “Just between the two of us, that’s what this place will always be.”


      Aspen illuminates a light all her own. The moon is powerless against her beauty. Aspen defies the laws of physics, gravity. Her beauty baffles the natural forces of this universe as she makes them her own.


      “Lover’s Cove.” Aspen nods into the idea. “And we are the lovers.”


      “And we always will be—just like Romeo and Juliet.”


      Curse be damned.

      


      Sunday night, Aspen heads to her sister’s place to gather the last of her things while I drive out to Calabasas to pick up Abby. The sun sets to my left as I head up the coast. I’ve never sweated a pick up since that first week, but here I am with a stomach full of angry bees. I don’t know why. There’s not a damn thing Cheryl can do to derail this train. We’re divorced. I have joint custody of my little girl. And that, my friend, is the end of the Cher and Carter story. Yes, she’s a witch, but that’s nothing more than a footnote. Not for a moment did I ever fool myself into believing I was in love with Cher. Her feelings, on the other hand, were raw, charged with the desire to control me through her words, her threats. I fell right into the mousetrap she set for me between her legs, and, now, here I am, almost five years later making an evening run to pick up our daughter.


      I pull into her cookie cutter McMansion with the lights all on inside. It looks cheery, stable, and I want that for Abby when she’s not with me. I get out and suck down a lungful of ocean air as I make my way up the walk. I’ve asked my brothers to keep an ear out to see if Cher is dating anyone. I want her to. I think the best medicine to cure her obsession with me is to move on with someone else, anyone else. Hell, I wouldn’t care she if leashed herself to an alligator as long as it was kind to Abby.


      I give three brisk knocks and wait. That’s my signature knock. I don’t know why, but I noticed a pattern last summer.


      The door swings wide as Abby gives me a running hug.


      “Daddy!” she sings as she leaps into my arms.


      “Baby girl.” I press a hard kiss into her cheek. It always feels like the end to some barbarically long vacation when we’re finally reunited.


      Cher stands behind her with a rolling carry on bag that has a picture of Olaf on it. Abby has her own wardrobe with me. She has everything she needs, but there are some things she prefers to cart back and forth. Can’t say I blame her.


      “Why don’t you run inside a moment? I want to talk to your mommy for a second. Maybe you can steal a few cookies from the kitchen, and we can give them to Harley.”


      “Harkey girl!” She jumps out of my arms and makes a mad scramble for the kitchen.


      Cher leans her head back, her eyes narrowing to slits. “I was going to mention something about her birthday party, but I can send you the details via email. I’m having her class over in two weeks. The party is on my day, but her actual birthday is on yours.”


      I give a dull nod. Last year it fell on Cher’s day. I surprised Abby after school with flowers, and Cher followed us to the ice cream shop across the street while I let her open my present.


      “I was thinking I’d pick her up after school, maybe we could do dinner and a movie?”


      A grimace comes and goes on my face. I examine Cher in this anemic light, her strawberry blonde hair is perfectly coiffed, her lips outlined and colored in a bright shade of berry. She looks unnatural like she just stepped out of a magazine wearing something you might classify as an evening gown. Cher worships at the beauty counter at Macy’s. She sacrifices her time at the spa, the nail, and tanning salon. Everything about her is rigid and over processed—always has been always will be. But it’s a false allure, a purchased beauty, manufactured charm. Cher has forked over a small fortune to become a hand-polished stone whereas Aspen is a jewel hand hewn from God. Cher is about as far from Aspen as one could get.


      “Her birthday? Yeah, let me think about it. We’ll figure something out.” I slap the back of my neck like I were swatting a mosquito.


      Abby scuttles back, and I tell her to get some more treats.


      Cher scoffs. “Me thinks Daddy is nervous. So what’s your big announcement?” She folds her arms over her chest—that look of hellfire brewing in her eyes. She already knows.


      “Aspen and I are getting married.” I’m not sure why I started with that, but I go with it. “She’s already moved in.” Not entirely true but mostly.


      Cheryl lets out a loud, booming laugh that ricochets into the hollow air like gunfire. “Knew it. The little voluntease has struck again.” That was Cheryl’s nickname for her. Aspen volunteered to be on the school committee with me when we met, and thus Cher coined the wicked nickname. Cher had a rude nickname for everyone she hated. Her hatred for Aspen was born from a vengeful jealousy—the most dangerous kind of emotion. “But I’m guessing she doesn’t tease anymore, she puts out.” She huffs while averting her gaze. “The thought sickens me. She’s conniving. She’s never stopped conniving. She’s always wanted what I have, and now she’s going for the twofer.”


      “What the hell are you talking about?” I keep it low as Abby’s feet prattle in this direction.


      “She gets both you and Abby. One day, Carter, you’re going to see that she’s nothing but trailer trash. She doesn’t have a dollar to call her own. Her father wants nothing to do with her. She’s using you now like she was using you then.”


      “Nobody’s using me,” I whisper as Abby runs past me to the car. I reach in and snatch her suitcase before making my way down the stairs.


      “This will never last. This is just a revenge thing with her. She’s maniacal. You can’t see past your penis!”


      “Shit,” I hiss as I hustle Abby into her car seat and shut the door buffering her from her mother’s acrid tongue.


      “She can’t be trusted.” Cher screeches her words into the wind like a witch casting a spell. “I forbid you to leave her alone with my child. For all I know, she’s a pervert!”


      I slam the driver’s side door and make Abby wave to her lunatic of a mother as we speed the fuck out of Dodge.


      A horrible sinking feeling settles in my chest.


      God. What if Cheryl comes up with some scheme to take Abby from me? My maniacal ex is the only one capable of revenge in this scenario. Her jealousy of Aspen knows no bounds; I have living proof in the backseat.


      I glance into the rearview mirror and offer a dull smile to my daughter.


      Why would she even suggest Aspen was a pervert? Then it hits me like a brick to the face. That’s the set up. All she needs is to coerce Abby into admitting Aspen touched her inappropriately, and it’s done.


      “Crap,” I whisper under my breath.


      Maybe I should talk to my lawyer one more time.

      


      Night one runs smoothly with Abby beyond elated that she now has another mommy. Not exactly where I wanted that conversation to go, but the deductive reasoning skills of my almost four-year-old daughter are beyond her years. Also, she wants a sister for Christmas.


      Aspen and I hit Jinx and the real world once again. I walked Aspen to her office an hour ago before burying myself in emails that I’ve ignored for the last solid week.


      A knock vibrates over my door.


      “Come in,” I say, frowning at my phone. Usually the secretary gives me a heads up with a text, but we like to keep things casual around here. The open door policy was Carson’s granola-crunching altruistic idea. He’s the humanitarian of the bunch, not me.


      Lincoln Lionheart stains my vision as he shuts the door behind him.


      I lean back in my seat, amused because I know where this is going. He’s here to pull his big brother duties, ruffle my feathers, threaten my balls. He doesn’t like where I’ve been parking my penis lately, and he’s going to make sure I understand how furious this makes him.


      “To what do I owe the pleasure?”


      “To my sister.” He doesn’t miss a beat as he falls into the seat across from me. His stoic features don’t bother to crack a smile. “Isn’t she the one you’re doing?”


      I don’t bother qualifying that with a response. I’ve always known Lincoln is an ass—an ass who lives with one of his sisters, and somehow this demotes his manhood in my eyes. Although on the other side of the coin, I’m glad he’s got Aspen’s back.


      He leans in, relaxing his elbows onto his knees. “So are you done sowing your oats? You ready to finally settle down with my sister?”


      “Sowing my oats.” I repeat for no other reason than to parrot how absurd it sounds. Sowing my oats is exactly what I wasn’t doing with Cher, much to her chagrin. I was putting in my time after committing one boneheaded move after the other.


      “All done.” I hold out my hands a moment. The sooner I play his game, the sooner he’s out of my face. “You don’t need to protect her anymore.”


      “Good.” His lips glide over his cheeks before snapping back to their expressionless stance. “But I’m not here to protect Aspen. I’m here to protect you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Tempest in the Night

        


        Aspen

      

    

    
      Henry VIII was a mastermind at making his wives look guilty when it was convenient. In truth, his ego ruled far more than his heart ever could. Henry was far too powerful, greedy, and rich not to have a favorable resolution in each and every situation. The headless wives of the bunch could attest to that.


      “Why on God’s green earth would you tell him that?” I ask Lincoln over a shared plate of a combo number 53, our favorite, a slice of lasagna the size of a summer squash and stuffed manicotti. “He’s going to think I’m batshit.”


      “You are batshit.” He glances to Pepper. “You knew that, right?” He gives her a playful wink.


      I invited Pepper to join us for lunch since she mentioned she was starved—for company in particular. Pepper is sweet and beautiful. I’m confused over the fact she hasn’t had a decent man in her life in years. Or so she tells me. In truth, I was trying to play matchmaker, and now I can see that all Lincoln wants is a hole in which to insert his penis. He’s a player, and Pepper deserves better.


      Kins and Stevie aren’t too interested in this psychotic development as they continue to nosh on their meals unmoved by our brother’s antics.


      Stevie finishes wolfing down her food in record time. She had the same thing but all to herself—well, her and the baby. Stevie’s voracious appetite is almost admirable. All of these years I’ve seen her all but nibble, and now that she’s with child, she can’t shovel in the food fast enough.


      “Never mind your sanity.” Stevie twists her wedding band. “Rumor has it you had a honeymoon of your own last week.” She bites down on her red velvet lip—naturally red. Stevie’s pregnancy has only made her that much more stunning. “I’m glad my plan worked out perfectly.”


      Carter. I miss him. How ridiculous is that? I just landed my lips over his less than twenty minutes ago. And now that I have him in my life again, I told Stevie our weekly dinners needed to go on ice for a while, so she motioned for an emergency Lionheart lunch to work out the details.


      “Are you saying you got married just to pull Carter and me that much closer together?”


      “I’m saying I got married so that you could look like your supermodel self, get drunk, and get yourself laid by the right person, so if that’s an alternate translation of what you just said, then, yes, you are correct. Trust me, it was a very small sacrifice on my part. Ford and I have had the wedding on our to-do list for a while. Do me a favor, and don’t make Carter wait so long.”


      “You’re funny.” I cut a quick glance to Pepper, who I’m sure regrets the fact she accepted my invite. “See what I have to put up with?”


      Pepper cuts a nervous glance to my brother. Maybe she is interested after all? Bad boys do know how to net the girls. If Lincoln is anything, he’s a bad boy. He’s beyond that. He’s a transgression when it comes to women.


      Kinsley stretches her arms over her head with boredom. “So I’m out of work and out of a man. Anyone have a suggestion?”


      Pepper examines her for a moment. Now that Kinsley has officially been outed as the other woman in every grocery store rag in the country, she’s garnered a little dark fame for herself.


      “There are two available Cannon brothers.” Pepper says it with a laugh. “You want to draw straws?”


      Kinsley sags and rolls her eyes like a put-off thirteen-year-old. “No, you go ahead and pick one. I’ll just sleep with him on the side. According to the press, my only talent is stealing a man.”


      We all share a laugh at that one, partially because it’s true.


      Kinsley stirs her pretty neon drink with her straw. “Enough. I’m tired of being the butt of the joke. I’m tired of hearing what a whore I am. It’s not like I was whoring around with an army of married men. I was only sleeping with the one. Some girls sleep with tons of people. I read about this woman—she holds the world record for sleeping with the most guys, and that was just in one afternoon! She’s not dicking around. Well, actually, I guess she is.”


      I don’t bother telling Kinsley that, yes, you can in fact qualify as a whore for sleeping with just one married man. It’s clear that bastard broke her heart in addition to carving a scarlet letter over her chest.


      Pepper and Stevie engage her in small talk regarding the latest Jinx 2 app.


      “So what was the big warning for?” I crush my shoulder into Linc’s. Carter told me about his strange conversation with my brother. “Is that some new reverse psychology?”


      “Not really.” He knocks back the rest of his beer. “It was my way of telling him you were a danger.”


      “In what way?” My cheeks catch fire with anger. I’m so sick of other people trying to navigate my relationship with Carter. This is the exact bullshit that caused the roof to collapse over our love the last time.


      “In the way that we’re a package deal.” Lincoln grazes Stevie and Kinsley with that serious-as-death look. Sometimes I feel as if the darkest part of our father was hardwired into my brother. “I’m here to protect you. If you get hurt, he gets hurt. It’s simple math.”


      “I don’t think threatening Carter is a good start for the two of you.” I hold his heavy gaze with a warning of my own.


      “I didn’t ask your opinion.” He takes a huge whack off our plate and shovels his fork into his mouth.


      I look to my sisters for a word, a disproving glance regarding our brother’s asinine actions, but they don’t even blink at his ridiculousness. In their own way, they’re agreeing with him. I tilt my head to Stevie, and she shakes her head at the ludicrousness of it all, but she’s quiet. Stevie is never quiet. Maybe she’s worried I’m the one who might rattle the cage?


      “Carter isn’t going to hurt me,” I say, folding up my napkin and setting it back on the table. And, for darn sure, I’m not going to hurt Carter.


      Why do I get the feeling I have to prove this to the world?

      


      The afternoon whittles by, and eventually I make it back to my office. I flick on the lights and close the door, making it halfway to my desk before my chair spins around with a body defiantly set in it.


      “Henry?” A high-pitched squeal expels from my throat. “Get out!” I shriek so loud, I half expect security to storm through the door.


      He holds up his hands in surrender. “Relax, take a seat.” His features soften, and I foolishly let down my guard. “I came to say goodbye. I think we need to talk—you know, get some closure.”


      “Closure?” I take a few careful steps before deciding to plant myself across from him. Any minute now Carter will walk in. I texted him to let him know I was back. If not—Pepper will be to her desk soon enough. She won’t hesitate running in when I scream bloody murder.


      Henry smirks then quickly replaces his sour puss with a contrived smile. His hair is slicked back. He’s put on some weight, not fat, more like muscle. He looks healthy, sane, but looks have been known to be deceiving. Cher is a prime example of that.


      “What’s new?” He picks up a pen and repeatedly thumps it over the desk slow and erratic like the sickly heartbeat of our dying marriage. “Heard you’re no longer at your brother’s.” He flexes a dry smile. “Heard you’re finally bagging Carter.”


      A roll of nausea runs through me. Henry and I were married. It was tough as shit, about as fun as jumping on a bed of sharpened needles, but it was something. We took an oath before God to uphold and now I’m “bagging” another man. Irrationally, this smears me with guilt.


      “I talked to my lawyer.” I clear my throat. “She said we could have a hearing as early as June.” Stevie will have her baby, and I’ll have my freedom—a banner month will be had by all. It’s hard to wrap my head around the fact I’ve actually done it, I’m actually in the process of freeing myself from Henry’s cruel reign. Tragically I’ve been scheming to do just that since our ill-fated wedding night. A part of me knew the ruse was over before the honeymoon ever began. Our nuptials were the crescendo in an ever-building climax of head games construed by Carter and me. Once that preacher had me say I do, I felt the weight of the hammer fall on my head. It was game over, and nobody was declared the winner.


      “Sounds good.” His eyes dart over my features as if trying to read a tarot card—some ridiculous form of witchcraft only the feeble minded and those easily swayed by demons prescribe to. Again something Henry and Cher have in common. Why did those two ever break up? In truth, Henry was just a weekend fling of Cher’s. She was one and done, smart in that sense. But Henry is still busy studying me—looking for clues to some unknown mystery. I can see the wires in his brain misfiring as he tries to put me together like a puzzle. “You staying inside a lot? You look pale. Maybe you should venture out of the bedroom once in a while.”


      “I’m here, aren’t I? Besides, I hardly doubt you care about my health, Henry.” He smirks like a little boy getting caught throwing rocks at passing cars. “I did do one last wifely kindness for you.” In did it mostly for me and my unbroken femurs, but I leave my legs out of it for now. “I bet you haven’t heard back from that inmate-run glass company in a while have you?” Now it’s my turn to smirk. “Don’t worry, it’s a temporary gift. I’m making sure you sell the boat as an acquired asset in the divorce. You’ll be a gentleman and give me the entire proceeds if you know what’s good for you.”


      His eyes squint as he takes a moment to decode my kindness.


      “I know you paid them back,” he whispers, glancing to the window as if this were a game changer. “So you want the boat. And if not? You going to send your brother after me? Maybe your new boyfriend?” He barks out a laugh that bounces off the walls like a live grenade. His entire affect has gone from drywall to monkey on cocaine in a single bound. “I know exactly what happened, Aspen. That’s what I’m here to tell you. I’m still in control. You don’t get to win.”


      Henry gets up and stalks over to where I’m seated. Instinctively, I rise and take a few steps back. I’m fully expecting this to turn into a table chase game minus the lust that usually fuels it. I’ve always feared that one day Henry would bash my head in. About a month into our marriage, I grew afraid of Henry, and that feeling never left. Fear coated the inside of my heart like tar, stifling it from beating properly. He’s stifled my heart, my emotions, right from the beginning, and, still, I was too stubborn to leave. Every day I stayed with this maniac was an effort on my part to twist the knife into Carter’s heart. I never said I was an angel.


      Henry takes a few steps closer, backing me against the wall under my own free will.


      He huffs a dull laugh in my face, and I smell the cheap liquor on his breath. Rubbing alcohol. Henry’s breath has always been caustic as poison.


      “I knew you were fucking him the second you told me Lionheart was taking Jinx.”


      “That’s not true. That’s not how this went.”


      “You did that to me. You went behind my back and let that pig defile you. Who the fuck are you to leave me?”


      This is all about his ego, it always has been. Henry can’t exist in a world where a woman rejects him. The long string of waitresses he leered at over the years, the girls from the gym that nodded his way in approval—it hits me like a violent slap to the face. Henry has probably bedded them all.


      “Maybe it was just a little payback.” Not sure why I went there. I didn’t really cheat on him. “Have you ever cheated on me, Henry?”


      “Shut up, you stupid little cunt.” He pins my throat to the wall, and my head bounces like a rubber ball. His palm sits tight over my voice box, making it impossible to take my next breath. My hands claw at his fingers, and he removes himself in an aggressive manner.


      “Shit,” I wheeze, lying motionless, waiting for what feels like the right moment to bolt to safety.


      “It won’t last.” He strides to the door. “You will get what you deserve.”


      I stagger to my desk, rattled, and text Pepper to get the hell in here.


      “I saw him!” She bolts toward me with open arms. “I just saw him and called security. He took the stairs. I think he left.” She pulls me into a quick hug. “Are you okay?”


      “I’m fine. I think the reality of not having me as his squeeze box is finally settling in. God, I think he threatened me.” My mind swirls trying to make sense of his drunken words.


      It won’t last. His words swill in my mind, leaving their greasy residue over my doubts. You will get what you deserve.


      I look to Pepper with her large, owl-like eyes.


      “You think Carter and I will work out, don’t you?”


      “Oh, hon.” She pulls me into another quick hug. “I think you and Carter have forever written all over you.”


      “We do.” I nod, trying to convince myself of our invincibility. “In fact, I’d better let him know what just happened.” In a perfect world, I could rewind and go back to last week, making love to Carter until the sun comes up, indulging in heavy naps until our bodies ache for one another again and hit repeat on a loop. In a perfect world, Henry would be in prison for the crimes he’s committed against me, touching me like that, raping me for his pleasure, speaking to me like I were less than a worm that crawled from under a rock. Henry would aggressively be taking it up the ass in prison, and Carter and I would be lounging in our love. But this isn’t a perfect world.


      I check my phone. Carter hasn’t returned my text.


      “They’re out,” Pepper says, reading my mind. “Jinx is Cannon-free at the moment with the exception of your sister.” She tilts toward me with a twinge of pity. “Why don’t you go home? I can handle anything that comes up around here.”


      “Seeing that I haven’t put down my purse yet, I think I’ll take your advice.”

      


      I take off. Pepper insists that security walks me to my car in the event Henry has another throat-squeezing surprise in store for me. I don’t protest. I like the idea of a big, buff man making sure I arrive at my Kinsley loaner of a car alive. Henry has me rattled, and perhaps my neck bruised. I examine it in my rear view mirror as the engine runs idle. It’s pink, no firm impressions of his fingertips, nothing overtly incriminating. That’s the way Henry operates, just enough infliction to cause pain, nothing to set off the authorities. God, how could I have been so stupid all these years tethered to that madman? How did I survive twenty-four months without a spinal cord?


      I hit the road, still shaken from my run-in with Henry. My eyes flit to my rear view mirror with every third breath, waiting to find him in the background, following me, shaking his fist in the air with the promise of a broken jaw, but there’s nothing except a sea of minivans and SUVs, a red pickup with a cracked windshield and gardening supplies clogging up its truck bed. Not a single sign of that nefarious Porsche, and I’ve never been so glad not to see a sports car in all my life. I make it halfway to Shipwrecks before my phone goes off. I turn up the volume on the speakers as the Bluetooth kicks in.


      “Hello?” I try to mask my nerves with a fabricated sense of calm. Kinsley’s carefree, bubbly personality would be a good persona to hijack right about now.


      “Is this Aspen O’Tool?” A meek female’s voice fills the car. She sounds kind, but too much so. I recognize the type—one of the soft-voiced, soft-footed girls that couldn’t bear to stomp her sole on the ground. They bleed out their power with their tiny, meek voices until the mean girls of the world push them over just because they can. I should know, I used to be that meek girl until the mean girl stole my man. Not to say I was a sickly sweet honeysuckle of a girl because I wasn’t. I was simply too trusting, too involved, too in love to see that a hurricane was about to blow my world apart.


      “Speaking,” I shout a little more curt. It’s always such a pain in the ass to communicate this way.


      “You’re on the list of people to call in an emergency for Abby Cannon. She skinned her knee at the zoo today, and, although she’s totally fine, she says she doesn’t feel well and demands to have someone pick her up. I hope you don’t mind, but Mr. Cannon has you listed as his contact in the event we can’t reach him. His week, his rules,” she’s quick to add.


      “Oh, yes, no problem. I’m about ten minutes out. I’ll be right there.”


      “Perfect!” She rattles off directions, and I promptly change my course.


      What about Cher? I’m sure they tried her first. Carter and she have joint custody.


      As sad as I am for Abby, I’m giddy that Carter put me down as an emergency contact. This is all starting to feel official. I’m going to be a stepmother. For all practical purposes, I am a stepmother—and picking up a sick child from school is a very “stepmotherish” thing to do.


      I manage to hit all the green lights and arrive at the Regency Montessori Day School in record time. It sits up on top of a hill, mostly secluded from the exclusive neighborhood it’s tucked away in. It’s a bit of a drive from both Carter’s new home and Cher’s, but I’m sure this place met Cher’s stringent requirements—none of which are of the educational variety. Cher is more interested in her daughter’s social status than she is of her learning environment.


      I take the loop that reads parent pickup and spot a small, waifish woman holding Abby’s hand and backpack.


      I hop out of the car, and Abby screams with delight as she runs over and gives my knees a tight embrace.


      The woman scans me with a level of discontent reserved for IRS auditors and prostitutes. “Cher said you were pretty.” She raises her brows as if this were a crime, or a con, both probably.


      “You’re friends with Cher?” I ask, almost amused. Abby is well within earshot, so I abstain from any zingers willing to pop from my mouth.


      “Good friends.” She pecks the air with a tight nod, her eyes reducing to slits. A stunted silence lays thick between us.


      “Um”—I take up Abby’s hand—“I’d better get her home.”


      Abby chatters for an entire city block as we cruise past the quiet estates that line the edge of town and back onto the main thoroughfare. It’s still mostly barren out. The real traffic doesn’t pick up until three, and then that lasts right through rush hour. My mind buzzes to Carter. I should pull over and let him know his baby is safe with me—let him know she’s feeling fine. Is she?


      “How is your knee, honey?” I was so thrown by the waify witch I negated my first duty as a stepmother—to dote over my new daughter. I glance to the rear view mirror like a twitch and spot that dirty red pickup with its cracked windshield again. Huh.


      “I’m so short!” Abby screams through a laugh. “Hey, I need my car seats!”


      I laugh a moment at the fact she pluralized it until the word hits me in the face.


      “Car seat?” Oh shit! Carter and Cher are going to have my head for this. How old do you need to be before you get out of one of those things anyway? Knowing today’s overprotective society, the answer is probably seventeen. I scan the area for a shopping center. There’s no way in hell I’m going home without rectifying this grievance. For sure I won’t call Carter until I have her safely strapped in the back, or he’s going to regret ever putting me on that call list.


      I make a left and note the red truck in my rear view mirror mimicking my move like a well-timed ballet.


      A stale breath blows from me as my adrenaline rises. It’s stupid. I’m just being paranoid. Henry has my brain swimming with stupid scenarios. Sonic Glass is history. My petty theft made sure of that. Only, it wasn’t actually petty theft, more like a felony. A serious criminal offense. I’ve immersed myself in all things legal in my spare time. There isn’t one part of me that believes Henry is worth going to prison for. It was stupid. Lincoln was right. I should have borrowed the money from him. Pride comes before the fall my mother always says—another person I was never really good at listening to.


      There’s a giant red bull’s-eye on the sign of the plaza up ahead. Target is the exact place I can meet all of Abby’s car seat needs.


      “You want to do a little shopping?” I sing over to her, trying to pretend I have this all under control. And, in about fifteen minutes, and fifty dollars later, I will.


      “Yes! I love shopping! I needs—I needs a new DBD!”


      “Well, a new DBD is what you’re going to get.” She’s so cute. I can’t help but smile. Cher be damned, I plan on spoiling Abby today and well into the foreseeable future.


      A narrow side road cuts through the parking lot, so I make a turn into it instead of weaving through heavy traffic, and, sure enough, my new red friend speeds to catch up with me. Instinctively, I reach for my phone to call Carter, and the car jolts heavy to the left.


      Both Abby and I let out guttural screams as the car gets rammed from behind. I glance back at the driver of the red pickup. He’s wearing a ball cap turned backward, dark sunglasses hanging low over his determined grimace. He holds up a hand as if motioning an apology before backing his truck up.


      Was that an accident? It didn’t feel like one. My heart pummels against my chest at the price I’m going to pay for getting into a fender bender with Abby.


      He gets out of the truck and staggers over as if we’re about to exchange insurance policies, but what he pulls from his pants isn’t some innocent piece of paper, not his wallet by a long shot. It’s small and black and holds the promise of impaling my brain with fragments of metal.


      “Shit!” I put the car back into gear and hit the gas.


      The sunglass-wearing bastard jumps back in his truck.


      “Hold onto your seat belt!” I shout to Abby as her sobs grow increasingly louder.


      The truck comes at us like a demon out of hell, sending the back end of the car on a tailspin.


      “God!” I cry as my front tires leap over a concrete parking barrier. The red truck does it’s best to ass fuck my bumper as my car lashes back and forth uncontrollably, and, without warning, Henry’s words echo over this madness, you will get what you deserve.


      I catch a glimpse of Abby in the back seat, a look of fear frozen on her tiny face, and I lose it. There’s a wall of bushes to my right that look impenetrable. The truck makes a wide circle as he makes his way around to the driver’s side. Without giving it a second thought, I unbuckle Abby and snatch her to me as I leap to the passenger’s side. I glance back to see the stone cold look on the bastard’s face as his truck bullets toward me. I jump out of the passenger’s door and duck into the bushes with Abby just as my car flies fifteen feet to the right. The entire driver’s side, the back panel where precious little Abby sat just five seconds ago is gone, smashed straight through to nothing.


      “Holy hell,” I whimper. Abby squirms, and I tighten over her with a death grip.


      I do the only thing I can think to do for our safety.


      Run.
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      Kinx—the club—a.k.a. Jinx’s younger, sluttier cousin, in the middle of the afternoon is more or less taken over by the coffee crowd.


      Cash sits across from me, in an abandoned area of the back, glaring at me from the rim of his beer as if I just ran over his dog.


      “What was it that you couldn’t talk to me about at the office?” I take a generous bite out of the Italian sub we hauled in from the deli next door.


      “I wasn’t expecting Lionheart to be here.” He glances over his shoulder at Lincoln a moment.


      “Yeah, well, get used to it.” I nod over at the jackass, inspiring him to turn away as if he didn’t see me. “I wondered where he spent most of his time.”


      “Merlin is where he belongs—back in his daddy’s dungeon.” Cash scoots his untouched drink away from him. “So how are things with you and Aspen?”


      I pause a moment before swallowing. That’s the second time Cash has asked me that question.


      “You said you had something important to discuss.” I put down the remainder of my food. “Why aren’t Ford and Carson here?” A hundred red flags go up all at once.


      Cash hooks onto my gaze and holds it serious as shit. “Because I didn’t want to embarrass you.”


      “Excuse me?” I can count how many times I have truly been caught off guard on one hand and have fingers left over. Once when Cheryl told me she was pregnant and then the moment I knew I lost Aspen. I’m wondering if this is about to pan out to be another one of those moments. “What the hell do I have to be embarrassed about?” An entire Rolodex of bullshit runs through my mind, but nothing quite registers as cringe worthy.


      Cash leans in. “Douchebag over there never got back to me about the missing funds.” He says it stern as if the answer to this mystery lies in those cryptic words.


      “So? I’ll get after him.” I frown at Lincoln as he hits on a blonde at the bar. “He’s been a little preoccupied lately with yours truly. He’s protective. I get it.”


      “Very protective.” Cash doesn’t flinch. “I grew tired of sitting on my hands, so I hired a guy. Turns out it was a pretty straight line leading us to the person who swiped the money.”


      “No shit?” I glance to Lincoln again. “He’s more stupid than I gave him credit for.” I’m not sure why this surprises me.


      “No shit.” Cash knocks his knuckles over the table. “It led straight to a charity called the Maritime Widows Association.”


      “Sounds like a good cause.” My chest expands with my next breath. “So who’s the asshole using poor unsuspecting widows as a shield?” I tense for a moment. “You think it’s the dick at the bar, don’t you?”


      He shakes his head. “The dick at the bar pisses more money than the federal reserve on a good day. He has no need to steal.”


      “Then he’s fucking with us. What better way to throw the company into a tailspin than to screw with our accounting? He’s pissed that Stevie put Ford’s name back on the Jinx board. He’s never approved of that.”


      “That may be so, but he’s not connected to the Maritime Widows Association, his sister is.”


      His sister. I slouch into him, trying to process this. “Stevie owns the company. Maybe she started the fund and didn’t realize that’s not how you go about donations. It’s just a mix-up.”


      “It’s not Stevie, and it’s not that ditzy blonde either.” He gives a single nod waiting for me to do the Lionheart math.


      “Aspen?” I give her name lower than a whisper.


      Cash doesn’t say anything, just bears into me with that I’m-so-sorry-you’re-being-fucked look in his eyes.


      My body goes numb. “There’s a mistake here somewhere.”


      “Nope. Double-checked my sources. She made five transactions, the first few were dummy moves, testing out the system.”


      “Maybe she needed it for something.” My mind buzzes like a hornet’s nest as I grapple to recall one instance of hearing Aspen even slightly imply she needed a dollar.


      “If she did, I hope she had a half million good reasons. This isn’t petty theft.”


      That look on my brother’s face isn’t sorrow, it’s retribution.


      My heart gives one violent thud as if it were about to give out. “You’re not calling the cops.”


      “Already did.”


      I leap across the table and shake the shit out of him.


      “The fucking detective was a cop.” He pushes me off. “Look, I’m sorry, but I’m tired of this Lionheart disease spreading through basecamp. Open your fucking eyes!” he riots at me until the veins jump from the side of his neck. “They’re infiltrating, coming for revenge anyway they can. First, Ford, now you? Don’t you think it’s a little coincidental? They gut our company and give it back under their watchful eye. The next bank accounts they’ll sweep will be yours and Ford’s. No prenups as far as I can tell. And what do you get?”


      “They’re not stealing shit from Ford or me. We still have our shirts, and we get to fuck them. Why can’t you ever look on the bright side?”


      He closes his eyes incensed. “It’s like you’re letting your dick brainwash you. The bright side is your lady friend will evade going to prison if you can get the cash back and have her issue an apology to the four of us before turning in her keys to the kingdom. I’m not too fond of thieves. She has a fucking screw loose if she’s doing this shit behind your back. I want her gone by the end of the day. And I want my fucking money back yesterday.”


      Lincoln gets up to leave, and I bolt over to him.


      “Where you going?” I hustle him down a corridor and toss his ass against the wall. “What do you know about the Maritime Widows Association?”


      His face smooths over, incriminating him instantly.


      “What did you trick your sister into?” I ram his head into the mirrored panel so hard I expect to see shards spiking through his forehead.


      Cash shows up by my side and plucks me off him.


      “I don’t know shit.” Lincoln irons out his shirt with his hand.


      “You don’t know shit?” Cash digs his finger in Lincoln’s chest. “I have a paper trail that bleeds your little sister’s name. Maybe you’ll know shit when she’s sitting in prison under felony charges. You think you’ll know shit then? I have a twenty-year veteran who’s just chomping at the bit to take her down as soon as I give him the word, so you better start figuring shit out, pretty boy.”


      Lincoln pinches his eyes shut with his fingers. “Fuck.”


      My phone rings, and I glance down hoping to find it’s Aspen, but it’s not. It’s Cher. I’m not sure what I would have done if it were Aspen. I probably only have enough information to make myself dangerous. God forbid I accidentally flush our second chance away over something that turns out to be nothing. I bury my phone in my pocket. I’m not dealing with Cher now either.


      Cash slams his hand right next to Lincoln’s head. “Tell us what you know, or she’s in cuffs in an hour.”


      Lincoln gives a hard blink.


      “Did—” I choke trying to get the words out. “Did Aspen move money from Jinx?” I refuse to even entertain the word stealing.


      Lincoln gives a slow nod, and the world around me grinds to a halt. She must have had a good reason. Aspen isn’t the kind of person who would maliciously set out to do something like this.


      My phone goes off again, and I pluck it out. It’s Cheryl again, and this time I answer.


      “What?” I bark into the receiver.


      Words stream from her, inconceivable words that string out like a series of broken bones.


      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I thunder into the phone.


      “Robyn called! She said you let that whore pick Abby up from school!”


      “What?” I stagger for a minute. “Aspen picked up Abby?” A knot forms in my stomach and uncoils throughout my body like a venomous snake.


      “She said there was a family emergency and took off with our daughter. So what’s the emergency? And why is that lying bitch picking up my baby girl?”


      A long bout of silence slips by as I try to excavate my brain for any logical answer.


      “I’m not aware of any family emergency.” The words sputter from my throat, dry as chalk. “Let me get a hold of her. I’ll call you right back.”


      Cher heads into a tirade shouting words like kidnapped, missing, police, full custody, and I simply hang up on her.


      Lincoln and I both race to call Aspen, but she’s not picking up.


      Aspen stole over a half a million dollars. And now she’s taken Abby. Maybe what we had wasn’t real. Maybe Cash is right. I’ve been brainwashed by my dick all along.


      I look to Lincoln tying hard not to vomit. “Aspen has my daughter. She said something about a family emergency and took her out of school.”


      His face turns to ash. “What the hell would she want with your kid?”


      “I don’t know.” I pull him in by the collar with a violent yank. “What the hell would she want with over a half-million dollars?”


      Cash pulls me off. “It sounds to me like maybe she wanted a new life.”


      A new life with Abby? One without me?


      I stagger for a moment as I let it sink in.


      Sounds like the perfect revenge.
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      When Henry VIII tired of his spouse, he simply arranged to have her removed. But it was never really that simple.


      I’m not sure how I envisioned my first shopping experience with my new stepdaughter, but I’m positive strolling her through a department store in a red plastic cart while noshing on stolen goods wasn’t one of them. Abby spotted a bag of Dutch chocolate in pretty pastel colors, the size of dimes, and I promptly opened it and let her have at it. After evading our eminent doom, I took Abby and hid in nearby oleander bushes until the sun set. That bastard had a gun, and I was terrified to move one inch in broad daylight. Abby fell asleep in my arms while sobbing for her daddy. Little did she know, I was sobbing for her daddy, too. A small part of me believes Carter can fix anything. Once darkness fell, I ran us all the way here, and instead of following my instincts and screaming my head off until someone phoned the police, my better judgment took a U-turn as I plopped her into a cart.


      I just need a second to think—catch my breath, chase down my ruminating hundred-mile-a-minute thoughts and make them stay still long enough to make sense. My phone and purse are no longer with me. I don’t have anyone’s number memorized. I can easily find the number to Jinx and ask to speak with Carter. I take a deep breath at the thought. Carter is going to hate me for this. I had one job—get Abby home safe, and, because of Henry, I fucked it up in a magnificent way.


      My eyes flit to the patrons around me with a wary paranoia. The carefree young mothers with their hair tossed up in a messy bun, their well-worn flannel shirts and yoga pants underneath. Nameless, faceless kids with runny noses, and an entire sea of beautiful girls with school uniforms in navy and white. An elderly man stands in line to purchase vodka and toilet paper. So basic. All of it feels so criminally normal.


      I take a clean breath to ward off the nausea. It’s clear that paying those bastards off wasn’t enough. And now it’s not just me who’s in danger, it’s Abby. I close my eyes for a moment as I try to get my bearings. I need to stop stalling and call Carter right away—although, in truth, I’m afraid of the consequences. This entire mess is not going to impress Cher. I’ll have to move out of the house. Lincoln will probably have Henry killed. I’ll go to prison for embezzlement, and he’ll serve hard time for murder. The trauma will prompt Kinsley to have twelve more affairs, and Stevie will forget all about her psychotic siblings as soon as that cute baby of hers arrives. That part, actually, I’m glad about.


      God—how did this mess become my life? Somehow I’ve managed to burn the Lionheart house down and set fire to the Cannon curtains as well. This is going to destroy us all, specifically Carter and me. I’m trapped in a nightmare within a nightmare, no way out just a lot of pitiful exits that all lead to raping prison sex.


      Abby and I park in front of an army of television displays and watch Frozen on multiple screens for what feels like an abnormal amount of time. Frozen. I shake out of my stupor. I wish time would freeze. I wish I could rewind time—back before Cher, back before Henry. Abby laughs with delight and points to the nearest TV, and I startle. I guess I wouldn’t want to take Cher out of the equation too soon.


      A horrible sinking feeling settles over my shoulders—hot molten iron molding to my bare flesh, bleeding painfully down through my stomach as I push Abby to the front of the store. The awful rowing toward God, Anne Sexton once wrote. I never did understand that poem until now. But I get it. It’s stamped over me, hooked into my flesh like rusted razors as I drag the weight of this terrible dilemma. The awful rowing has begun. It’s time to start the real show. The dissolution of everything I know and love. In the end, I guess Henry did destroy me. You will get what you deserve. Henry, the prophet, has spoken.


      “Excuse me, sir?” I call to the young man working behind the counter with a crooked tag that reads Manager. “My daughter and I were in an accident. May I please use your phone?”

      


      Of all the people to contact it was Kinsley whose number I was able to locate first. I called Jinx and, after listening to a rather lengthy phone maze of options, was connected with human resources, all of whom, rightfully, didn’t seem to know who this “Kinsley person” was because she’s hardly ever there. Once my sister was located, she promised to give the address of my whereabouts to both Lincoln and Carter. I made her swear she would contact Carter and not Henry. I didn’t mean to get all shouty with her on the phone, but it’s hard not to want to scream a little at my sister. Kinsley has the power to take a Tibetan Monk from still waters to a cat five hurricane.


      “Where’s Daddy?” Abby whimpers against my chest as I hold her limp body. She couldn’t stand another minute in that red cage on wheels, so I’ve been cradling her, trying to calm her nerves as much as I can. The first time I picked her up, I thought she was light as a feather, but after holding her for almost an hour straight, she feels more like a sack of potatoes—not the little round red ones that weigh nothing themselves, but the russet, dirty Idaho variety the size of your foot.


      “He’s coming.” I bounce her in my arms until my fingers go numb, and just like out of a movie, Lincoln runs through the double wide sliding doors, and I fill with relief.


      Right behind him, screaming like a fire alarm, runs Cher, and I fill right back up again with fear.


      “Holy hell,” I whisper.


      “Give her to me!” she bellows, peeling a now wailing, Abby from my arms.


      Carter runs in followed by an entire army of police officers—riot police with helmets, and nightsticks, and guns a blazing—oh fucking my.


      Lincoln gets in my face, squeezing my arm a little too tight as he pulls me into a hug. “Don’t say a word.”


      “Carter!” I struggle to get away from my brother only to find Carter locked in an embrace with Abby and Cher. In all fairness, Cher has entombed herself around Abby, and Carter has no choice but to hold her by proxy. But still, from here they look like a sweet, young family reuniting after some horrific ordeal.


      “Ma’am, you mind stepping outside?” An exaggeratedly tall deputy asks with an unnerving amount of politeness in his voice, and I nod absentmindedly. It’s the way you speak to the mentally unbalanced, those you fear might take a leap off the edge. We make our way out, and the evening cools against my moist skin. The blanket of darkness only makes this entire nightmare feel more surreal.


      “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay.” Cher pets Abby’s head over and over. “We need to get you checked out, baby.” She shuttles her toward the waiting ambulance, passing me in the interim. “You bitch!” she screams in my face, causing Abby to break out in a high-pitched howl. “You’re a monster!” her voice curls despairingly to the sky. “I hope you fry in hell for this!” Her voice shrills wild, sponsoring a viral panic in me. She’s going to hate me forever. Who am I kidding? She was going to hate me forever, anyway. But it’s Carter she’s going to punish for this, and he’ll hate me forever, too.


      I glance back to find Carter speaking with Lincoln—the whites of their eyes glinting in the night. He’s animated with arms flailing, red and angry faced, eyes bulging.


      He jogs up beside me, panting, out of breath. “We’ll talk later. I have to be with Abby.”


      “Yes. Absolutely.” I reach out to hold his hand, my fingers touching over the cold evening air, but he simply glances at them before heading toward the waiting ambulance.


      There’s something cold and distant in his eyes—confusion, a hollowness that I can’t describe.


      Officer Goliath reappears and begins to read me my rights.


      “What’s going on?” I glance to Carter first, then Lincoln. “Am I being arrested?”


      Lincoln expels a sigh that plumes out in the night like a veil.


      “Kidnapping,” he whispers. “With the possibility of embezzlement charges.”


      Carter gives a cold, hard stare as the doors to the ambulance close, and they speed out of the lot. Cher, Abby, and Carter whisk away in a siren of blazing glory while the back of a squad car waits for me.


      “He knows about the money,” I whisper to no one in particular. “He thinks I took Abby.”


      What the hell just happened?


      
        *

      


      The kind officer chauffeurs me to the booking department in style as I sit in the back of a police cruiser with the protective metal gate reminding me I’m on the wrong side of the law.


      My body riots with a pulsating numbness. My ears stop up with the rush of blood. It’s as though I’ve stepped out of my body, my mind for sure, and am experiencing my worst nightmare in some otherworldly setting. It’s as if I’ve groped for the parameters of common sense and reason and somehow tore right through them. This is a disaster beyond comprehension, something so terrifying that the thought of losing my sanity might actually prove to be the best line of defense. I wish Henry had snapped my neck in that office today—that he damaged me enough to send me to the hospital rather than a holding cell.


      So this is how it feels, I marvel with the intensity of watching a public hanging, something so morbid you can’t believe it’s real, that our world could be so barbaric and cruel to let it happen in the first place. People go to jail all the time. They spend most of their lives behind bars, and when they get out, they beg to get back inside because they can’t assimilate into free society. I wonder how many years I could find myself confined? Maybe I’ll snap my own neck.


      We pull alongside a red brick building, and the kind gentleman cop helps me out, speaking to me softly in words that float like music notes from his mouth. I read once that when the women of the early West were taken captive by Indians, they would step out of their minds, howl, and chant to God as they were rushed off by their captors.


      Goliath ushers me down a long, white corridor where we’re met with a couple more officers. They speak to me, to each other, and I nod silently unable to decipher the King’s English any longer. The only words that reverberate through my mind are that of my brother’s, don’t fucking say a word. And that of Henry’s, you will get what you deserve.


      They ask for my information, and I stall with Lincoln scolding me in the back of my mind.


      “This is necessary,” Officer Goliath assures. “Nothing incriminating, just the basics.”


      I spew route numbers, social security, my old address. They ask for Henry’s name, and I present them with it like a roach smashed with a stone. In the end, all this insanity boils right down to Henry and his reign of madness. In the end, I was simply another unfortunate wife. And then an errant thought pops through my mind—one I never want to own, the sharpened blade of truth that twists down my throat. I, in fact, had done this to myself. I entered into a relationship with a man I had no feelings for in an act of reckless revenge. I did this. This is my truth, and I must own it.


      Carter blinks to mind, old Carter, the high school, college version, that broke my heart and my spirit. He mortared me down from glass to sand then blew me away as if I never even mattered. I was his, and he disowned me with a cold heart—a dead fish that smelled and he wanted to be rid of. And this—I glance at the stale, cold surroundings—is what I get for trying to claw my way into his heart again. Another false sandcastle disintegrating beneath my feet, replaced with brick and mortar, a prison cell.


      “Right this way.” The officer drones. “Stand on the line,” he says as a bulb flashes in my face—one bright light that will resonate in public records for the rest of my days. Here, I had finally done it. The unspooling of Aspen O’Tool has officially begun.


      After fingerprinting, and settling me into a holding cell with a variety of women, all who seem interested in keeping to themselves, officer Goliath appears again, looking two feet taller than before. His odd height advantage makes this all feel like a Lewis Carroll inspired nightmare where people stretch to the ceiling, Cher cries off with her head, and I fall into a prison-shaped rabbit hole for time immemorial.


      “O’Tool,” he snaps, and I step forward like a zombie. “You’re good to go.”


      He swings open the cell, and I hear someone from the back snap, “Fucking white girl.”


      At the end of the long, dizzying hall I find my brother waiting for me with that same bored, I’m-going-to-protect-you-from-anything look on his face. And I leap—leap—into his arms.


      “Lincoln.” I sob, holding on for dear life. I’m terrified, thrilled, and shaken to the core. “What the hell just happened?”


      “Let’s get you home, and we can put all the pieces together.”


      Stevie and Kinsley wait for us in the next room, and, in a flash, they’re wrapped around my body, hard and strong as if they were some organic extension of my being, tendrils that belonged to me and I to them. But two very vital pieces of my heart are missing, Carter and Abby. And right now, I can’t breathe without them.


      I can’t breathe knowing what he thinks I might have done.

      


      


      I say goodnight to Stevie and Kinsley in the parking lot behind my temporary detention center.


      “I’ll see you in a bit.” Kinsley holds my fingers until we part. “I’m making up the guestroom for you. We’ll have tea as soon as you get in.”


      Stevie pulls me into a death grip of a hug. “Don’t you worry. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”


      I pull back and examine her. I’m not sure what she knows. I wasn’t booked on embezzlement charges, so there’s a chance she’s unaware of the fact I pulled over a half-million dollars right out of her baby’s mouth. In hindsight, it seems foolish to think I could payback the “loan” I gifted myself without anyone taking note. Did I think Jinx was run by idiots? I’m the idiot.


      Lincoln shuttles me into his car and heads onto the freeway, letting the silence clot between us, saving us from a bleed out.


      “I need to go to Carter’s.” The words string into one as they stumble from my lips. I can think of a million things I’d rather do than face Carter with my ugly misshapen truths. “And when the hell is someone going to explain what went wrong tonight?” I bury my face in my hands, and Lincoln reaches over giving my shoulder a half-hearted massage.


      “I don’t want you to see him. Come home. Let’s get you out of this fucking mess, and we can go from there.”


      “No.” I shake my head. “I need to see him. Those bastards we paid off came after me. They rammed my car into kingdom come.” A ripe anger burns right through to the surface, piercing this membrane of numbness I’ve been cocooned in for hours.


      “I saw the wreck. The police hauled it away. Nobody can make heads or tails over what it might mean. They think—” He winces into the night. His fingers beat over the steering wheel to the tune of some imaginary rhythm.


      “They think what?”


      His head jerks to the side. “They think maybe you were trying to start a new life. Take Abby as the ultimate fuck you to Carter and his messed up wife.”


      “Ex,” I whisper morbidly trying to wrap my head around his words. “Go to Shipwrecks.” I don’t say anything else until we arrive. The moon reflects thick on the ocean like a mirror, fanning out over the expanse with its iridescent angel wings.


      I give rudimentary directions that consist mostly of my pointed finger and crude grunts.


      “Go ahead.” Lincoln kills the engine in front of the house. “Just know I’m not going anywhere.”


      I want to tell him that I don’t need for him to wait, that I want to make love to Carter until the sun comes up, that Carter is my strong tower, that he doesn’t have to be that for me anymore.


      My legs carry me quickly up the stairs, and I give a series of brisk knocks over the door. It’s been six hours since we saw each other last, and, now, here I am, pounding on his door after midnight like a lunatic. He’ll probably answer with a gun.


      “Carter!” I shout into the wind. It’s dark inside, save for a dim light in the kitchen.


      The sound of footsteps, of panting, comes from behind as Harley gives a few friendly barks.


      “Harley!” I give her fur a quick scratch as she jumps on me again and again. “Why are you outside? Where’s Carter?” My heart drums over my chest as if everything hinged on the answer this poor dog can’t give me. The sterile blue of the night, the monochrome world I’ve stumbled into, reminds me that just like the color in the day, everything can be taken away from me. Carter brought the color into my world, and he has the power to take it right back out.


      Harley takes off for the side yard and toward the cove.


      The cove.


      I flick my shoes off and run down the twisted trail as the ocean opens its glowing arms, wide and strong as love.


      The silhouette of a man seated on the sand, staring at the lonely, silent sea burns like a shadow against the illuminated night.


      “Carter,” I whisper.


      There he is lost in thought—perhaps in heartbreak.


      “Carter!” My chest heaves as I make my way down the sand.


      “Aspen!” My name vibrates from him with joy. It resonates through the air like a balm as he bullets in my direction. “Aspen.” His arms lock tight around me as I jump up onto his hips, and he spins me. “Aspen.” He dots my face with fervent kisses. His passion, his desire to have me, are both very much alive. “What the hell happened?” He pulls back, examining me in the dull light of the moon.


      His hair, his features, are washed silver. “I don’t know. I got this call. It was Abby’s school.”


      He pulls me in tight and closes his eyes. “They said they didn’t call.”


      “What?” I blink back, surprised. “They called, Carter.” I spring back to the ground. “They told me Abby skinned her knee and that she wanted to go home.” I shake my head trying to read the silence, his furrowed brows, his tight jaw.


      “Abby said she skinned her knees with you. She said you were running, and you fell in the bushes.”


      “Oh, God.” A wave of nausea rolls through me. “Wait. Is that why I was charged with kidnapping? The school said I did this? Carter, they called me, I swear.” My mouth hangs open a moment as I take him in. “Do you think I would hurt you like that? That I would hurt Abby?”


      “No.” He closes his eyes a moment. “It’s not that. Just before I got the call from Cher—I received some disturbing news.” Tears glimmer in his eyes as the moon reflects in each one like flashing dimes. “Cash said you took some money from Jinx. He said it was a sizable amount. Did you?”


      A heavy wave pelts over the sand, crushing and loud as a gavel.


      “I know how this looks.” My hands ride up and cover my ears for a moment. I squeeze my eyes shut tight, hoping to open them and find Carter smiling at me in bed, this entire disaster nothing but one long nightmare. “I promise you, I have a very good explanation.”


      “You did it.” Carter bows his head in disappointment. His arms go lax, gliding down to my hips.


      Here it is, the end of the infallible us on the horizon. I can feel the executioner hovering above, ready to roll my head into a basket.


      “I swear to you it’s not at all how it looks.” My chest constricts, can’t breathe, can’t push any more words past this painful fist in my throat. I clasp my hands together as if sending up a prayer, as if begging for him to understand.


      “Aspen, you had options. If you needed money you could have turned to your family, your father, hell, you could have turned to me!” He strains the words out, shouting them over the wind, but all I hear is anger.


      I shake my head defeated. This entire day, this life, has done nothing but shatter my bones, kick me in the teeth. I’m worn, chipped away to nothing.


      “I love you,” I say it below a whisper. “But your willingness to believe the worst in me is astounding.”


      “I don’t believe the worst in you.” He struggles with his next words. “You’re staring down the barrel of a felony—not to mention what Cher has planned. I just”—he touches his palm to his temples in a fit of frustration—“none of this adds up. What’s going through your head, Aspen? Tell me what you need, and let me give it to you.” Carter cups my cheeks. His lips tremble as he looks down over me with a look of fright, of confusion, and the underlying hint of fury. “Please, help me figure this out because I’m on the brink of losing my fucking mind.”


      He says the words sweetly enough but they still manage to shred my heart like jagged razors. A tear streaks down his cheek and spears my heart in the process.


      “I don’t have good reasons.” My hands clasp onto his a moment before falling to my sides. “I only have the truth, Carter. I can’t make the truth fit into a neat box. Yes, what I did was horrible. It was unthinkable, illegal. But I did not intend to harm your daughter. I would never do that.” He reaches for me, and I swat his arm away. “How in the hell can you think that?” I roar the words out over his face. “I love that little girl.” Our eyes catch. Our anger glows like iron in a fire. “I can see I’ve disappointed you.” I step past him, and he catches me by the wrist.


      “Please, don’t. Let’s have this out. I need to. I need to know from A to Z what went through your mind in both these instances. And please, God, no more surprises. If there’s anything else I should be made aware of, give it to me straight because I don’t think I can handle another day like today.” He’s shouting and hurt, and I can’t do this with him anymore.


      “Neither can I,” I say under my breath. My hands cover my face a moment. “My God, she’s done it. Both she and Henry have done it. Between Henry’s underworld dealings and the vicious lie Cher is propagating, we’re doomed, Carter. We will never survive this if you don’t have any faith in me.”


      “I do have faith in you. Help me understand. Cher said when she got to school, they were surprised to see her. They called the police as soon as they figured out Abby was taken without permission. They set off an Amber Alert. They had every person in the city looking for your car.”


      I’m stunned. Somehow Cher has managed to mastermind the big one right under my nose. She never intended to let me stay with Carter. She was simply scheming how to keep us apart—how to send me away, permanently.


      “You believe her, don’t you?” I’m not sure why I bothered to ask. His squared off jaw, that defiant stance says it all. “Of course, you always choose to believe her over me. You always choose her! This is just history repeating itself.” I give him a hard shove in the chest. I want Carter away from me, out of my life. I want every painful memory of him erased once and for all.


      “I did not choose her! She was having my baby!” The cords in his neck bounce as he pounds his finger to his chest. “I had to be there. I owed it to that little girl. I tried to do the right thing.”


      “I guess that makes me the wrong thing.” The waves crash so loud, I’m thankful for their deafening cries. I don’t want to hear another thing that Carter Cannon has to say. “Cher wins. She always wins.”


      I bolt down the beach with anger and heartbreak racing through my veins.


      Carter thunders from behind. His footsteps pound into the sand like a heartbeat.


      He catches me just before the trail that leads to the house and cages me in his arms.


      “We’re not over, Aspen. I’m in love with you, and that’s never going to change.” He pants the words hard in my ear. “I just need you to talk to me, baby. Tell me the things I need to know. We can put this behind us. We can get you help. I still want us. I still need you in my life.”


      I break free from his hold and twist into him as I stumble up the trail backward.


      “I’m not insane, Carter. I promise you—if you choose to believe Cher, you have bigger issues to deal with as far as mental health goes. The mother of your child is a certifiable cunt who is hell bent on ruining my life.” I quicken my speed, traipsing up the trail like a spider. “You said we were indestructible!” I shout into the sky before turning around to get one last look at him. “I’m not the liar. Maybe it’s you.”


      I run all the way to Lincoln’s car and jump in. Even with the windows rolled up, I can hear Carter shouting my name into the black of night, his voice drenched in pain.


      That’s the one lasting emotion we’ve ever been able to give each other with any consistency.


      Pain.
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      There is a moment in a man’s life that redefines him, makes him who he is and leads him down a path everlasting, for me, I believe this is that moment. The next day, after a long night of little to no sleep, I head for Calabasas. Somehow, at the heart of all this madness, lies Abby. As young and innocent as she is, I also believe she’s the only one I might get a straight answer out of.


      Last night plays like a warped record in my mind. Aspen and I fighting on that same stretch of sand we declared our own. I’d love to start that conversation over—keep my mouth shut and let her speak. I was out of my mind with worry for both Aspen and Abby. I never once believed she would hurt my baby, but she was defensive. Her answers were loose. I wanted nothing more than to shake the details from her, and I went about it like a fucking asshole. It was panic induced by fear, driven by the words of my most paranoid brother. I wish to God I hadn’t met up with Cash at all yesterday. I wish to God I were blissfully in the dark about a very large, very illegal cash transaction Aspen took upon herself to complete.


      After an hour of meandering the freeway, trying to clear my head and getting nowhere, I finally pull into the driveway of Cher’s home. It’s early enough where she hasn’t left to take Abby to school, yet the lights are on in the kitchen.


      I jog up and give the door a friendly knock—my knock. Cher peeks from the living room curtain before heading over and letting me in.


      “I suppose you worked everything out with that little whore last night.” She cinches her pink silk robe tight around her body.


      “Good morning to you, too.” For a second I think of telling her off, making accusations I know I can’t prove, but I save it for now. “Where’s Abby?”


      “Asleep. I’m not taking her in today.”


      “That’s probably a good thing. Does she understand what happened?” I examine Cher for a moment. Her lips twitch, her brow rides high on one side. Cher has never made a secret of the fact she hates Aspen. She finds Aspen laughable. Cher has always referred to my relationship with Aspen as an obsession, on Aspen’s part that is. It was pointless to inform her otherwise. Besides, deep down, she knew the truth. It was me who was endlessly obsessed, hopelessly in love with Aspen, my Juliet, my everything. Cher was just an obstacle trying to keep us apart from the beginning.


      “Yes, she understands. She knows she was kidnapped by that deranged psycho. I have a lawyer setting up a restraining order as we speak. I don’t want that evil bitch within a mile of my daughter. You hear that?” Her eyes darken a shade. Steam rises from her nostrils. This is the same jealously, the same visceral hatred I’ve seen from Cher regarding Aspen once before—in those hazy beautiful days when I was just about to make Aspen mine.


      “Look, Aspen isn’t a psycho. I’m in love with her. She’s going to be my wife. Obviously we have a very big misunderstanding here.” And that would be the best-case scenario. That money she stole from Jinx slingshots through my head, and I’m back to questioning Aspen’s sanity myself. But, right now, all I can do is solve one mystery at a time. “Tell me again what the school said when you tried to pick up, Abby.”


      Cher’s head jerks as she tries to move the loose hair from her eyes. “They said she had already been picked up. They said Aspen came and told them there was some family emergency and whisked Abby right out of there.” The whites of her eyes expand. “She didn’t even have a car seat! She got into a major wreck, and our daughter could have been paralyzed! Killed!” She gargles it out with fury as the vein in her forehead bloats to the size of a finger.


      “Daddy?” Abby wipes the sleep from her eyes at the top of the stairs, and I jog on up.


      “Morning, princess.” I press a gentle kiss over her soft cheek. As much as I hate to admit it, Cher is right. Abby could have been killed. The police said they found Aspen’s car in the lot. Cash said it was pretty banged up. I asked him to track it down and send pictures. I need to see the destruction that happened. I need to examine this catastrophe from every angle. “I heard you have a few new stuffed animals I haven’t met. Show me your room.”


      Abby hops down and squeals with delight. “Yay! Daddy!”


      “Abby, don’t be long. I have breakfast!” Cher calls from below, her voice ricochets off the walls like a spasm. I want to ask if she’s afraid—unsure of what might happen while she’s not around to coach Abby.


      We head into her pink kingdom, and Abby quickly shuttles me around showing me boxes of toys, stacks of books, and a vanity full of makeup that would make any grown woman envious. I know Cher is all about the material things, superficial things, I just had no clue she’d take things this far. We don’t see eye to eye on most details, so this doesn’t surprise me.


      “Come here, baby.” I take a seat on the bed, and Abby hops into my lap with her little hands slung around my neck. “You think it’s okay to talk about what happen yesterday?”


      Her little face grows serious as she gives a solemn nod.


      “You want to tell me what happened?”


      “Mommy says—”


      I shake my head. “You.” I gently press my finger to her tummy. “You tell me what happened. Mommy wasn’t there. I want to hear what Abby knows.”


      “Hey—I’m Abby, crazy!” She laughs and gives my nose a pinch. It’s clear to see Abby isn’t traumatized. The physician in the ER said she was fine. And Cher made sure there was a complete body scan to prove it. Cher is a good mother. She just doesn’t know where the boarders of good judgment are, thus her propensity to cross them.


      Abby stares up at the ceiling a second. “Hey, you know what happened!” She giggles again.


      “I wasn’t there, either. Walk me through it. You were in class and Aspen came to pick you up.”


      “No, I was—I was just getting off the buses, and it was free time. My knee hurt. I hurted it, and it was bleeding all over. Ms. Robyn cleaned it. I wanted you to come get me, but Ms. Robyn says I have to go home with Aspen.”


      “Mmm.” I tried to look bummed that I couldn’t pick her up. I had my fucking phone. Why in the hell didn’t the school call me? “Ms. Robyn said you had to go home with Aspen?”


      She nods.


      “And then did Aspen come to get you?”


      “She did. Aspen is funny. After we were driving, I said hey, I’m short!” She does a caricature imitation of herself, and I can’t help but smile. “Aspen didn’t have a car seats, so she said she was going to buy me one and a DBD.”


      “At the store?”


      “Yeah, but we didn’t get to buy it because she forgot her purse in the car. We had to get away from the bad guys. It was scary. I had to cry. Aspen carried me in the bushes, and we hided from them.”


      My mind goes numb.


      “Did you see these bad guys?”


      “They was—they was in a car. A truck. Aspen gave me chocolate, and we watcheded Frozen, then Mommy got me.”


      “That’s right.” I hold her tight. I know the rest, but the details Abby just provided shed a little more light on the situation. “Did you ask Ms. Robyn why she didn’t call Daddy?”


      “She said Aspen has to get me.”


      “Do you like Aspen?”


      “Aspen’s Daddy’s friend. Aspen’s my friend, too.” She rests her tiny head over my shoulder, and I hold her like that for a long while.


      Aspen is Daddy’s friend.


      I hope Aspen still wants to be my anything.

      


      My next stop this morning is to the Regency Montessori Day School. The children are enjoying a noisy recess when I arrive and spot Robyn in the center of the blacktop along with another teacher. I give a slight wave, and she freezes. Robyn leans in and whispers something to the woman by her side before heading back into the building.


      Huh. I know for a fact she saw me. Maybe she’s getting something, some legal paperwork the school has for me. I can only presume the shit has hit the administrative fan. I weave in through the side and make my way down a series of snaking corridors only to cut her off in the courtyard just before the Kindergarten yard.


      “Morning.” I try to sound cheerier than usual. That, alone, should tip her off to the fact I’m good and pissed. I’d like nothing more than to wrangle the truth from both this little Ms. Priss and my lying bitch of an ex-wife.


      “Oh, is that you?” She glances around superstitiously. “I was just taking a quick bathroom break. You know, got to do the potty run when I can around here.” She gives a nervous giggle. Her glasses stray down her nose for a moment, and she readjusts them.


      “I’m so very glad Abby is fine.” Her neck and cheeks blotch with splatters of crimson. Her fingers bat around her lips as if she were swatting back the truth trying to erupt. I’m no behavioral intelligence expert, but Ms. Robyn here is looking guilty as hell. “Abby isn’t here today. You should really think about communicating a little more with Cheryl.”


      She tries to breeze past me, and I block her path. The look of horror in her eyes lets me know she wants nothing to do with this conversation.


      “I just have a few questions.” I force a grin to come and go.


      “Well, I have to use the restroom.” She points just past my shoulder. “But an incident report was filed. I gave a statement. It’s all there in black and white.”


      “Good, I’m glad. I’ll have my attorney look over it. We’ll be needing you to perform a polygraph as well. Just something he requested, a formality. My custody is on the line, so I need to dot all my I’s cross my T’s.” I’m lying through my teeth. My attorney didn’t make any such request, but I’m guessing if I toss enough money at him, he’ll jump through a hoop of a fire if I want him to.


      Her face breaks out in a neon pink rash, and I know. Someway, somehow, Cher is at the bottom of this rank, odious nightmare. Robyn, here, was simply roped into one of her vengeful plans.


      “I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you,” I offer up my false assurance. “You have a great job. This is the best preschool in the state. I’m sure you wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize your position here.”


      Her hand flies to her chest. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


      “How did Abby do at the zoo yesterday?”


      “Oh, she liked it. She skinned her knee, but that was about it. I think seeing the blood really upset her.”


      “That must be why she asked for me to pick her up.”


      “Yes.” Her eyes enlarge and stay that way once she realizes her error.


      So Aspen didn’t simply show up and handpick Abby off the playground as Cher insists. It’s funny how in less than twenty-four hours this woman’s story has had a polar shift in direction.


      “I’d better let you go. I just wanted to stop by and thank you personally for taking such good care of my daughter.” I hold her gaze a moment with a hard, enraged stare. “Don’t worry about that polygraph. I’m sure you’ll pass with flying colors.”


      Her mouth opens involuntarily as she gazes off into nothing.


      “I’ll have a copy of that report forwarded to my attorney.” I give her a quick pat to the shoulder. “He’ll be in touch.”


      She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t have to.

      


      Afterwards, I text Lincoln and let him know I’m gunning for him next. He’s at Jinx, so I tell him not to move. I call my brothers and tell them to meet me in Lionheart’s office. By the time I arrive they’re all sitting in a half circle looking as if they want to kill one another. Stevie is there as well, glowing and beautiful with her ripe belly the size of a beach ball. Aspen and Stevie look so much alike. If she turned her head, I could convince myself she were Aspen.


      “Carter,” she says my name with a curt edge. Stevie has always been my biggest advocate when it comes to her sister. I’d hate to slip to her dark side.


      “What’s going on?” Ford pulls me into a half hug. Carson and Cash give a quick nod. Cash isn’t in the Aspen fan club, but Carson, for the most part, is indifferent.


      “I talked to Abby. She says she skinned her knee on the field trip.” I take a seat on the edge of Lincoln’s desk, and he frowns at the gesture. “Abby tells me her teacher said Aspen would be the one to pick her up. The school notified Aspen to pick up Abby. There was no kidnapping.”


      Stevie claps her hands loud as the crack of a whip. “Call off the damn dogs. I told you my sister was innocent.”


      “Yes, well”—I pinch my eyes shut and rub the shit out of them—“the dogs belong to my ex-wife. I need a little more evidence on my side. I’m afraid my three-year-old daughter isn’t going to cut it.”


      “So, now what?” Ford looks just as pissed as Stevie, and I’m glad. I want all of his sympathies mustered for the woman I love. Aspen is going to need it when he finds out she stole a boatload of his money.


      “So—I went to the source. Abby’s teacher basically admitted to the fact she called Aspen. I’m sure Aspen has a phone record to prove this. I don’t think we’ll have any problem getting the charges against her dropped.”


      Stevie gives a slow, solemn nod. “And then we’re going to sue your ex-wife for libel. I’m going to make sure she never forgets how she tried to ruin my sister. She’s unfit to raise a dog, let alone a child.”


      “Stevie,” Ford says her name softly.


      “No. She’s right.” I swallow hard. “I’ll take her to court myself. If I can prove that she orchestrated this, I’ll be suing for full custody. It’s her fault Aspen was called to the school—that she drove off with Abby without a car seat. And Aspen would never have been in that accident if it weren’t for that phone call. It’s a tragic chain of events that could have led to far more unfortunate circumstances.”


      “That was no accident.” Cash hands me his phone, and I scroll through picture after picture of Aspen’s thrashed car.


      “My God,” I whisper trying to take it all in. The driver’s side is physically gone. There is no left side of the vehicle. This isn’t some fender bender, this is the work of a maniac. My chest heaves as I fight back tears. “How the hell did they get out of this alive?”


      “My sister”—Stevie projects over my heavy breathing—“is a badass hero. She saved that little girl’s life and her own. You should be throwing her a parade for how she handled herself. Nobody should have survived that wreckage.”


      Carter jumps to my side and stares into the phone. “I’m confused.” He’s eschewed his business suit for sweats and a T-shirt. It looks like I caught him in the middle of a workout, and he’s got the body odor to back it. “Who the hell hit her? Was it a hit and run?” He leans into the phone. “Those are serious gashes. This was no love tap.”


      “That’s what I want to know.” I spin and look to Lincoln who’s being suspiciously quiet. “Who the hell would want to hurt Aspen, and does it have anything to do with the money she took?” My body goes numb. I’m not sure I wanted those last few words to slip out, but I need the truth.


      Stevie and Ford look over at me with blank faces.


      “It’s already been repaid.” Lincoln lets out a breath while looking to his sister. “I added eight hundred thousand to the general fund this morning. I might have padded it a bit as an apology. ” He glances to Cash with a look that says eat shit and die. “The books should balance quite nicely.”


      Stevie doesn’t say a word, just keeps her eyes hooked on her brother’s as if speaking in code.


      “I would have done the same.” I give a nod of approval in Lincoln’s direction. “Did the people that were trying to kill her have anything to do with why she borrowed those funds?”


      “Borrowed?” Lincoln cocks his head amused. “I believe the terms felony charges were tossed around just yesterday. You outright called my sister a thief.”


      “Because she is one,” Cash is quick to note.


      “Shut the hell up,” I snipe. I need Lincoln to fill in the blanks. And, according to what I can surmise, there are a few nasty details that have been left out of the picture.


      “Henry bought a boat.” Lincoln rests his chin on his hand.


      “Henry?” It feels strange saying his name out loud. I’ve thought about him for years, obsessed over the fact he was touching my wife, sleeping next to her when he didn’t even deserve to breathe the same air.


      “Yes, Henry,” Lincoln barks. “The man who is still legally her husband. He bought a fucking yacht with a slip. He borrowed money from a loan shark. They both knew the drill. This wasn’t his first rodeo.”


      “The boat.” Stevie closes her eyes a moment as if the pieces are falling together. “What a fucking moron.”


      A dull laugh rides through me. “Henry isn’t known as much else.” I should have known I’d find Henry at the bottom of Aspen’s financial troubles.


      “I’m talking about my sister.” Stevie’s features harden. “She should have come to me, and, instead, she stole from me.”


      “She let her pride get in the way.”


      “And now there are men trying to kill her?” Stevie’s voice vibrates through the room like an opera singer.


      “Not anymore.” Lincoln closes his eyes. “I did a little digging last week. I found out who was in charge. They run through a front called Sonic Glass. I thought I’d keep the info in my back pocket in the event I needed it—and today I did.” He fans his fingers. “I called my guy with the feds. They shut them down and arrested the entire snake pit faster than you can say RICO. Aspen’s not in anymore danger.”


      Lincoln glances to his phone. “She’s calling.” He picks up. “What’s going on? I’m in a meeting.” He glances to me before spinning in his seat and mumbling into the receiver. “Will do.” He spins back around and directs his hatred right at me. “Looks like your ex-wife’s attorney doesn’t waste any time. Aspen was just served with a temporary restraining order. She’s not allowed in your home or your place of employment. She’s not even allowed to call you on the phone when you have your kid. Court date’s in ten days.”


      “And so it begins.” Carson looks to Lincoln. “You’d better get your sister one barracuda of an attorney.” He looks to me and holds out his hands. “No offense, but anyone can see that Cher’s got a screw loose. I wouldn’t want to be on her bad side.”


      “I’ll handle it.”


      The room drains save for Stevie and Ford, Lincoln took off with Cash like they were about to have a fistfight.


      Ford comes over, pissed, worried for me. “I’ve got a lawyer I keep on the side for serious shit our legal team can’t handle. What else do you need?”


      “A good detective. I want to know everything there is about our boy, Henry.” I glance to Stevie. “I wish I never let her marry that asshole in the first place.”


      “Should a, would a, could a.” She pulls me into a nice long hug. “Go to my sister,” she whispers. “Whatever happened last night on that beach killed her.”


      My heart sinks.


      The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her in any way.


      I said we were unbreakable, and, here we are, broken in pieces on the ground.


      God wins.


      I’m pleading for mercy.
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      It could be said of King Henry VIII and his six wives that they were collectively unlucky in love. Love, much like Henry, is a fickle creature, smitten for a time then prone to spectacular bouts of heartbreak. That’s what I’m entertaining at the moment, a spectacular bout of heartbreak.


      The studio is the only place that gives me solace—it’s the only place that ever really has. I need the plain white walls, the wide spaces, high ceilings, the lack of a public to judge me, the smell of turpentine, my beautiful acrylics. I love each color like a child. Sometimes, when I’m in a mood, I can mix paint for hours. Today’s soothing task consists of stretching a new canvas. I unfold the raw, untreated material across the floor in one clean ecru line. The fabric is of a heavy weight, organic cotton, but I was tempted to try linen instead. I think I’ll make that my goal this year—create a series of stretched canvases consisting of different materials. I like the process, the elbow grease that goes into creating your own blank space. I like stroking it lovingly with gesso, righting all the textural grievances until the surface is smooth as a river stone. I plan to make up a set of paintbrushes using my hair. All of my artistically inclined friends have already done this with their children’s hair, their boyfriend’s hair, their dog’s hair, their own. This is the year I dip my toe into everything I’ve been putting off. If this fiasco with Carter has taught me anything, it’s don’t put off paying attention to the things, the people that you love. In the end, every hour is fleeting—especially when there’s a manipulative bitch working against you.


      Terri walks in on heels as tall as stilts, a white paper bag in hand.


      “Sustenance.” She lands it beside me, and I peer inside.


      “Onion rings. Thank you.”


      “I don’t believe in any of that starving artist bullshit.” She makes a face at the canvas laid out on the floor. “Why do you insist on doing this? Give me your sizes, and I’ll have them custom made.” A crooked smile rises on her cheek. “Your sister has given a generous donation to the studio.”


      Stevie endowed the gallery with enough money to fund a mission to Mars. Terri is free to live out her watercolor, dark poetry, iron-welding dreams. I’ve already filled her in on how I became a societal pariah overnight. I suggested she burn all my work before the angry villagers stormed the facility, but she wouldn’t hear of it.


      “I’ve finally collected on the paintings you sold at the exhibit. All but one.”


      “Nice.” I had forgotten all about the fact I actually managed to sell a few pieces, they’ll be hanging here until June. “Sum total?”


      “Nine thousand, four hundred dollars—for now.”


      “I’ll take it. Now to figure out how to come up with a half a million plus, I’ll be just fine.”


      She cackles a dark laugh. Her short, pointed nails claw at my shoulder as if she were petting me. “You remolded a man’s world and made it your own, Aspen. You sacrificed nothing and gained everything.”


      “Terri—I may have gained a prison sentence.” As much as I hate to sober her up with the truth, I don’t deserve the patina of glory she’s painting me with. “And the funny thing is, I’m not even upset over it. If it comes to that, it’s because I deserve it. What I don’t deserve, and what I actually hate, is the way Carter’s ex-wife continues to treat me. She was the same way when we were in school. Always manipulating things to go her way. That’s how she ended up in bed with Carter. That’s how Abby managed to win the lottery of life, and that’s how she became Mrs. Cannon while I stayed home and cried into my pillow. And now she wants me gone for good, doing time for an entirely fabricated reason. If she knew there were valid reasons to put me behind bars, I doubt she would have bothered.”


      She gives another furtive cackle. Terri’s dark laugh has the power to send chills up a demon’s spine. No one else has that ability. Not my mother, for sure, with her sweet, girly giggle. Terri commands the universe with her caustic chortle. She’s shaking out the reigns over the horse’s back and making it dance for her.


      “Aspen, who are you? Are you a baby sparrow who needs her mother to shove a worm down her throat? Or are you a lioness who sets out after her prey and brings home a feast? Why are you letting this ex-wife shove a fistful of legal worms down your throat? Go after her. You are the huntress. Your instincts say go for the jugular.” Her hand clasps over my chin as she steadies her eyes on mine. “She does not win. She may have the man, the child, and the fortune, but she will never own you. You hear me?”


      I give a stiff nod with my chin still tucked firmly in her hand.


      Terri takes a breath and heads for the door.


      “Can I ask you a question?” I call out just as she hits the door.


      “Just one, you’ve sucked the life out of me for the day. Tell Stevie I’d like for her to do the same sometime. Now that’s she’s a corporate goddess, she’s all but forgotten about the woman who grunted her through her loins.”


      I give a bleak smile at her dark monologue. “Did you kill Carter’s mother?”


      Her eyes widen. Terri’s entire demeanor shifts as if someone took an eraser and wiped her clean of all that smug lion pride.


      “It’s a terrible thing to lose the love of your life.” She pivots on her heels as she treads out of the studio. “It can drive a woman to the brink of madness. A terrible tragedy I tell you.” She leaves chanting the words to a poem she wrote a long time ago for my father of all people. Terri Eaton and Hans Lionheart would have been like fire and ice together. Even my own, down to earth, pillar-of-the-community mother is nothing more than a question mark when it comes to pairing her with my father. Nope. The woman he’s with now, his dutiful wife that he’s cheated on liberally—she is a far better match than any of them. She’s treated Stevie and I like dirt all our lives as if it were our fault we were put on this planet. To put it simply, she and my father deserve each other. For a second, I envision Cher with Henry—now there’s another couple who deserve each other—her pious beauty, his greedy gain and lingering lustful eye on anything that moves. That’s a pairing. I’d love to throw those two firecrackers in a furnace and watch them blow up in each other’s faces. I’m sure there would be a domestic violence dispute nightly. I might be rooting for Henry in that one. There’s a beat down I wouldn’t mind seeing.


      I reach into the drawer for some old catsup packets and stumble across a bottle of unopened curry before digging into the paper bag Terri brought. I can’t remember the last time I ate an onion ring. That’s preposterous, a testimony to my own piousness. I really need to loosen the hell up a little before I hit prison.


      “Hey.”


      I glance up startled by a male voice. My first thought is that I’ve called Henry to me like incanting a demon. My throat still feels the pressure of his fingers as they cut off my breathing. But it’s not Henry. It’s Carter. Wrong demon.


      “What are you doing?” He offers an apprehensive smile that slowly takes over. His seldom-seen dimples dig in, and my stomach pinches with heat.


      “Dipping onion rings in curry.” I swirl a soggy, battered ring through the sauce. “I call it lazy Thai.”


      “Forget lazy—let me take you out. I know a great Thai place less than ten minutes away. I want to put good food in your stomach—a beautiful baby in your belly. Let me love you the way I want, Aspen.”


      I glance up mildly amused by this visceral turn of events.


      “Wow, dinner and a baby?” I take a bite of my onion ring—first one in forever, and it tastes like an oily sin. “Sorry, but I can’t do either. I have to keep one hundred feet away from you at all times, so, unless you have sperm with dynamic aerial capabilities, I’m afraid you can’t provide me with an offspring.”


      “Cher lied.” His affect falls flat as he takes a few steps in. “I’m having my attorney review all of the evidence as we speak.” His gaze travels to mine. “Fuck her restraining order. Fuck Cher. I’m going for sole custody. She’s proven, without a doubt, she’s an unfit mother in dire need of a straitjacket.” He glances to the door a moment before backtracking and sealing it shut. “What happened, Aspen? I already know you didn’t try to kidnap Abby. Let’s start with the Maritime Widows Association.”


      I take in a breath and hold it. He knows. The Cannons probably know. Holy, holy. I close my eyes and expel a long sigh.


      “Talk to me,” he pleads.


      I get up and pull a tube of paint from off the rack, Azure Blue, and spin off the cap.


      “Aspen, please, don’t shut me out.” Carter comes up from behind and molds his body to mine, his steady, even breathing caresses the side of my face. Carefully, he extracts the tube from my hand. “Speak to me, or the canvas gets it.”


      “You wouldn’t dare.”


      Paint squirts out of the oversized tube like a blue worm wiggling through the air before landing over the canvas in an unchoreographed manner. He then proceeds to empty its contents as useless acrylic worms dance all over the place.


      “Carter.” I swallow down a laugh. “I paid for that.”


      “With the money you stole from me. Why did you do it?” Carter twists me into him, cups my face with his palms as he draws me near his person.


      “Because you’re an asshole, and I wanted revenge.” Maybe in the end that’s all he wants to hear. A lie that fits the hole I left in his heart.


      “I don’t believe you.”


      “I did it for Henry—because of Henry.”


      “Then it’s true. The story about the boat?”


      “You know?” I sag into him. “Why would you ask me if you already knew?”


      “I wanted to hear it from you.” His thumb touches over my cheek and incites a fire ripping through my veins. “Because I choose to believe every word that comes from your lips as though it were from God.” Tears fill his eyes as an easy smile glides over his lips. “We survived. We’re unbreakable, Aspen. We walked through hell and back, and we came out without a singe.”


      “Just a child.”


      He closes his eyes and gives a single nod. “I’m sorry for bringing you so much pain.”


      “Never apologize for Abby. She’s our precious gift.”


      A single tear rolls down his cheek. “Come here.” In one easy move, Carter strips me of my sweater.


      “What’s fair is fair, Cannon.” I peel off his dress shirt, his T-shirt underneath that.


      “How about we make some art?” He unbuckles my jeans and pulls down my thong right along with them. He works off the remainder of his clothes, his shoes. With a single twist, he unhooks my bra, sends it flying, freeing the girls with a bounce. “You up for getting a little dirty?”


      There’s a dare in his eyes. The promise of something wonderful hangs in the bounds, and I want in on it.


      “I guess I am.”


      Carter brings his lips to mine in the most delicate manner. His kiss is soft, careful, as if asking permission before he dives right in and makes my mouth the sole focus of his being. Tongue fucking. That’s what we called it back in the day. That’s how we consummated our staged marriage, our very real vows—Romeo and Juliet pledging their undying love.


      His hands float up my body, caressing, teasing every last inch until I’m groaning to have him inside me. Carter pulls me to my knees then lies me carefully over the fresh paint, the crisp, cool canvas. My hair, my bare skin, I can feel the acrylic suctioning to my flesh, and it feels decadent. I’m in love with this man who knows what my wildest dreams consist of and then spontaneously makes them come true.


      Carter glides his tongue straight down my body and buries it in the wettest part of me.


      “I want to hear you come.” He says it matter of fact, his breath slightly out of pace. Carter bites and teases before settling in and curling my existence into a meticulously tight knot. For so long I’ve wanted everything he’s said today, everything he’s doing. Carter and I have finally crossed over some invisible finish line that we’ve been chasing for years. It only took the madness of Cher, the madness of Henry, to propel us in the right direction. All of that insanity, all of those years of dancing in the fire, have brought us to this one divine moment. Carter reaches down and inserts his finger deep inside me, his mouth moving over me in a fury. My hands fan out over the canvas, dipping into the acrylic, and that foreign sensation coupled with Carter’s infallible love sends me sailing toward the stratosphere—and I take it. A hard gasp hitches in my throat as I dig my fingers in his hair and hold him there while all of creation disintegrates into a million blissful pieces. I ride the beautiful wave that Carter gifts me for far longer than I ever thought possible. And then, rather unceremoniously, I give him a hard shove off.


      “Carter.” I laugh through my panting. “Come here.” I pull him up, examining him like this with his newly christened azure blue hair. “You look beautiful,” I say, creating a single line down the bridge of his nose. I fan a thick line under each of his eyes until he’s fierce like a warrior. “You’re amazing. I’m not sure why the savages thought this was such a scary look. It only makes me want to fuck you.”


      A quiet laugh sputters from him as he swipes through the paint and returns the favor.


      “Hmm,” he muses as he pulls back to examine his handy work. “I want to fuck you, too. Looks like we have a proven aphrodisiac on our hands.”


      “You’re vulgar,” I giggle as his body slowly spears into mine.


      “You started it, sweetie.” He glances down. “There are some parts we’d better keep clean.” Carter pushes into me as far as he can go before expelling a heavy sigh. “This, right here, is my piece of heaven. I love you, Aspen Cannon.”


      I give a wry smile. “That’s not my name.”


      “It will be.”


      Carter thrusts in with love, with fury, with unmitigated passion. Carter and I roll around on that wet canvas with our bodies striped blue as a testament to our love. We make love for hours, stopping, starting all over again until the entire cloth is branded with our unsinkable, unbreakable, affection.


      I’m in love with Carter Cannon.


      I belong to him—always have.

      


      For three blissful days, Carter and I make love at the beach house—down at Lover’s Cove, warm in the sand. Carter’s powerhouse legal team is readying to do a takedown of the temporary restraining order put up against me. Carter isn’t too worried about our outright rebellion since Cher is still successfully keeping Abby at bay. But the turnaround is coming. They have an emergency hearing set before a judge next Monday. Cher is about to endure every mother’s worst nightmare, and I hurt for her, despite all of the bullshit she’s put me through. But my loyalty lies with Carter. He says he’ll eventually relent if she shapes up, but, for now, she’s a poison seeping into Abby’s innocent blood. He’s right. Another few years, and Abby will hate us all. Carter doesn’t deserve that. But Cher is too wicked to figure it out.


      It’s the official launch day of the Jeneration Jinx 2 app. Stevie and Ford sit at the head of the boardroom and talk it up while camera’s roll. Every major newsroom is present and accounted for. We can literally take roll. They’re all here.


      “At this time”—Stevie motions for me—“I would like to call up the rest of the team, the two key factors in the success of our company, Aspen and Carter Cannon.”


      A deep blush comes to my cheeks. Why would she say our names like that? It’s one thing to hear Carter say it in bed, but another entirely when your sister announces it to an audience of seven billion people.


      Carter and I make our way to the front of the elongated room and accept the accolades of our peers in the form of an applause.


      Carter wraps his arms around me and plunges in with an unabashed kiss.


      The crowd cheers louder than ever as if a riot were about to ensue.


      I wonder if those seven billion people would be willing to keep our secret?


      I hope not.

      


      In the quiet of the evening, post dinner with my siblings, pre making love to Carter until we both drop into a coma, my phone buzzes. It’s a text from Henry.


      Saw your show. I always knew you’d be a star. Glad to see you’re finally happy. I mean it. I know you’re probably busy, but I have a bunch of your stuff boxed up. I’d like to give it to you. Also I’d like to talk, just you and me. I think it’s time we did this the right way like adults.


      I stare at the phone an inordinate amount of time. Adults? Since when did Henry ever grow up? My neck still aches from his hostile brand of adulthood. He doesn’t know the meaning. But then this is Henry. If his temper doesn’t come to the party, he can be pretty tame. And I would like to get back the wedding ring Carter gave me that I stowed in my underwear drawer, safe in a turquoise felt pouch. I never could bear to part with it. The ring belonged to his mother for God’s sake. But I wasn’t about to put it on display, either. Right about now, I’d love to wear it, and, if I leave now, it can be on my finger by tonight. I vacillate a moment. Henry still elicits a million bad feelings in me. Something in me stirs because, deep down, I realize it’s pretty stupid of me to hold onto a grudge. That, in a word, is what our marriage had become. But I’m not sure I’m ready to abandon my animosity either. A little bad blood is what puts that extra pep in my step.


      I frown into the phone as though it were Henry himself before texting back.


      I’ll be there in twenty minutes.


      For a brief second I consider texting Carter and letting him know where I’m headed, but he’s with Abby, and I know he’d curtail his visit just to try and protect me. I doubt I’ll need protection. I can always text Lincoln, and he’ll be there in a flash. Instead I leave a note on the kitchen counter before grabbing my jacket. Carter kindly gifted me the keys to his SUV. Now that Sonic Glass is permanently out of the picture, I’m less hesitant to venture out on open roads.


      I give Harley a friendly scratch behind her ears and head out the door.


      Night claps over Los Angeles like the flipping of a switch. The chocolate mountains line the back of the city in rugged pieces as if a child hastily broke them off. The sky bleeds purple as its stars mitigate the bright flash of the city.


      I make it all the way up to the Hollywood Highlands Condominium Complex and stare at it in wonder. For so long this was home. Henry was my world, my lousy lover, my over-aggressive beast of a husband. And now we’ve both picked up and moved on, me with Carter, and Henry, most likely, with his mother. God knows he can’t afford the rent on this place without my income.


      The air smells of sweet night jasmine mixed with the grime of the city. Not one hint of the salty brine I’ve become addicted to at Carter’s place—at the house we share together. I park out front and trot up the stairs, anxious to get this over with. A pile of trash sits outside, a broom, a pile of old rags, all signs of someone motivated to get their security deposit back. Before I can get a good rhythm to my knock, Henry lets me in.


      It’s strange seeing him here. At my office he was an unwanted wife-beating leech, but here it feels normal in every capacity. He’s just the wife beater, and I’m the wife.


      “I’m here for my things.” I force a smile to my lips and make it linger.


      His cheek twitches with a short-lived grin.


      “Cool.” He extends his hand, I walk right in. “I’ve got all your shit packed and ready to go.”


      “Is she here?” A female voice carries from the bedroom as a familiar, petite girl saunters out wearing a pair of my shorts, my vintage crochet cover up I bought to wear to the beach last year.


      “Jennifer?” I’m stunned that this milquetoast waif, this plain nosey-as-fuck Jane, insignificant as a housefly of a girl has made her way into my bedroom. “What are you doing here?” I’m shell-shocked. Even though Henry and I aren’t together anymore, it’s hard for me to see a woman coming out of my bedroom, wearing my clothes, and judging by the dark crimson lipstick, possibly my makeup.


      “It’s Nikki.” She gives a little wink. “Jen is my stage name.” She lets it sink in a moment. “And I’m taking care of Henry the way a woman should.” Her hands curl over his waist. “The way he deserves.”


      I don’t know whether to laugh or applaud her for taking on the challenge.


      “Well, I’m glad for you—Nikki.” I clear my throat. “For you both.”


      Henry’s chest bucks with a huff.


      “Are you now?” Jenny—or, what she will forever be known to me as, Henry’s Nikki—scuttles over and gets in my face. “Don’t tell me that a part of you isn’t missing what that boy has in his pants.”


      “Oh.” I take a solid step toward the kitchen. “You can have his pants and their contents. I’m just here for my stuff.” Regrettably. “If I were you, I’d make sure he was treating you right.” I add as an afterthought. I may not be in Jenster’s fan club—for sure I’m not in darling Nikki’s fan club—but I’m not for other women being abused, emotionally or physically either. “Henry likes to play rough, if you know what I mean.”


      “You deserved all the things he did to you,” she seethes with a level of hatred that seems genuine, and I’m curious where it’s rooted from. “He’s been telling me for years how you led him to despair, made him feel like less of a man, tested his masculinity in ways that weren’t right. You put your career over your husband. You wanted expensive things you knew he couldn’t afford, and it drove him to do the unthinkable. And about the hitting, you probably started it. It’s one’s natural instinct to fight back. When you throw an object, it’s a call to arms. Don’t start a war unless you’re prepared to fight. No, he wasn’t right, but neither were you. It’s like all you want to do is push him off a cliff so you can have a nice cushy life with that wealthy businessman you’re cheating on him with. Poor Henry never stood a chance with a gold digger like you. He said as soon as you found out the O’Tool fortune was bust, you were clawing your way out of this marriage. You only have yourself to blame for pushing Henry into another woman’s arms. You never praised him or gave him credit for a damn thing.”


      God, she really doesn’t shut up, does she? My jaw goes slack. Is this the bull he’s been feeding her?


      My mouth falls open. Why is this twat in my home, calling me out on how I treat my louse of a husband?


      “What do you mean he’s been telling you for years?” It’s the one sentence I choose to perseverate on. Henry and I haven’t been apart for years. We’d hardly been married for years.


      “That’s right.” She twists her face into mine. “You don’t know? I’ve been comforting your husband with more than my wit and personality for quite some time.”


      “Oh, honey, you don’t have either.” And how could she be comforting him for years when her husband died last summer? “Wait—” I shake my head. “You didn’t lose your husband in the war, did you?”


      Her brow lifts. She looks to Henry as if asking permission to speak.


      “Nope,” she gives it triumphantly like some winning hand she just laid out on the table. “My sister did. She also cashed in on a very large payout by her life insurance company.” She inverts her lip a moment. “One horrific accident, one magnificent windfall. My sister never has to lift a finger again for the rest of her life. It’s a very sad thing to lose a spouse.” She looks to Henry with a marked aggression before reverting her gaze to me. “Except when you want them gone in the first place.”


      Something tells me impoverished Henry needs one horrific accident and one magnificent windfall.


      I think I’ve just stepped into the viper’s nest.
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      Abby runs in a circle as I pat a spot for her on the bed. She’s already in her PJs, her teeth brushed, ready to hit the sack. One bedtime story and I’m under strict orders to leave. Cher isn’t in the mood to entertain me tonight. She’s pissed to high heaven that I would try to take her daughter away when, essentially, she tried to do the same thing to me by way of falsely accusing Aspen. The truth is she was trying to hack Aspen out of the picture once again.


      “Tonight’s story is the Princess and the Pea.” Fitting since Abby is a bona fide princess, mine. She hops up obediently, and I hold my precious baby girl, soaking in the pleasure of reading her a story before bedtime. This tender moment, right here, is what Cher worked so hard to strip me of. I can’t forget it. After I tuck Abby in and kiss her cheek, I leave without a word to her mother.


      Calabasas shrinks in the rear view mirror as I make my way to open skies, to Aspen. Once Abby is with us full time, and I don’t doubt she will be, the air will be sweeter, the ocean, the sky both a little more blue.


      Love—that’s all I’m feeling right now, all I’m in the mood for. As soon as Aspen is released from her husband’s noose, I’ll put a ring on her finger.


      Just the thought of Henry sours my mood. He’s a buzz-kill like no other, an instant hard-on killer, that’s for sure.


      I can’t seem to piece it together. He’s an idiot, but why take out an enormous loan you know you can’t pay off? If Aspen didn’t have access to those funds, they both would have been killed. Maybe that’s what he wanted, the two of them dead. He’s a moron like that.


      I get home and find the Rover gone from the driveway. That means Aspen’s out. The house is a hell of a lot lonelier without her—a thousand times so. I can hear every echo, every hollow bark Harley offers as I make my way into the kitchen.


      I’ll start dinner and surprise her. Salmon and buttered pan-fried cauliflower, a nice salad, all on me.


      My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Ford.


      That PI sent you something. Check your inbox.


      I head over, and, sure enough, there’s an email marked information. I click into it and download the doc file. It’s brimming with line after line of just that, information. Post married life: Killed a snake and skinned it to make a belt. Traded it for live Ganga so he could grow his own supply.


      How does he know this? Is he making this shit up?


      Participated in odd jobs for his stepfather, a prominent contractor who has since semi-retired and moved half his operation to Washington State. Actively engaged in an affair with a stripper named Nikki Terzoli. Goes by the stage name Jennifer.


      The stripper. That must be the one I saw Henry fucking right there in the club. I would have brought this up to Aspen, but by then they had all but separated. I suppose it’s yesterday’s news by now, no use in opening old wounds. But a part of me knows I have to share this. I’m not into keeping any secrets for Henry. I’m especially not interested in helping him hide anything from Aspen.


      December 31th of last year, increased life insurance on his spouse by one million dollars.


      My heart stops. I don’t take my next breath. He upped the life insurance? Did they do this together? December 31st—what a way to ring in the New Year.


      Why would Aspen agree to up her life insurance at the same time the Lionhearts’ took over Jinx?


      I give a vacant glance to the ceiling.


      His ego. Henry hated the fact Aspen would be working with me. He knew they were done.


      The loan sharks. Taking out a loan he couldn’t pay off meant someone was going to get hurt.


      Someone was going to get hurt. Guaranteed.


      Lincoln mentioned he paid them off. He said it should have called off the dogs, but it didn’t. Why didn’t it call off the dogs? Why would they try to kill Aspen for a debt that was already paid?


      I read on: February 14th of this year, took out a loan from Sonic Glass to the tune of eight hundred thousand dollars.


      Happy Valentine’s Day, sweetheart. Here’s your death warrant. What a fucking charmer.


      Wait—eight hundred thousand? That’s not what Aspen borrowed from the company. Aspen said he spent three hundred and fifty thousand on the boat. What did he spend the rest on? What could Henry get for hundreds of thousands of dollars without Aspen noticing? Or, better yet, why would he tell her about one extravagant purchase and not the other? Unless it was a secret. But Henry isn’t good at keeping his shady accolades under wraps, and for certain he isn’t into gifting Aspen anything. Henry was just about to kill her when she left him.


      Ice runs through my veins as the big homicidal picture comes into focus.


      Kill her.


      That’s it. Henry bought a hit.


      “Aspen!” I growl her name, hoping to God she’s coming up the walk.


      My hand gropes over the counter in frustration, and, in my fury, I stumble upon a note.

      


      The city rises like steam—morphs into a blur as I cruise the freeway as if it were a speedway. I manage to hit Lincoln’s number, but he lets the damn thing go to voicemail. I try two more times, third time’s a charm.


      “Henry’s going to kill her. The boat was a rouse. He wants her dead.”


      “What the fuck are you rambling about?” He sounds agitated as if he’s moving, rushing to get to the car.


      “She’s with him at the old place. I’m headed there now. He borrowed a hell of a lot more than what she paid back.”


      “I shut down Sonic Glass. Don’t you fucking listen? She’s safe.”


      “Not when he realizes his hit isn’t going through. Henry upped the life insurance by a cool million. He wants her dead. He’ll find a way to do it.”


      “Shit.” The line goes dead.


      The Hollywood Highlands Condominium Complex is built into a hillside. There’s a main thoroughfare to the left, but, other than that, it’s mostly side streets and dead ends. Not too many exits in the event Henry is looking to take off in a hurry. I keep an eye out for one of his cars. I’ve had his life, his wife, memorized from top to bottom for two solid years.


      I kill the lights just as I take the turn onto their street and park behind the last car on the block. The Rover sits out front and a simultaneous feeling of relief and nausea rolls through me all at once.


      Voices emanate from ahead, the faint sound of a woman, and an angry jackass of a man—Henry.


      There he is standing at the base of Aspen’s old SUV.


      “Carter!” Aspen’s voice lights up the night like a cat on fire.


      “Fuck.” I bolt in that direction. Can’t see her. The shadows play with my mind, and I imagine her everywhere like some funhouse mirror. “Aspen?”


      I jog over to Henry and find her torso lying flat on the hood, her hands tethered behind her back.


      “Don’t fucking move,” Henry barks, holding up something morbidly large with a razor-sharp edge, a butcher knife, a samurai sword, who the hell knows.


      A pair of heels clack down the steps from the condo—the girl, the dancer he fucked so brazenly in the club. She’s the one who came to the exhibition with Henry. Without hesitating I snatch her to me, crushing her body to the hood and binding her tiny wrists with my fingers. It’s like trying to subdue a child.


      “An eye for eye,” I say looking at Henry, his face red with rage. There’s something wild, unhinged in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. He’s either hopped up on something synthetic and highly illegal, or he’s filled with an unquenchable desire to kill—both maybe.


      “You fucking leave me for this guy?” He flicks the knife near Aspen’s ear, and a few inches of her hair goes flying in the wind. She’s too afraid to move, her body adhering to the hood as if she’s become a part of it. She knows I’m here, she just can’t see me.


      Shit. A second ago, grabbing his girlfriend seemed like something that might even the playing field, but judging by his madness, the fact he’s foaming at the mouth with anger, I don’t think he gives a shit whether or not I’m standing six feet away. Good God, as tempted as I am to bolt for Aspen, I’m terrified he’s going to filet her if I move a muscle.


      He grinds his hips against her back as she stiffens into him.


      “You want to get fucked?” He flicks her hair with the tip of the blade again. “You want to show this asshole how we do it? How about it, Carter? You up for a little fun tonight? There’s nothing hotter than watching your girl get it from behind while you look on.” He lifts the blade toward the girl I’m holding down. “I should know. It’s pretty hot. What do you say?”


      Aspen twists her head just enough to look into my eyes, and I see the fear, the ripe fury, percolating in her.


      Henry gives her hair a violent tug until his lips are next to her ear.


      “You fucking cunt!” he screams into her, leashing her hair with his fingers.


      Aspen groans. Her eyes squeeze shut.


      “Who the hell are you to fucking leave me?” He gives her head a rattle.


      I bury my lips in his girlfriend’s ear and whisper, “Make him stop.”


      She belts out a sharp piercing laugh that startles everyone here. Aspen looks over at me again with her pleading stare, and I feel helpless, impotent to do a thing about it.


      The girl beneath me struggles to get free. “Cut off her ear!” She screams so loud, I’m pissed that every neighbor in a twelve block vicinity isn’t running outside to see what the hell is happening. Why didn’t I call the cops? Where the fuck is Lincoln?


      “Know your role. Shut your hole!” he shouts like a drill sergeant to his girlfriend while grinding Aspen into the hood with the weight of his body.


      Aspen gives a muffled cry. He’s hurting her. He edges the knife to her precious, beautiful face.


      “No!” I roar into the night, and Henry pauses to look at me.


      “You telling me no? You telling me what to do with my wife? You think you can come here, to my house, and tell me how to run my shit?” He flicks the enormous blade in my direction. “Take one step. Come on.” He invites me over by the swing of his sword. “I want to cut you. It’ll be fun. You realize this knife is going down your throat, Cannon. I’ve had about enough of your horse shit.” He reverts his attention back to Aspen and gives her another violent yank by the hair. “You remember the first words you said to me, sweetie?” He gives her another strong tug, and her skin stretches taut. “What’s your favorite color?” he mimics.


      Aspen used to ask everyone that question. It’s part of what I love about her, a fresh innocence under that tough girl exterior.


      “Well, I finally have an answer for you. It’s black and blue!” He bashes her head into the hood two times fast—quick powerful blows as I jump over the car, tackling both Henry and Aspen. I wrap my hands around his neck, and his serrated weapon goes flying.


      “Aspen, get the knife!” I shout, repeatedly kneeing him in the balls so fucking hard my own balls ache at the carnage.


      I pull him up and grunt in his face. “You will never have children. You don’t fucking deserve to.” I glance briefly over my shoulder to find Aspen lying limp on the sidewalk, covered in blood, a large gash running up the side of her face. “Aspen!”


      Henry bucks like a beast. “I’ve already got a kid.” He bites down on my arm like a bear trap, his teeth digging straight to the bone.


      I let out a solid roar.


      Henry spits into my face. “Whose kid do you think you’re raising?” His eyes glint into mine, the look of vengeance cemented in him.


      The world stills. He’s fucking with me.


      I pull his sorry, ugly mug close. “Abby’s mine, say it.”


      “She’s fucking mine, dude. You’ve been Cher’s bitch from the beginning. How does it feel having a woman fuck you over? Not so good does it?”


      A pair of headlights speed down the street as Henry’s girlfriend brandishes the weapon.


      “I got it babe!” She sings as the car speeds the hell over so fast I’m sure the next light I see will be a porthole into heaven.


      With all the strength left in me, I hoist Henry up on his knees toward the oncoming car. The screech of brakes lights up the night as the headlights stop a few inches shy of our bodies.


      Henry looks right at me, unfazed, as she slips the knife back into his hand. “I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to kill her.”


      He goes for a swing before slumping over unceremoniously. His forehead sports a jagged hole from out of nowhere—just enough blood and brains to let me know he’s not waking up anytime soon.


      I squint into the headlights with my hands in the air. Lincoln comes into view, cradling a gun in his hands with a cushion-tipped silencer, the look of vengeance alive on his face.


      A blood-curdling scream ensues from behind, and I turn to find Henry’s whore losing her shit, dancing with that razor-sharp knife like no one is watching.


      “You killed him!” She swipes the blade in my direction like swinging a baseball bat.


      My neck sears with heat. I touch my hand to my chest as a wash of warm fluid runs down my shirt like wine from a bottle.


      “Shit.” The world warbles. A strange fog settles in. I glance around to find a crowd of onlookers.


      The neighbors finally showed up.


      I look to the sidewalk where my beautiful wife lies—her hair matted with blood, unmovable as stone as a woman whispers into her ear.


      “Aspen,” her name croaks from my lips.


      The last thing I see are Lincoln’s shoes.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Starry Nights

        


        Aspen

      

    

    
      Rumor has it that King Henry VIII bit the big one because of his infamous player ways. Syphilis was at the top of the suspect list. I’d say a body ravaging STD is anyone’s just desserts for cheating on their spouse—and perhaps for bashing her head in.


      “Aspen?” A blurred image of a girl with dark hair moves before me. Claire. How I miss my dear dead sister, Claire. I give several hard blinks as she morphs into view.


      “Am I dead now, too?” My voice sounds deluded like it’s coming from far away with a very bad case of laryngitis.


      “No.” She breaks out into a quiet smile. “You’re not dead sweetie, neither is Carter.”


      “Carter?” I attempt to lift my head, but it’s weighty, impossible to move. My entire body is made of granite. A wretched groan expels from me, rubbing my throat raw in the process. I think I would prefer death to this acute headache throbbing like a heartbeat.


      “I’m right here.” Someone whispers from behind, but I can’t turn my head. Carter moves into view, his beautiful smile, his pained eyes hard pressed for me. “Baby.” He’s wearing something strange, a thick turtleneck, a neck brace. I can’t seem to process this bloated-neck version of him.


      “She cut me.” He flicks at his oversized bandage. “I’m fine. You’re fine, too, and that’s what’s important.”


      “You have a concussion,” Stevie informs. She swallows hard, sets her chin in the air a moment. “You have a cut, Aspen. It runs from your mouth to your temple on your right side. Thirty-five stitches. We can do plastic surgery. We can do anything you want once it’s time. But, for now”—she picks up my hand—“you’re safe. You’re going to be just fine.”


      Lincoln comes up behind her. I try to smile, but all I manage to do is insight a twitch on my left cheek.


      “Everything’s okay.” He leans in over the bed. “The fucker isn’t going to bother you ever again.” Lincoln’s jaw tightens. “He’s dead, Aspen. Henry is gone.”


      My eyes close involuntarily. A world without Henry. I try to comprehend this for a moment as a stream of emotions run through me, anger, heartbreak, shock, but mostly all I feel is relief.


      “Aspen,” Carter calls to me, and my lids flutter open. “I love you, baby. We made it.”


      His warm smile, his even temperament—I was always meant to be his, and now I’m free to be just that forever. The shadow of danger has taken flight, and all that lies before me is Carter and his ocean blue eyes.


      Kinsley pops up behind Stevie, and gives a perky wave. Carter’s three brothers walk in quietly and linger toward the back. My mother comes in with my stepfather. And, shockingly, my own father walks in with Terri.


      It feels like a deathbed vigil.


      It feels like the greatest expression of love.


      Carter clasps his hand over mine, and I drift back to sleep just like that.

      


      Four days I spend at Cedars-Sinai. My mother informs me it is unheard of to spend that much time in a hospital these days.


      “They send people home in less than half this time after having their heart ripped out and installing a new one.” Terri muses as they gather the last of my things. Who knew that Terri and my mother would bond over my nearly fatal visit with my ex? In hindsight, that visit wasn’t the brightest move on my part. But, anyway, I think we all know it’s Carter who lobbied for the extended stay at the hospital, who most likely paid for it out of pocket.


      “My face looks like shit,” I bemoan as I pass the mirror. My bruises have gone from purple to a runny yellow. The entire left side of my face was bashed and thrashed, not including the cut that created a new fissure in my flesh—the jagged fishhook that I’ll wear forever as a testament of Henry’s fatalistic attraction. He and “Nikki” were preparing to take me somewhere. Who knows what would have become of me if Carter hadn’t showed up.


      I lean into the mirror inspecting the stitches with their Frankenstein vibe as a series of tiny black X’s form a misshapen crescent. The swelling is all but gone, no thanks to the ice bath I’ve suffered through.


      My mother comes up on one side, Terri on the other.


      Mom pulls me close. “In my eyes, you’re more beautiful than ever, simply because you’re here.” Tears come to her, and she lets them fall like rain. I know she’s hurting for me. I’m her baby girl, and someone tried to turn my skull into a hood ornament. If anyone ever did that to Abby, I’d slice off their balls, or, much like my brother, put a bullet through their head. Lincoln wasn’t charged. Thank God for small mercies. He’s licensed to carry a concealed weapon and managed to convince authorities that he was under attack.


      Henry’s secret skank is in the holding tank while the legal eagles try to figure out what to do with her. She’s the one that nearly decapitated the man I love, Carter.


      Terri jumps back, staring at her phone as if it were toxic. “It’s Stevie. She’s having the baby.”


      We scramble to the third floor and head straight for the maternity ward. Terri screams her head off demanding to know where they’re keeping her daughter until Ford pops his head out the door to the room down the hall. We speed over and find Stevie panting, cursing under her breath as a nurse hooks her up to a thousand little machines.


      “Everything’s fine,” Ford assures. “She’s been in labor since last night. She didn’t want to worry anyone. She’s handling this like a champ.”


      The nurse pulls Stevie’s gown over her knees before reaching up it with her hand. “Ninety percent effaced, eight and a half centimeters.”


      Mom touches her chest. “She’s going to have it soon.”


      The next hour is a blur with Stevie lost in a delirium. Her moans, her violent panting is dizzying to witness. I hold her hand, as does Ford, but Stevie is completely focused on her breathing, tuning everything and everybody out as she zeros in on controlling the pain. The doctor steps in and announces it’s show time. Before we know it, the cozy space around us transforms into something just this side of an operating room whereas moments before it could have doubled as Stevie’s bedroom.


      “Aspen,” she butts her head into my arm. “Help me.”


      “Oh, honey.” I grip my hand over hers. “I’m right here. You got this.”


      “I don’t have this.” She bends her head back and groans.


      Terri steps up. “You are a woman, Stevie. There isn’t anything fiercer—anything more daring or beautiful. You are bringing forth life into this world.” Her eyes widen with a fire blazing in each one. This spell she’s casting on Stevie seems to be working. “You and your sister are my miracles. Pick yourself up!” she barks, and the nurses exchange nervous glances. I want to assure them she’s harmless, but I’m not sure that’s entirely the truth. “Do this for you. You’ve done so many selfless things for the people you love.” She offers her daughter a knowing nod. “Do this for you. You know who you are.”


      The doctor shouts for Stevie to push, and Stevie wrenches out the roar of a lioness.


      “One more time!” The doctor instructs, and Stevie bears down hard. “There we go.”


      The baby! Its beautiful pink head protrudes—so raw and glossy with its shoulders wriggling free.


      The doctor quickly suctions out its nose and mouth. “You want to do the honors?”


      Stevie reaches down and pulls the baby out from under its arms, landing it safe on her stomach.


      “It’s a girl!” Ford announces through tears. He bends over and kisses my beautiful sister then his perfect baby princess.


      It’s all so perfect and beautiful. I can’t speak past the lump in my throat. I can’t see past the tears in my eyes. This is what it’s all about. Stevie and Ford really do have it all.


      Late in the evening, while my mother and Terri run to the cafeteria for a bite and Ford takes a shower, I sit next to Stevie holding my angel of a niece.


      Carter is on his way. And both Carson and Cash have already gushed over the new addition to the family and have since gone home. Lincoln and Kinsley went to dinner, but they promised they’d be back. Until the cafeteria comes equipped with a five-star sushi chef, they won’t be sharing a dining experience here.


      “You’re going to have to name her eventually.” I blow softly over the baby’s dark hair. She has Stevie’s nose, Ford’s almond-shaped eyes, and I’m almost positive she has my ears. I touch my nose to the top of her head. She smells clean and fresh like soap.


      “I don’t know. All the trendy names I was thinking of seem silly now that I see her. She’s so much more than that. She’s far more special than any of those two dimensional names.”


      I hook my gaze to my sister’s and nod. “How about Claire?” I say it measured, careful. When it comes to her twin, Stevie can be like an animal in the wild, ready and willing to bolt at first mention. “I know it still brings you pain. It does me.”


      “It’s not that.” She sniffs, pulling up her crisp, white sheet to dab away the tears. “It would feel strange.”


      “Would it be strange to call her by your own name?” There, I’ve done it. I’ve long since suspected it, but, after listening to Terri’s rambling speech, it only confirmed what I knew. “Is that right, Claire?”


      Her eyes widen before she slinks down into the bed just a bit. She gives a single nod, the shy quiver of a smile playing on her lip. “I’m Stevie now—and I always will be.” Her eyes bear into mine with a patina of relief. “She would make a beautiful Claire, but I’m afraid that would be a lie to tell her she was named after my sister. That’s no way to begin this beautiful relationship.” She motions for the baby, and I gently lay the little princess in her arms. “Ford and I talked about it.” She outlines the baby’s pouty lips with her finger. “We’re going to take our time. For now, we’ll just call her Angel.”


      “I love that. She is an angel, and for what you did for our sister—so are you.”


      Lincoln and Kinsley show up, quiet as a whisper. We three gather around the bed and marvel at the miracle that made her way into our lives today.


      “She’s fucking beautiful.” Lincoln sniffs back tears.


      “Hey, you can’t talk that way around our niece,” I gently scold. Lincoln is a true Lionheart. I’m not sure he could ever be tamed.


      “You’re right.” He touches her tiny hand, and she curls her fingers around him. “I’ll always be there to protect you,” he whispers to the baby. I know he means it.


      Kinsley bounces on her toes. “And I’ll always be here to guide you in all your high fashion needs. Oh, I know! We’ll get her into baby modeling and acting! I can be her manager!”


      “Relax.” Stevie touches her finger to the baby’s plump cheek. “There’s time for everything. This is simply day one. Welcome to the family, baby girl. This is going to be one wild ride.”


      Carter finally shows just as Ford steps in refreshed.


      We coo over the baby until Stevie needs to nurse her.


      We say an extended goodbye to my siblings, my mother, and Terri.


      “You take good care of my baby.” Mom doesn’t mind scolding him.


      “He will.” Terri lifts her chin in defiance. “I know where to find him if he doesn’t.”


      Carter holds me on the way to the elevator.


      “Let’s go home,” he whispers.


      “Let’s.”

      


      The house is quiet save for Harley’s panting. Abby is asleep down the hall. Carter had her with a sitter while he picked me up from the hospital.


      The custody situation is up in the air. The judge is weighing her ruling. We’ll know more tomorrow afternoon what the outcome is of all this madness.


      It feels like a million years ago I was last in this house. And now I’m back, and everything has changed—Stevie is a mother, Carter and I are standing on solid ground, and Henry is in a drawer with a toe tag. I hate to admit it, but a part of me is grieved over this. Had he only been sensible, an adult, had he not wanted me dead in order to outfit his bank account, he, himself, wouldn’t be in the morgue. He could have been with his plain-as-toast girlfriend whose mouth doubles as a defunct engine.


      I bat them both out of my thoughts like flies.


      Carter gently scoops me into his arms. “Let me take care of you. Are you hungry? Do you want some tea?”


      I shake my head. “I had a nice long shower this afternoon, and I feel like myself again. My head doesn’t feel like there’s a pickaxe planted in it, so I think I’m over the hump.” I run my fingers through his hair and give a gentle tug. “Speaking of hump.” I bite down over my lip, and my stitches stretch taut.


      “Aspen.” Carter ticks his head back a notch, a devilish grin comes and goes. “There’s something I think we need to talk about. Some things that I didn’t want to bring up in the hospital.”


      “Oh?” I scoot up on the bed, and Carter takes my hand.


      “There’s one more thing that happened that night”—he swallows hard—“before Henry passed, he said something.”


      An involuntary groan escapes me. “You do realize that he was prone to bullshit spewing from his lips. Whatever it is, it’s probably not true. Don’t let him get to you.”


      “Actually, it is getting to me. And I did some fact checking. What he said was true.” He nods as if that was all he could muster for now. “Abby isn’t my biological daughter.”


      “What?” I scoot back so fast, I tap the back of my head against the wall. The room trembles like the clash of a cymbal.


      “Whoa. You okay? Come here.” He scoops me into his lap and kisses my new injury. “A few weeks ago, Abby and I ran into him at Starbucks. He said something I thought was strange at the time, he said Abby had some secret. Fast forward to the other night, I was kneeing him in the balls, telling him how I would make sure he never had kids, and he laughed in my face—said he already did, Abby.”


      “Oh, my God.” I drop my head in my hands a moment. “Cher was sleeping with him.”


      “Because I wouldn’t sleep with her. That night she claims it happened I was so wasted I didn’t know what to think in the morning. I was sure we didn’t. I would have bet my life on it. But you and I were arguing, and we were at a party getting loaded. I thought maybe it had happened. A month later when she said she was pregnant, I thought, for sure, it was mine.”


      “She made you believe it.”


      “I didn’t have a reason not to.” He gives a solemn nod. “While you were in the hospital, I had them run a paternity test. I threw as much money as I could to make it happen, and, when I got the results, I went down to the cove and cried like a baby.”


      “I’m so sorry. She’ll always be yours, Carter. No one ever has to know.”


      “Cher knows.” His eyes close as he lets out a breath for miles. Here she is, rearing all her ugliness in our bed. Cher always did know how to throw the sharpest dagger at just the right time. “I’ve already talked to her about it.”


      “What?” I give a violent twist into him. “Carter! Please, tell me she’s not stupid enough to take that baby from us.”


      He bears the hint of a grin when I say us. “She’s not. I’m already Abby’s legal father, and Cher likes my money too much to ever let it slip away. Plus, I think she likes the connection to me.”


      “That’s what she was after to begin with. I’m sure she’s relishing this.” Typical Cher, sucking on evil like it’s her favorite candy.


      “My legal team is working out all the loose ends, but it’s still the same outcome. We get full custody for now. Cher wants more money, so I’m having her sign her life away disabling her from fleecing us blind. The last thing I need is for her to use our daughter as blackmail.” He hugs me tight as he says our daughter. “Abby is ours. Nobody, not Cher, or anyone else on the planet, is taking our baby away. That’s all I know for now.”


      “Wow.” I push out a slow breath. “She is our daughter.” And Abby is Henry’s daughter, too—biologically speaking. It’s so strange, so twisted. And, in some morbid way, Abby feels that much more like a part of me. My need to protect her from this cruel world—her cruel mother—magnifies.


      Carter lets out a heavy sigh. “There’s one more thing I really need to get off my chest.”


      My heart rattles at the thought of what he might say next. It’s as if someone took the lid off Pandora’s box, and the wicked possibilities are endless.


      “Abby’s name.” Carter pulls me in with a remorseful smile riding on his lips. “I didn’t realize she was named after your mother until, yet again, Henry brought it up that day I ran into him.”


      “That was a productive meeting.” I grimace at the thought. “So you never realized that?”


      “I would never have put it together. I’m so sorry. I see now that every move Cher made was to hurt you—to get closer to me. She’s sick, Aspen. She’s completely out of her mind to do something so cruel.”


      Tears roll down my cheeks. So much has changed, so much of our world has shifted like sand beneath our feet.


      “How about we switch gears for a minute.” I lift my shoulders to my ears. “My body is craving some serious one on one time with yours.”


      “I’m not arguing with that.” Carter lays me on my back as if he were handling an exotic glass rose. He straddles me with his knees and starts in on an incredibly slow striptease. Everything comes off with the exception of that thick strip of gauze taped to the left side of his neck. She tried to sever his head. Henry was dead, so Jennifer—tricky Nikki—wanted the rest of us dead, as well.


      In the back of my mind, I wonder if we’ll have to worry about her. If she’ll pose a risk to our safety, and then I remember that with Lincoln and Carter around, they’ll make sure she never sees our faces again.


      Carter carefully pulls off the glitzy tracksuit that Kinsley brought me to wear home from the hospital. It has the words DELISH fanned out in crystal lettering over my bottom. Traditionally, bubble gum pink is not a color I magnetize to, but knowing that Kinsley bought it for me with love makes me want to hold onto this hideous thing forever, and I will.


      “You sure you’re up for this?” Carter carefully lands a kiss to my lips. His tongue slips in my mouth, slow and careful, and it feels like the most magnificent tease.


      “I’m all yours, Romeo.”


      Carter pulls back and squints out a smile. “Juliet.” He brushes his fingers over my hair. “I think it’s time we rewrite that tragic play, rewrite history while we’re at it.”


      “I agree.” We lace our fingers together. “Did you know that after Catherine Parr, Henry VIII’s sixth wife, was widowed, she swiftly moved on and married the man she had secretly been in love with?”


      A low rumble comes from him. “In his death, she escaped his tyranny and was able to marry the one her heart truly desired.” Carter kisses each of my knuckles in turn.


      “It’s true.”


      “Let’s get married here on the beach—Lover’s Cove—as soon as you’re up for it.”


      “I couldn’t think of a better place.”


      Carter dusts my body with kisses, so soft and tender my insides scream for more. Carter makes love to me with an intensity I’ve never experienced—as if it were the first time, and, in a lot of ways, it is. We write a poem over one another, slow and delicious, inspiring and satisfying beyond measure. Carter buries himself deep inside my body, our desire picking up like a cresting wave.


      I think back to the very first time I saw his beautiful face. He was so sure of himself, so cocky and self-aware of his command in this world.


      I was sure of something myself that day. I was sure Carter Cannon would one day be mine.


      Carter is blue like the ocean, like the heavy June air, like the adventure you find while staring up at a sky full of stars on a cool summer night.


      I knew this man would one day be mine—and he is.


      Carter and I revised history. We walked away with our heads intact, our lives spared from a disease that we helped propagate so very long ago.


      We were unbreakable—and, even still, God is on our side.
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        Two months later…

      


      


      Aspen and I shared our first kiss at the beach. It’s fitting we get married here.


      Aspen walks down the makeshift aisle with her father on one arm, her mother on the other. They stand on either side of her like stoic bookends, but it’s Aspen who outshines the sun today. Aspen is all I see.


      Tears come to my eyes, and I don’t fight them. I’ve fought back too many tears through the years—through all that hell— but this is the finish line. This is the reward.


      Aspen’s father hands her off to me, and I clasp my arms around her waist. She leans in and offers a simple kiss, and I indulge in something longer, stronger.


      The ceremony is short, simple, our vows, heartfelt, hewn over years of aching hearts. When it’s over, Abby skips down the aisle with us and spills a basketful of rose petals over her head. Aspen and I dance well into the night, under the starry, starry sky, and I can’t help but marvel how we’ve come full circle.


      When the guests finally disband for the night and Abby goes home with Aspen’s mother, her namesake, I carry my bride back to our bedroom. We’ve opted to honeymoon here, in our own private paradise. Abby will spend a few hours each day with Cher, under Abigail’s supervision. It’s ironic that the woman whose name she stole to hurt Aspen, is now the one who holds the reigns to Cher’s own motherhood. The irony may be rich, but Abby still needs her mother even if the visit is highly supervised. Abby lives with us now, full-time, and it’s been like a dream. Aspen is rubbing off on her, in a good way. Abby loves painting and building sand castles out on the beach until sunset. She doesn’t talk of makeup or shopping or expensive handbags, but I suppose everything in its season. I’m just glad she’s embracing the one earmarked for childhood at the moment.


      “To the bedroom.” I growl into Aspen’s neck and lay my beautiful bride over the mattress.


      “What’s this?” She marvels at the unfamiliar sight before her.


      “I had Stevie and Kinsley come up and work their magic.” I wave my hands at the sea of candles, the rose petals dusted over every surface, three inches thick.


      Aspen gets up on her elbows. “It’s beautiful, but I meant that.” She nods at the enormous gift I’ve had hauled up just for her. It’s covered in a white sheet, taking up the entire adjacent wall.


      “This is your wedding gift—actually, it’s mine.” I head over and pull off the fabric, uncovering Aspen’s masterpiece, A Thousand Starry Nights, in all its navy glory.


      “Carter!” She gasps, clapping her hand over her mouth. “I’m gifting it to you. There’s no way I’m accepting a dime for it.”


      “Too late.” I hop back on the bed. “I paid for it in full. I asked Terri not to let you in on it. I wanted to make this special.”


      “Thank you.” She pulls my lips to hers and drops a wet, heated kiss that I never want to end. “I’m still not accepting a dime.”


      “Donate it. Pick a charity. Hell, we can start one.”


      “Really?” She moves her sea of ebony hair from one shoulder to the other. “I’d like that.”


      “Think on it tomorrow.”


      “I already know the answer. I’d like to start a charity for abused women, maybe a shelter, a safe house for those who have nowhere to turn.”


      “Aspen.” My entire heart bleeds out as I whisper her name. “That’s exactly what we’ll do.” I rub my thumb gently over her scar. The scar, much like Henry, is nothing more than a wound from the past, something that once gutted her, and now she’s twice as strong because of it. The path of his destruction is healing, and Aspen is more stunning than ever.


      We tug and pull until our clothes are lying in a heap. After months of planning, after careful attention to our attire, we’ve disbanded of my causal suit, her Italian lace dress in the most indelicate way possible.


      Aspen and I dive into one another, slowly at first, then with a building devotion reserved for royalty. It’s fitting. Aspen will always be my queen.


      I bead soft kisses down her throat, into the tender divot in her neck. I dive my tongue up and down her body, in and out of her perfect form until she’s clawing at me to take her.


      Aspen guides me inside her, and, there we are, something we’ve never been in God’s eyes before, husband and wife. It felt official long ago but this solidifies it. We aren’t Aspen and Carter anymore. We’re simply one.


      We make love until morning. We don’t let the sunshine that bleaches the room out with its light put an end to our good time, we keep moving right along—with me deep inside of her.


      When you’re right and you know it, there is no good reason to stop.

      


      In August, Aspen has another exhibit at the Eaton Gallery.


      “To Moments in Love!” I perform the toast, the only way a proud husband can, and the room erupts with cheers. Aspen and I spent hours each week making love over canvas sheeting of every shape and size. Aspen stretched the material onto the frames herself. That’s how she likes it best. We made every piece in this exhibit together, but the world at large isn’t privy to that one small detail. To them they’re simply beautiful, abstract images dreamed up by Aspen Cannon.


      Aspen Cannon. It still brings a smile to my lips.


      All night, patrons marvel at the sophistication of form and color. The tonality of her collection as a whole has turned the upper art echelon of Los Angeles on its pious ear.


      I like the nod to our love. Hell, I loved volunteering for the effort, and I’m hoping she’ll need many more canvases covered with our affection. We’ve already selected the piece that will grace our bedroom. It’s called Dawn of a New Day, a shock of navy against white. It reminds me of a caustic night breaking into pieces as the beautiful white light—the promise of brilliant tomorrow, breaks through.


      “It’s perfect.” Stevie and Ford come up alongside me as Aspen mingles with the crowd. Madeline, their baby girl, is with Abby and her sitter tonight. They ended up naming their daughter after Stevie’s beloved grandmother. A beautiful name for a beautiful little girl. It’s their first night away from her, and they’re petrified like a couple of rattled birds.


      “Tonight was perfect.” Cash comes up and nods toward Carson who’s talking to a couple of blondes near the exit. “We’re taking off. They’re twins. I think I get the one to the right. I’ll be at the beach house. If anyone needs me, don’t call.” He takes off with a look of carnal intent.


      “Are those playboys ever going to grow up?” Stevie isn’t as charmed by my younger brothers as she is by Ford, as I’d like to think she is with me. I’m just glad she was my advocate this entire time with her sister.


      “To answer your question, no.” I pull her hand up and offer a mock kiss to her wrist. “And thank you for getting Aspen and me through that dark night and into each other’s arms where we belong.”


      Ford pulls her in and dips a kiss to the top of her head. “She’s good like that.”


      “We’d better get going.” Stevie leans into him just as Aspen comes up.


      “Are you leaving already?”


      She tightens her arms around my waist, and I think back to how differently things went at her first exhibit, how I kissed her in front of the crowd because I couldn’t help myself.


      “Maddie is calling.” Stevie gives her sister a warm embrace. “My boobs are gaining weight by the minute. If I don’t get out of here soon, I’ll spring a leak.”


      Ford and I wince.


      “Let’s get you and those bowling balls out of here.” He gives Aspen a quick hug. “Good job, girl.”


      “Thank you, but, believe me, I couldn’t have done it without your brother.”


      “This knucklehead?” Ford pulls me in and messes up my hair. “I guess he’s good for something.”


      “Make him good for something else,” Stevie quips. “Maddie needs a buddy.”


      Aspen giggles into my chest. She’s been off the pill now for a while, and, according to the ovulation barometer, we shouldn’t even be standing here right now.


      “I’ll get the job done.” I give Stevie a knuckle bump. “It’s my pleasure.”


      She makes a face. “I bet. Make it her pleasure, too. Would you?” She blows her sister a kiss as they head for the door.


      “Some night!” Aspen twirls in my arms, and I give her a surprise dip. “We’d better go relieve the babysitter.”


      “Abby’s asleep,” I assure her. “We can hang out as long as you like.”


      “Most of the crowd has hit the exit. I think we should, too. Besides, we’ve got a baby to make, Cannon.”


      “I never want to stop making babies with you.” We head out into the cool of night with the moon shining down like a silver platter. “Have you thought of any names you might like? According to Stevie, it’s not an easy process.”


      “What do you think of Aster for a boy and Casper for a girl? You know, a combination of both our names”—she wrinkles her nose—“kind of.”


      I take a deep breath as I scoop her up into my arms. “I think we need to hit the drawing board pretty hard.”


      “Carter!” She gives me a swat. “Okay, how about Juliet if it’s a girl and Carter if it’s a boy? I like the serendipity involved.”


      “Juliet.” For so long my heart ached when I said that name. It was a bookmark of one of the best moments in my life, and I yearned for it, for my Juliet. “I love it. Juliet is perfect. And Carter the second will have a lot to live up to. I’m a lucky man and even luckier in love.”


      “We’ll teach him the rules of the heart early.” Her hand touches softly over my cheek. “Be open, trust, and always tell the truth.”


      “No head games.” I take a bite out of her finger. “Let’s go build our family.”


      And on that night we do. Three weeks later Aspen confirms this with a positive pregnancy test. Aspen is going to be a mother. I planted that baby in her belly just like I promised. Next spring our family grows another branch. Abby couldn’t be happier to have her own living doll.


      Aspen and I have touched the sky, touched the stars, touched the face of God.


      Our love will never end.


      On those clear summer nights, we lie out on the sand with Abby, scouting for shooting stars. We make wishes, make memories, and when Aspen and I are alone in our bed, we make love with wild abandon.


      Our desire for one another only seems to grow. We have each other and so much more.


      We have the family that both of us have craved for so long.


      We have an eternal kind of love just like Romeo and Juliet without the tragic ending.


      We have the kind of magic they only wished they had—love that transcends time and circumstance and leads you back into the arms of the person you belong with.


      That’s the miracle.


      Aspen and I have it.


      Long live the queen, with me by her side to worship her properly.
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