
  
    [image: Suddenly Single]
  


  
    
      SUDDENLY SINGLE

      
        SOUTHERN DISCOMFORT

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        IAN O. LEWIS

      

      
        
EDITED BY ANN ATTWOOD


      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cruz Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Ian O. Lewis

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Any similarities to actual people, places, or things is coincidental. This is a work of fiction and any similarities with actual settings and people is a coincidence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          CARTER THREE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not getting on that thing.” I exclaimed. “You know I’m afraid of heights!”

      “Then, why on earth did you want to go skiing? You know, on big, tall mountains thousands of feet above us?” Asher pointed at the white peaks surrounding the valley. “The only way up is in these gondolas.”

      “Karina told me how much fun Telluride is. But she didn't mention mountains." I huffed. “This haircut she gave me makes my chin look small.”

      “For God’s sake, Carter. You’re the best-looking man in Richmond, and that includes your dimpled chin.” Asher took my hand and pulled me toward the shiny red gondola. “According to the sign, we’ll only be in the air for a few minutes, then we’ll…”

      “I will hurl if I get in that thing.” I crossed my arms over my chest and felt stupid. Ever since I started dating Asher, I’d tried to do all the rich-people stuff he was used to. Taking tennis lessons, joining the very expensive Country Club of Virginia, and now skiing in Colorado. According to my hairdresser, Telluride was the place to be if I wanted to up my social status. But did I have to be carried hundreds of feet in the air to do it? “I’m dizzy just thinking about it. What if the cable snaps?”

      “It won’t.” Asher sighed, then he held his hand out for me to take. “Let’s have a drink first. Maybe that will calm you down.”

      “You want me to go skiing for the first time, drunk?” I took his hand, and he pulled me away from the gondola and back toward the main street. It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of snowy Switzerland.

      “We don’t have to go skiing, Carter.” Asher murmured. “The whole point of this trip was to get away from our mothers and their friends. We never get to be alone.”

      Asher had a point. Mom and I worked together as interior designers, while Asher worked at his mother’s law firm. Our lives were a constant swirl of bridge games, parties, and family gatherings. And you only learned how to play bridge for love. “So, you won’t be mad if I won’t go up on that gondola?”

      “No.” Asher stopped walking, and I bumped into him, nearly knocking both of us down to the icy sidewalk. “I just want to be with you. But who knows, maybe a cocktail will calm you down enough to get on the stupid thing.”
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        * * *

      

      “I love you, Carter. Please, believe me, I really, really, do.”

      “Even if I’m not from a wealthy family?” That slipped out of my mouth before I thought about it. It was difficult being his boyfriend sometimes, because his background was so different from mine. I felt like I lacked something that was innate to him, and constantly struggled to act like living in mansions while being waited on by servants was normal.

      “I wish you’d stop being weird about that.” Asher reached across the table and took my hand. “I can’t help it if I was born a Yates, and you can’t help that you were born into, well, a normal family. Though your mother is hardly normal.”

      I smirked and took a sip of my gin and tonic. “Mom is a unique woman, but my business wouldn’t be flourishing without her help. She keeps everything running smoothly, so I can take impromptu trips to Colorado with you.”

      Asher bit his lip, then squeezed my hand. “You’ve had three cocktails. Think you can brave the gondola ride now?”

      “You really want me to ski for the first time with a buzz?” I giggled, and Asher shook his head and smiled.

      “I have a surprise for you on top of Palmyra Peak, and it has nothing to do with skiing.” Asher gazed into my eyes, unblinking, and my pulse ticked up. Whenever he surprised me with something, it was always out of this world. Just a month ago, he’d blindfolded me, dragged me to the airport, and two hours later we were sitting in the Metropolitan Opera House in New York City. I hated opera, but damn, talk about an over-the-top treat. 

      “Fine.” I emptied my glass and Asher signaled the waiter for the check. “But if I get sick hundreds of feet in the air, you’re paying for the victim on the ground’s cleaning bill.”
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        * * *

      

      We had the gondola to ourselves, thank God, and I kept my eyes shut the entire ride. “I’m going to throw up, I can feel it.”

      “You’re fine, baby, only two more minutes.” Asher kissed my cheek. “I can see the station where we are landing.”

      “It feels like we’re on a wobbly boat.” I opened my eyes for a second and saw Asher typing something on his phone. His lips twisted for a moment, then he shoved the phone back into the pocket of his beige parka. The gondola shook, and my eyes snapped shut again. “We’re going to die!”

      “No, baby. Trust me, we’re going to be just fine.” I felt his breath hot against my cheek. A moment later, the gondola shook like we were in the middle of an earthquake. “We’re docking at the station, that’s all. Open your eyes, and you’ll see everything’s okay.”

      I did as instructed, and was relieved to see he was right. It was strangely empty, except for a single person staring at our gondola. Once we were out of it, the stranger strolled up to us.

      “Are you Asher Yates?” It was a woman’s voice. She was bundled up in a parka similar to the ones we were wearing. Asher smiled and nodded. “Come with me. We’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

      “Who is she, and where is she taking us?”

      Asher didn’t respond to my question. Instead, he placed his hand on the small of my back and pushed me forward. Once we were outside the station, I saw what appeared to be two sparkling blue snowmobiles. At least, I thought they were. I’d never seen one outside of the movies before.

      “Here are our rides.” The woman gestured toward it. “Get in the one on the left and follow me.”

      “Do you know how to drive one of these things?” I whispered, and sank down into the rear seat of the contraption. It had a seatbelt, so I snapped it in place and clutched the sides.

      “Yes. I grew up driving these things around Telluride.” Asher grinned and started the engine. Being around him was surreal at times. Like, when we arrived, I expected us to stay at a hotel. A fancy hotel, of course. Instead, we were staying at the family compound, an enormous log mansion with fireplaces you could literally stand inside of. Moments later, we were heading up a mountain. 

      The sound of swooshing snow and the engines made conversation impossible, so I tightened my hat and kept my face down to keep it from getting wet. Suddenly, we came to a stop.

      “We’re here.” Asher said. “C’mon, get out and look at the view.”

      I did as he asked, though when I stood up, I almost fell flat on my ass. My legs were shaking, and I smiled nervously toward Asher and the strange woman. She strolled through the snow until she was a few yards away. Asher gently pushed me forward until we were next to a giant boulder.

      “Isn’t it amazing.” Asher put his arm around me, and for a moment, I forgot how to breathe. “I asked you here for a reason.” He murmured, and if I wasn’t mistaken, his voice was trembling.

      “What is it?”

      “Now that we’re away from our crazy families, I want to ask you a very serious question.” Asher dropped to his knees in the snow. My heart hammered in my chest. He grabbed my gloved hand and stared up at me. “If we were back in Richmond, everyone would make a big fuss over this, and I just want it to be you and me.”

      “Yes.” I whispered. “Go on, ask me.”

      “Carter Camden, I love you with all my heart and soul. Will you do me the honor of becoming my husband?” Asher asked, and at the same time, a bunch of snow blew on us. He waved his free hand in front of his face while I stared into his cobalt eyes. I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. I wanted to say yes, scream it actually, but it was like I had a sudden onset of laryngitis. “Please, answer me, Carter.”

      I nodded and croaked out, “Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.”

      Asher leapt to his feet, let go of my hand, and cupped his hands around his mouth. “He said yes!” Asher screamed into the valley lying at our feet. I heard a clapping sound, and remembered the strange woman who’d come with us. She was strolling through the snow toward us when Asher pulled me into his chest and kissed me. 

      “Gentlemen, are you prepared to do it now? Or do you need….”

      “Now.” Asher exclaimed, and the biggest smile I’d ever smiled stretched across my cheeks. “You have the license and stuff?” He asked her, and she nodded.

      “You planned this all along?” I asked, amazed at the romantic gesture. Asher nodded.

      “My name is Linda Crawford and I’m a non-denominational officiant, licensed by the state of Colorado to perform weddings.” I heard her say, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of Asher. The man I loved more than anything or anyone else in the world was marrying me, a man who’d grown up poor on Richmond’s Southside. He could have had anyone he wanted, but he’d chosen me.

      “I love you, Asher, more than you’ll ever know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      “Getting married on that mountain three years ago was the most romantic moment of my life, Asher.” Carter reached across the antique wooden table and laid his hand on mine. “But I want a real wedding. You know, with us wearing elegant suits, and perhaps your cousin Margaret, who’s adorable by the way, she could be our flower girl. Let's have it at the country club.”

      Carter mentioned a proper wedding last night and wasn't letting it go.  After regaining entry to our bedroom this morning, I was trying to stay in his good graces. I sipped my coffee while figuring a way to talk my husband out of it. Carter had the exasperating habit of latching on to an idea the way a dog won’t let go of a bone. Because of his impetuousness, we’d already been on safari in Africa, taken trips to China and France, plus his wardrobe had outgrown our closet. He’d now taken over one of the guest bedrooms, and Carter filled it with racks upon racks of clothes. Some of them still had price tags hanging from them. Totally frivolous. And the thing that got me the most was I couldn’t say anything. He paid for it with his own money thanks to his booming interior-design business. Plus, it put a beautiful smile on his face. 

      “It would be the event of the season.” Carter sighed, then started typing on his phone. “I want everyone we love to see us take our vows. Can’t you understand how important that is for me? For us? For our families?”

      “But…”

      “When I was at Saks Fifth Avenue in New York last week, I saw the chicest Dior suits that would look perfect on both of us. Though you might want to cut back on the carbs, Asher. You’ve porked out a little bit.” Carter slid his phone back in his pocket and stared at me expectantly. “Well?”

      I loved this man. I really, really, did. But he was making me absolutely insane. “I just don’t feel the need to get married all over again. The reason I wanted us to get married in Colorado was to avoid a big, expensive ceremony. Lord knows if our mothers and their friends get wind of us getting remarried, they’d…”

      “Why do you think I want a new ceremony? Because Mom and Marjorie both bitch to me regularly about how they wished they’d been there for our wedding.” Carter closed his eyes and shook his head dramatically. 

      It was true. Marjorie, also known as my mother, complained to me incessantly about not being there. And all Carter’s mother ever did was bitch about everything under the sun. I didn't know how the ogre had raised such a light-hearted son like Carter.

      “You know, sweetheart, locking me out of our bedroom last night isn’t exactly the way to sell me on this wedding.” I said, though what I left unsaid was how refreshing it was to sleep alone for a change. He’d asked me point blank about a new ceremony, and when I said nothing, he accused me of not loving him and threw me out. As Mom liked to say, Carter was handsome, talented, loving, and an over-the-top drama queen. She loved him to the moon and back, to my chagrin.

      “Why would I want to sleep next to a man who doesn’t want to marry me?”

      “But we’re already married!” I jumped to my feet, fists balled up at my sides. “For God’s sake, Carter. I love you, and damn it, will you just come out of this bedroom and have breakfast with me and the rest of the family?”

      “Fine.” 
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        * * *

      

      When we returned from our wedding in Colorado three years ago, we’d moved into my deceased great-aunt’s home at the rear of mother’s property. It was a four-bedroom cottage overlooking the James River. I’d wanted to buy our own house, but Mother and Carter wouldn’t hear of it. It did save us money, but at what cost?

      After we married, I’d always thought Carter and I would have a little more alone time. Instead, we were constantly surrounded by family. Perhaps if our families were more normal, it wouldn’t be so bad. But unfortunately for me, they were as crazy as sprayed cockroaches.

      What made matters worse was how well Carter fit in with the lunatics. When we first started dating, I’d worried that Mom and Granny wouldn't like Carter. That turned out not to be a problem at all. In fact, I'd swear they loved my husband more than me. Why? Because he was fucking nuts like they were.

      “Asher, go on to the main house without me. My hair is misbehaving.” Carter called out from the bathroom. “I’ll catch up in a few minutes.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      I let myself out the front door, got in my car, and drove to Mother's house. The cottage had legally been signed over to Carter and me once Mother learned of the wedding. Secretly, I think she gave it to us to make sure we were always close by. It was ridiculous, since I worked for her at the law firm. But Carter fell in love with the old Tudor stable my dead aunt had converted into a home.

      Florida, my mother’s maid, was standing at the back door, shaking her head at me when I got out of the car. She was dressed in jeans and a green blouse instead of her usual black and white uniform.

      “What’s wrong now?”

      “You be nicer to that man of yours, Asher. Your mother is fit to be tied, so you’d better be on your best behavior.” She huffed, putting her hands on her bony hips. She’d worked for us her entire life, and I was certain she was old enough to retire. 

      “Y'all love him more than me, don’t you?” I sighed, then brushed past her into the tack room and hung my jacket up. “What kind of morning is it, Florida? Bloody Marys or actual juices?”

      “Coffee is all you get.” She stalked past me into the kitchen. “Your mama said you have an important hearing at the courthouse, and she’s going with you.”

      “What?” Damn it. I was officially a partner at Yates, Minor, and Reynolds, but Mom persisted in treating me like I’d just got out of law school. 

      “You heard me. Now get in the dining room. Your grandmother wants a word with you about Carter.” Florida said as I strolled out of the kitchen. 

      My family apparently knew about our quarrel from last night, and they were determined to break me. Whatever. As usual, I’d give in, so I could avoid the drama.

      When I entered the dining room, both Mom and Granny scowled at me.

      “Fuck it! I’ll marry him again!” I pulled my chair out and plopped my ass down. In front of Mom there was a tall glass filled with what appeared to be a Bloody Mary, and a celery stalk poked out the top. “Why do you get to drink a Bloody and I’m stuck with coffee?”

      “It’s tomato juice, sweetheart.” Mom cooly replied, and I knew she was lying. She possessed a liver made of iron.

      “Don’t curse in front of me.” Granny practically poured the entire sugar bowl into her cup of coffee. She had a mouth like a sailor, and would only protest once about language before filth spewed forth from her painted orange lips.

      Florida pushed a cart into the dining room with our breakfasts on it. She placed eggs, bacon, waffles, and freshly cut fruit in the center of the table, then poured me a cup of coffee. I reached for a waffle and she swatted my hand. “Only fruit. Carter said he has to go shopping for you because you’re outgrowing your clothes.”

      “I’ll eat whatever I want.” I snatched a piece of bacon and bit it in half. “Hmm. You’re a pain in the ass, Florida, but you’re also the best cook in Virginia.” I smiled, hoping she’d smile too. Instead, she shook her head in Mom’s direction, and pushed the cart out of the dining room.

      “Stop cussing, goddamn it.”

      “Granny, please.” I rolled my eyes, then heard a loud whoop come from the kitchen. A moment later, Carter strolled into the dining room with a smiling Florida following behind him carrying a carafe of orange juice. He’d gelled his dark wavy hair to perfection, and I doubted even a tornado would make it budge.

      “Carter!” Mom grinned at him.

      “Good morning, Carter.” Granny tilted her head, a sparkle in her eye. Now that his fan club had greeted him, I prepared for the entire room to gang up on me. Granny sipped her coffee, then lowered her eyes and shook her head in my direction. “Why won’t you let us see the two of you get married? Even the event director at the country club thinks it’s a fabulous idea for the two of you to…”

      “Stop right now. I will not argue about my marriage with all of you.” I inwardly groaned, then continued. “If it will make you happy, Carter, we can be remarried. Just please, mind the…”

      “Oh, thank God!” Florida placed a hand on her chest and stared up at the ceiling. 

      “As I was saying, mind the cost. We really don’t need new Dior suits, and God knows what else you have up your sleeve.” Even though I said what needed to be said, I was prepared to be ignored.

      Silence ruled for a few beats, then Carter pulled out the chair across from mine and sat. Florida poured him a glass of juice, then grabbed his plate and filled it with everything she’d forbidden me from eating.

      His lips twisted, then he spoke, “Why are you hesitating? Like, do you even want to be married?” His eyes were wet, and I knew if I didn’t calm him down, he’d have a major meltdown within seconds. 

      “Of course I do.” I glanced around the table, and his fan club were all clucking their tongues at me. “Carter, you know I love you.” I speared a wedge of cantaloupe off the tray and wished it was sausage. 

      “I don’t believe you.” Carter salted his eggs, then poured maple syrup on his waffles. “Tell me the truth. If we had to do it all over again, would you still marry me?”

      I blinked, suddenly hyper-aware that if I said the wrong thing, I would be outnumbered by Carter and my insane family.

      “Well, come on, answer the question.” Carter sighed. “Would you still marry me?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      Fuck me. 

      If I spoke the truth, Carter would be pissed. If I lied, he’d see through it in a split second. 

      “Go on, answer him.” Florida squinted her eyes. I glanced over at Granny, and she had a strange expression on her face, like she wanted me to say the wrong thing. My family lived for drama, and usually I could bluff my way out of stuff. I wasn’t so sure this time. Mom cleared her throat and placed her napkin next to her plate.

      “No.”

      Everyone gasped.

      “But it isn’t for the reasons you think, Carter.” I jabbered, my brain spinning to find the right words. 

      “Really?” Carter pushed his plate to the side and stared daggers at me.

      “Yes. You see, I love you very, very much. We don’t need a fancy wedding to prove my love for you to the world.” I stood and walked around the table until I was right behind him. I began massaging his shoulders, and Carter slapped my left hand.

      “That’s all fine and good, but what about my needs?” Carter gestured toward Mom and Granny. “And what about the needs of your family? They all want a wedding, to see the most important day of our lives for themselves.”

      “You asked me a question, and I spoke the truth.” I walked to the other side of the room and leaned against the wall so I could see Carter’s expression. His normally tan skin was beet red, and he began drumming his fingers on the table. “I’m not lying when I say I love you more than anything else on this planet, Carter. I just don’t feel like marriage is necessary, that’s all.”

      “Darling, it would make me and Mother so happy to see the two of you walk down the aisle together.” Mom said, then drained her alleged tomato juice. “Your father, God rest his soul, would have wanted to see you married too. Florida, would you mind?” Mom pointed at her empty glass. “Make it with the special sauce in the pantry, dear.”

      I rolled my eyes as Florida took the glass and raced to the kitchen. The special sauce was code for vodka. 

      “Why do I get the feeling you regret marrying me in the first place?” Carter steepled his fingers under his chin, his eyes as wide as tennis balls. At least he didn’t resemble a ripe tomato now. 

      “Sweetheart, when I made those vows on Palmyra Peak, I meant every word. I love you more now than I did then, and I want you by my side for all eternity.” I met Carter’s gaze, which softened for a split second before turning flinty again. 

      Florida walked in and placed a glass of tomato juice next to Mom’s hand. It was suspiciously pink, meaning it had an extra shot or three of vodka. How Mom made it to the office every day was a mystery. Thankfully, she rarely drove herself. She took a sip, and a slow smile spread across her cheeks. “Thank you, Florida. Asher, would you mind giving me a lift to work, dear?”

      “Of course I will.” I sighed. If I hadn’t, Florida would be pressed into driving duty.

      “Back to me, please.” Carter said, and I felt sweat dripping down my sides. Mom and I had a meeting in less than an hour with Judge Gottwald about a civil suit he was recusing himself from. At this rate, I wouldn’t have time to look over my notes. Wait a minute. Didn’t Mom and the judge date back in high school?

      “Oh, Mom, you want to see the judge because… that’s why you’re coming with me to the courthouse.” It occurred to me that she and the Judge were both widowed, and around the same age. She winked at me, then turned to Carter.

      “Darling, Asher has agreed to the wedding. Unfortunately, we have a meeting with Judge Gottwald in a matter of minutes.” Mom slugged the rest of her drink back, and I felt in my pockets to make sure I had mints handy. She was going to need them. “Lucky for us, you’re the most talented interior designer in Virginia, and I’m sure you know the best wedding planners. Why don’t you start working on the service and the reception. Oh, and let Mother help. She loves throwing parties.” She nodded at Granny, whose eyes lit up. 

      I pushed myself off the wall and sat next to Carter. “Honey, I’ll do whatever you want. Start planning the service, just, you know, keep the costs reasonable.”

      Carter’s gaze focused somewhere over my shoulder, not meeting my gaze. “Whatever you say, Asher.”
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        * * *

      

      “That went well, dear.” Mom smiled and opened the door to my silver Jaguar. “In fact, Thom said he wanted to discuss the case over dinner.” She sat and buckled the seat belt.

      “Both of us?” I was confused. Mom had done most of the talking with Judge Gottwald, and I’d already decided to just let her handle the case.

      “Of course not, Asher.” Mom pulled a tube of hot-pink lipstick out of her purse, then adjusted my rear-view mirror to apply it. “Thom sent me a text message as soon as we left his office. I checked my phone in the ladies’ room. We’re meeting at Lemaire this Saturday for dinner.” She opened her purse and dropped the lipstick inside while I repositioned the mirror. “Your father died five years ago, and I want to  relaunch myself socially.”

      “It’s about damn time.” I grinned at Mom, and she reached over and ruffled my hair. My mother was certifiable, but she had mourned long enough. “Maybe we can have a double wedding.”

      “Bless your heart, Asher.” Mom chuckled. “No. Never again. I told myself before marrying your father that I’d only get married once. But, I miss the companionship of a man. Marriage is hard work. All I want is a good friend, and perhaps a smidgen of romance.”

      I pulled out of the parking lot of the courthouse and a moment later we were on Broad Street, heading to our offices downtown. Mom’s words danced around my head, and I realized Mom probably knew exactly how I felt about my marriage.

      “Mom, I love Carter, but he’s so demanding.” I sighed, and Mom patted my arm. “I’ll do anything to make him happy, including having another ceremony. But can I tell you something in confidence?”

      “Of course, Asher.”

      “If I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t have married him.”

      Mom cleared her throat. “You mentioned that at breakfast. Whatever do you mean?”

      “I can’t imagine my life without him, but there’s always so much drama.” The right words wouldn’t come to me, so I just blurted out whatever came to mind. “I knew he would be a handful. In fact, that’s one reason I love him so much. Never a dull moment.”

      “Well, he fits in beautifully with the family.” Mom’s voice slurred. “While I never expected you to settle down with a man, I can’t imagine our family without Carter in it.”

      “Oh, Mom, neither can I.” I flipped the turn signal and made a right onto Belvedere. “I’m just saying that if I had to do it all over again, I’d just want to shack up. You know, live in sin with him, instead of…”

      “Darling, that’s a marriage. Even though the Commonwealth of Virginia doesn’t recognize common-law marriage, we have won huge settlements for clients who cohabitated.” Mom pointed out the window as we drove past the Virginia War Memorial. She always did, because that was where Dad proposed to her. “So, getting married is helpful, because legally it gives you a precise idea of…”

      Mom droned on and on about the legal benefits of marriage, despite her saying earlier she’d never do it again herself. But I was used to the contradictions. My entire family was riddled with them. When I turned into the parking deck of our building, she finally dropped the subject. 

      “Asher, Florida is picking me up. She wants me to go along with her on a doctor’s appointment.” She opened the car door and stepped out. “It’s only a check-up, but I always worry about her. She’s more than a maid to us. Florida is family.”

      “Of course.” 

      When we got to our offices on the fifteenth floor, Mother turned left down the hallway, waving to the receptionist. I turned right, and moments later said good morning to my secretary, Gloria.

      “Mr. Yates, there’s an important letter on your desk. A courier delivered it a few minutes ago.” Gloria joined the firm when I did, seven years ago. Unlike the rest of the women in my life, she was decidedly not the motherly type. I adored that about her.

      “Thank you, Gloria. Hold my calls for the next fifteen minutes while I prepare for the day.” I scooted into my office, then saw the envelope sitting in the center of my desk. In bright red ink, the word URGENT was stamped on it. I laid my briefcase down, then ripped it open. 

      
        
        Dear Mr. Yates,

        I am writing to let you know of an unfortunate mistake made by Linda Crawford and the State of Colorado. According to our records, she hadn’t renewed her license to officiate weddings by the deadline set by state law. Because of this, your marriage to Carter Camden is not valid. We apologize for….”

      

      

      “Oh my fucking God!”

      I grabbed the letter and raced out of the office. “This is a disaster. No calls!” I shouted, running past Gloria's desk. When I got to Mom’s office, her secretary tried to stop me, but I pushed open the door.

      “Asher, what’s wrong?” Mom took her gold reading glasses off, her brow furrowing. We never barged into each other’s offices like this.

      “I,I,I, um, shit.” I gave her the letter, and she put her glasses back on. 

      “Oh dear.” Mom scanned it, then let the paper drop to her desk. She stood up and crossed the room to the mini-bar in the corner. 

      “Whatever you’re having, make me a double.” I muttered, and the sound of ice dropping into glasses filled the air. “What the hell am I going to do, Mom? Carter is going to flip out.”

      “Here. Take this.” She handed me the glass of clear liquid. I shot half of it back and wheezed. Vodka on the rocks, no mixer. Mom sat behind her desk and picked up the letter. “This is a technicality, and if worse comes to worst, you could sue the state of Colorado for negligence. But…”

      “Mom, if Carter discovers we’ve never been married, he’ll have a complete breakdown. Like, you know how high-strung my husb…I mean Carter is. Shit, we’re not married.” I put my face in my hands and took deep breaths. Now that we weren’t married, I felt empty. Damn it, if I could take back what I said to Carter at breakfast, I would. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. I glanced back up at her and opened my mouth, but she held a hand up to stop me.

      “I’m putting my lawyer hat on now, Asher.” Mom drained her drink, setting the empty tumbler down on her desk with a thud. “Don’t say a word about this to Carter.”

      “What?”

      “Honey, Carter is family, and we all love him. But this might come in handy one day if you and he hit a rough patch.” Mom leaned back in her chair and eyed me.

      “But I don’t get it.” Pressure built behind my eyes. This was a catastrophe.

      “If you and Carter ever decide to separate, your assets will be better protected. Of course, we’d never let him leave without a fair settlement, but you must think of the future, son.” Mom took her glasses off and shook her head.

      “What future? He'll go nuclear if he finds out about this.” A sob vibrated through my chest.

      Mom steepled her hands under her chin. “Not if we don’t tell him, dear.”
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