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      You’re never prepared for that moment. It could be anything from finding out you’re pregnant or learning that your band, the one you’ve been in since you were seventeen, has just been nominated for a Grammy. I wish my moment were one of those, but unfortunately, mine comes in the form of finding out my husband of ten years, Van Phillips, has been having an affair.

      And how does one find this out? Well, if you’re me, you walk into your publicist’s office to find your husband banging her assistant. I mean I’m happy that it’s not my publicist bent over her desk with my husband pounding into her because that would really ruin my day.

      There is no recovery for something like this. Even as I stand here with my mouth open with tears streaming down my face, nothing fixes this. Not the look of regret that he gives me as he pulls out of her and quickly stuffs himself back into his pants. Not the “oh shit” look she flashes as she hurries to fix her skirt, making me wonder where the fuck her panties are.

      You’re not prepared when your publicist actually walks into her office oblivious that two people were just fucking on her desk and she asks if you’re ready to get to work on your next tour.

      What the fuck does someone do in this situation? There isn’t a handbook on how to handle your husband when he gets caught cheating, let alone when you find out he has been unfaithful, although there should be because it seems to happen more often than not in Los Angeles. It’s clear that I should’ve taken some classes on how to handle my emotions by the death glare he’s given me. It’s as if I’m supposed to “man up” and pretend as if nothing has happened. Like I am somehow at fault here.

      Unfortunately, that is exactly what I do because I’m moving on autopilot, still trying to decipher if what I saw was real or an optical illusion because I can’t fathom why my husband would cheat on me. It’s not like we don’t have a healthy sex life. In fact, he had no qualms taking care of my needs this morning. Apparently, I didn’t take care of his, though.

      I take one of the two seats in front of Laura’s desk, cringing when she sets a pile of folders in the spot where my husband had her assistant bent over, the same one who is now scurrying away to fetch coffee. Not that I would drink anything she hands me because for all I know, she’s trying to kill me so she can have my cheating-ass bastard of a spouse all to herself. Newsflash, Trina. . . Trisha. . . Tanya, whatever the fuck her name is. . . she can have him. As far as I’m concerned this is unforgivable, and the fact that he’s sitting down next to me as if nothing has happened makes my skin crawl.

      Oh God, he fucking smells like her cheap ass perfume too. I pretend to gag. Except I’m really gagging since my stomach is doing its own version of gymnastics and I have a feeling that I’m about to lose my breakfast all over Laura’s desk any second now. I lean away and not so subtly move my chair farther from him. He reaches out to touch me, but I glare at him. I throw so many daggers that I’m imagining each one hitting him square in his chest. He must understand that I don’t want to be fucked with right now because he pulls his hand away.

      That is until the tart walks back in with two cups of coffee. Laura doesn’t look up from the paper she’s reading when her mug is set on her desk, but my husband, he fucking perks up like this bitch is his only means to feed his caffeine addiction. And because I am living in some alternative universe, she has no qualms about brushing up against his arm and making sure he can see her tits when she unnecessarily bends over to give him his coffee.

      “That’s it, I’m out of here,” I say as I stand up.

      Laura looks up quickly, she’s confused, and rightly so.

      “Sit down, Zara,” Van has the nerve to say. I can’t even be bothered to look at him so I look at Laura and smile as best I can because right now shit hurts inside and all I want to do is break down and cry.

      “I walked in a few minutes early for our meeting and found Van and your assistant fucking on your desk. You might want to sterilize it and find a new assistant because if you don’t, I’m walking.”

      I don’t need Laura to say anything. The wide eyes and open mouth are enough for me to know that I’ve shocked her. Behind me, I can hear Van yelling my name, but he’s not following me. No, he chose to stay back with the bimbo instead of getting up and chasing after his wife to tell her how sorry he is and that what he did was a mistake. But I know better. I could tell by the look on his face that he was only sorry that he didn’t get to finish before he got caught.

      Outside the sun is shining, and it’s hot. So hot that I’m sweating and my breathing is labored because I’m on the verge of a meltdown. I decide to walk, to get lost in the crowd even though that is nearly impossible because people are calling my name. They’re grabbing at me, asking for a picture, an autograph and I can’t stop and give them what they want.

      I slip inside a tourist store where I can buy a fake Hollywood star and use the attached stickers to make my name. That would’ve been easier than paying the ridiculous fee that my band, Reverend Sister, paid in order to get a legit star on the Walk of Fame. I keep my head down and pick up a T-shirt that reads “I Almost Got Famous in Hollywood” which is something I would never be caught dead in and snag a hat off the rack. Anything I can do to hide my platinum blonde and purple hair from the people on the street. I’m not expecting it to help much, but a little would be nice.

      Thankfully I have enough cash to pay for my items, and luckily the clerk doesn’t recognize me, or if he does, he’s not a fan and couldn’t care less that Zara Phillips is in his store buying ridiculous Hollywood propaganda. Either way, I’m grateful that he’s not asking for a selfie because there’s no doubt in my mind that I look like utter shit. The last thing I need is my face on Instagram with comments leading to speculation that I’m stoned and on my way to rehab.

      On my way to divorce court is more like it. I can’t imagine what those headlines will be like. Of course, no one will believe that Van Phillips would do such a horrible thing to his precious Zara, his high school sweetheart, the love of his life and soul mate. Yet he did and did so without giving me a second thought.

      Thinking about Van and whatever the hell her name is, sends my heart and stomach in opposite directions. I thank the clerk and don my newly purchased disguise before stepping back out and into the foot traffic. My name is called less, and it’s more of people questioning whether or not they’re getting lucky and seeing me walking down the street. Any other day I’d be happy to stop and chat with them, but not today. Today I want to get home and figure out what I’m supposed to do, and where I’m supposed to go from here because any decision that I make, is not going to be an easy one.

      Our lives, Van’s and mine, are intertwined in so many ways. From the time he joined my silly little garage band to the day we took our friendship to the next level. Everything we did, we did as a team with people around us and now those people depend on us. Reverend Sister isn’t Van’s or mine, it’s ours and only works together if we’re in it together and right now I don’t want to be anywhere near him.

      By the time the tears start to fall, and I mean really fall, I’m halfway home, and my phone is ringing with Van calling. The alerts are going off like crazy because the paparazzi are relentless and insist on snapping pictures of people. And when they put them online they add the most ridiculous headlines, except these are spot on, and tell people about my impending breakdown. It’s coming. I can feel the gut-wrenching ache, my heart being ripped out of my chest, and every muscle and bone in my body in pain. The takeover is slow and almost alien-like. I can feel it in my toes, moving its way up my legs. It’ll take some time for my brain to really figure it out. For the light bulb to go off that my marriage is over.

      And it is over. I can’t forget what I saw and if I can’t do that there is no way I could forgive him. There is no way that I’d let him touch me after what I witnessed. The thought has me doubled over, and someone is yelling from a passing car, asking if I’m okay. Mentally I flip them off because do I look okay? No, I don’t. Nothing about my appearance screams that I am okay.

      Van’s car is in the driveway when I reach the gate to our house. I stand there, like a celebrity stalker, looking at the property. The half-circle driveway with its pristine concrete leads to two amazing French doors that I chose. Beyond those doors, the marble flooring that I had to have extends up the sweeping staircase and fills the hallway that leads to my bedroom with its balcony that overlooks my swimming pool. Everything about this house is what I wanted, complete with an empty room for a nursery because damn it, Van promised me we’d start trying for a baby.

      What a liar he is. What a snake and a cheat. Why would he do this to me? The question is, do I even want to know? Do I want him to tell me that I nag him too much or that he doesn’t love me anymore? Could I take those words from the man that I have given everything to? The one that I have been in love with since he walked into my garage and pulled a set of drumsticks out of his back pocket and went to town on the set of drums that were set up. Watching the muscles in his arms flex and the magic he created was an epic turn on.

      No, I don’t think I could because knowing that my husband thought it was okay to stick his dick into another woman while still married to me. . . really there’s no excuse. I punch the code for the gate and step through, and when I enter the house, it’s quiet except for the sound of my heavy footsteps.

      There are two choices in front of me: One—go find him and confront him. Two—start packing his shit so he can get the fuck out. Option two is what I choose because it’s the most raging action I can think of right now. Kicking him out will give me the satisfaction of knowing I had the last word after what he did today.

      Upstairs, I find him sitting on our bed, looking at our wedding photo. Does he feel guilty? I hope so. Without a word, I step into the closet and pull out one of the two suitcases I leave in there for quick travel.

      “What are you doing?” he asks because apparently, it’s not fucking obvious.

      “Packing.”

      “Where are you going?”

      I come out of the room with an arm full of his clothes and throw them at him. Most land on the floor, but there are a few hangers that hit him in the head. “I’m not going anywhere, you are. Get the fuck out, Van.”

      “Zara,” he says, reaching for me but I step away, keeping myself an arm's length from him.

      “Don’t fucking Zara me you piece of shit. You fucking cheated on me,” I say. “ME! The one you took vows with. You don’t get to say my name or tell me how sorry you are because you’re not sorry, Van. If you were, you would’ve figured shit out before you stuck your dick in her.”

      I head back into the closet and grab another armful of clothes. When I come back, he’s still in the same spot, and when he looks at me, he’s crying.

      “Why are you crying, Van? Because you got caught?”

      “Zara, if you would just listen.” He’s able to grab my wrist and pull me toward him before my brain registers what’s going on. The stench of her sugary sweet perfume hits me hard and smells, dare I say fresher than it did earlier. The only thing I can think is that he’s been with her since I caught him hours ago.

      I step away from him and shake my head. This time I won’t be able to stop the tears from coming. “Get out,” I say, pointing to the door. “Get out of my house right now.”

      Van doesn’t say anything as he grabs his clothes and throws them into a suitcase. Everything goes quiet until the front door slams, and I jump. It’s not until I hear his car start up and the gate screech shut do I fall onto my bed and let the ache take over.
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      The only light in my room comes from my alarm clock as I lift the shirt I placed over it before going to bed. I cover the red numbers almost instantly, but not before I start to see red dots each time I blink. As I lay in bed, the faint sound of the house phone continues to ring off into the distance. My eyes try to focus on what would be my ceiling or my wall, but it’s pitch black in here and anything in front of me is purely my imagination.

      It’s three a.m., and some jackass is calling my house phone. I sigh and think about how I need to change my phone number again and wonder what’s the point of having an unlisted number if people can still obtain the sacred digits. The only reason I still have a landline is that cell service is questionable on my ranch. Besides, I like the feel of a phone. I like that I have to sit down to talk to someone, giving the person calling my undivided attention.

      The blackout curtains were purchased and hung by my personal assistant and publicist, Barbara, in an attempt to have my mind shut off at night. This was after she received an email from my record label informing her that my late night actions were causing the executives to have minor heart attacks when photos of me, drinking in a bar, were made public.

      Her answer was to make sure I had a peaceful place to rest, that and tea. Barbara treats everything with tea. If you have a cold, she gives you tea. If you stab yourself accidentally with a rusty nail, instead of taking you to the hospital for a Tetanus shot, she asks if you want tea. I love her dearly, but tea can’t fix everything.

      Ever since, I’ve been trying to play by their rules and sticking close to home. Drinking alone though isn’t as fun as when you have a crowd surrounding you, encouraging you to drink more until you’re stumbling into the bar and finding random rides back to your home by complete strangers. Who would’ve thought that they’d sell the story to the newspapers?

      One mistake and I’m being labeled an alcoholic. One incident and it’s being suggested that I spend some time relaxing which is industry speak for rehabilitation. I thought about getting away, going to spend some time where no one knows who I am just to escape the scrutiny.

      But doing so would mean not speaking to my daughters every day. Stormy and Willow are my life, my reason for living, and I hate that I can’t see them every day.

      The phone rings again. I count each ring until they stop, only for them to start up again. I sit up and bring my pillow to my face while I tap the base of my bedside table. Slowly, I let my eyes adjust to the light before making my way toward the living room.

      My house is quiet. It’s always quiet, except for the faint sounds of the wildlife that can be heard. It’s often that I can sit in the oversized chair and watch a herd of deer traipse through my yard or hear a pack of coyotes howling in the middle of the night. It was one of the selling points, that and being away from the busy city.

      Sitting on twenty-plus acres of land, my view over Nashville is one of the most sought after locations around. Investors want me to sell off my land for development, and each time I tell them no, they come back with a higher offer.

      This is my little slice of heaven. It’s where I can come and be me without having to be the Levi Austin that fans expect every time they see me out and about. This is where my private life begins, and my public one is put on hold. Behind closed doors, I can write my music, play my guitar as loud as I want, and stare at the assortment of trophies I’ve won over the years. My favorite came last year when I won Country Music’s Album of the Year. Man, to beat out the stellar artists in that category was an amazing feat and one I am so proud of.

      On my ranch, I can walk around my house in my underwear while drinking beer and not have to worry about the paparazzi with their high-powered lenses trying to capture my picture, although it’s rare that the paparazzi bother me much in Nashville. It’s when I have to go to Los Angeles that they’re all over me.

      But here, on my ranch, I can ride my horses, shoot my guns, and go muddin’ if that is what I want to do. I can have my band over for Bar-B-Que and not worry about my neighbors calling the police on us for being rowdy. This is where I can relax, be free, and live my life. Besides, I’m saving my land for my girls. That is something those big city developers don’t understand.

      The ringing starts again, but this time I’m there to answer it quickly. “Hello?” I say, my voice is somewhat hoarse from sleeping.

      “Mr. Austin?” the voice on the other end says.

      “Who’s calling?” I’m almost afraid to ask. Knowing my luck, it’s some salesperson or a fan turned creepy stalker.

      “Sir, my name is Detective Pete O’Brien. I’m with the LAPD.”

      Hearing those words is enough to send chills down your spine. They cause you to tense up, shake, and maybe sweat a little, but mostly, they scare the shit out of you.

      “Okay,” I say after he pauses.

      “Do you know Iris Austin?”

      The sound of my ex-wife’s name has me relaxing a bit. I’m not surprised that she’s been arrested or picked up for something stupid. When we got divorced, she was adamant that she be allowed some freedom since I had that every time I went on tour, and she was home raising the girls. I agreed. I was happy that the girls were going to live with me while their mother “found” herself in Los Angeles.

      That was until Iris started talking to Stormy about all the amazing dance companies in L.A. and how she should move out there to pursue her dream of becoming a dancer. Stormy’s dream, of course, is to perform for hip-hop artists when they tour. As much as it pained me to let her go, I did but also didn’t like the fact that Willow would be left without a sister so both my girls went to live with their mama. It’s not what I wanted, but I didn’t want to short-change Stormy on her dream and didn’t want Willow growing up without her sister.

      Iris is an amazing mother when she wants to be. But she also loves the nightlife in Hollywood, and that sometimes gets in the way of her parenting. I suppose when you’re pregnant by seventeen and married at eighteen, you start to miss your twenties and need to relive them in your thirties.

      “I do,” I tell the officer with an exaggerated sigh as I wait for him to tell me how much her bail money is.

      “This is never easy to say. Iris Austin was killed in a car accident earlier this evening on the interstate.”

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” There is no way I heard him correctly.

      He clears his throat and repeats his words verbatim as if he’s reading from a script. I let them sink in, only to realize he hasn’t said anything about my girls.

      “My daughters? Were they with her?”

      “No, the other passenger was a male.”

      “Do my children know?” I ask.

      “You were listed as Ms. Austin’s emergency contact.”

      I nod even though he can’t see me. “Please don’t notify them or the media. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      The officer gives me his number and tells me to call as soon as I’m in town. As soon as I hang up, I call Barbara, knowing that she sleeps with her phone on so she can tend to her needy clients like myself.

      “It’s after three in the morning, Levi. You better be dying.”

      My stomach heaves at Barbara’s statement, causing me to reach for the trash can that sits next to the table where the phone is. I barely tell her to hang on before I lose the contents of dinner.

      “You’re sick? You called so I could hear you puking your guts out? A text would’ve sufficed, Levi.”

      “Barb,” I say in between gagging episodes. “I need a chartered flight to L.A. immediately.”

      “What’s wrong?” her tone changes immediately. I need to get to the bathroom to rinse my mouth and am mentally kicking my ass for not calling her from my cell phone.

      “It’s Iris. There was an accident, and she didn’t make it.”

      Barbara gasps and mutters “Oh God” before saying, “The babies? Are they okay?”

      Since the girls were born, that is how she’s referred to them. It doesn’t matter that Stormy is about to be fifteen or that Willow is ten. To her, they’re her babies. Always have been.

      “They weren’t with her, but I gotta get to L.A.”

      “I’ll meet you at the airport. There will be a plane ready when you get there.”

      This is why I keep Barbara around. She’s been with me since I signed my first deal, taking me under her wings and guiding me through the trials and tribulations of stardom. Barbara has been my rock and a mother figure to me.

      After we hang up, I head into the bathroom to brush my teeth and make myself look presentable. Right now I’m going through a myriad of emotions and can’t pinpoint which one is making me feel worse.

      Iris was my high school sweetheart, and even though we were no longer married, I hadn’t stopped loving her. I always expected that we’d find our way back to each other once she got this “thing” out of her system. Every time she called, I was there for her and never questioned when she was going to start acting her age.

      Tears find me quickly as I pack my travel bag. My eyes land on a picture of Iris and the girls. Stormy must’ve been about eight and Willow three. They were on the tire swing together, and the sun was shining perfectly on them. I snapped the photo without them knowing and had it printed. Even when she left me, I kept the picture on my bedside table.

      I don’t pack much. Just enough to change my clothes when I get there because Barbara will make sure that I have everything I need when I arrive in Los Angeles. I don’t care if that means a whole new wardrobe. I have to get to my girls. Before leaving I jot down a quick note to my housekeeper, apologizing for the mess I left in the trash can.

      The drive to the private airport is done in record time. When I pull up, Barbara is there to pull me into her arms. She cries into my plaid shirt while I hold her.

      “Leroy is going to take your truck home,” she says, motioning toward her son. He tips his hat at me and climbs into the truck, leaving Barbara and me alone. “What happened?”

      I shrug and shake my head. “It was a car accident, that’s all I really know.”

      “Do the girls know?”

      “No, I asked them not to tell them. I want to do it. They need to hear it from me and not from someone they don’t know.”

      “My poor babies,” she says. I guide her to the waiting jet and follow her up the stairs. I don’t make it a habit out of flying via a charter, as I like to fly commercial. It’s how I come up with my songs, by watching folks. Surrounding myself with different types of people is what keeps me creative.

      As soon as I buckle in, the flight attendant is at my side with a glass of whiskey. I down it instantly and hand the empty one back to her. I’m going to need the liquid courage to get through what I’m about to do. Telling the girls that their parents were divorcing was hard enough. I can’t imagine how I’m going to tell them that their mama is gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            zara

          

          Three

        

      

    

    
      I feel like I have a raging hangover, like I went on an all night bender and drank myself into a stupor. Honestly, that would be better than having a clear recollection of everything that I saw yesterday. No matter how hard I try, I can’t get the image of Van thrusting his hips into Laura’s assistant. Nor can I get the picture of her face, enjoying every minute while she watched me stand there, watching them, from my mind.

      Van called every five minutes for the first hour, every ten for the next, and every twenty after that until he gave up and tried once an hour. He filled my voicemail with what I would consider heartfelt pleas to let him explain, but they’ve all fallen on deaf ears. There isn’t an excuse that I would buy, let alone take as a valid reason as to why he would cheat on me. Of course, the first few messages were the common “it wasn’t what it looked like” which quickly changed to “it just happened.” Nothing like that “just” happens. Messing up a song lyric, forgetting an appointment, or stumbling down the stairs “just” happens. You don’t just happen to decide to cheat on your wife.

      Thinking that has me wondering how many other times he’s done this. It’s a question that I want to ask, but don’t want to know the answer. I don’t think I could stomach learning that my husband has been unfaithful throughout my marriage. Once is enough to rip me to shreds.

      The house is eerily quiet. Even my heavy footsteps lack an echo against the marble floors. I don’t know if it’s because I’m so used to hearing Van move about the house or knowing that he’d be here somewhere, either watching television or jamming in the studio that we converted the pool house into.

      My phone vibrates in my hand with Laura’s number staring back at me. I’m tempted to ignore her call, but she’s persistent like Van and won’t stop until I answer—if I don’t—she’ll show up at my door, demanding to be let in.

      “Hello,” I say groggily. It’s unlike me to have a scratchy voice, as I’m very aware of the repercussions if I don’t take care of my vocal cords.

      “You sound like shit,” she says, cutting right to the chase.

      “I feel like it.”

      “Well, I’m not about to make your day any better. I’m fielding calls that you and Van have separated. I really don’t know where people come up with these ludicrous accusations.”

      Does she not remember me storming out of her office yesterday demanding that she fire her assistant? “It’s not an accusation,” I tell her as I make my way into the kitchen. “Van is cheating on me with your assistant. I kicked him out.”

      “Let him back in, Zara.”

      I pull the phone away from my ear and make sure I’m talking to Laura and not Van. “Hold on,” I tell her as I put the phone down and reach for my teakettle while opening the refrigerator for the filtered water. People say boiling water will kill whatever is growing in the water system of California, but I don’t believe them. Once my pot is filled, and the stove is on, I go back to my call.

      “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”

      “You did, you’re choosing to ignore me.”

      “My husband was fucking your assistant, and you want me to take him back? Excuse me for being a bit obtuse here, but I have no desire to even speak to Van, let alone have him inside my home. He violated my trust.”

      Laura sighs. I can hear her adjusting something in the background, but can’t tell what. For all I know she’s walking to her car and plans to come over to my house to set me straight, except it won’t work. Van knew cheating was a hard limit for me and yet he still went and did it, and showed no remorse or tried to hide the fact that he was cheating on me. He knew I was coming to that meeting and would’ve seen them.

      That’s when it dawns on me. Van wanted me to catch him, but why? He’d have to know that I’d kick him out or leave him. My father cheated on my mother, and I never forgave him for tearing our family apart.

      “Look,” Laura says. “These things happen.”

      “Laura, are you hearing yourself right now? You’re literally telling me that it’s okay that my husband cheated on me.”

      “It is when your husband is Van Phillips.”

      I couldn’t believe what she was telling me. As tears filled my eyes, I shook my head and searched for something to say to her. He was nothing when I met him. A scraggly pimple-faced kid who knew how to play the drums. He walked into my garage and asked to audition. He played songs that I wrote and still does.

      “I need to go, Laura.”

      “Listen, Zara. I know you’re upset. I get that. Ari has cheated on me, but I’m a big girl. I pulled up my panties and beat his ass, but knew that leaving him would hurt me in the industry. Van made a mistake, one that he likely won’t make again.”

      “See that’s where you and I differ, Laura. I’m not wearing any panties.” I hang up before she can respond. I think about shutting off my phone, but then my mom won’t be able to reach me. And I really need to talk to my brother, Darian. He needs to know what his best friend did, and he can be the one to break it to the band that Van is out. When it comes down to it, Reverend Sister is mine.

      Pressing the phone icon next to Darian’s name on my contact list, I pray that he’s awake and that I haven’t caught him with some random that he picked up last night. My mom and I have been patiently waiting for him to settle down, but now I can’t imagine that I’d encourage him to do that. He’s a ladies man, and I’d hate to think that he’d cheat on someone.

      “’Sup,” he says.

      “I kicked Van out,” I blurt out without a hello, how are you, or anything of the like. Straight to the point is how I’m going to be with my brother.

      “Whoa, why? Did he leave his socks on the floor or something?” Darian laughs. I hate that I’m about to tell him what his best friend did, but he needs to know. In my family, blood is thicker than water.

      “I caught him cheating on me. As in the act, he didn’t seem too fazed by the idea that his wife was watching him screw some random on a desk.”

      “I really want to ask you to repeat yourself, but I don’t want to put you through that sentence again. I’m on my way over. We’ll talk when I get there.” Darian hangs up, leaving me no choice but to get dressed and look somewhat decent before he arrives. At least he won’t care if I don’t have my hair done or any make-up on.

      After a quick shower in an attempt to be human, I come back downstairs to find Darian rummaging through my kitchen.

      “Hey,” he says as I walk in. “You left the burner on and almost burnt your house down.”

      The sound of his words brings a wave of fresh tears to my eyes. Instead of teasing me, he pulls me into his arms and holds me while I sob into his shirt. He doesn’t tell me that everything is going to be okay or that he’s going to kick Van’s ass, all things he said to me once before when Van broke up with me a month into our relationship. Maybe that was a sign, and I missed it, and now here I am ten-plus years later suffering even worse.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Darian says, but I shake my head and step out of his hold.

      “He’s not worth it.”

      “It’s not about being worth something or not, Z. You’re his wife and the only one he should be sticking his dick in.”

      I shudder at the crass way he describes the situation, but he’s right. I should be the only one.

      “When did you and Van start fighting?”

      “Huh?” I ask, slightly confused by his question.

      Darian motions for me to follow him into the living room. He carries two plates with sandwiches on them that I hadn’t seen sitting on the counter. I grab the bag of chips from the cupboard and two bottles of water even though I’m not hungry. He’ll try to make me eat, and I should, but my stomach is nowhere near ready.

      “Most people cheat because of fighting. That’s what Dad did. He and Mom had been fighting for so long that he cheated because he needed an emotional connection with someone.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I say in reply. Our father cheated because he couldn’t keep it in his pants, which was something that Van promised me would never happen. “Van and I don’t fight, and this is over the top TMI, but Van and I had sex yesterday morning before I went to the gym. Every day, multiple times a day.” By the time I’m finished, the tears are back in full force.

      “Sorry,” he says, leaning into me. “I’m just trying⁠—”

      “To make excuses for your friend?”

      Darian shakes his dark curls that drive the women crazy. “Fuck no. You’re my sister. He’s known from day one that I would always side with you.”

      “What if I was the one to cheat?” I ask him.

      He shrugs and picks at his sandwich. “You’re my sister,” he repeats. “So tell me what happened.”

      I fill him in on the meeting that we had with Laura to start going over the tour and upcoming schedule. Reverend Sister has a new album that is about to drop which means we’ll be heavy into promotions. Aside from a multi-city tour, we have to shoot music videos, give radio interviews, make public appearances, and do whatever we can to get our album into the top of the charts.

      Darian’s eyes go wide when I describe what I walked in on and how nonchalant Van and the chick were, and how he acted like I deserved to be cheated on. I told Darian about what it was like when Van arrived home, and how he smelled like her perfume. That the scent was so strong, it permeated off his skin and clothes and led me to believe he hooked up with her again after I left.

      My brother sat there, listening to how Laura told me to grow up and get over it because I’m married to Van Phillips as if it’s supposed to be some status thing.

      “I’m not going to get over this, Darian. I’m not,” I tell him as I lean into his shoulder.

      “You shouldn’t, Zara. But, I have to ask, what about Reverend Sister?” He angles his body so he can see my face. I try to smile, but my lips barely move. “It’s your band, sis. I do whatever you say, but Van is a huge part of it, and he’d be hard to replace.”

      “We could hold auditions. See who is available that isn’t touring right now and bring in a ringer.”

      Darian nods. “We could.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me what he’s thinking. Van is likely irreplaceable, not that it couldn’t happen, but it would take time, and that is something we don’t have right now.

      “Once this tour is over, he’s gone,” I tell Darian. “We’ll put the next album on hold, or we can start putting feelers out now for a replacement. I can’t work with him, and I have a feeling the divorce is going to be messy.”

      “Messy and headline-making,” he adds. I have no doubt that my lovely publicist will make sure this is front-page news. She’s all about anything that will drum up sales and make Reverend Sister a household name.
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      As soon as Barbara and I arrive in Los Angeles, everyone is just waking up to start the day. I tried to sleep on the plane, but each time I closed my eyes I imagined what Iris’s body looked like and my stomach dry heaved. There was nothing left after I expelled the drink I had the second I sat down. I couldn’t, for the life of me, wrap my head around the idea that my high school sweetheart was no longer in this realm. Even at our worst I never wished her any harm. For the longest time, she was my best friend until my life went in a direction that she felt was leaving her behind. Still, she was my wife and the mother of my children, and this is the last thing I ever wanted.

      There’s an SUV waiting for us as soon as we step onto the tarmac. It’s one of those all black types that you see on television being driven by an FBI agent or someone equally badass. Barbara is on her phone and giving the driver directions while I follow behind in a daze. If it weren’t for her, I’d still be in my house trying to figure out what to do. Everything flies by in a blur as the driver speeds through traffic with his hazards on, hurryingly getting me to the morgue so I can identify the body.

      As I look out the window at the concrete jungle, I try to find a little of what Iris loved so much about this place. The streets lack trees. There’s a haze hovering over the city. Everything is tar, concrete, and brick. Nothing has life. It’s nothing like Nashville where we grew up or the ranch that we bought together. Here, you can reach out and touch your neighbor, giving you little to no privacy.

      The house Iris lives in. . . or I guess lived in, is one that I own. I bought it mostly for the girls, so they had a place to live knowing full well that Iris was living beyond her means when she first moved here and I didn’t know how much of her alimony she had left. She wanted the payout in one lump sum instead of having me make monthly payments. I balked but relented because I always gave her what she wanted. I always wondered what she would do if she ran out of money. Would she ask me for more or take from the girls’ child support? Both questions I’ll never have answers to. Not that I truly need to know. The girls never complained about their mother, and that was good enough for me.

      There’s an officer waiting for me when I get out of the vehicle that is meant to hide my identity. He shakes my hand and introduces himself as Detective Pete O’Brien with the Los Angeles Police Department, the same man who called to tell me that my ex-wife was dead. I must not say anything because Barbara is instantly talking to him as we walk into the medical examiner’s office. The idea of being in a room with other bodies doesn’t sit well with me, and I have to find the nearest trash can to dry heave into.

      “You have to be strong, Levi,” Barb is saying as she rubs my back.

      I nod but don’t mean it. No one prepares you for this, but it has to be me. Stormy is far too young to have to do something like this. It’d scar her for life, and as her father, I will do whatever I can to protect her.

      Barbara hands me a bottle of water from her bag. I take a swig and swish it around in my mouth before spitting into the garbage can. I wish the water was vodka, but I suppose showing up drunk or with booze on my breath probably wouldn’t sit right.

      “Are there other bodies in the room?” I ask as we make our way down the hall.

      “You won’t actually go into a room with her, but see from behind a window.”

      “So I can’t touch her?”

      Barbara looks shocked at my question. She should be because I am. I can’t for the life of me wonder why I asked that question. I don’t want to touch her dead body. Or do I? Do I need to hold her hand and ask her what she was doing when she got into the accident? And ask her who was taking care of our girls? Do I want to yell at her and ask what was so important about this city that she had to leave me for it?

      The medical examiner must sense my need for closure because he motions for me to enter the room. Consciously I pull the brim of my hat down a bit farther even though I’m sure he knows who I am. It’s out of habit when I want privacy.

      He joins me on the other side of the steel table. Under the white sheet is the body of the woman who was once the love of my life. Deep down, I had hoped she’d come back, that we’d be a family again, but also knew it would never happen. My life wasn’t one she wanted to live. Not that I could fault her. From the day we met, everything was about my music and me. She was there when I signed my first deal. Stayed up late nursing Stormy to help me write the words that I sing.

      The examiner grips the end of the white sheet and looks at me as if I’m supposed to give him some sign that I’m ready. I can honestly say that I will never be ready to see Iris as anything other than being alive and a total pain in my ass.

      The sheet is pulled back slowly as if this process needs to be a grand reveal when it should be like ripping off a Band-Aid. It should be in one swift motion, so the agony of knowing you’ve lost someone isn’t prolonged.

      But once I can see her face, tears cloud my vision, and my hand is covering my mouth, not because I’m about to throw up again but because my heart is ripping in two.

      “Can you positively identify this woman as Iris Austin?” the medical examiner asks.

      I nod and turn out of the room, falling right into Barb’s arms as she meets me in the doorway. I cry into her shoulder, much like I did when Iris asked for a divorce, and she rubs my back, telling me that everything will be okay. I should believe her, but I don’t. Nothing will ever be okay since the mother of my children is gone from our lives forever.

      The detective leads us into a room where he sits down with a folder in front of him. Barb and I sit across from him, and while I stare at the gray table, Barbara grips my hand.

      “Mr. Austin, our preliminary report indicates that Ms. Austin was a passenger in the car. The driver died on impact, and Ms. Austin expired on her way to the hospital. The car was traveling at a high rate of speed with drugs and alcohol being involved with both occupants.”

      “Whose car?” I ask.

      “Hers,” he says.

      “Was anyone else hurt?” Barbara asks. I know what she’s doing when she asks. She wants to be prepared for a lawsuit. It doesn’t matter if the car is in my name or not, once the press gets wind, the vultures will be out.

      “No, it was a single car accident.”

      I continue to stare at the table, wondering what the hell Iris was thinking yesterday when she decided that drinking and mixing drugs was a smart thing to do, let alone drive.

      “When can you release the body?” Barbara asks.

      “Tomorrow,” he says.

      I nod and push my chair back before standing. I reach out and shake his hand. “Thank you. We’ll make arrangements for someone to pick her up tomorrow,” I say as if I’ve just adopted a dog from the humane society and I can’t get it right away.

      Barbara follows me out, but this time she’s not on her phone barking orders at someone, but holding my arm while she cries. I know she’s feeling the loss as much as I am and it’s about to get worse. How do I look my two babies in their eyes and tell them that their mother is dead?

      The drive to the girls’ house is done in silence. Barbara sits in the back next to me. She holds my hand until we pull into the driveway. The absence of Iris’s car isn’t lost on me. It dawns on me that I’ll probably have to do something with it unless the police just keep it. I don’t know the protocol for things like that.

      Barbara uses her key to let us into the house. The driver sets our bags down and excuses himself. I haven’t a clue as to where he plans to go though unless sitting in the SUV is how he waits.

      Willow comes running around the corner. The look on her face, before she realizes it’s me standing in the doorway, is of anger. She’s pissed that her mother isn’t home, and once it hits her that her daddy is at her front door her face morphs into a smile, and she picks up speed until she’s launching herself into my arms.

      “Daddy,” she squeals in delight. She’s happy to see me, at least until I break her heart.

      “Daddy, what are you doing here?” The sound of Stormy’s voice has me putting Willow down. She immediately moves into Barb’s embrace.

      “Is that how you say hi?” I ask, jokingly.

      Stormy comes over and wraps her arms around my waist. “Sorry, I’m just shocked and was hoping that you were Mama.”

      As I suspected, the girls have spent the night fretting. “That’s why I’m here. Let’s go into the living room and talk.”

      When Stormy looks at me, there are tears in her eyes. I have a feeling that she knows something has happened to her mother. Both girls sit down with Barbara in the middle of them. She’s already doting on them, and neither seems to mind. They’re going to need her. Hell, so am I.

      I look at my girls, wondering how I’m going to tell them the news that is going to rock their foundation. They both stare at me expectantly as I stand in front of them. Taking a deep breath and running my hand over the top of my hat to adjust it, I muster the courage to tell my girls the worst news of their lives.

      “This is really hard for me to say,” I tell them, choking up. “But your mama. . . she was. . .” I pause, needing to catch my breath. I clear my throat and shake my head as I try to find the words. “There was an accident last night, and she didn’t make it.”

      I don’t know who cried first or the loudest. Both wails were enough to bring me to my knees as my arms begged for the girls that mean more than anything to me. Both collapse into my arms, both sobbing and asking why. I’ve been asking myself the same question since three this morning. Why? Why was this guy, or life she was trying to live, more important than our children? Why didn’t she call a cab? Why didn’t she stay home with the girls? These are a few of the questions that we will never have any answers to, that we will have to guess about for the rest of our lives.

      I don’t know how long the girls and I sit on the floor together, but it’s the sound of the phone ringing and Barbara telling the caller that we don’t have a comment that gets us moving. As much as I don’t want the girls out of my sight, I know they need time alone. It’s Stormy who leaves first, slamming her door multiple times before letting out another wail. When I move to go to her, Barb stops me.

      “Give her time, Levi.” I stare down the hall where she disappeared, wondering if Barb is right.

      “Daddy?”

      The sound of Willow’s voice has me turning to look at her.

      “What is it, love bug?”

      “Do we have to go to school?”

      I shake my head. “No, you don’t. We are going to stay home and. . . and I don’t know Willow, but no school.”

      Barbara takes Willow with her into the kitchen, and that is when I decide that Stormy needs me. She may not realize it, but she does. Or maybe I need her because I too lost someone I loved.
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