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Prologue





As I sit at the cafe, on the most beautiful day of the year thus far, with a crystal clear view of the snowcapped Sierras, sipping on a perfectly foamy cappuccino, I can’t help but think of … wounds.


The festering, infected, gaping kind that are notoriously hard to heal—to be precise.


When I was in nursing school we learned about wound debridement: the act of removing the dead or damaged tissues in order to improve the healing potential of the remaining tissue. I can’t help but find it darkly ironic that, broken down, that word is de-bride-ment—exactly what the process of divorce is; un-becoming the bride. The wound happens, that initial break, the injury that calls for the divorce. Could be a sudden, forceful injury. Could be something small and almost indiscernible—something that turns putrid. Whichever it is, the wound is there, and needs to be addressed.


Then, the painful debridement continues each time you need to take apart a piece of that marriage—property division, monetary division, closing and changing every damn account you ever had. It’s a necessary process, because as petty as it might be, I refuse to share a Netflix account with my ex-husband and his new fiancée—lest my wounded self be infected further by knowing what shows they’re into and enjoying together, on the sectional we painstakingly picked out after three months of sitting on every option within a fifty mile radius.


Then there’s the restaurants you most enjoyed, the hobbies, the photos … that one dress he loved with the tiny hole in the seam … the one you haven’t yet mended since it reminds you of the time you both dressed up and cooked a three course meal at home, got wine drunk together and ended up having sex in the dining room. That rip happened when, even after eight years together, he got worked up enough to almost tear that dress off of you.


Some of the more painful, more necrotic ‘tissues’ to remove are the subsequent relationships; our entire friend group, the in-laws that were my family. After all of that, when the wound is this big, it’s no wonder a complete amputation is what many recommend.


“Let that shit go,” my sister, Ava, says. “Cut them all off completely, because you know that keeping them around will inevitably lead to them dumping info on you about him that you don’t want or need. I know it’s painful now, Tait, and I know how much you loved them, too, but you have to get protective of yourself here. You already decided the same thing with the house—that it’s not worth the memories. I think you need to decide that with everything else, too.”


Ava is ferocious, free-spirited, and despite being just under four years younger, has suddenly become the big sister in our dynamic since the divorce began. I hate that.


I hate that I haven’t been able to hold my head high and push through like so many other things in life—with copious amounts of sarcasm, distractions, overeating and then over-exercising, perhaps even some girls’ nights mixed in. My ‘girls’ are nonexistent now. Sure, some still called and made an effort for a bit, but I knew it was out of guilt. After all, no one really wants to take the adulterer’s side, so of course they wanted to seem like they chose me, instead.


But, I’m not the witty, fun friend they once knew anymore, anyway. I was half of a whole and now I’m just … half. I can’t even recall the last time one of them called or texted, and don’t know what I would say at this point if they did … I barely know how to attach my thoughts to my feelings these days, anyway.


But as much as my family life may have lacked, I thank the universe that I was given a sister, and that she has the family she has. I think we both had the same idea when we found the people we wanted to be with forever; that our family had been broken, and that the most cathartic thing for us was to relish in establishing our own. The only problem is that mine is … no longer, and she has been forced to absorb me into hers. So, of course, she worries excessively, and feels responsible for me now.


She is actually responsible for my favorite person on the planet, my nephew Jack. Jack was born the day after Cole had told me he was leaving me. I’d been getting out of the shower (had not even wrapped myself in a towel yet) when he told me. I remember every word of that conversation vividly. I remember how it felt like my head was going to explode because of the blood rushing to it, I remember not absorbing his words entirely because I was blindingly fucking pissed that he couldn’t wait until I was at least not naked to shatter my world. How when the words did sink in, I bawled and yelled like a wounded animal. How he knew me and my pride well enough to just leave.


The next day, my brother-in-law, Casey, called and told me that Jack was on his way—two weeks early. Because that’s the singular constant in life, isn’t it? That one minute you are completely obliterated by it, and then in the next moment, it carries you toward something else, regardless of whether or not you’re still emotionally reeling.


So, I took off the towel (that I had managed to wrap myself in) got off the top of bed that I had cried myself to sleep on, dressed and went on my way. I arrived at the hospital, and as I walked into Ava’s room, Jack made his screeching debut. He was been a sturdy, eight-pound boy in spite of his earliness, with dark brown hair, his father’s nose and his mother’s ears. He stole the remaining shard of my heart instantly. He is now just over one, and I’m absolutely certain he’s the smartest and greatest one-year-old to ever live.


I let out a dark chuckle to myself, thinking about my whole debridement thing, when Cole shows up.


“Care to let me in on the joke?” he says with complete sincerity. And while his tone is casual, he wears a desperate look on his face.


I pause for a second, trying to get past the knee-jerk reactions that have not yet ceased taking place. We were together from the time that I was sixteen, up until twenty-six, so I suppose it will take more time for them all to fade … There’s the dip in my stomach when I see his classically handsome face, his broad shoulders and size, just over six feet and strong as ever I’m sure, despite the fact that he’s thinned out a bit. He looks more like he did when we met at sixteen this way, still clean-shaven since he can’t grow a great beard, black hair, kind brown eyes, strong nose, and a wide mouth that always looks like it’s on the verge of a smile. He’s in his station uniform, which I’ve always loved. Every time I see it, I can’t help but be proud of him; the youngest battalion chief in the history of our county’s fire department. Like riding a bike, I want to grab his hand as I would have before, yank him down and plant a kiss on his lips, pulling out that dimpled smile. Taking a beat to return to present reality, I manage a closed-lip smile and say, “Hi. Did you want to wait for your drink?”


“That’s okay, I’m not going to order anything,” he says, and sits.


“Okay, did you bring everything that you need me to sign?” I ask, trying for an easy, unhurried tone. He immediately looks uncomfortable, and I have to stop myself from saying something to ease it.


“Tait, I—yes, I did. I don’t want to use up your time. But, yeah, I did.”


“I have a pen this time,” I volunteer. Won’t ever make the mistake of not having one again. There’s a time limit on how long one can keep it together during these things, and, like developing a substance tolerance, over time that ability increases. But, in the beginning, not having a pen and having to frantically search for one, all to end up having to ask strangers around you, while swallowing back tears … well, it leads to a pretty pathetic scene.


He hands me the documents and I immediately proceed with the signatures. He’s had the decency to mark everywhere with those little signature tabs to make it ‘easy.’


I suppose it is the least he can do since I’m giving him what was once our home. He wanted to buy me out for a small amount, but I simply don’t need the money, and since he didn’t want any of mine, this seemed like the easiest way to just cut ties and for us all to move on. Neither he, nor his new fiancée Alex, seem to mind that they’ll be sharing the home I helped design, on the land I helped to purchase with the inheritance given to me by my grandparents. It is a great house, if so do say so myself—so I imagine that’s why.


We don’t have any children together. Ostensibly, this is a blessing … or so I’ve been told.


I’m on the second to last page when the bastard has the nerve …


“I miss you, Tait. I—I know I shouldn’t say that and don’t deserve to, but I miss you being my best friend. Allie does too. I am so sorry,” he says, for about the billionth time, and with enough earnestness to make me furious. My ears heat, the anger catching in my throat.


I have worked so, so hard to hide the anger and the bitterness. To just proceed with cleaning this wound, to do everything that I can to improve the healing potential of what’s left of me. But the pain of it just keeps coming, and it blooms all over again at his words. I simply can’t yell anymore, so I choke out a whisper, “And how do you think I feel Cole? Don’t you think I wish that I could just be happy for you? You gave me no indication that you were even remotely unhappy, that anything was even wrong. You just up and ripped my heart out of my chest and threw away over ten years of being half of my soul—let alone my best fucking friend. I didn’t know you were even slightly less than happy, Cole. I didn’t know.”


Tears are falling freely from his eyes, as they normally do. I don’t want to be angry anymore. I have moments of it, but I find that it’s a useless emotion in this scenario. I’m just incredibly sad now. Sad beyond tears. The kind that goes bone deep, numbs you and makes you aware of when you need to remember to breathe.


“I wasn’t. I just … we fell in love, and it was beyond our control. I don’t want to hurt you more. I just can’t stand the thought of you thinking you should’ve done anything differently. I know you Tait, I know you probably think you missed something, but you just have to understand that you didn’t. Please understand that. You’re fucking perfect, and always have been. After dad died, and then your mom right after—I realized that we only get this life, and I realized I was more scared to not let myself feel than to face the consequences. I owe my life to you, I wouldn’t be who I am without you. I will always regret that I hurt you, and that I lost us, for us.”


I huff out a sigh. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Stop concerning yourself with what I might be thinking, or who I’m blaming and just please, please let this be the last of it all, Cole.” I hate how my voice shakes at the end of it. I want this to stop. I send up a silent prayer to be woken up, if this is all just a nightmare.


A tear wells over and falls out of my eye, and I hate that too. I quickly scribble the last signature.


He must sense my desperation for the emotional purge to stop, so he moves on.


“This was the last of everything for the house, so it should definitely be all of it, now. Allie’s brother is a notary and said he’ll verify everything for us. He’ll reach out for anything he needs …” He pauses, flicking his glance up to me and back down. “I don’t expect you to right away, but my mom has made it abundantly clear that she loves you more than she loves me right now. I hope you’ll eventually have a relationship with her again. I know she misses you, too.”


I can’t muster up the emotional energy to address my relationship with Clara. I don’t want to dwell long on how she has been more of a mother to me than mine was, how desperately I wish I had a mother to help pull me through this time, to eventually pester me about getting out there again. I can’t marinate on how much I miss cooking with Clara, or how I miss her still wanting to take pictures of us all the time, even as adults.


I miss feeling cared for, feeling precious to someone, and the self-loathing that this actualization brings me is a daily dose of acid, burning and sour.


I can’t get further into that now, weary as I am. So I haul my body out of my seat, turn away from the view, and say, “Bye Cole. Be well.”


It occurs to me that for some sick reason I do want him to be well. To grab his happiness and love with both hands and just go with it, because, despite my best judgment, despite the fact that I love myself enough to know that I deserve better … I still love that idiot, too. That boy who became a man, who held me through my mother’s death and the complicated grieving that accompanied it, who supported me pursuing a career (and then supported me pulling the switch and changing it, despite years of school and money going to the former). We grew up with each other. We used to joke about how lucky we were to have found great sex at sixteen—at least great chemistry that grew into great sex. To have grown up and still grown with each other. He and his family, our friends—it was all so … great. I never took it for granted. And now I know what it’s like to have no hopes for that kind of love again.


I believe him, that it was out of his hands to fall in love with her. I have to. Because believing that our life—and even more than that, our friendship—was all a lie, or just simply not enough … well, it would empty me out entirely.





Someone pass the bone saw …











One





2 YEARS LATER


“If you don’t shut that thing off I swear to god Tait, I will grab the next bottle of champagne that floats by and use it to smash it to pieces.”


Ava is concealed in giant shades, an impressive messy bun in her waist length, beautiful, raven-black hair—hair that I still get jealous of as an adult—no makeup, and suffering what appears to be an impressive hangover.


“Well, well, aren’t we chipper today?!” I laugh as I turn my phone on silent. “It’s just my boss, couldn’t possibly be important or anything, but since you were quite insistent that you wanted to continue last night’s fun, here we are!”


She groans. “I was a completely different person then. I clearly don’t get out enough and let the evening get away from me. Also, you were keeping up with me. How are you so perky?”


“I haven’t gone to bed yet. I might still be a little drunk,” I explain.


To be fair, I’m rocking the same general look that she is; workout leggings, an oversized Fleetwood Mac tee, the same crazy-ass, wobbly bun on my head, sans makeup … but my bun is vaguely blonde, and I guess I’m just not radiating pain the same way she is.


“Ha. Nice. More like you didn’t have a three-year-old riding the high of his ring bearer power to wrangle into bed. He was on another level.”


“Not that I’d share this with the bride, but he did steal the show didn’t he? Kid has some moves.” I pay tribute, and mime his little robot routine.


She laughs. “His enthusiasm for the Ying-Yang Twins should probably make me reevaluate a few things.”


The waitress comes to the table, then, and offers a quick intro—Penelope or something, I think. Despite not being in quite as bad shape, I’m not exactly thriving at the moment either. Still, I can’t help but poke the bear sometimes.


“Hair of the dog?” I say to Ava. “I know it’s hard to get past the idea, but one more is usually the cure.”


She laughs darkly. “You did not just quote our mother to me.” Then, turning a little green around the gills, “Fine, you order it though, I’m afraid to speak it.”


I smile up at the waitress—a cute platinum blonde with bright red lips and pretty doe eyes. She’s practically bouncing on her toes, and is probably much too bubbly and bright to get stuck with the Logan sisters on this particular morning.


“Okay, we’ll do a round of mimosas, and we may as well start off with a good starch. Hit us with the cheese tots.”


“GRRRRRREAT choice! I’ll be right back with the mimosas and just let me know when you’re ready to order those meals, gals!” Penelope exclaims.


“Okay!” I wince and give her an awkward thumbs up in an effort to match her enthusiasm.


Yup, definitely too bubbly for us today.


I look back to Ava, already anticipating what’s about to come out of her mouth.


“Gals? What are we, eighty-five?” she snorts.


“She’s sweet and it’s Sunday brunch. She’s probably just excited for her tips. By the way, where are Jack and Casey today? They were more than welcome to join us.”


“I know, but they were happy in the hotel room and nursing their own kind of hangovers I think. They were both propped up in bed watching Paw Patrol when I left.”


I smirk at the mental image. Jack is a mini Casey these days. And, despite his jokes and various sarcastic comments about missing sports, I know Casey loves just about every kid show out there. Except, apparently, something called Caillou—who is akin to the devil’s spawn, according to him.


“Kayla was so grateful for how you came through last night. Thanks again. I’ve never gotten the warmest vibes from her and now she’s already texted me twice today to make sure I passed along her thanks.”


Kayla is Casey’s cousin, and the bride from the wedding we’re recovering from. Her photographer’s flight was rescheduled so that she could attend her niece’s birth, and then delayed last minute. She wasn’t going to make the ceremony. There would still have been a videographer, and the photographer was there in time for the reception, but I get that it would have been pretty devastating for those memories of the rest of the day to go un-captured.


“It’s no problem, I’m glad it worked out. And I hope she’s not still pissed. I know I wouldn’t have missed Jack’s debut for anything either,” I say.


“The photographer offered her a full refund and still came for the reception, plus you’re basically the best photographer upgrade ever, and took her wedding photos for free—which I still don’t agree with, by the way. If she’s still pissed, she’s an idiot.”


I dust my shoulder off sarcastically. “True.” I smile.


The mimosas arrive, and since I know it’ll end up doing us some good, I pour each of us a glass before second thoughts take hold. She likes a 50/50 ratio of juice and champagne in hers, where I prefer mine to taste like it drove by an orange grove and picked up an orange essence, so I make them accordingly.


“Ugh. I mean what’s even the point of the juice when you do it like that?!” she says with more venom than I think she intends. I respond with an unladylike gulp.


“Hey, last time I just wafted the orange juice towards the champagne. I did this for your benefit.”


She shrugs me off before changing course.


“No, but really Tait, thank you. I know you haven’t taken wedding photos in awhile so I hope that was okay? You’re okay right?”


Irritation flares, whipping through me with surprising force, and I have to take another sip before answering. I staple the nonchalant smile onto my face.


“Ave, we were dancing and having a blast all night. I took full advantage of getting to party during the reception. I could have just jetted home after the ceremony. You were with me. Did I look broken or even upset to you?”


She smiles at that. “No, no you didn’t. In fact, I did catch you flirting with that groomsman at the bar—who asked Casey for your number, by the way. You were doing great for a minute there—” She sighs and her tone flattens. “—and then spent the whole night dancing with the three-year-old instead.”


She’s right, I haven’t done wedding photography for quite some time. But it’s less nuanced than what I photograph now, and it was actually refreshing to have some specific parameters to follow: Simply capture the happy people on their happy day.


“Hey, that was not on me. I even asked what’s-his-face—”


“Ryan. He was literally the best man and was introduced numerous times throughout the night, Tait.”


“—what’s-his-face, to dance. He wasn’t into the fun dancing and did not even participate in the conga line. You know how I feel about that. He just wanted to chat, and I could tell he was working up to ask for a slow dance, which is the lamest.”


“Oh my god. Someone not dancing at a wedding is not an in-depth view into their psyche, Tait. He was smoking hot, is single, has no baggage, and is a doctor for fuck’s sake. I had high hopes. I know you avoid the rugged ones these days, but we both know that’s your type, and he is very outdoors-y. He seemed extremely nice, too. Did you actually ask him to dance?”


Our tots arrive then, and we both shovel some onto our plates a little too quickly to be dignified. Desperately wanting to change the subject, and not having any great comebacks in my addled arsenal at the moment—I am disturbed that she has caught on to the fact that I avoid a ‘type’—I reply lamely, “My, my, Ava Jean Pruitt. Such language! From a mother no less.”


She tosses some food back, and doesn’t reward my dumb remark with a response. I don’t blame her. The attempt was as subtle as a gun, and about as sharp as a marble.


Since I can’t help but hate when she’s disappointed, and wish she’d stop letting her worry over me take away from her own happiness, I give in.


“Okay, I may have just said that I was going to go hit the dance floor. But the invitation in that is implied. And it is a legit theory. If he can’t fun-dance at a wedding, where everyone of all ages is fun-dancing and there’s zero excuse to be self-conscious, then he’s probably just not that much … fun. And you know that slow dancing doesn’t count either—the combo of the wedding atmosphere, booze, music—that’s just a dude trying to make a girl feel twitterpated enough to hop into bed.”


She rolls her eyes, the expression exaggerated as she attempts to chew an overlarge bite. “I’m choosing to ignore the Bambi reference, but we will need to circle back to the fact that you need to start spending more time with grownups and probably less with Jack. Why is fun always your first and only priority though? What about a genuine connection with another human? We both know that the moment they actually do have anything else going for them, you lose interest. I’m not saying it had to be hot doctor Ryan but Jesus, Tait, there’s always something. You need to break the dry spell. It’s time.”


I sigh, and decide to give one more shot at lightening the mood. “Remind me to avoid hungover you next time. Booze takes you deep where it leaves me floating happily in the shallows.” I continue before she can protest, “BUT, I do get it and I love you. I wanted to just have a good time. I’m glad it happened to be right by home and everything too. And, most importantly, I don’t need a person to be happy, or to have a good time. I’d hoped you would have known that by now.” She rolls her eyes some more at that and I sense more of a lecture coming, so I press on. “You know that I am now the proud owner of an air fryer. I am on a first name basis with all three of my Amazon delivery drivers, Ave. My life is full of joy.”


“Tait. Be serious. You know their names, their wives’ and girlfriends’, shit probably even their dogs’ names, but do they know anything about you?”


Le sigh. I was not prepared for this version of Ava this morning. I like shining a light on others. I like how I make other people feel: important. I like keeping things light, and without permanence right now. I chase these good and simple feelings.


And, okay sure, she might be right, I do avoid what I once may have considered my type. However, there’s a real purpose behind that, too. I most likely only find that to be my type because I was with the same person for over ten years—most of which were my very formative years as far as all that is concerned. How do I know that’s what I’m even really into?


My ex-husband was my first and only love, but it went deeper than that. He, his family, our journey together—it created roots in me that I hadn’t otherwise had. Roots that were effectively ripped up. I am growing anew here … I am happy.


So yes, I avoid the rugged, blue-collar men—the ones who come home dirty and have callouses. I find them to be too direct, they try to cut too quickly through the getting-to-know-you part, and elicit too strong a response for the comfort zone I’ve established. I also have a theory that they’re generally just more self-aware than is good for me. I still need simple, uncomplicated distractions for a bit. Besides that, I have a sister, brother-in-law, and a nephew that I adore. I have a dream career. And I have had occasional sex in the last few years! I have! It’s not as if I have closed myself off to that entirely … Nothing to write home about in that department, which is why I’m not dying to hop back in the saddle. I just have no interest in a relationship in general, and I don’t feel the need to give more of myself away again—not when I know exactly how it feels for it to disappear in an instant.


No thanks.


Hard pass … Actually, it’s a bit sad how easy the idea is to pass on.


I’ve worked hard enough to become whole again and happy, alone. I had the love story and the drama that came with, and now I will happily choose to be the fun aunt who travels the world and has her own grand adventures. Life is whole enough. I’m no longer scared of loneliness. I’ve faced it, and learned to enjoy my own company. It’s a far more desolate feeling to be lonely in a relationship, than it is to just be alone.


“Ave, I’ve got you guys.”


Still not feeling it, she won’t look at me. But she eventually relents and says, “I’m just really nursing this thing. It’s been a couple years since I had a good hangover, and I just have been thinking about some shit lately.” She pauses, darting her eyes to her plate as she pushes around a tot. “I got another letter from Dad which always brings out the worst, and I just want you to be happy because you deserve all the things—you deserve love and everything with it. More than anyone else.”


Something about that last part doesn’t sit right with me. “Wait, what’s that supposed to mean?”


She gives me a quizzical look from behind her sunglasses. “Huh? Just what I said—that you deserve to be happy.”


“Yeah but what do you mean, ‘more than anyone else.’ More than who, exactly?”


She blows out a sigh. “I didn’t—I didn’t even mean anything by that. I didn’t want to bring this up at all. I wasn’t going to.” She puts her face in her hands. “Fuck my stupid, pickled brain.”


I raise an eyebrow at her and wait.


She takes a deep breath. “I did some social media stalking again …”


“God dammit, Ava. I told you to stop. I don’t even have any accounts besides my work page, which is work only, so I clearly don’t want to know. You told me to cut everything off. Why is it you who wants to know more?”


“I don’t know T, I’m sorry. I guess I think—well, maybe I hope to find out that he’s gotten fat or something.”


I know that’s not all of it. Not even close. But I understand to an extent. Cole was like a brother to her. We did grow up together through all those years. When our relationship ended abruptly, it effectively ended theirs as well, and just as much out of the blue.


That being said, the last time she did this it ended in complete disaster …


She came across his wedding photos. It’d been a wine-soaked night at my place, and against my better judgment, I ended up scrolling with her. That was all that it had taken for me to learn my lesson … I would have hoped it did the same for her.


Cole and Alex (known by her friends as Allie) had their wedding in our—their—backyard, with all of our friends making up the bridal party. It was a small wedding by the looks of it. Perfect, really … The love radiated, almost cloyingly so, from the photos. Still shaking my head, she continues before I get the chance to tell her to stop, that I don’t want to know any more.


“Alex is pregnant.”


I manage not to pause this time.


“Of course she is Ava. They’re married and happy and in an epic fucking love. Not some high school sweetheart kind of bullshit. They’re both fucking heroes. That’s the natural order of things, to have a baby next. So of course they are. I’m not shocked, and I am fine.”


The mimosa takes a turn on me and I reach for my ice water with a shaky hand.


Bubbles returns at that moment. “Ladies, are we ready to order? I highly recommend the lobster Benedict. Orrrrr the churro waffles! Orrrr do we need another round before food?”


I want to bite out that we don’t need anything since she is not actually sitting with us, but maintain composure and don’t dissolve into complete petulance.


“I actually will take the donut holes, the California omelet with the breakfast potatoes, and a side biscuit with gravy please.”


“Great, two plates for that to share?”


“Nope, sure not.” I offer her a saccharine smile.


Ava throws me an anxious look, orders the breakfast sandwich and her own side of gravy, and Bubbles floats away.


“You know, it’s rude that you stay as fit as you do,” Ava says, as if all it will take is a thinly-veiled compliment …


“I’m hungry and going on no sleep. Leave me be. And you’re one to talk.”


I work out to keep the demons at bay which usually means I work out five days a week, sometimes twice a day. I’m an active hobby addict because digging into a dark place and sweating my ass off means I’m out of my thoughts, frankly. The subsequent endorphins don’t hurt either. Still, I am equally passionate about good food so I’m certainly not thin. Ava is 5’10 with long, willowy, graceful limbs, while still not lacking in the curves department. I’m 5’5 with a similar shape plus a healthy amount of muscle, just shoved onto a shorter frame. I’m not complaining—I am admittedly self-conscious about my legs at times, and would happily take a few inches from Ave, but I’ve got a trim waist and physical strength, and I do what I need in order to be happy in my own skin. I’ll never deprive myself of a good meal. This world hands out enough shit sandwiches so I’ll enjoy a tasty one whenever I can get it.


“So, the letter from Dad huh? Who actually sends letters still? The man can clearly afford a cell phone, or send a damn email,” I say.


“Yeah, it was a little different this time, but mostly the same as always. He thanked me for my response again, even though my responses are, again, mostly just short answers and telling him not to feel obligated to continue to write. He asked me to send my best to you. He still sent us all plane tickets, one for Jack to have his own seat and everything. He apparently set up an account for Jack, and gave me all the info for that which caught me off guard … I haven’t looked at it yet or anything. The only thing different was that he actually asked if he could come here, if we would see him if he did, rather than just asking if we might consider visiting them. He stopped asking for your address a few letters ago. It was still him, but sounded a little … desperate rather than mostly aloof like normal. He even signed it ‘Dad’ this time.”


“Wow. Reeks of desperation,” I reply.


She flaps a hand. “Yeah, I don’t know. Just small differences I suppose. Casey being Casey and the eternal sap that he is wants us to go out there. He tries to convince me that regardless of the awkwardness ‘it would still end up being a cool vacation.’” She includes the air quotes, which come off a bit forced, and I can’t help but get the sense that she might actually want to go …


I don’t really have a response for that. I can’t sort through my feelings about Ava and her family getting reacquainted with our estranged father, and I suppose it’s not my place to even have feelings about what she decides with that, anyway. I know my feelings and my experience, and that’s all I need to know.


My mother was never the happiest person, and she didn’t always make the best choices. The consequences of those choices sometimes fell on us, to be sure. But, she had been left, too. She had been abandoned, and never recovered. The only difference between her then and me now was that I didn’t have two daughters to drag down into my despair with me. She moved us to California, putting a few states of separation between her and my father, and to be closer to our grandparents. I haven’t seen Charlie Logan since. I was seven, and Ava was three. He started writing to Ava and I when she was fourteen, and I was eighteen. At that time, I had no desire to write back. I didn’t need to. Up until that point I had craved a family environment; one with a mom who wanted to be involved, who was warm, or just a bit more interested. Mom was damaged, somehow, but did her best … I wouldn’t be who I am if she hadn’t been who she was. And she was there, which is more than I can say for Charlie.


But at eighteen, I’d fallen in love, and was busy making memories with a new family. I felt complete and excited about the rest of my life—plus, I was still being a teenager. So, I never wrote back. I was finally enjoying feeling like I had something good and whole in my life, and had zero desire to dwell in my broken home’s past. Charlie occasionally called, but I never had anything to say, and he was stoic at best. I never wrote back to his letters like Ave did.


Ava has always seemed to care more about her origins than I, though. She recently got into the idea of us doing those DNA kits, and pitched it to me with feigned nonchalance. It was under the guise of knowing our ethnicities ‘for Jack,’ but it occurs to me now that maybe she just has always cared more. I suspected that she was interested in it segueing into a connection with Dad’s family. Like, maybe, an online thread would lead to a real-life one, or something. And, maybe, doing it together gave us collective permission to do so.


I don’t understand why I should care about my ties to Charlie, or any of the Logans, for that matter. The last real effort he ever put forth was sending me my first camera as a graduation gift—so, ten years ago now. Hell, we didn’t even invite Charlie to our weddings since that would have meant that he (and by extension, the rest of his family) would have needed to be involved in the rest of our lives. Plus, it would not have been fair to my mother, who was already in the beginning stages of illness by then.


Our meals arrive and the rest of the conversation is light and pleasant. That, combined with the striking blue of Lake Tahoe in the background, warm-yet-fresh air, and a contented, full belly, make me ready to catch up on that shut eye by the end of the meal.


I squeeze Ava and send her on her way. Thankfully, they don’t have a far journey home—only about an hour down the hill in the foothills, where there’s no tourist seasons and it’s an easier place to raise kids. Where I also used to live.


I head back to my little A-frame on the west shore, feeling more numb than I probably should given the news of the day. I tell myself it’s a sort of peace I’m feeling … Not more of that deep wave of depression getting ready to pull me under. It feels as if I’ve almost been waiting for this, though: the final confirmation that life—Cole—has moved on completely. That he’s getting what I couldn’t give him, and that however bad he may have felt for not being able to continue loving me, his happiness is too great to not sail on forward.


I get home and all but collapse on the bed, ignoring the constant vibrating of my phone, and sleep.











Two





I wake with a start, drenched in sweat, to find that it’s completely dark outside. “Great …” I groan. The headache has arrived, and sleeping the day away will totally screw up my circadian schedule for days.


I, at least, have a flexible work schedule. Well, no real schedule to abide by anyway, and plenty of time off. I’ve admittedly slowed down on work the last few years, and am beginning to run low on funds—a fact that’s officially burrowing an anxious hole in my brain.


I currently work for a publishing company doing research assistance and photography for various journalists, authors, and their subsequent story developments. I got my ‘big break’ on a photo that I took, that included a small piece of poetry I wrote on my (then) blog about five years ago.


I have no idea how the blog came onto Gemma Nola’s radar, but my photo of a canyon that had been half devastated—almost perfectly split down the middle, in fact—by wildfire, with the accompanying short poem, somehow inspired a novel. Because she felt set on using the photo and poem, she offered me credit in the foreword, as well as a stake in the profits. That angsty (but highly entertaining), epic family drama novel turned into a group of three, each of which she had me privately commissioned for. People’s reviews of the books almost always stated how they loved having photography to coincide with the settings. Adult novels with pictures, who knew? We went on to collaborate on a coffee table book that focused entirely on the photography: the inspirations behind the variety of settings featured.


I’ve since developed a suspicion that Gemma is agoraphobic, hence why she doesn’t go seek out these inspirations for herself, and I’ve never even been able to get the woman to meet in person, but, it has also worked to my extreme favor. The publishing company was so happy with the success of those books that they referred me for other jobs, which lead to a healthy portfolio that resulted in more work—for the magazines it publishes, more books, digital artists and publications, etc.


It may have been too good to be true. Kept me busy for awhile, but after my divorce, I have simply lacked motivation.


I am beginning to get the sense that Deacon regrets their investment in me. I’ve done a few spreads for magazines over the last two years, but haven’t exactly jumped at each opportunity they’ve thrown my way. Just enough to keep my job.





I pad off to the kitchen, scraping up the remnants of my bun that are stuck to my neck, when I hear my phone shudder.


“Shit.” I forgot to turn the sound back on. I scoop the device out of my purse, and my stomach drops. Twenty-three missed calls, thirty-seven texts, and five voicemails. What the?


I verify that none are from Ava, meaning an emergency is unlikely, but see that they’re split pretty evenly between Gemma and Fletcher, my agent from Deacon. Rather than trying to go through every text or voicemail, I go with the quicker option available and push call for Gemma.


She picks up after two rings.


“Taitum.”


“Gemma, I am so sorry I missed your calls. I—I was out with my sister today and left my phone at home.” I decide the lie is easier than explaining that I chose to dedicate my attention elsewhere.


“All’s forgiven—assuming you accept the assignment?”


“Oh, ummm. I’m not exactly decided yet. I’m sure it will work out, but just need to iron out the details.”


I’m met with utter silence. Deeply regretting not going through those voicemails or texts, I decide to gamble … After all, I very much owe my comfortable life to Gemma Nola. I’ve been sent to all of my favorite places at her behest; Scotland, Spain, New Zealand, Switzerland … I’ve seen places that look as if they couldn’t be real, like they should only exist as screensavers. She could have kept her moment of inspiration to herself all those years ago and not chosen to even acknowledge my photograph, or my blog. The poem aside, she had her story inspiration and could’ve ran with it. The books would have been equally successful, I’m sure. I could still be doing all freelance work, or not traveling at all and simply doing family photography.


And, as sad as it is, my job is all that I have at this point. It’s allowed me travel to places beyond my imagination, where I have met fascinating people, and I’ve experienced an inordinate amount of fun. These experiences are everything I have—they’re what has built me back to my whole self. Or this version of myself, at least. Having a career that I’m passionate about is the only piece of me that I tended and grew on my own.


Aside from that, this kind of assignment and entity of my job is my favorite—research with a focus on imagery. I’m suddenly gripped with the need to get away, to throw myself into work so that I don’t lose this, too.


Peter the Prime guy and his Pontiac rebuild progress, be damned! He, and the other two (Jose and Ted), might miss me, but they’ll still be here when I get back!


At that very real thought—and the cold-water reality that washes over me with it, I suddenly know what choice I need to make. Unlike almost all the other assignments over the last two years, I know I need to do this.


“You know what, I’ve got everything covered. I would love to dig into it for you.”


She laughs loudly, a bit harsh and phony, but the one I know as her normal one.


“Oh Taitum, I have such a juicy story brewing and it’s absolutely PARAMOUNT that it revolves around this place. This—this family legacy of a ranch that continues to fight for its own existence. And I know you must think every angle has been seen with that show’s infamy—Lord, that hot extra and all. Anyway, I know you and your keen vision will capture so much more than what has already been exposed to the masses. I need that inside view.”





I feel the blood beginning to rush to my head again, that all-too-familiar sensation that makes it sound like words are coming from a distance. I instinctively know the place she’s referring to, but decide to hold out hope that I’m wrong …


“Uh … remind me the name of the place again Gemma?”


“Logan Range, that marvelous ranch right outside of Sun Valley where they film that show, Dollar Mountain.”





Fuck.





My Father’s ranch.











Three





I manage half-hearted responses and wrap up the call as quickly as I can, missing every other itinerary detail I’m sure she was attempting to share, but desperately needing to get my bearings.


So. Maybe my confirmation on this particular job was just a tad premature.


Shaking myself out of my stupor, I quickly decide to act.


Gratitude aside, the anxiety over the would-be awkwardness of exploring my stranger-for-a-dad’s ranch is far more potent than my pride. After quickly brainstorming my approach, I decide that I better just go directly to Fletcher to explain why I’ll need to withdraw, and flat-out admit the blunder. I’m sure I could share it with Gemma, but it seems like the more efficient option to come clean to the people who write the checks, first.


Gemma couldn’t have known about my ties to the ranch since she only knows me by my pen name—Tait Leigh. Frankly, Taitum isn’t even my name, I just don’t correct her. Besides, even if she’d known my last name, Logan is common enough.


Starting off in the blog world, being young(er), jaded, and self-important enough to think that my name needed to be catchy to be recognized, I decided a pen name was for me.


Also, my last name at the time was Van Rijckevorsel. So—yeah, there’s that.


Obviously, I will owe them an explanation on my flip-flopping, and since the further I let this go, the more details I’ll have to give. I decide to call Fletcher when it occurs to me that it is, in fact, 12:30 a.m. and no one will be in their office until nine. I don’t think it wise to blow up his cell phone at this hour either.





Panic continues to percolate, though, and I eventually give up any hope of falling back asleep. Instead, I attempt to pick up a book, do some yoga, look online at dog shelters for a dog that my laptop and I both know I won’t end up committing to, and even complete an eleven step skincare routine that consists of rubbing every sample I have amassed onto my face, before I finally concede to do some reconnaissance …


Dollar Mountain is the newest hit show to take over the nation. It would’ve been impossible to avoid it being on the fringes of my awareness with the various billboards, memes, and quotable one-liners constantly being shared or talked about—even without having a regularly active social media account. It is the highest rated television show out there after two seasons. Ava confirmed that it was Logan Range after the first commercial for the pilot featured the same stone barn from our childhood. The barn looks like something that belongs on an old English estate rather than a working cattle ranch, but, slightly behind and perpendicular to that is a sprawling white ranch house with a wrap around porch—all Americana.


I decide that it seems sensible to watch a bit of the show so that I know exactly what I’m turning down. Plus, I hope I can glean some focus points to share with them for whoever they replace me with, possibly earning me a few forgiveness points. After all, it’s not as if I’ll actually be watching Charlie, or his new family. Just about all the memories I have of the Range itself are pleasant ones.


It doesn’t need to be personal.


I’m not invested.


I prop myself up on a mountain of pillows and start episode one …





Two episodes into the season, around 4:30 a.m., I see the episode that sparked the ‘hot extra’ phenomenon. A six-and-a-half-foot, scruffy viking in a cowboy hat. He only sticks out like a sore thumb because he’s standing as stiff as a statue in the background of a scene where Joseph Dollar—the patriarch of the family—is beating the shit out of one of his unruly sons. The entire aesthetic of the scene is thrown off by his looming and awkward presence in the background. I snort. You can’t get a clear picture of his face, all you can discern is his size and that he’s got dark auburn-blonde hair that brushes the top of his collar, and a closely-cropped beard. When the camera pans over him he even passes a quick, uncomfortable glance into the lens. The eyes are probably what all the fuss is about. They’re a light gold, framed by the kind of lines that weather a man’s face, but (annoyingly) make them more handsome. It couldn’t be more obvious that this guy is not an actor of any kind. I imagine the television crew pulling him out of some diner booth out there, thinking that using him would add to the realistic atmosphere. It has the opposite effect. If anything, he eclipses the too-pretty actors and actresses of the show; the ones with artfully distressed clothing and bodies manufactured in gyms versus digging posts and pulling barbed wire fencing.


The show is … Well, it’s wonderful.


A modern day Western that pays homage to family and all the drama that entails, with entertaining and dramatic storylines that are rooted by breathtaking landscapes. There’s artful symbolism, satisfying romance that doesn’t feel earnest or phony, and enough dysfunction to be endearing.


Still, from what I recall of Charlie Logan, I remain as confused as when I first heard the news that he allowed them to film on Logan Range, his family’s legacy.


The Range is the real mistress that he loved so much; the one he left my mother and us for. There was another woman, yes, but long before she came into the picture, my mom had made it abundantly clear to my dad that she never intended to be a ranching wife or a ranching family. She wanted us to grow up with friends and extracurriculars and choices, not to be duty bound to our forefathers’ legacy. When my grandfather died, any one of my two uncles, or my aunt, could have taken over Logan Range. But, Dad decided it was his to continue. My mom always told us that we were the family he could’ve chosen, but didn’t.


Mom held her ground, and we eventually moved to be nearer to her parents. I don’t even recall the exact time the divorce became official, just that he never followed. After that, he seemed to easily fade from our lives. Charlie became too wrapped up with running Logan Range to maintain his relationship with his daughters. He remarried, and started a new family instead. He remarried and had a baby within two years or so.


I wonder if perhaps, just as in the show, the ranch itself was struggling financially? Hence the reason for allowing the show access …
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