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To those of us who never quite fit into the spaces
they made for us. May we find our people.
May we make our way. May we find our home.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


There are parts of this story I’ve been writing for the last twenty years. More accurately, there are aspects of This Could Be Us I’ve been living for the last twenty years, since the day my son was diagnosed with autism. He is a mold-breaker. A one-of-a-kind supernova who manages to convey so much compassion and kindness and curiosity even without many words. He’s a big guy, over six feet tall now, and everywhere he goes they call him “gentle giant.” LOL. He doesn’t talk much, but he speaks. His life speaks, and I wanted to depict a character navigating the world in my pages of fiction the way he does every day. When they call autism a spectrum, they ain’t lying. It’s everything from my son, who requires intense supervision and has very high support needs, to someone who may have a lot more independence and appear pretty typical from the outside. Those folks have unique challenges of their own. Both “ends” of the spectrum and everything in between deserve respect and dignity.


Can I be honest for a second? I can? Good. It took me a long time to write about autism because I was concerned that I would get things “wrong.” I’ve written a lot of stories that weren’t my lived experience, always with interviews and research and sensitivity readers. But this, my lived experience as a parent and someone who loves an autistic person, kinda intimidated me. The last thing I wanted to do was misrepresent or inadvertently harm the community that has embraced my family and my son so beautifully his entire life. But as I started thinking about Soledad’s story and her passion for her children, I knew these two boys you are about to meet in This Could Be Us would play a pivotal role, so it was time.


For this story, I interviewed several autistic people and parents, hoping to capture a broad range of experiences. There’s no way everyone will see themselves exactly as they are, but my hope is that many will feel resonance—will feel seen, cared for, respected, and hopeful.


Many things in the autism community become “hotly debated.” Even how those on the spectrum should be addressed. Specifically, someone “having autism” versus “being autistic.” I have chosen to use “autistic” for this story, and I respect those who choose otherwise. I also reference level 1 and level 3 as clinical classifications. There are some who don’t embrace that language and some who do. I reference it in the story merely as part of their formal diagnoses. If you are autistic or a loved one of someone who is, we are all navigating the tough parts and, hopefully, celebrating the terrific moments when they come. However it looks for you, however you are managing, I extend you grace and wish you the very best.


I hope I’ve written the twin boys in this story with the same compassion I always want to see extended to my son. I hope you love them as I do.


As you begin this story, I want to mention that there is discussion of a parent’s death, in the past, off the page, and of cancer. Please take care of yourself as you read.:-)









“There are years that ask questions and years that answer.”


—Zora Neale Hurston,
Their Eyes Were Watching God









PROLOGUE
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JUDAH


I’m sure I loved her once.


And she loved me.


I remember the fluttery emotions early on, the quick-burn passion, the commitment that felt like it was anchored in cement. It became something that required little thought or feeling. What had once been a groove carved between our hearts settled with dismal comfort into a rut. Seated across from Tremaine now as we “mediate” the end of our marriage, looking into her eyes, I only see the remains of that love—mutual affection and respect.


We failed each other epically. Not through cruelty or infidelity, but through neglect. The idea we had of a love that would last forever, it’s a casualty of hardship and indifference. This should hurt more. I should be more disappointed that my marriage is over, but instead there is a sense of relief that almost overwhelms me. A breath that has been lodged behind my ribs, maybe for years—I released it when Tremaine finally asked for the divorce. What should have felt like a slice through me instead felt like a sigh.


Yeah, this should hurt more, but it doesn’t. So all I can think about now is the end and the new beginning, whatever that means for her, me, and our twin boys, Adam and Aaron.


“Custody,” says Kimberly, the child specialist, glancing up from the small stack of papers on the coffee table in our living room. “We need to create the parenting plan.”


“Right,” Tremaine agrees, uncharacteristic uncertainty in her eyes. A small frown knits the smooth brown skin between her brows. Her hair, in two-strand twists, billows around her face like a weeping willow, softening the keen features. “I don’t know how much they understand.”


“Adam gets it,” I say. “He’s been asking about divorce nonstop. He told me today it derives from the Latin divortere, which means separation. He can’t always wrap his emotions around things, so he leans more on facts.”


“Wonder where he got that from?” Tremaine asks with a wry smile.


Tremaine used to joke that the diagnoses for our twin boys might not be autism. Maybe they’re just mine because they share so many traits with me. I admit I may not have a formal diagnosis, but the more we’ve learned about autism over the last decade, the more of myself I’ve seen and understood.


“In my meeting with the boys,” Kimberly continues, “it did seem that Adam grasped what was happening. Aaron … I’m not so sure.”


Both boys are on the spectrum, but they present differently. Aaron doesn’t have much expressive language and is classified as level 3, which simply indicates the intensity of support he needs. Many tend to underestimate him, to overlook him, because he doesn’t often speak. Adam, classified as level 1, is less “observably” autistic than Aaron to others, so people often assume he needs less support than he actually does. Because he’s so bright in the ways in which we often measure intelligence, people may offer him fewer accommodations or expect things he has trouble giving. Some people still speak in terms of more or less severe, but it’s all autism. Just different needs that evolve, and we meet them as best we can.


We don’t compare Aaron and Adam, but try to meet each of them where he is with whatever he needs. They started at basically the same place, but along the way their paths diverged—Adam making more gains faster and Aaron lagging behind, still gaining, but less and more slowly.


“Aaron may not talk a lot,” I say. “But his receptive language—what he understands—is much higher.”


“Most of the time he just doesn’t care to let you know he understands what you’re saying.” A smile dents dimples in Tremaine’s cheeks. “That boy. There’s a whole world in his head he keeps to himself.”


“I did sense that,” Kimberly says. “Regardless of how much they understand, this is a huge transition. It would be for most, but especially for kids who need routine and predictability as much as Aaron and Adam do, for kids with autism.”


She pauses, looking between us.


“I’m sorry,” she says. “I should have checked. Do the boys like to be referred to as ‘autistic’ or ‘with autism’ or …”


“ ‘Autistic’ is fine,” Tremaine replies. “We appreciate you asking.”


“Just wanted to make sure. Different families prefer different things.” Kimberly closes the file on the coffee table. “We’ll have to handle this transition with care.”


“Tremaine and I want to do anything we can to ease their way,” I offer.


“That’s what this whole process is for, right?” Tremaine sends me a quick look, as if to confirm we are on the same page. I nod and reach over to squeeze her hand where it is clenched on her knee.


We’ve both made sacrifices, each of us working from home or not at all early on when the boys kept getting kicked out of daycare centers or we had to assume their education ourselves. Adam, so bright he eventually placed in gifted classes, struggled with potty training even at seven years old. He has poor interoception—meaning his body can’t always sense what’s happening inside it. He had trouble telling when he needed to go, and by the time he realized how close he was, it would be too late. Interoception is a complex concept even for some adults to grasp, and kids definitely didn’t understand. They teased him badly. Adam felt so much shame when he had accidents at school and begged us to let him learn from home. Tremaine delayed law school and worked at night, staying home with the boys during the day, while I took the evenings. One year I freelanced, pursuing forensic accounting cases that allowed me to work remotely, squeezing in the boys’ lessons while Tremaine busted her ass at the firm.


“We’ve decided the boys will stay here with Tremaine during the week and me on the weekends,” I say.


“Yeah,” Tremaine weighs in. “Them being in one place all week is more stabilizing for their schedule at school.”


“We’ll split the commute, doctor appointments, therapy, et cetera as evenly as possible,” I say. “But they’ll spend most of their time here in the house, where they feel most comfortable.”


“Have you told the boys yet?” Kimberly asks.


“Not yet. We wanted to see what you thought first,” Tremaine says. “Aaron responds better to visual aids, so we’ll create a schedule for when they’ll be with each of us to help him understand.”


“Sounds like a great plan.” Kimberly claps once. “No time like the present. Why don’t we call them downstairs and see what the boys think?”


Tremaine stands and crosses over to the stairs. Even at home wearing casual clothes, she’s elegant and commanding, like she could persuade any jury or judge. “I’ll go get them.”


Ours is what they call a “collaborative divorce.” It’s as amicable as you’d expect when two people who respect each other deeply, and used to be in love, agree their kids are the only things they still have in common.


“I’m glad we have you,” I tell Kimberly. “And thanks for coming to us.”


Kimberly typically meets clients in her office, but she made an exception tonight considering Adam’s been having a rough time lately. Just when we think we’ve found a solution to reduce the seizures associated with his tuberous sclerosis, they come back with force.


“No problem.” She reaches for the glass of water on the coffee table and takes a quick sip. “We love seeing parents put their kids first in situations like this.”


The boys come bounding down the stairs. They’re identical and so different. Both have my eyes and facial shape, but their smile is all Tremaine. Their hair is a little coarser than mine. Their skin a little lighter. Adam glances from Kimberly to me, his expression curious. Aaron doesn’t look at anyone but sits down on the couch, an assistive communication device cradled in his lap. It took us a long time to get him using it, but now he carries it everywhere. Severe apraxia limits the words he can speak, but the device with its images and voice approximations exponentially increases what he can say.


“Boys,” Kimberly starts, looking between Aaron and Adam, “remember what we talked about last time? That you’ll have two houses soon? And your mom will live in one, and your dad will live in the other?”


“Divorce from divortere,” Adam says immediately. “Di means apart and verte means different ways. Mom and Dad are going different ways.”


“That’s right,” I say carefully. “You’ll stay in this house with your mom. My house will still be here in Skyland. Just a few blocks away. You’ll be there on weekends, but I’ll see you during the week too.”


“Do you understand what we’re saying, Aaron?” Tremaine asks, her brows furrowing.


He doesn’t respond but starts scrolling through images and picture cards we’ve collected and loaded into his device over the years.


“It may take a little more time,” Kimberly offers, watching Aaron work with his device. “He may not—”


She stops midsentence when Aaron wordlessly sets the communication device in her lap. She glances down, a frown forming on her face. “I’m not sure …”


“Let me see.” I extend my hand to accept the device and glance at what he pulled up to show her.


It’s a candid shot Tremaine took of us a few years ago. Both boys have often had trouble sleeping. During one of Aaron’s big growth spurts, he barely seemed to sleep at all. Sometimes I’d read to him, hoping it would help when the melatonin didn’t. In this photo, I had fallen asleep right there with him, Goodnight Moon open on the bed between us.


I look up now to find him watching me intently. Eye contact can be difficult for both boys. They often gather information through quick, flitting glances and through other senses—exploring the world more deeply with touch and sound and taste. Sometimes they connect by simply sitting close or even holding my hand. But right now, Aaron’s holding my stare. His eyes bore into mine, conveying a silent message I pray I’ll understand. It’s a window opening into his mind, a world I don’t always have easy access to.


“Son, I don’t …” I falter, not wanting to admit I don’t understand what he’s telling me. When he tries like this, I don’t want to let him down. I wish like hell I knew exactly what he’s trying to say. Does he want to make sure I’ll still read to him once I move out?


He takes the tablet, fingers flying across the surface, pulling a few words into a short sentence. His reading skills are almost as limited as his speech. Something about words on the page never seems to click for him. Reading has been like the tide, coming, then receding. Progressing, then regressing. He’ll gain words and then they’ll slip from his mind before he can truly own them, but simple phrases he can manage. He hits three buttons, and a digitized voice emerges from the device’s speakers.


“Stay. With. Me.”


He doesn’t have the filter most would by twelve years old, the one where he feels awkward voicing his preference for one parent over the other. That is one of the blessings with this kid. You get what you get. There is no guile, no deception, no dissembling.


He wants to stay with me, or rather he wants me to stay here.


Somewhere along the way, Tremaine and I became co-caregivers, glorified roommates and even the best of friends. We may not have passion anymore, but we have that bond, and we know each other too well. I hazard a glance at my soon-to-be ex-wife. She’s a magnificent mother, a warrior or a nurturer as needed. To hear Aaron express a preference for me to stay here could hurt. She meets my eyes squarely, a half smile quirking one corner of her mouth even as she blinks back tears.


“We should have seen this coming,” she says with a shrug and a swift swipe under her eyes. “You’re his person, Judah. If he has you and Adam, the world falls into place. I know he loves me. Don’t worry. We’ll just flip it. Five days with you. Two days with me. You stay here and I’ll take the new house. That will be the easier transition for him. And we know Adam wants to be wherever Aaron is.”


“Are you sure?” I ask, still concerned that this stings more than she’s revealing.


“Are you sure?” Tremaine chuckles. “You know we’ll split all the responsibilities as evenly as possible. I’ll see them every day, but they’ll spend most of the time under your roof.”


Aaron spoke. Every word out of that kid is like gold to me, even when it comes from a voice box. There’s nothing I won’t do to make this transition better for our boys.


“Yeah.” I nod, unable to look away from Aaron and Adam, my heart split into two identical parts. “I’m sure.”









PART I




“The longer I live, the more deeply I learn that love—whether we call it friendship or family or romance—is the work of mirroring and magnifying each other’s light.”


—James Baldwin, Nothing Personal












CHAPTER ONE
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SOLEDAD


Three Years Later


“Tonight is really important, Sol.”


I glance up from my jewelry tray to stare at my husband’s back as he strides into our walk-in closet.


“It’s a company Christmas party,” I reply dryly. “Not a board meeting.”


“May as well be,” Edward mutters, knotting the tie his mother gave him last Christmas.


God, I hate that tie. It’s plagued with red oversized polka dots that closely resemble drops of blood.


“Delores Callahan will be there,” he continues, a warning in the tone and the look he aims over his shoulder at me. “Let’s not have a repeat of last time.”


“The woman asked.” I grimace, remembering the last conversation I had with the daughter of CalPot’s CEO.


“Pretty sure she didn’t expect a Yelp review of our own product. Much less a scathing one.”


“It was not scathing.” I cross our bedroom to join him in the closet and flip through his ties, which I’ve organized by color. “It was honest. I told her the new pan only accommodates three average-size chicken breasts, and I’d love it even more if I could cook four at a time.”


“And the heat thing?” Irritation pinches the corners of his green eyes.


I shrug, plucking an embroidered Armani tie from the red section. “Well, it doesn’t heat evenly. I practically have to turn the thing every few minutes just to get the meat cooked all the way through. They’re one of the biggest cookware companies around. Aren’t pans kinda supposed to be their thing?”


“Just saying I already have Cross up my ass. I don’t need Delores Callahan after me too.”


“Cross is the new accountant?”


“Director of accounting, yeah.”


I stand in front of him and brush his fingers aside, tugging the awful tie loose and tossing it to the floor. “Not this tie, babe. Trust me.”


“If you say so.”


“I do say so.” I knot the preferred tie. “Besides, this one matches the red dress you asked me to wear tonight.”


“I love that dress on you.”


“I like the gold better.”


“The gold shows too much. It’s a Christmas party, not a strip show. I’m not giving Cross room to criticize anything tonight. I don’t want to draw attention to us. I’m telling you, Sol. That guy has been after me ever since the day he showed up at CalPot.”


“Hasn’t he only been there six months? Maybe he’s still settling in.”


“It’s been a year.” Edward scowls. “A year of him watching me like a hawk and sniffing around my department all the time.”


“Let him look. You don’t have anything to hide.”


The expression that crosses Edward’s face is not so much a frown as a … twitch. Some tiny disruption in the symmetry of his handsome features, gone almost before it could be detected. Except we’ve been married sixteen years, together for eighteen. I make it my business to detect everything concerning my husband and our three girls. I practically know when this man loses an eyelash, I’m so attuned to his moods and emotions. Or at least I usually am. Lately he’s been harder to decipher and predict.


“Yeah, well,” he says. “I don’t need some geeky bean counter riding me.”


I rise up on my toes to press my lips to his ear.


“I’ve got an idea.” I grab the hand hanging limply at his side and place it on the naked curve of my butt in the skimpy thong I hoped he would have noticed by now. “Instead of thinking so much about Cross riding you, think about how I’ll ride you when we get home.”


He swallows, and that twitch happens again. Here and gone like a tumbleweed blowing across his face before I can catch it. He drops his hand from me and walks deeper into our closet, approaching his shelves of custom-made shoes.


“Damn, Sol,” he says, his tone cool. “I tell you I’m stressed at work, and you go straight to sex.”


I stiffen and force myself to reply evenly. “I didn’t mean to offend your delicate sensibilities, but when you haven’t fucked your wife in nearly two months, she tends to bring it up every once in a while.”


“It hasn’t been two months.”


“It has.”


“If you’re that horny,” he says, turning to glower at me, “you have a battery-operated solution in your bedside table.”


“Oh, believe me, it’s been earning its keep.” I practically stomp over to my side of the closet. “And if you thought you’d make me feel ashamed with that snide comment, sorry to disappoint you. I have needs, and I’m not embarrassed by how I meet them when you won’t.”


Something has fundamentally shifted in our marriage the last two years. Every couple experiences slumps, ruts. We are no exception, but it’s more than that. I’ve felt Edward slipping away from this marriage, from this family. I’ve tried everything to stop it, but my arms feel emptier, our bed feels colder, every day. I can’t hold off a landslide by myself, and lately Edward seems content to watch it all fall down.


I turn away from the row of designer dresses to find his hard stare. “I love sex, Edward. I always have. You used to like it too.”


“Can we not do this right now?” His words are graveled with irritation. “I have enough on my plate without having to think about satisfying my sex-starved wife.”


“That’s unfair. Why are you trying to make me feel bad for wanting to save our sex life? To revive this marriage? I understand if—”


“You don’t understand a damn thing.”


“I understand if,” I resume, carefully laying out my next words, “you’re having trouble in that area. Sometimes as men age—”


“I’m forty, Sol,” he fires back. “Not eighty. You ever think maybe the problem isn’t with me, but with you?”


“What do you mean?”


“Women’s bodies change.”


“I’m in the best shape of my life.” I hear the note of defensiveness creeping into my voice and start again. “I do yoga and Pilates a few times a week. If anything, I’m trying not to lose this.”


I grab my generous ass. A gift from my abuela, it ain’t going anywhere anytime soon. It is time-tested and exercise-resistant, and I like it that way.


“I don’t mean the outside.” He reaches for his suit jacket. “You have pushed out three kids. Things get loose down there. What’s that thing women do to tighten up? Vaginal rejuvenation or whatever? Maybe that’s where you start reviving our sex life.”


It’s a sucker punch that knocks the breath out of me. I go still, my hand hovering over the red dress. I can’t believe he said that, and with such deliberate aim.


“Your three kids,” I reply, making sure the wobble I feel inside doesn’t make my voice waver. “I pushed out your three daughters. They literally had to stitch my vagina back together after the last one. Until you’ve known the pain of a third-degree tear, don’t complain to me about my loose pussy. Go to this party by your damn self.”


I stride out of the closet and into the bedroom, snatching my robe from the bench at the foot of our bed. Slipping my arms through the sleeves, I sit, bracing my hands on the bench to hide their shaking.


When did Edward turn cruel? He wasn’t always like this. Maybe I was so fooled by his brightness, by the beauty of him, that I overlooked this ugly underside. He was ambitious, yes, and sometimes careless, but something is rotting inside him now. It’s only lately I’ve smelled the stench.


He walks back into the bedroom in bare feet and with measured steps. The look he angles at me from under his brows is careful, calculating. I know this man. He needs me on his arm tonight at this party and is wondering what he should say to get me there.


He squats in front of me, taking my hands in his. “Look, I shouldn’t have said—”


“No, but you did.” I hold his gaze, not softening mine even though he appears contrite.


“I’m sorry,” he says. “You know I’ve been under so much pressure at the office—”


“That can’t be your excuse for everything, Edward. For being home less with me and the girls. For working all the time. For saying your assistant’s name in your sleep.”


His head snaps up. “I explained about that. Nothing’s going on between Amber and me. We’ve been working so hard on these projects that I—”


“Dream about her?” I cock my head to the side, snatching my hands away from him to fold my arms across my chest.


“No, I …” He shakes his head, his contrition and patience wearing thin. “We don’t have time to rehash this. Not right now. It only happened a couple of times. God, are you holding me responsible for my subconscious? I told you it was nothing. Can we just go?”


He reaches for my hands again, looking at me with pleading eyes.


“Sol, baby, I need you.”


I stand, glaring down at him, still not ready to release my indignation. “Then act like it.”


I leave him there and head back into the closet, flick through the clothes until I find what I’m looking for. The one-shouldered gold dress I wanted to wear shimmers among the blacks, grays, and other more muted colors. I’ve never worn it, but I remember how it cuts low over my breasts and rides high up my legs. Letting the robe fall to the floor, I wrench the dress from the hanger and yank it over my head, showing little consideration for the delicate material.


“I thought we agreed on the red,” Edward says with a frown.


“You like the red dress so much?” I shove my feet into the five-inch stilettos I coveted online for months before breaking down and buying. “You wear it.”


I leave the room in a flounce of gold and fury, taking the stairs at a breakneck pace, slowing when I realize I could literally break my neck in these heels.


“Wow, Mom.” My daughter Lupe whistles from the bottom of the stairs. “You look great.”


“Thank you, honey.” I pause to kiss her cheek. At fifteen, she already stands a few inches above me, but the heels give me a slight advantage. “I have a feeling I’ll regret these shoes, though.”


“There’s still time to change.”


“And waste all this glam?” I kick up one heel and force myself to smile even though I’m still seething from the confrontation with Edward. “No way. Looking this good might be worth losing my pinkie toe at the end of the night. Beauty is pain sometimes.”


“I’ll remember that for prom.”


My smile drops and I slap my forehead. “Ugh. Can we not talk about prom right now? I’m not ready.”


“You’ve got plenty of time to adjust. Maybe no one will ask me.”


My daughter is so pretty she gets stopped on the street by modeling scouts. We both know someone will muster the courage to ask her, but I’m not ready for her to grow up. Next will be college, and I’ll probably have to get several cats and a dog to survive that.


“Make sure your sisters do their homework,” I say, diverting the conversation. I was already furious. Why add melancholy to the emotional mix before we even arrive at this party?


The thud of Edward’s footsteps descending the stairs revives my anger, slipping a rod down my back. When his hand curls around my hip, I barely resist the urge to slap it away.


“We’ll be home late, baby girl,” he tells Lupe. “Call if you need anything.”


“Okay, Daddy.” She flicks a look between us, a slight frown knitting her brows.


My three girls are my greatest joy. Lupe looks the least like me with the red hair she inherited from my father, Edward’s green eyes, and her own pale-gold skin, but her temperament is the most like mine. Overachieving. Naturally nurturing and deeply intuitive. If there’s a ripple in the water, she feels it. A tsunami is happening between her parents, and I think she senses the tension in me. With a conscious effort to relax my muscles, I pull away from Edward and head for the garage.


“Love you, Lupe,” I call over my shoulder, not waiting to see if Edward follows. “Watch your sisters, and don’t wait up.”


The thirty-minute drive to Brett Callahan’s house is quiet and frosted with tension. Neither of us breaks the brittle silence. The first time we attended one of these holiday parties at the CEO’s sprawling mansion a few years ago, Edward had just started at CalPot. We barely concealed our awe, elbowing each other and trying not to gape at the ostentatious surroundings.


“I’ll get us one of these someday, Sol,” he vowed, eyeing the high ceilings and priceless art decorating the walls.


I laughed it off because, though we live a comfortable life, in many ways a privileged life in Skyland, one of Atlanta’s most desirable in-town communities, we’ll probably never have a place like that. Brett Callahan’s palatial home is practically an estate north of Atlanta. I always find myself squirming when we come this far north of the city, places that less than half a century ago didn’t welcome people who looked like me.


I pull down the visor to check my makeup. My skin glows cinnamon gold in the mirror light, which emphasizes subtle hollows under my cheekbones, my glossed lips, my favorite set of false lashes, and the hair, pressed tonight from its usual springy curls into a silky fall around my shoulders.


Edward shows his license to the security officer at the gate and passes through. He pushes out a long breath when we pull into the large circular driveway.


“I can’t believe you wore that dress.” He frowns over at me in the passenger seat, the length of my leg exposed by the high slit.


“There’s nothing wrong with it.” I smooth the silky material over my knees. “I don’t understand why you’re so uptight about tonight and this Cross guy.”


“I know it doesn’t make sense.” Edward reaches across to grab my hand and turns to me as the valet hired for the night approaches. “But trust me when I say Cross is not our friend. Just stay off his radar. Can you do that for me, Sol?”


He strokes the back of my hand, and my heart softens a little at the first sign of tenderness he’s shown me in days. Maybe I am underestimating the pressure he’s under. This Cross guy must be a real ogre to get my usually unflappable husband this flustered.


“I said I can. I will.” I squeeze his hand, catching his stare and smiling. “And I promise not to tell Delores Callahan her nonstick coating starts flaking after only a few uses.”


He huffs a short laugh, shakes his head, and opens the door to hand over the keys.


Once inside, I note the few changes they’ve made to the decor since I was here for last year’s party. A new crystal light fixture. Slightly more garish wallpaper in the foyer. New window treatments? I can’t remember if they were this tacky before. To have all this money and so little taste. Tragic, really.


“Edward, good to see you.” Delores Callahan greets us before we can join the party in the large room where everyone is mingling. Her dark hair is tightly curled tonight, and she seems not quite at home in a floral dress, her wonderful wide shoulders and forceful personality pushing against the seams and straining the collar.


“Delores,” Edward says, his smile stiff and his hand slightly tightening on my elbow. “Haven’t seen you since the sales meeting weeks ago. We’ve missed you around the office.”


“Been up in Canada,” Delores responds, her eyes gleaming with sharp intelligence as she watches my husband. “They’re really buzzing up there about your White Glove program. Several of our customers say they hear great things and want in. Can’t believe we didn’t think of something like this before.”


“You know me.” Edward practically preens. “Always looking for ways to innovate.”


I barely catch my eye roll and keep my smile fixed in place.


“Who’d have thought someone would pay that much just to feel like they’re getting the VIP treatment?” Delores shakes her head, the grudging admiration clear on her face. “And the retreats? Stroke of genius.”


I was skeptical when Edward first introduced the White Glove program for CalPot customers who purchased the most product and spent above a certain threshold. They would get special agents assigned to their accounts who were always available for questions and concerns, as well as expedited delivery and even retreats as a thank-you for their continued business. Seemed like a possible waste of money to me, but I was wrong. The program has thrived, and it earned Edward a huge bonus last year.


It’s also why he says he and Amber have had to work so hard and so closely together.


“We’re doing Cabo next,” Edward says, reeling me back to their conversation. “That is, if Cross gets off my back.”


“He’s just doing his job,” Delores says. “We’re lucky to have him. Best at what he does.”


“Which is what?” I ask, ignoring the quelling look Edward shoots me.


“Forensic accounting. Not exactly what we hired him for, but that’s his background,” Delores answers, casting a narrow-eyed glance at me. Not unfriendly, but like she’s trying to remember something. “You’re the wife, right?”


“Yes.” I flash a saccharine-sweet smile and lean into Edward. “I also answer to my given name, which is Soledad.”


Edward coughs and tugs my hand. “We better be getting into the party.”


“Chicken breasts.” Delores snaps her fingers and points to me. “You wanted a bigger pan.”


I search for an answer that won’t put Edward in an awkward position or upset him. “Well, I—”


“Our test group agreed,” she says.


My half-formed apology dies. “They did?”


“They did.” She nods, approximating a smile. “I kept thinking about that one lonely chicken breast sitting off to the side waiting because our pan was too small.”


I flick a sidelong glance up at her, surprised to see the corner of her mouth twitching. I smother a giggle. “Oh, my gosh. That’s hilarious. Are you serious?”


“Absolutely.” She lifts borderline bushy brows that I’m itching to tweeze. “Well, not the part about the lonely chicken breast, but I did ask our designers about it. They polled a group of consumers who overwhelmingly agreed with you.”


“Of course they did,” Edward interjects, slipping an arm around my shoulder. “Sol’s full of great ideas. I’m always telling her she should speak up more often.”


I suppress a retort at his blatant lie and accompany him and Delores into the large room of tables loaded with food. The tantalizing scents draw a growl from my empty stomach even though, if tradition holds, the food won’t be as good as it smells. We take our place in line for the buffet, and Edward touches my elbow to get my attention.


“Hey,” he leans down to whisper. “I see Amber. I need to ask her something.”


My body involuntarily tenses at the woman’s name. He must feel my muscles turn rigid beneath his palm because he gives my arm a reassuring squeeze.


“I won’t be long, but there was something we were closing right before I left the office. There’s no room for error.”


“Of course,” I say stiffly, selecting a plate from the stack of china at the end of the table.


“Be right back.”


He walks away, heading straight for the woman smiling at him from across the room. I’ve seen her name flash up on his phone and have even caught a glimpse of her young, pretty face and silvery blond hair on-screen during video conference calls, but this is the first time we’ve been in the same room. She oozes sensuality in the dress seemingly shellacked to her lithe figure. Judging by the appreciative smile on Edward’s face, he’s not concerned with her dress being too revealing or drawing undue attention. They leave the room, heads bent together conspiratorially. Holding my empty plate, I push down the persistent sense of unease.


“Are you in line?”


A woman I recognize as the wife of one of the department heads stands behind me, sliding an impatient look from the stack of plates to my immovable self.


“Oh, sorry!” I let her pass me in line for the buffet. As awful as the food usually tastes at these Christmas parties, I bet she won’t be eager for long.


I’m scooping up green beans that look about as stiff and unseasoned as starched flannel when a movement at the door distracts me. A tall man stands a few feet away, filling the doorframe. He’s handsome, with skin the color of burnt umber stretched over features constructed of steel and stone, but that’s not what is so arresting. He’s not that tall. Maybe an inch over six feet. He’d tower over my five four, but it’s not his height that sets him apart either. It’s the contrast between the utter stillness of his athletic frame and the energy he emits in waves, like there’s a million thoughts swirling behind those dark eyes. There’s something imposing about the set of his shoulders, the proud angle of his head, that gives the impression of looking down. Not exactly arrogantly, but literally looking down, like he watches from an aerial shot and is analyzing everyone and everything in minute detail. Those assessing eyes gleam beneath a bridge of a brow, the dark line dipped into a slight frown.


He stands there, seemingly at ease, with his hands thrust into the pockets of well-tailored pants. His gaze passes slowly over the occupants of the room, never pausing too long on any one thing or person. How would it feel to hold his full attention? To be the object of that stare, a gaze so sharp it could pin you to the wall? It’s as if he’s searching for someone he hasn’t found. His survey reaches the buffet table, passing indifferently over us, but then swings back.


To me.


I wondered how it would feel to hold his full attention, and it’s nothing like I thought. There’s nothing cold about his intent stare. It heats with interest. I assumed you’d feel like an insect trapped beneath the cold glass of a microscope. Instead, my breath catches when he tilts his head and narrows his gaze on me, like I’m a particularly fascinating butterfly whose every detail he should take in before it flits away. I realize our eyes have been locked for seconds and look down, breathing easily for the first time since he entered the room. Trying to ignore the unreasonably frantic pounding of my heart, I reach for the serving fork and pierce an anemic drumstick.


“The chicken looks dry,” a man remarks beside me.


I startle, trying not to gape at the guy who moved from the door to my side so fast.


“Oh, yeah.” I drop my eyes to the unsavory meat on my plate and clear my throat. “Not too, um, appetizing.”


I shuffle forward, training my stare on the back of the woman who was so eager to get to this bland food.


“I don’t have room to talk,” he continues, his voice washing over my shoulders and neck, the deep rumble raising long-forgotten goose bumps. “I’m not a chef myself, but I’m not catering this event, so I don’t have to be.”


“True.” I release a laugh, not looking back even though I can feel his stare burning between my shoulder blades.


“Maybe it’s better than it looks,” he says, the faint sounds of him serving himself reaching me from behind.


“It’s not.” I even my voice out, irritated that I’m so disconcerted by a man doing nothing more than getting his food in the buffet line. “Pretty sure a Callahan cousin caters this party every year, so you’ll soon be enjoying the sweet taste of nepotism.”


“Explains a lot. You cook?”


“Uh, yeah.”


“You any good at it?” he asks, amusement threading the question.


I pause and glance over my shoulder, allowing a small grin. “I’m actually really good at it.”


“A confident woman.” His smile melts at the corners as our eyes hold. “I like it.”


I hastily turn back around and move forward with the line, scooping a lumpy mound of potatoes onto my plate.


“What’s your favorite dish to make?” he asks.


I smile but don’t risk facing him again. “Carne guisada.”


“Come again? I don’t know what that is. Carne sounds like steak or beef.”


“It is. It’s a beef stew we make in Puerto Rico.”


“You’re from Puerto Rico?”


“I wasn’t born there,” I admit, “but my grandmother lived there, and we’d visit her during the summers. She taught me how to cook many things, but carne guisada is my favorite. It’s the best comfort food. I make it for my family all the time.”


The word “family” lands in the air, weighing it down a moment before he speaks. “What division do you work in? I’ve only been here a year, but I would have remembered seeing you.”


At that I look over my shoulder and our glances tangle. My breath hovers between my lungs and my lips, trapped in my chest as he waits for my answer.


“I don’t work here.” I lick my lips and lower my eyes but force myself to look back up. “My husband does.”


His expression turns inscrutable, but something, a distant cousin to disappointment, rises in his eyes before he crushes it.


“Your husband.” He nods and turns his attention to the buffet, eschewing the green beans but transferring a conservative dollop of potatoes to his plate. “Lucky man.”


I manage a wan smile and face forward, knowing it’s best we end the conversation there but hating to leave. It’s not just sex Edward has been stingy with lately. It’s attention. Conversation. Interest. All the things I found unexpectedly in a few moments with a stranger, and it feels like the sun on my face after winter. So hard to turn away from that warmth when you’ve stood out in the cold.


The touch at my elbow makes me jump and almost drop my plate.


“Whoa,” Edward says, chuckling and reaching to steady my hand. “You okay?”


“Yes, of course.” I smile up at him and force my eyes not to stray to the quiet man behind him. My tiny prickle of guilt is unfounded, unreasonable.


“Great.” Edward plucks a cherry tomato from the salad I don’t even recall putting on my plate. “Sorry about that. Amber was working on something before we left the office and needed to update me.”


“Sure,” I answer absently, unable to even arouse my suspicion about Edward’s assistant after the impact of my brief interaction with the stranger. “You getting a plate?”


“Yeah, I’ll grab one.” He turns, stopping and saying a little too loudly, “Cross, didn’t notice you there.”


I spin around, my wide stare pinging between my husband and the man he’s complained about so much.


“You’re Cross?” I blurt. “The geek?”


Horror creeps into the vat of silence following my words as I realize just how badly I’ve stepped in it.


“I mean …” I tighten my fingers around the edge of my plate and gulp. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”


“No need to apologize,” Cross says, addressing my comment but never looking away from Edward. “I see my reputation has preceded me.”


The two men stare at one another, hostility crackling in the air, though both their faces remain impassive. They couldn’t be more different. My husband with his winter pallor, skin pale and lightly freckled. His wavy dark blond hair cut close and parted on the side. Edward has always been a charismatic charmer who draws people effortlessly. Cross, a few inches taller, broader, somehow projects a guardedness that makes him seem unapproachable, only that wasn’t how I felt a few moments ago, before he knew who I was. Whom I was married to. A muscle twitches in the unyielding line of his jaw, and his eyes crinkle at the corners with an approximation of indolent amusement that doesn’t match the flatness of his stare.


“My wife,” Edward murmurs smoothly, placing his hand at my back and gently guiding me a little closer. “Soledad.”


There is no thaw in the cold eyes that flick between my husband and me. “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Barnes,” he says, the formality such a contrast to the easy warmth between us before.


“Nice to meet you too, Mr. Cross.” I glance up to meet his eyes briefly.


“Judah,” he replies, his gaze softening a fraction.


“I’m sorry,” I say. “What?”


“My name is Judah. Judah Cross.”


I offer a smile that feels like wax hardening on my face. “I’ve heard a lot about …” I let the words peter out because he probably knows that everything I’ve heard about him from Edward has been an insult.


“Let’s go sit down,” Edward says, clamping his fingers around my wrist, probably harder than he realizes because it makes me wince. I bite back a gasp but send a glare from his fingers tightened painfully around me up to his face. His hand falls away, and he rubs the sore spot on my wrist. “Sorry, babe, but we need to find our seats and eat. I’m starving.”


He guides us forward. I don’t look back, but I am supremely conscious of Cross … Judah … behind us. Before Edward has even finished loading his plate, I break away and stride swiftly toward the tables across the room, sit down without checking the place cards to see if it’s the right spot. Even conscious of Edward’s coworkers around us, I can’t wipe the scowl from my face.


“What’s your problem?” Edward mutters in a low voice for my ears only, smiling at a coworker across the table. “You’re the one who made me look like a fool in front of the very man I told you has been on my case. I should be the angry one.”


“You left me alone to skulk off with Amber,” I say hotly, stabbing the drumstick with a fork.


“I did not skulk off. I told you exactly where I was going and that I had something I had to address with my assistant. Judging by the way I saw Cross looking at you, I should be the one who’s suspicious.”


My hand freezes, suspending the fork between my plate and my mouth. “What do you mean?”


“He couldn’t take his eyes off your ass.” Edward smirks. “Didn’t know he had it in him. He’s always such a cold fish.”


The way his eyes held mine. The warm smile that slipped behind a cloud when Edward came. Judah hadn’t seemed cold to me. Focused. Intent. Imperturbable. Yes.


But cold?


When I recall the few moments we shared in the buffet line, my cheeks heat, but I shiver.


“It’s that skimpy dress,” Edward says around a mouthful of green beans.


“What?” I force myself to focus on his words.


“If you had worn the red dress I liked, you wouldn’t be cold now.”


Glancing down at my bare arm, I see the telltale goose bumps and clear my throat. “I’m not cold.”


“Well, I’m not gonna complain, because of the way Cross was looking at you in that dress.” He chuckles and reaches for a glass of wine from the table. “And then to realize you’re my wife. Priceless.”


The self-satisfied expression on his face steals what little is left of my appetite. I push my plate away and stand. He stares up at me, an unspoken question on his face.


“Bathroom.” I toss the linen napkin over my barely touched plate of tasteless food. “I’ll be right back.”


I leave the room, relief slumping my shoulders as soon as I’m out of view. A long hall stretches before me, which, if I remember correctly, leads to a powder room. Once inside, I stare at my reflection.


The way Cross was looking at you.


Edward’s words ring in my head. What did Judah see when he looked at me? I assess the woman in the mirror, turning this way and that to view myself in the gold dress from every angle. Not bad for a mother of three.


Rejuvenation, my ass.


Even though I see Edward’s hurtful comment for what it is, a tiny sliver of doubt pricks my heart. I’ve spent my whole adult life with one man. Slept with one man for nearly two decades. He wasn’t my first, but he’s been my last, and I’ve been his. And now I have to beg him to fuck me?


Would anyone else even want me? Maybe I’m … maybe I’m not …


I draw in a marshaling breath and fluff the hair around my shoulders. I will have my midlife breakdown just like every other self-respecting woman in Skyland—in the privacy of my home, with a good wine to drown my doubts, without fear of public humiliation.


I leave the bathroom and stand still in the hall, dreading returning to the table and to the fake smiles and sharp asides Edward and I have been exchanging all night. Hell, all week. A giggle somewhere close echoes in the hall. Curious, I follow the sound, cautiously poking my head around the corner. Amber stands in an alcove, almost hidden. A man with dark hair has his arms wrapped around her, one hand on her ass. She giggles up at him but catches sight of me over his shoulder.


“Mrs. Barnes!” she squeaks, jumping guiltily away from the man.


“Sorry.” I raise my hands as if in self-defense. “I was looking for the powder room and started wandering.”


“Yeah. Of—of course,” she stutters, her eyes zipping from me to the guy. “This is my … cousin Gerald.”


Cousin? What, in the backwoods? With that hand on her ass? I’d hate to see that family reunion. Incest much?


He turns to face me, a phony smile pasted on his face.


“Gerald works in IT,” Amber rushes on. “Right, Gerald?”


Gerald nods. “Right.”


“Oh, that’s great,” I murmur. “Well, it was nice finally meeting you, Amber. Edward says you’re invaluable.”


“Thank you.” Her eyes flick away from me and then back. “He’s a great boss.”


“Well, I’ll let you get back to …” Get back to what? Groping your relative? “I better get back. See you later.”


I think I’m as happy to get away from them as they are for me to leave. I’ve put it off as long as I can. If I don’t get back soon, Edward will come searching for me. Each step down the corridor becomes more agonizing, a sharp pain assaulting my pinkie toe and heel.


“I knew these shoes would be the death of me,” I mutter, reaching down to take off one stiletto and then the other. I hook the heels over my hand, even if for just a few steps before I have to put them back on. “Beauty is not worth this much pain. I’d kill for an orthopedic shoe right about now.”


I’m stepping cautiously with my bare feet on the slick marble floor when a sound from a room up ahead stops me.


Clack clack clack.


I approach, pausing before the ajar door and peeking in to find a library. Books line the shelves, and the smell of expensive cigars mingles with that of the lemon polish that must be making the hardwood gleam beneath a patterned Persian rug.


A boy, maybe fourteen or fifteen years old, sits in one of two armchairs flanking a table holding a lamp and four Rubik’s Cubes. Wearing headphones, he holds another cube, seemingly oblivious to my presence. I’m about to leave when he glances up, meeting my eyes for the briefest moment before looking away, fingers flying. I freeze, unsure why that stare, as brief as it was, felt familiar. He pauses long enough to slide one of the cubes forward on the table before resuming the swift motions of his hands. I’m not sure, but I believe that was an invitation.


I step farther into the room, crossing over to take the other seat and pick up the cube he offered. Edward’s left me waiting enough lately. He’ll be fine for a few more minutes on his own or with his pretty assistant to keep him company.


“It’s been a long time since I did one of these,” I say, laughing a little as I settle in and tentatively turn the bottom row. “What’s your name?”


It’s silent in the room for a few moments, and I start to think he won’t answer, that he can’t hear me with the headphones on, but then he replies, “Aaron.”


“Hi, Aaron. I’m Soledad.” I cross my bare feet at the ankles and turn the cube a few more times, dismayed when after several minutes I’m nowhere close to getting a side all one color. Meanwhile, Aaron places a finished cube down and picks up another without missing a beat.


“Wow,” I say, thoroughly impressed. “You’re really good at this.”


He doesn’t thank me or acknowledge the compliment, but keeps turning, twisting, lining up blocks into solid walls of color. It might appear odd to someone watching from the outside—me sitting with a young teenage boy I don’t know in silence, the only sounds in the room the clack clack clack of our Rubik’s Cubes. His movements swift and efficient. Mine slower and less sure. He’s finishing another cube when the door opens wider. Judah Cross stands there, leaning one shoulder against the doorjamb. My fingers falter.


“I see he recruited you,” Judah says without preamble, walking forward.


“I don’t know if recruited is the right word.” I turn the bottom row, taking my eyes off my cube long enough to smile at him. “He’s going so fast.”


“You’re supposed to be racing,” Judah says, a bit of humor in his eyes and the slight curve of his full lips.


“Oh.” I stop and laugh, setting the cube down on the table. “Then I give up. I could never beat you, Aaron.”


“He told you his name?” Judah raises his brows.


“Yeah. Was he not supposed to because I’m a stranger or something?”


“Nah.” Judah shakes his head and comes closer, picking up one of the cubes. “He just sometimes doesn’t feel like talking. Isn’t that right, bud?”


Aaron doesn’t answer but flicks his father a cursory glance before refocusing on the cube.


“The only person who comes close to giving him a run for his money,” Judah says, “is my other son, his twin brother, Adam.”


“Wow, that’s …” I break off, my eyes widening. “You have twins?”


“Yup.”


“Is your, um, wife here tonight?” The question doesn’t come easily. Being attracted to a married man when you are a married woman makes things awkward that way.


“Adam’s with her.” He studies me before speaking again. “She has them most weekends. We’re divorced. Aaron sometimes just wants to stay in his room at my place. My ex was doing something he didn’t want to do. Thus …”


He doesn’t finish the thought, but nods to his son, who is completing yet another cube and picking up a new one.


“You’re terrific at that, Aaron,” I say, observing his supreme focus and the flying fingers.


My middle daughter, Inez, was a lunch bunch buddy for an autistic kid at her school. I guess hanging out with neurotypical students was supposed to help with socialization. I think Aaron may have autism, though I could be wrong.


“Did you finish your chicken?” I tease Judah lightly.


“Uh, kind of.” He cracks a small smile. “I ate as much as I could bear.”


“Told you.” I pluck restlessly at the ruffle along my hemline. “Look, I’m sorry about what I said earlier.”


“You mean calling me a geek?” He flicks a glance up at me, his expression slightly amused instead of annoyed. “But I am. I’ve always been. I crunch numbers for a living. I’m used to it.”


I shift in my seat uncomfortably, recalling all the other unflattering descriptions Edward has applied to “Cross in accounting” over the last year. “Well, I still feel bad.”


“Why? It’s your husband who doesn’t like me. It’s fine. I don’t like him either.”


We stare at each other in the awkward silence following his assertion. Awkward for me at least. He seems completely comfortable insulting my husband to my face. I’m still formulating an appropriate response and realizing there isn’t one when Judah startles me with a touch.


It’s a soft brush of long, strong fingers across my wrist. A dark bruise is already forming a small shackle where Edward gripped me too tightly. I draw a sharp breath and snatch my arm away like his light touch was fire.


“Sorry,” he says, frowning. “Does it hurt?”


“No, it’s … it’s nothing, really. I bruise easily. Always have.”


“Always?” he asks, the frown deepening.


“Not always like he always bruises me,” I say with a nervous laugh. “He never … He doesn’t do that. He just wasn’t thinking.”


“That tracks,” Judah replies with a sardonic twist to his mouth.


I bite my lip and look away, unable to hold that steady stare.


“Here you are,” Edward says from the door. His tone is amicable, but I know him too well not to detect the irritation in the glance he flicks from me to Judah. “It’s time to go, Sol.”


“Oh.” I stand and smooth my dress down, pausing as I recall Edward’s claim that Judah was ogling me, staring at my ass. He’s not staring at my ass now, though. He’s staring at my wrist, his cold eyes shifting from the bruise to Edward. His lips settle into a firm line, and he walks over, picking up two of the Rubik’s Cubes. He tugs Aaron’s sleeve and mouths, “Let’s go.” Aaron removes his headphones, places them in a case he retrieves from the floor by his feet, stuffs the cubes in a backpack, and stands.


Father and son face each other, and I realize why Aaron looked so familiar. Their profiles are carved from the same mountain, the lines of their cheeks and jaws edged in granite. Aaron is a handsome boy and must look a lot like Judah did at his age.


“Aaron, are you going to tell Mrs. Barnes goodbye?” Judah asks, nodding toward me.


Aaron looks up at me, a frown pinching his dark brows. “Soledad,” he says, surprising me.


“That’s right.” A smile breaks out on my face like I’ve won something. Maybe I have. Connecting with Aaron for those few minutes when maybe people usually don’t get that privilege feels like a prize. “You can call me Soledad. It was so nice meeting you, Aaron.”


He doesn’t respond but walks toward the door.


Judah’s mouth tips into a half smile. “Guess that’s my cue. It was nice meeting you, Soledad.”


His gaze ices over when he looks at Edward. “See you Monday, Barnes.”


And with that, he follows his son from the room.


“See what I mean?” Edward demands as soon as we’re alone. “I told you he’s an asshole.”


I recall a warm smile that felt like the sun on a January morning. Sincere amusement creasing the corners of dark, watchful eyes. Gentle fingers touching the shadow of my husband’s careless strength.


“Yeah,” I agree, grabbing my stilettos from the floor. “I see exactly what you mean.”









CHAPTER TWO
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SOLEDAD


“Coach wants me at the gym at five tomorrow morning,” Lottie says, piercing a cucumber in her salad and bringing it to her lips. “Can you take me, Mom?”


“Of course.”


Yester-me may regret encouraging my youngest daughter’s interest in gymnastics. How could I have known she’d be so darn good at it? Or that it would be so expensive? Baby girl better bring home the gold one day, as much as this “hobby” is costing me in coin and sleep. “We’ll go straight to school from there.”


“So how will I get to school?” Inez asks with a frown, her dark eyes pinging between her sister and me. “Daddy leaves so early for work.”


“I’ll come back to scoop you up while Lottie’s practicing. Here, hon,” I say, passing a platter of perfectly marinated steak (if I do say so myself) to Edward. “We’ll drive by the gym to grab Lot, and I’ll drop you both off at Harrington.”


“God, I’m glad I don’t go to that elitist school anymore,” Lupe drawls.


“Yeah. You’re soooo cool all up in APS,” Inez says, rolling her eyes. “While me and Lottie, poor things, have to attend one of the top schools in the state, with an Olympic-size swimming pool, world-class facilities, and restaurant-quality food in our dining hall. Public school rocks, huh?”


“We make the sacrifice,” Lottie pipes up. “Every time I play water polo, an angel gets her wings.”


I smother a laugh behind my fist and scoop up some risotto, which for once turned out perfectly fluffy.


“Well, I’d trade all that to be in a school that’s even vaguely diverse,” Lupe fires back. “Harrington’s the Twiwhite Zone.”


“You got that from Deja.” Inez rolls her eyes.


“Of course I did,” Lupe says, a pleased smile on her face. “She’s my best friend.”


I love that my daughter is best friends with the daughter of one of my best friends, Yasmen Wade, and have never regretted allowing Lupe to leave private school when Deja did. Lupe may look more like Edward than my other two daughters, who took a deep dive into the African American and Puerto Rican end of my gene pool, but her fist stays in the air for the culture.


It used to bother me when people assumed that with my textured corkscrew curls and darker skin, I was Lupe’s nanny. I look around the table, seeing my mother and her mother in Inez and Lottie, with their hair and skin and eyes so like ours. With all the ethnicities and cultures running through my blood and Edward’s, we played genetic roulette and won big-time. All our girls are beautiful exactly as they are, and I always make sure they know it.


When my two sisters, Lola and Nayeli, and I would visit our abuela for the summer, she used to tell us about the colorism she’d witnessed in the old days on the island.


“First time my mami met her husband’s mother,” Abuela said, quickly crossing herself, “may she rest in peace, she threw away Mami’s cup after she drank the coffee. White Puerto Rican. Black Puerto Rican.”


My abuela assessed us three girls with omniscient eyes—me and Nayeli lighter and with silkier hair than our half sister, Lola. “All the same,” she used to say. “You love each other, take care of each other all the same, eh?”


“All the same,” we always repeated, giggling a little at the ridiculousness of it because it never occurred to us that we were anything but all the same. To us, Lola wasn’t our half anything. She was our whole heart, and we were hers. Everyone knew my mother’s kids stuck together. You messed with one of Catelaya’s girls, you messed with them all.


Now, parenting this beautiful palette of daughters, I know too well the rest of the world doesn’t always love the same. I appreciate my abuela and mami always making sure we understood. I can create that same unconditional love here in my home for Lupe, Inez, and Lottie.


“I would help getting them to school,” Edward says, slicing into his steak, “but I need to go in extra early tomorrow. Amber and I have a huge presentation to the board in a few days.”


My spine straightens involuntarily. Amber’s name may always be triggering for me. A side effect of lying awake beside your husband while he says another woman’s name in his sleep.


“Seems like you and Amber have had lots of overtime lately,” I say, keeping my tone neutral.


“Yeah, thanks to that Judah Cross.” Edward saws at the tender meat so hard his plate scrapes across the table. “Asshole making my life hell poking into things that don’t concern him.”


“Edward,” I say, glancing at Lottie. “Language.”


“I know the word asshole,” Lottie assures me, steak sauce ringing her mouth. “Coach said it last week.”


“Well, we don’t say it,” I tell her. “And neither should he in front of you.”


I make a mental note to talk to Coach Krisensky. He can cuss at his own kids, but not mine.


“I shouldn’t have said it,” Edward admits, taking a deep gulp of his wine. “That man is just always up my—”


“More vinaigrette for your salad, hon?” I cut in, saving him from himself and more profanity at the table.


He has the decency to look chagrined but shakes his head no. “Sorry. He just pisses me off.”


Lottie looks at me, eyes round like she caught her father in another oops because we don’t say “piss off” either. At least my eleven-year-old doesn’t yet. I wish I could hold on to every scrap of her innocence, but I know how fleeting this phase is and how fast it goes. I complain sometimes about all the practices, the carpool, the laundry, the meals—all the work and chaos that come with raising three active girls—but Lord help me when it’s over. A quiet house feels like a blessing now, but I know one day, when they’re gone, it might feel like a curse.


“Why’s Judah Cross such a jerk?” Inez, the classic daddy’s girl, asks with a scowl.


“He’s not,” I say before I can catch myself.


In the absolute silence that follows my ill-advised comment, I take in my family’s reaction, ranging from confusion to doubt to—and this one’s Edward—rage.


“I mean …” I clear my throat. “I know at work the two of you bump heads, honey, but at the Christmas party he—”


“You meet this guy for ten minutes at my Christmas party,” Edward snaps, shoving his plate away. “You feel flattered because he watches your ass all night, then take his side even though he makes my life at work a fucking nightmare? That’s just great, Sol. Thanks a lot.”


Waves of shock reverberate over the table, all three girls watching us with wide, worried eyes.


“He was not—” I break off, refusing to air this in front of our children. “Let’s just drop it.”


“Yeah.” He pushes away from the table and to his feet. “Consider it dropped.”


“You didn’t finish your dinner,” I protest feebly, clenching my fists in my lap.


He stops beside my chair, looking down at me with a sneer. “I lost my appetite.” He makes quick strides to exit the dining room. “I’m going out back for a while.”


“Out back” is his man cave. When we bought this house, there was a small storage shed in the backyard. Edward said he’d make it his retreat for when the estrogen of four women in the house got to be too much. He found the furniture, chose the paint and carpet, the gargantuan plasma TV. And, of course, installed his “priceless” collection of Boston Celtics paraphernalia.


I stand and follow him, telling the girls, “I’ll be right back.”


I catch him in the foyer and take his arm.


“What the hell was that?” I demand with low-voiced outrage. “How dare you speak to me that way in front of our children? How dare you speak to me that way at all? Are you really so angry with Judah that you lose control like that?”


“Did I lie? You think I didn’t see the way he watched you? He wanted you.”


“Is that why you deigned to fuck me that night when we got home? Because the villain of the story in your head wanted me? Is that the only way you can get it up these days? The villain Viagra must have worn off because you haven’t been back since.”


He reaches out and grabs me by the arms, gripping so tightly I wince.


“Don’t push me, Sol,” he growls. “You have no idea what I’m dealing with. You wouldn’t take his side if you knew.”


“Let go,” I grit out. “You’re hurting me.”


His hands fall away immediately, and he runs his fingers through his hair, disheveling the neat blond cap.


“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately,” I say, rubbing my arms, “but you need to—”


The chime of the doorbell cuts into the tirade I had all queued up for him.


“Literally saved by the bell,” he says. “The last thing I want to hear is you lecturing me on …”


He opens the door and trails off. We both take in the small group of people gathered on our porch. Their jackets read FBI. A knot forms in my stomach, and even though I don’t know what they’re doing here, it can’t be good.


“Edward Barnes,” says the man standing in the front, flashing his badge. “You’re under arrest.”




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Kennedy Ryan



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Author’s Note



		Prologue: Judah



		Part I



		Chapter One: Soledad



		Chapter Two: Soledad



		Chapter Three: Soledad



		Chapter Four: Soledad



		Chapter Five: Judah



		Chapter Six: Soledad



		Chapter Seven: Judah



		Chapter Eight: Soledad



		Chapter Nine: Soledad



		Chapter Ten: Soledad



		Chapter Eleven: Judah



		Chapter Twelve: Soledad









		PART II



		Chapter Thirteen: Soledad



		Chapter Fourteen: Judah



		Chapter Fifteen: Soledad



		Chapter Sixteen: Soledad



		Chapter Seventeen: Judah



		Chapter Eighteen: Soledad



		Chapter Nineteen: Judah



		Chapter Twenty: Soledad



		Chapter Twenty-One: Judah



		Chapter Twenty-Two: Soledad



		Chapter Twenty-Three: Judah



		Chapter Twenty-Four: Soledad



		Chapter Twenty-Five: Judah



		Chapter Twenty-Six: Soledad



		Chapter Twenty-Seven: Soledad



		Chapter Twenty-Eight: Soledad



		Chapter Twenty-Nine: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty: Judah



		Chapter Thirty-One: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty-Two: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty-Three: Judah



		Chapter Thirty-Four: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty-Five: Judah



		Chapter Thirty-Six: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty-Seven: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty-Eight: Soledad



		Chapter Thirty-Nine: Judah



		Chapter Forty: Soledad



		Chapter Forty-One: Soledad



		Chapter Forty-Two: Judah



		Chapter Forty-Three: Soledad



		Chapter Forty-Four: Judah



		Chapter Forty-Five: Soledad









		Epilogue: Soledad



		Acknowledgements











		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/0.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349436517.jpg
KENNEDY RYAN

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF BEFORE I LE'

‘Heart-searing, sensua
and life-affirming’
EMILY HENRY






