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  CHAPTER ONE




  

    Meg




    Just letting you know, taking the kids for pizza




    8:22 PM


  




   




  “It’s raining!” Marissa put out her arm as if to affirm and pulled it back to study the drops on her fingers. The water was cold, and she shivered, wiping her palms on her skirt. “Jack, it’s raining!”




  Whirling around, she found her purse swinging from his casual grip. “Need this?”




  Her boots scuffed against the stones of the porch and then the tile of the foyer as she took a few steps toward him. “No. I’m going to find a rock star to buy my drinks tonight.” Her reward was the infamous dimple revealing curve of his lips, and the secret smile in his eyes that was all hers. “And did you hear me? It’s raining!”




  “I heard. Please tell me that doesn’t mean you are going to change. You are so rocking that dress, Mariss.”




  She could hear that flirty phrase in that husky drawl a thousand times, and it would never grow old.




  “I’ve only seen it rain here maybe three times—ever!”




  “Well it rains here. We’ve just been gone a lot.” As he spoke of the forever finished tour, Jack opened the hall closet and pulled out a well-worn leather bomber jacket. Checking the pockets, he raised his dark brows. “Missing all those hurricanes?”




  A few months earlier, during a hurricane evacuation of the coastal area of her childhood home, she had talked her parents and brother into a visit. While hosting the family here, at their Los Angeles home, had been fun, waving goodbye as they boarded Jack’s charter jet had been just as much fun.




  “Hell no.” Stuffing her hands into the pockets of her light jacket, she assessed him. From the shaggy hair that fell so stylishly around his face and onto his shoulders, to the boots on his feet. Over a year together, and he still made her heart slam.




  He read the look and sent another sexy grin her way. “Cut it out. We don’t have time.”




  The grandfather clock behind him echoed this statement with loud ticks in the hall and through the empty house beyond.




  “Time for what?” she innocently inquired.




  The grin broadened, and she knew, despite the time constraints, she had pushed him too far.




  Five and a half minutes later, she eyed the clock, bumping her elbow on the arm of the panther couch as they untangled. Yes, the hideous piece of furniture still graced the foyer. But she didn’t hate it so bad anymore…




  “Completely your fault, Mariss.” Jack followed her into the tiny bathroom just off the hall.




  His light words provoked a simpering smile on her lips. He acted as if a five and a half minute quickie was somehow a problem for her. Twisting the water off, she eyed his reflection as he worked the button fly of his jeans.




  “Mariss, seriously. You are killing me with that look…”




  “Sorry. But—”




  “Tonight is business first, pleasure later…” His words lacked any firmness. In fact, it sounded as if he was trying to convince himself more than her that they had to walk out that door instead of run upstairs.




  “Whatever you say…” She tugged at the hem of her dress. Slightly turning, she smoothed a hand from her derrière to her legs, this time containing the smile when his breath hitched, and he quickly brushed past her to exit the tiny room.




  Flipping off the light, she kept her hand up, posing in the doorway. “I’ve just been trying to tell you…” Roving her eyes once more from the cap he was jamming on his head to his boots, she continued, “Your shoes…”




  “Oh, yeah…” He bent to tug the expensive label soles from his feet. Without looking up, he muttered, “And your nose is bigger.”




  “My nose?” Just short of turning back to the bathroom cubicle to check her makeup, she stopped, remembering their son’s Pinocchio book. “Jackass…”




  The boots lay abandoned next to the couch as he crossed to smack her rear before curving an affectionate arm around her neck. Instead of leaving from the front, as they normally did, she followed him to the seldom used garage.




  ♪♫¨♫♪




  “So, what do you think?” Beneath the tall table, one of Jack’s high-tops hooked with one of her boots, and as he phrased the question, he gave her foot a nudge.




  During the prior forty minutes, speaking had been useless because hearing was impossible. The band on stage had shredded their instruments while screaming their songs. Whistles and cheers had been almost deafening in the club that was surely at maximum occupancy. After ecstatically shouting their appreciation to the elbow-to-elbow audience, the band members, one by one, exited the stage. Finally, the decibel of sound considerably lowered making normal conversation doable.




  Marissa tipped the last of a dirty martini into her mouth as she considered. Jack sipped his beer while he waited, and held a finger up to a passing server.




  Paying them no mind, the young woman never slowed, leaving a slight displacement of air in her wake as she passed on by with a laden drink tray to service the well-dressed patrons at a nearby table. That rebuff might have been excusable, but once the tray was empty, the girl still flounced on to another table.




  Jack glowered, and Marissa couldn’t contain a smile of amusement from curving her lips. He was accustomed to privileged service.




  Tonight, he was dressed down in the simplicity of Levi’s, his leather jacket fit over a black tee shirt, and low-end sneakers replaced the boots she had reminded him to change. His hair was tucked under his cap. Herself? She was “so rocking” a department store brand dress and a discount chain store’s boots. Jack’s mother had introduced her to the world of wigs, and tonight, faux blonde tips fell just over her shoulders. The black diamond in her bridal set remained twisted to the inside of her hand, so that only the platinum bands were viewable.




  Jack’s question about the band hung in the air, and she jokingly went off topic in her answer. “I think you are never going to learn to be an ordinary person.”




  Jack shared a humorous grin of self-awareness, but nonetheless covertly flipped his middle finger in a gesture aimed her way. Standing, he wiped out the last of his bottle. “This ordinary person is going to the bar. Want another?”




  Acknowledging her nod, he weaved his way across the room. It seemed incredible to her that Jack was only recognized half of the time when in his incog mode. She would know that sexy swagger even if he wore a bag over his face.




  Now that they were a super couple, complete with the portmanteau name ‘Jackma’ accompanying most pap shots of them, her changing her looks when they were in a public place drastically reduced their recognition possibility.




  Songs from the just ended show reverbed in her head, and she mulled through them. Hard metal was still one of her least liked genres, but she was learning to be discerning. It was no longer noxious noise beating against her eardrums. There were distinctions, and she was picking them up. This was important on a night like tonight.




  Jack set her drink before her, and even moved her empty glass to the edge of the table next to his empty bottle. Once he settled again on the tall chair, she answered the still hanging question. “They have something. That is for sure.”




  “Yeah, they do,” he agreed.




  Jackal’s last show had been a few months ago. He was label free.




  Jack had not yet signed to his parent’s label, but he was working for it. Actually, it was still unofficial, but she also worked for it. That is what had brought them here tonight to this club. She and Jack searched out and recruited the best local bands.




  They spent a lot of time on social networks viewing local band videos. Together, they went to show after show, and constructively listened to demos.




  “So, what’s next?” She knew the process, yet still asked the question to see how serious he was about this band, and out of curiosity to see if he agreed with her observation.




  Jack had any prospective bands researched with background checks. He also spent time enough with them to get an idea of their personalities. He explained that a band with a history of legal problems or a possibility of problems arising was not something the label wanted to take on. Musicians were artists. Typically, artists were temperamental. However, in many cases, temperamental spelled trouble.




  “Next?” he repeated, and his provocative gaze sizzled the air between them. “I think the hot blonde needs to finish her drink and pay up.”




  “Pay up?”




  “Uh yeah…drinks and dinner. Women have obligations…”




  “You didn’t buy me dinner,” she pointed out, and let the next sip wet her lips enough to lick it off.




  “Then by all means, let’s dine. Where do you want to go, Mariss?”




  A half hour later, he grumbled. “A fried shrimp sandwich?”




  “It is a po’boy. And you told me to order whatever.” Marissa hunched over the table in their kitchen dining nook as she bit into her shrimp and tartar sauce doughy goodness.




  During their food stop on the way home, Jack had remained in the car after pulling up to a popular twenty-four hour deli because of the large crowd inside. He never trusted his semi-disguise in well-lit conditions, and neither of them was up to the commotion that normally came with recognition.




  “I told you ‘whatever’ because you know what I always get.” Dubiously peering between the sliced French bread loaf, he let the sandwich fall back together and stretched his long legs to the open floor beside the table.




  It was odd, but thrilling to come home to an empty house. As far as five-year-old boys went, their son was one of the best even if he had lately developed a slight attitude toward parental authority. Tristan was staying all weekend with his cousins at Meg’s house. Although she was grateful to Meg for her grown-up night, the last thing she wanted to think of right now was Jack’s bitchy sister.




  Feeling Jack watching her, she pulled her musings from the Christmas lights adorning the pool area beyond the window. What he said was true. She knew he always ordered a ‘Steak and Pepper Sizzler’ or a ‘Stuffed Meatball Smash.’ Maybe some evil part of her wanted retribution because he was so excited about screwing a blonde tonight? Quickly, she swallowed her current bite and caustically returned, “Thought you were into new things?”




  “Oh I am!” To prove the point, he took a large bite. However, his eyes were playing a different game, and she couldn’t look away. “So what is it that you have in mind, Mariss?”




  Playing dumb, she raised her brows, but almost choked at the husky drawled question. Lifting her hand to the blonde tresses, she fingered them sending a silent answer.




  “Really? That is what you are calling new?” The challenge came between mouthfuls. Despite his bitching, he seemed into the food. “A little hair change?”




  The trivial emphasis was redemptive to her ego. He wasn’t seeking to play out some fantasy of a new woman instead of his wife.




  Still, she pursued that avenue because it seemed safest where Jack the undiagnosed nympho was concerned. “Isn’t that new enough? I mean it is not like I’m going to let you tie me up or anything.”




  A slight smile curved his lips as he touched a napkin to them, and the amused emotion reflected wickedly in his dark eyes.




  So wickedly, that she had to mutter a revision. “Again.”




  Although it had been spontaneously fun one night, and thinking about her restrained wrists set her pulse racing and sent heat streaks through her body, she was still on the fence.




  He seemed smug as he devoured the last bite and crumpled the paper wrap. Feeding her scraps to the dogs, making sure to give Rusty only a pinch because of the terrier’s irritable stomach, she pushed back her chair.




  “You never did say if you are thinking of signing tonight’s band.” A subject change was in her best interest here. Sex radiated in waves from Jack, and in some instinctive primal self-preservation, she sought to cool instead of fan it. If she let him run wild with the current banter, something freaky would happen.




  It took his mind a second to change gears, and in his eyes, she could see that he gave the new subject only half of his attention. He closed in trapping her in the corner as she threw her trash away, and she kept her boot on the lever that popped the receptacle lid up. As he tossed his wrappers, he admitted, “I liked the band too. I will call Doug, Monday.”




  Doug continued to represent Jack in any legal matters even after Jackal fulfilled their publishing contracts and retired. Also, she knew that the lawyer was the Loren family label’s legal liaison in LA. She had met the lawyer only a couple of times, most memorable when the papers were drawn up to change Tristan’s last name from her maiden, Duplei, to Jack’s surname, Loren.




  Jack’s arms wrapped her waist from behind and he flattened her against his length. She felt his chin touch her head as he leaned to whisper, “Want to open an early Christmas present?”




  “Mmh, very much…” She twisted into his embrace, eager for what was coming if he was dropping his crazier kinky insinuations.




  As they kissed, he curved his hands beneath the backs of her thighs lifting, and she wrapped to him. When she felt a step down instead of a step up, she pulled from the kiss but kept her lips against his while considering what he was up to. Having descended into the sunken den, instead of ascending the staircase, he dumped her on the couch, falling with her when she didn’t relax her grasp.




  His weight atop her was an addiction, the same as the feel of his guitar-calloused fingers on the skin beneath her shirt, and the unique brush of his lips. Skimming over his jeans with her fingers, she enjoyed the slight heat absorbed by the denim’s snug fit. Before her fingers could work at his zipper to open this early Christmas present spoken of, Jack pushed from her and instead used her hands to pull her to a sitting position.




  Still throbbing with the heat of his kisses, she hungrily soaked in the mold of his jeans to his ass and thighs as he hunkered before the twinkling Christmas tree. After pilfering through the few packages already beneath it, he separated one.




  The silver wrapping and red bow had caught Tristan’s eye a few days ago, and he had excitedly held it up shouting, “You have a present, Mom!” The only present, so far, that was not tagged to the child in the house. After shaking it around for a few minutes, the boy had disgustedly replaced it with a verbal hypothesis that it was “only clothes.”




  Jack placed it in her lap, and she met his sweet but sultry smirk. Tracing the ribbon, that was actually a fabric and not some plastic nylon mutant, she asked, “So you meant, ‘open a real Christmas present?’”




  “What did you think I meant, Mariss?”




  Sometimes she thought he asked those provocative questions in that tone just to see her flush. In fact, she was positive of that assertion.




  “I thought this ribbon was wrapped around your dick,” she retorted, refusing to let him get the best of her in this word game.




  “That can be arranged,” he rebounded, and his heated eyes reflected the amusement of the moment. “But open your present first.”




  Last Christmas had been their first together, and although it was crammed between tour dates, it had been special. Her first Christmas present from Jack had been one of the bracelets that he seemed to be making a tradition, and it was inscribed with one word. ‘Forever.’




  This box seemed oversized for a bracelet—unless he was trying to be sneaky.




  Reverently, her fingers ran over the package, then seeing the anticipation and impatience in his features, she ripped into the paper. The glossy box revealed bore the insignia of a very familiar lingerie chain. She separated the top half from the bottom, and pink tissue paper crackled as she pushed it aside.




  Pink, silky fabric greeted her curious eyes. Unable to stop herself, she fingered it for a split second before lifting the garment. The baby doll pajama top was pastel pink with black pin-stripes running its short length, and silky black ribbon trimming. The matching bottoms were brief, the sides laced together with black ribbon. Stockings completed the outfit.




  “Pink?” she questioned.




  “You never wear pink…”




  “Exactly,” she teased. “It’s not my color…”




  “Let me be the judge of that.”




  When she hesitated, he wheedled, “Com’on, Mariss…”




  Never had a man bought her lingerie. The moment felt strange as she pictured Jack in a store or online making this selection.




  Relenting, she bunched the lightweight load in her hand, leaving the box as she stood. But as she took a few steps toward the hall, his husky cajole stopped her tracks.




  “Where are you going? Change here.”




  This alpha attitude, possibly a consequence of no children in the house, and this situation—being dressed as a paper doll had her shaky with anticipation and as nervous as a virgin.




  Without turning, or moving a step, she peeled off her shirt letting it drop to the floor. Returning to where he sat, she dropped to the sofa table and planted her boot on the couch between his thighs. Instead of pulling it off, he leaned forward enough to release the front clasp of her bra. His synchronous caress was so heavenly that her eyes fell closed. Next, he contentedly set about removing her boots.




  After the transformation, she stood before him uncomfortably displayed in pink. His admiring gaze melted all embarrassment away. His body brushed hers as he straightened to his feet, and one of his fingers trailed her jaw.




  “Every color is your color, Mariss.”




  His kiss was hungry, and just before she lost herself in it, a movement across the room caught her eye. With the night beyond, the enormous glass panes reflected a blonde in sexy, pink lingerie pressed to Jack like a second skin. One of his hands cupped tightly to the curves of her bottom, and another curved in the mane of platinum hair. Jack was right. Blondes looked amazing in pink…




  As if reading that thought, he put an inch of space between them, enough to pull at the wig and when she winced, he grumbled, “Sorry, but get it off?”




  She complied, carelessly pulling both the wig and skull-fitting cap off at the same time, and his fingers brushed at her scalp as he removed the lone bobby pin used.




  Pulling hair strands across her shoulders, in that familiar way that took her back to their first meeting ever, he studied her face before dropping his eyes to the rest of her. When his deep voice rumbled, “Much better,” she melted against him in one of those moments of falling in love all over.




  The pads of his fingers tingled her scalp when his fingers forked into her real hair




  “Do you miss modeling?” The whisper was warm against her ear.




  “Not really…”




  Lingerie modeling shoots were not something she had ever considered until her modesty became compromised and then shredded in the wild of the web. This career had been short for many reasons.




  “Damn. I was hoping you would say yes,” he mysteriously continued.




  Jack’s lips moved to the crook of her neck and a shiver spread through her cells at the tease of his tongue. “Are you sure you don’t miss it? I have a gig for you…”




  CHAPTER TWO




  

    Liv




    Morning sickness is a bitch




    6:43 AM


  




   




  Punching at the window lever, Marissa watched the glass glide down and breathed in the salty air. She watched for glimpses of the ocean between the side-by-side stacked houses, and sometimes over their roofs. Turning to Jack, who was intent on his driving, she asked, “What did you do with those pictures?”




  Without looking away from the road, he grinned, “Wouldn’t you like to know?”




  “Jack! They are no longer on the camera, right?”




  “They are. I will get them on a flash drive today and lock them away. Scout’s honor.”




  “You were never a scout…”




  “How do you know?”




  “I just do. They would’ve kicked you out.” One dark brow rose in return to her retort. She studied his jawline for a moment, her certainty becoming dubious. “Were you?”




  “No.”




  “So ‘Scout’s honor’ means nothing.”




  “Mariss, I swear on my 64 Seafoam Vintage Strat that I will deal with the pictures before I go to bed.”




  “Okay then.” That oath on one of his highly favored guitars was more than good enough for her.




  As a victim of leaked photos, as well as a viral video of her and Jack several months back, intimate pictures were never taken lightly. The video had been cleaned from the internet, but she knew that it was still lurking and it still made her cringe to think about.




  Marissa with Jack in her mouth. Some of the video titles had been that crude in their simplicity. Some had been wittily tagged. ‘Getting ready to ride out the Storm.’ Some titles had been much, much worse…




  As if reading her mind, he risked a glance from the road to her and gently promised, all teasing aside, “Don’t worry about it. I got it. I promise.”




  Nodding, she adjusted her shades and relaxed more into the Viper’s comfortable seat, pleasurably riding her memories instead of a panic.




  Somehow, her lingerie modeling had progressed into the studio instead of the bedroom. Jack had talked her into posing with his guitars.




  Feeding this crazy but fun fantasy, she had done so. Things had progressed to more and more intimate pictures…Jack had gotten his ‘something new’ fantasy all right.




  Coasting the car to a stop, Jack set the parking break, and as she lingered, pony-tailing her hair, he came around opening her car door. With a warm clasp of his hand, he assisted her out, and before pushing closed the door, bent for a kiss.




  “I had a good weekend…”




  “Me too…” she sighed against his delectable lips.




  “Well, time to check on the monster…”




  “That is no way to speak of our son!”




  “I was speaking of my sister.”




  They made their way down the slope of the driveway and onto the side porch. Bursting from a glass door, Tristan hurled himself at her waist, and she knelt to squeeze him in a tight hug. “Did you have a good weekend?”




  Tristan babbled about hunting sand crabs with a flashlight the previous night, and in what video games he had been victorious over his cousins.




  “Are you going to say hello to Daddy?” she wondered when he wound down and continued to ignore Jack’s outstretched arm.




  “Hi.” With that, he yelled something over his shoulder about getting back to his cousins and disappeared from sight.




  She sent a quick look to Jack, but he was grinning to see Tristan so excited. Lingering on the deck as he followed their son inside, she watched the breakers form. As usual, the roll of the ocean mesmerized her.




  Giving in to the magnetic pull, she descended the many steep stairs to the beach level. The sand was not hot, so she shed her Keds, leaving them on a wooden stair before strolling.




  Around a month ago, she and Jack had come to a monumental decision. They were moving from LA to Dallas. He could work his parent’s business from anywhere, especially since his family was prone to jump in a plane as much as they jumped in a car.




  Initially, Jack and his father had spoken of Jack continuing to work the label out of LA. For weeks, she and Jack had debated the pros and cons of staying in California. Finally, they decided that in Dallas they could have a normal life, away from the publicity that still seemed to follow Jack even though Jackal had dispersed.




  While it was exciting to think of being closer in proximity to her family and Olivia, she was going to miss LA. A year ago, she would have scoffed at the idea of mourning a move from ‘tinsel town.’ However, Randi was now a close friend, and Candace and Marc were as doting and full of advice as stand-in parents.




  Hell, she was even going to miss Meg—not the monster Meg—just Meg.




  It was still hard to forget the awful things Jack’s sister had said the night she had ridiculed Jack for not putting a paternity test as his first priority when learning of Tristan. But, Marissa understood his family’s doubts. They had not seen the paternal bonding during Tristan’s recovery from his surgery.




  Meg had eventually apologized—albeit it was after seeing the results of the paternity test—and these days, she was always pleasant.




  Toward Jack, his sister could still be a biting bitch. That part didn’t set well with Marissa either. Whatever was up between Meg and Jack was tiring to watch. Loving Jack so much made it hurtful to experience.




  As if her thoughts conjured up her sister-in-law, she saw Meg, bundled in a hoodie, descending the stairs. Slowing her steps, Marissa waited for the other woman to catch up. Part of her was curious. Meg rarely sought her out.




  Falling into step beside her, Meg passed over an extra jacket.




  “Thanks.” Marissa shrugged into it. “I forget how cold the wind is here.”




  Meg twisted her lips in what was either a grin or a grimace, and Marissa asked, “How were the kids?”




  “Fine. They had a good time.”




  “Good. Thanks for having him.” Marissa spoke of Tristan.




  “Memories are important. Looking back on these days when they grow up…” The sentence trailed away from one thought and into the next. “Well anyway, he’s no trouble. So easygoing. Reminds me so much of Jacks when we were little.”




  Immediately, Marissa slid a sideways look to Meg’s face. There was definite whimsy in the other woman’s tone as if she were remembering good times, not the hell Jack claimed Meg put him through as a kid.




  “Did you and Jack get along? As kids? You were a few years apart.” Marissa began to stammer when Meg didn’t act as if she were going to answer. “And I just wondered if that age difference made you protective, or distant, or, how it worked out.” Hastily, she covered her probing questions. “Because if Jack and I have more kids, Tristan will be so much older.”




  Meg’s smile seemed sad. “I’m only two years older than Jacks. We were close in a weird way. I know he thinks I was mean to him. I guess I was. It’s just that—”




  Shooting an interested look, Marissa hoped to prompt her to resume. She loved stories of Jack as a boy. Any insight into Jack and Meg’s sibling relationship would surely be helpful.




  “Well, this is stupid and you don’t care about this shit.” Sweeping an arm out to sea, Meg said, “Would you look at the jellyfish! That is not normal for this month!”




  Marissa wanted to scream. It was like she had been on the verge of a universe secret and had it pulled back. Casually, she kicked at beach debris in the sand as she walked. “I don’t mind really. In fact, I’ve wondered why you two fight so much.”




  “I don’t know. As a kid, I was a daddy’s girl. Even after Jacks came along, Dad and I had something special.” Marissa always fondly listened to the way Jack’s family shortened Jackson to Jacks. “But with Mom, it was like Jacks could do no wrong. The world revolved around Jacks with her. Once Jacks was no longer a baby, it seemed like he was intruding on my time with Dad.” Here Meg emphasized, “And you have to understand, Dad was in demand. Dad was only ours for a few months of the year, and when we went with him on tour, only a few hours in a hotel.”




  Marissa and Tristan had lived this scenario themselves while Jack was on tour, and hearing Meg reinforce what life with a super band was like, strengthened her relief that Jack was getting out of that part of the music business.




  “Then, Jacks began on the guitar. I still remember the first time I saw Dad teaching him. I felt betrayed. Dad had never asked me if I wanted to learn. I guess he knew how I felt, because then he asked me if I wanted to play. But I told him no. I guess I always resented Jacks because he had both of our parents in the end. Still does.”




  “Still does?” Marissa couldn’t help but question.




  “He’s a musician like Dad. They talk music all the time.”




  “But your mom…Now that you are a mother, aren’t y’all closer?” Marissa and her own mother had been practically estranged until Tristan was born. Once Marissa had become a mother, their maternal relationship had repaired.




  “Mom is good at hiding it. But, Jacks is the favorite. Maybe it’s the music with her too. She’s as much a musician as Dad.”




  “Seemed like my brother was always the favorite too.” Marissa offered a verbal olive branch. “It’s a man’s world, right?”




  “Damn right,” Meg agreed.




  They walked in silence another minute or more, and then Meg swung around mentioning that she needed to head back.




  As they retraced their soggy steps, Marissa stared out to sea. “I’m going to miss this.” She eyed the majestic rolling ocean, different in so many ways from the Gulf Coast where she grew up.




  “Me too,” Meg sighed.




  Surprised, Marissa stopped walking and swiveled her eyes from the horizon to Meg.




  “I mean, I’m going to miss you guys being twenty minutes away.” Jack’s sister clarified, but there was an indefinable tone behind her swords.




  Memories are important…




  Meg had only slowed when Marissa paused her own steps, and now, Marissa sprinted to catch up. Stuffing some stray, windblown strands into the cap of hair created by her ponytail, she eyed her sister-in-law in a side-glance.




  “When will y’all be coming in for Christmas?” Marissa asked, to exit what seemed to be an inexplicably awkward moment.




  The big Christmas plans Jack always spoke of with such reverence would be at his parent’s house in Dallas. Last year, his parents had come to LA and they had juggled both her family and his. This year, her parents had forsaken their feelings of pride and had agreed to be flown in.




  “Um, the kids and I will be there on the twentieth,” Meg answered while staring at her feet as they walked. “The school holiday begins the day before. Mike will be coming the night before Christmas. Probably really late.”




  Again, Meg’s tone rang hollow, but Marissa nodded. “On location, huh?”




  Meg’s husband, Mike Mulholland was an actor who had starred in a blockbuster movie a couple of years ago. Since then, he had been cast as a supporting role in a couple of movies that had not done so well. Marissa’s allusion to Mike working during the holidays was just an assumption because he had been absent at their Thanksgiving dinner last week with that excuse.




  “Yeah. Location.”




  Marissa was debating whether polite conversation extended to her carrying on further when she noticed Meg’s red eyes. The wind was brisk, and she blinked her own scratchy, dry eyes. That is when she noticed that Meg’s eyes were not dry—they were wet. Very wet…




  Now, this was uncomfortable. The monster was crying? Several swells crashed the shore as Marissa contemplated whether to acknowledge what she was seeing.




  Unobtrusively, Meg wiped at an eye, turning her head away as she did so. Awkwardly, Marissa placed a hand on the other woman’s shoulder. They were not yet in sight of the house.




  “Meg?”




  “Yeah?” Keeping her head averted, Meg’s feet slowed until her motion stopped. “Go on ahead. Something blew into my eye, and it hurts like a bitch.”




  Again, Marissa deliberated. The forces of nature, water, wind, and birds seemed loud in yet another awkward silence. Softly, she inquired, “Both eyes?”




  The shaking of Meg’s shoulders, and the hiccupping sounds spouting from her sister-in-law’s lips, horrified her. Who was the monster now? With her propensity for sarcasm, she had broken Meg down into sobs. However, when Meg finally showed her face, she was laughing—as well as crying.




  “Dammit, Marissa. Oh, fuck. I cannot believe this is happening.”




  Warily, Marissa watched and then turned her attention beyond to the houses hanging from the cliff side. Obviously, Meg was experiencing some type of hysterics if the manacle laugh was any indication.




  “What’s happening?” Quietly, Marissa posed the question, and respectful of Meg’s personal space during this strange event, let her hand drop away.




  “This. Just this. That I am out here blubbering like a whale…”




  A whale? Oh. Blubber. Whale fat.




  Just the thought of fat had Marissa pressing her thumbs reassuringly into her hips, testing the skin to bone ratio. Experiencing self-recrimination for thinking of her weight instead of the weight Meg was obviously carrying, she dropped her chin looking at the damp sand.




  “Why?” Keeping her eyes down when there was no answer, Marissa pressed. “You don’t strike me as a crier. Meg, what the hell?”




  “I have no one to talk to. Not about this. Not my mother. Not my dad. Especially, not my brother. My friends cannot know this yet. It’s just hard.”




  “What?”




  “Just things that are going on. You know. Life’s little shit.”




  “Meg! Spill it!”




  “Jack can’t know.”




  “Meg…”




  “Well he can’t. It is just better if we pretend this didn’t happen. Okay?” Meg’s emotions were under control, and her arms crossed across her chest as she took a forward step.




  Silently, Marissa fell into step with her. There was no way she could make some sort of pact not to tell Jack something. Sneaking another look at Meg’s features, she found the other woman’s expression bleak. Her eyes were dull, and her mouth was tightly set.




  She felt the sand crunch beneath her heels and noticed the incoming tide was foaming right up to her feet.




  “This is stupid. If you need to talk or need some help—” Marissa jumped to escape an especially large wave and landed in front of Meg where she stood blocking her sister-in-law’s steps. “I won’t tell Jack. Okay? I won’t tell him. Unless it is some crazy shit like you have buried a body—”




  A cackle was Meg’s first response. The crazy cackle of a few minutes before. Then her entire countenance sobered.




  “It’s Mike. We are divorcing. Just getting through Christmas for the kids. So that they won’t associate Christmas with…with this thing. But after that—” The other woman’s voice broke, but she shed no tears. “I just…My mom—my family can’t know yet.”




  Stuttering in disbelief, Marissa tried to work out an answer, but came up blank. “Meg, I’m so sorry. But, you should talk to your Mom…”




  “If my parents find out before Christmas, there is no way they will allow him to come to the house. And it will ruin things for the kids. And if I do put my foot down, and make them let him come, Dad and Jack may beat him up or something.”




  Marissa did not know what to say next. ‘I’m sorry’ seemed trite, and she had already voiced that platitude once. Since she was still standing in front of Meg, she hesitantly offered a hug. Nothing could have surprised her more than Meg returning the gesture.




  “Marissa, I know I’ve apologized before,” Meg stepped back into her own space. “But, I really am sorry about that night. I should have not said what I did about the paternity test. I mean, I had concerns that I can’t be sorry for. Jacks is my little brother, and I worry about him. He has not always had good sense where his women were concerned. But, I should have talked to him in private.”




  Marissa moved her shoulders in a shrug of acceptance.




  “I hope one day we can get past it. Because I know we are not yet. On my part, I am. Past it, I mean. I know you came here to LA for Jack and not anything Jack could give you. And I just want you to know, I don’t blame you for not being able to move past it—past this thing with you and me.”




  “I’m past it.” The words came out of her mouth before the thought processed through her brain. She was past it. Finally.




  “You don’t have to lie, Mariss.”




  “I’m not. I’m fine now. We are fine now.” Meg didn’t answer, and Marissa wasn’t sure if the other woman believed her. Beginning to walk again, they moved farther inland from the surf, and to break the silence, she asked, “Do you really think Jack and Matt would do that? Beat him up?”




  “If I told them everything.” Meg’s lips twisted in what might have been an attempt at a wry smile.




  Marissa pressed her lips together wondering what terrible thing Mike had done. She had only been around him a few times, and truthfully, he had always seemed too friendly and nice to be a match for Meg. Until today, she had carried a big Meg chip on her shoulder.




  “He’s forcing the sale of the house to divide the assets,” Meg volunteered. “And fuck it all, I am the one that bought this house. I had just won the ASC. Mike and I decided that sinking the money into the house would be better than buying stock or putting it in savings. Which turned out to be true. It is worth a good deal more now.”




  “It is a beautiful house.” Marissa agreed. Even if it were a cabin instead of a roomy modern structure of glass and wood, it would still hold the appeal because of overlooking the ocean.




  “Yeah. I don’t care what it is worth. I don’t want to lose it. I surf every morning…” The wistful words came out on a sigh just as they approached the house in question. “And usually every evening too…”




  Jack was sitting in a chair on the deck, and he bellowed as they drew closer, “That was a dirty trick. Sticking me with the kids!”




  “What’s wrong baby bro? You can’t handle a few kids?”




  “I can handle them, alright,” he retorted without moving from his comfortable slouch. “I’m sure though, that it’s more fun to walk around on the beach for a few hours.”




  “It wasn’t a few hours, Jack.” Marissa smiled at his offended tone and defended with the obvious.




  “Felt like it,” he grumbled as she and Meg took the stairs. “Mike on location?”




  “Yeah. Location,” Meg quickly replied.




  Marissa closed the distance across the deck and came up behind his chair to drape her arms over his shoulders. Speaking close to his ear she asked, “Why don’t we all go to BP?”




  Blue Plate was a highly acclaimed seafood restaurant ten minutes down the highway. She, Jack, and Tristan had been once before after visiting Meg and Mike. On this evening, as a group of three adults and three kids, they watched the sunset from their outside table while dining on shrimp and lobster delicacies.




  Marissa savored an entire lobster roll before intervening on Jack and Meg’s latest argument. Their current disagreement could be classified more as banter than the barbed words they normally exchanged.




  Jack was easily diverted, and his look went to Tristan’s plate. Only crumbs were left of the chicken strips the boy had ordered, but several fried shrimp lay abandoned his plate.




  “Did you try the shrimp?” Jack asked and grabbed one since it was already obvious Tristan had avoided them.




  “I hate ‘em,” Tristan announced.




  “Did you even try them?” Jack tried again.




  “Don’t have to. I know I hate them.”




  “How would you know that?”




  Lifting his shoulders in an exaggerated shrug, Tristan rolled his eyes without comment.




  Realizing that she had stopped chewing mid bite, Marissa hurriedly chewed and swallowed wondering what the hell had gotten into their son lately. Biting her tongue on a scathing reprimand, she looked to Jack to see how he would handle it, and tried to ignore Meg’s surprise.




  Jack only dumped the shrimp onto his own plate and proceeded to eat them. Marissa glared at their son whose actions of late were indicative of a split personality disorder. Already, his small scowl was gone, and he began laughing with his cousins over a lobster pincher.




  They split up in the parking lot at their respective cars. Marissa was upset at Tristan’s split personality—her sweet little boy becoming a rude brat. However, this evening, Meg showed signs of an opposite nature. Instead of being sarcastic and rude to Jack, Meg was sweet.




  “Thanks, little brother, for dinner.” Warmly, Meg enfolded Jack in a lingering hug, and leaned in the car long enough to wave to the troublemaker, Tristan. “Thank you for spending the weekend, Tristan!” Then, while slipping into her own vehicle, Meg called back an overly bright, “See you guys at Christmas, if not before!”




  Conflicted, Marissa watched the taillights of Meg’s car glide through the well-lit parking area toward the highway. Jack was happily smiling, his demeanor as genuine as his sister’s was fake. He had no clue that the best occasion in a long time with his sister was not real.




  A click buckled her seatbelt as she amended this reflection. It was real. For the first time that Marissa had ever witnessed, Meg was bonding with her brother instead of tormenting him—even if she was reaching out on a subconscious level.




  Twisting, Marissa eyed Tristan to make sure his seatbelt was fastened, and when she nodded in confirmation to Jack, he sank the stick shift into reverse.
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