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For Brandon,

No such thing as a better half any better than you.
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Part I

RABBITS



CHAPTER ONE


Melody Mountain Ranch Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions: Restriction 8.7.41. Window Coverings: All windows shall be covered with curtains, drapes, or other acceptable coverings necessary to maintain privacy.



From the moment Hope first looked into Jim Jordan’s blue eyes, all she could think about were the gorgeous, flaxen-haired children he’d make.

They’d make together.

The tongue-tied awe he inspired in everyone, from her sorority sisters to store clerks to even her mother’s friends on their wedding day, kept her from admitting the one thing she suspected from their first conversation: God had been so taken by the sheer magnificence of Her creation, She figured there wasn’t much more needed in the way of filler.

If only he had a little more in the way of get-the-job-done sperm.

Hope Jordan capped the ovulation prediction test and carried it from her bathroom toward her walk-in closet. Lifting the false drawer at the back of her dresser, she opened her keepsake box and replaced last month’s disappointment with this one’s promise. The most promising yet, thanks to the optimal dosage of Clomid now flowing through her system.

In the drawer above, wrapped in a cushion of lavender tissue, was the most potent fertility-enhancing lingerie in her arsenal. She lifted the La Perla sticker without causing so much as a hairline tear in the paper and removed the black silk and lace babydoll top and matching panties.

Clipping the tags with a snip of her nail scissors, she lifted the top over her head, settled into the lace cups, set the spaghetti straps atop each shoulder, and stepped into the tiny triangle of panty. Before she turned for the mirror, she closed her eyes, and as she’d done for the last nine ovulation cycles, visualized the onslaught of robust candidates all vying for her big, healthy, ripe egg.

She opened her eyes, turned for the mirrored bathroom wall, and smiled at the overall effect. In a year, she’d happily weather the extra pounds, loose skin, and stretch marks. But for now, if she couldn’t get pregnant wearing this…

She grabbed some roses from the bouquet on her nightstand, plucked the petals, spread a handful on the bed, and left a multicolored breadcrumb path behind her as she started toward the open bedroom door.

				• • •

				Will Pierce-Cohn scraped a stray chunk of Mini-Wheat from the front of his shirt, zipped his Patagonia fleece, and headed for a house identical to his own, except for the Sunset Taupe accent trim.

And the woman who lived inside.

For once, Will Pierce-Cohn wished Hope Jordan lived anywhere else but across the street. The thought of her forced smile made his guts churn, but he had to get his playground petition in front of every neighbor in the development before the April homeowner’s board meeting. Before reverend-cum-homeowner’s-board-president Frank Griffin waxed too eloquent and the HOB rubber-stamped his environmentally questionable, proposed location change.

Will took a deep breath.

Starting with Hope.

Before he stepped onto the top step to equalize any height disadvantage, Will allowed himself a quick peek through the potted plant on her front steps and into her accent window.

He made a point not to look at other women in that way.

Especially her.

If he spotted Hope across the grocery store in low-rise jeans, he waved and diverted his cart in the other direction. At aerobics class, he only allowed himself a split-second glance at the silhouette of her butt in yoga pants before dropping his Bosu Ball and weights behind hers. He even saved friendly conversation for the odd morning when she appeared at the community mailboxes in loose sweats.

Before he could knock, he spotted her on the landing at the top of the steps.

He gasped silently.

She definitely wasn’t wearing sweats.

Backlit, with her golden hair billowing around her head like a halo, Hope wore nothing but a flowing, sheer black top.

And matching panties.

He thought about averting his eyes.

Should have.

Couldn’t.

Clearly, she was dressed for a fertility day coffee break with her husband. She’d told him months ago they were trying to get pregnant. Still, how many times had he accidentally imagined her creamy skin and the pale blush of her nipples, perky through her sweat-dampened sports bra? To see her, all of her, in near touching distance — more spectacular than he’d ever dared imagine.

Sheer lace clung to her narrow waist.

Her flat belly.

If Meg ever wore anything to bed besides a T-shirt… if, every so often, she came home from work thinking about his needs instead of her own… if, for once, she let him make the first move before reaching for his…

He let his gaze drop to Hope’s downy landing strip.

His clipboard slipped from his hand and clattered on the concrete stoop.

Hello echoed through the hallway.

There was no time to duck. It was too late to make a run for it. If he didn’t do something quickly, she was going to find him standing there like a garden-variety peeper with an erection. Beads of sweat dribbled down his back.

Astros, Mariners, Cardinals, Rockies…

He stood like a statue, unable to force his knuckle to the door.

The dead bolt flipped open with a familiar hollow metal plink.

In a surge of arousal-deadening panic, he managed a split-second trouser adjustment, placed his clipboard at a strategic angle, and attempted a casual expression.

The door opened a crack.

Hope’s lips, pink, pouty, and full, shimmered in the morning sun. Her sweet floral scent intermingled with the early spring air and the heady aroma of warm, baked goods.

“H… Hope. I…” He hadn’t stuttered since elementary school. “You answered before I had a chance to knock.”

“This isn’t a great time, Will.”

“Sorry,” he said. The thought of her body pressed against the opposite side of the hollow door separating them sent a heat wave across his face. “I’ll only take a second.”

His face felt engulfed in flames.

“Is this about the ice cream truck ban?”

“No, no.” Thanks to Frank Griffin and his mini-sermon on vanishing Americana, Will’s solution to sobering statistics about ice-cream truck operator DMV and criminal records was voted down at the last homeowner’s board meeting. Will turned away toward the empty parcel of land next to the Estridge home to compose himself as much as to make his point. “The playground.”

“I see,” she said, not looking.

Will’s practiced talking points about his concerns for the environmental impact and the reason for the developer’s lack of plans to develop prime residential sites at both Songbird Canyon and Warbler Valley Drive vanished from his brain. He couldn’t form an intelligible sentence questioning the sudden switch from the planned super-playground proposal on the vacant, commercial land at Wonderland Vista Way and Melody Mountain Ranch Parkway.

A white-tailed rabbit scurried across the pavers separating the Jordan and Estridge properties and loped toward a snow-dusted mound of dirt on his or her proposed former home.

“The bunnies,” he uttered.

“The bunnies?”

“Rabbit habitat.” He took a silent breath to compose himself. “Too marshy to accommodate — ”

“You want me to sign something?”

“Please.” He handed her the petition bearing, so far, only his name. “I know for a fact I have support on both Weeping Willow Way and…”

As Hope reached for the clipboard, her fingernail scraped the tip of his thumb and sent another surge of desire through him.

Astros, Mariners, Cardinals, Rockies…

She signed on the first line and handed back the petition. “See you at aerobics.”

Before he could say thanks, the door closed and she was gone.

So was he.

				• • •

				From her bathroom window, Maryellen Griffin watched Will Pierce-Cohn, clipboard in hand, head from Hope Jordan’s house toward the empty lot where he leaned over to inspect a patch of dirt. The futility gave her an anxious pang, causing her to shift and throw off her daily weigh-in.

Maryellen stepped off the scale, reset the button, and stepped on again to the same dismal 102. Before the blasphemous flashing faded to black, she grabbed her robe and cinched the waist tightly around her middle. She crossed the master bath and plucked the honey-do list from the usual spot on the mirror above her sink.



Morning Mel,

Help us face the day with gladness, O Lord, for today comes 
as a fresh new page.

Before you embark on what is sure to be a blessed day, please take care of the following:

1. We are nearly out of orange juice.

2. I am low on Avon Derek Jeter shave lotion. Please call Laney Estridge to reorder.

3. Check to see if Young Christian Leaders received summer camp nomination for Evangeline.



The dull ache at the base of her neck radiated upward as she scanned the rest of Frank’s fussy scrawl. Need more X-14 for mold in basement shower.… Speak to Evangeline re: missed youth choir practice…

Eva might not show up for choir again if he didn’t stop calling her Evangeline. Never mind her reaction when he so much as suggested she go to a leadership camp this summer. Maryellen took a breath and skipped to the last item on the list:


I’m meeting with Henderson Homes late afternoon to finalize playground details. Would love to celebrate with a pot roast for dinner!



Yours,
Frank



Her stomach turned at the thought of loading cow rump into the Crockpot at 7 A.M. If he wanted her to celebrate the big land swap he’d been negotiating with Henderson Homes, why couldn’t he spring for take-out? Eva was on a vegetarian kick and wouldn’t eat a bite anyway. Besides, he knew she had to close at the library.

She folded the note, stuffed it into her pocket with a week’s worth of others, and started her morning routine with a flip of the faucet.

The base of her electric toothbrush fell onto its side as she yanked a little too hard and squirted on a blob of Colgate. As the bristles met her front teeth, she savored the mint flavor on her tongue like peppermint candy. There’d be no real sweets until the scale bestowed a double-digit number. No dab of ice cream would pass her lips, no cookie crumb, and no sugar of any kind. She certainly couldn’t eat a dinner of fatty meat and grease-soaked vegetables.

After the dentist-recommended two minutes, she spit into her sink, rinsed with a handful of water, righted the overturned base, and set her Sonic Care carefully within.

Then, she grabbed Frank’s toothbrush.

Warmth encircled her toes as she padded across the heated floor to the toilet.

She paused for a moment to picture him, running his hands through his dark, gelled hair, still hopped up like Napoleon from one-upping poor Will Pierce-Cohn over the playground. In anticipation of climbing into bed to celebrate some more, he’d pick up his toothbrush and brush the pot roast with carrots, potatoes, and pearl onions from his teeth.

No doubt he’d be extra talkative tonight but at least the chatter would keep the overexuberant kissing to a minimum.

She opened the door, leaned over the bowl, and dipped in his toothbrush.

				• • •

				Laney Estridge parked her Land Rover at a strategic angle to both highlight the FOR SALE sign featuring her professional glamour shot and block the view next door. Her head, aching from an impending sinus infection, began to throb as she exited the car and started up the front walk. It was bad enough her sellers insisted on pricing their wildly overdecorated, almost two-year-old home nearly on par with the brand new models in the Melody Mountain Collection. Now, to add insult to injury, the neighbor’s driveway featured a room’s worth of wall-to-wall carpet lying on the concrete like a soapy gray beard.

As small streams trickled from the edges and joined the river of bubbles emptying into the storm drain beside her car, she grabbed her cell, autodialed the community violations hotline, and left a detailed message.

She tucked a stray strand of newly copper-and-honey highlighted hair behind her ear and straightened her plum-hued jacket. She’d managed to sell the property on Winding Valley Circle by downplaying the minor explosion that resulted in $30,000 of meth lab cleanup costs. No reason she couldn’t do the same for a listing that included the charm of do-it-yourselfers for neighbors.

With her home equity line hovering at the limit, she had to.

A car neared the entrance to the cul-de-sac.

She hurried up the front steps and clicked open the lock box.

Closing her eyes, she took a congested, but Chi-restoring, inhale and exhale and willed these buyers to be appreciative of the artistic value inherent in a basement mural of Paris.

And velvet wall accents.

And black bath fixtures.

She stationed herself to best blur the adjacent scene before the hybrid Tahoe with temporary tags approached the driveway. A big, new SUV signaled either hefty car payments or readily available cash, but it wouldn’t matter which if the wife got out, scrunched her nose, and inquired politely about the neighbors.

The passenger window slid down and, to Laney’s relief, the wife waved warmly.

Laney waved back and proffered a practiced smile.

The husband exited the driver’s side. Forty, plus or minus, and five foot seven give or take, with dark hair, prominent nose, and a mid-priced suit, he fell firmly into the borderline handsome category.

His loafers squeaked with possibility as he ambled up the walk.

A house with “dramatic appointments” would surely provide any swagger he lacked.

Laney slunk down so as not to eclipse him with her almost six feet and offered her hand. “Laney Estridge, Mountain Realty.”

“Tim Trautman.”

His handshake bore a promising overfirmness.

“I’m Theresa.” The wife waddled toward them in crisp maternity slacks and a floral print top that was more A Pea in the Pod than Target, but her tennis bracelet sparkled with the flat light of cubic zirconium. “We were so excited to find your listing.”

“I’m delighted you came by,” Laney said with a measured calm to mask a blossoming sense of too-good-to-be-true.

Theresa looked past her toward the carpeting.

Laney pointed at the greenbelt to the north and away from the foaming eyesore. “Just behind those houses, beside the open space, a state-of-the-art play structure’s slated to go in soon.”

Or, would be, once Frank Griffin quashed Will Pierce-Cohn’s ridiculous anti-playground jihad.

“A block over?” Theresa’s voice rose by an octave.

“We’re so excited to finally have a place for our little ones in this corner of the development.”

“You live nearby?”

“Next cul-de-sac.”

Theresa looked hopefully at Tim.

“Meg Pierce-Cohn lives on our block, too.”

“The state rep?” Tim asked.

Laney nodded.

Theresa’s nose twitched like an enthusiastic rabbit as she turned toward the front door. “What model is it? It looks like a Red Robin.”

“Close, it’s a Blue Jay.” The endorphin rush melted the lump that had threatened to close her throat. “A full step up from the Robin.”

“A friend of mine has this house in a Henderson Homes development in Northglenn.” Theresa tucked her hair behind her ear. “It’s called a Shiraz there, but it’s the exact same floor plan.”

“The Blue Jay has the same great layout, only it’s larger.” Laney paused. “And this particular home is beyond upgraded.” Her voice echoed as she entered the oversized foyer, which made up the only significant difference between the two models — that and a main floor laundry room.

“I can feel the difference.” Theresa spread her arms out.

“Kind of pricey, though,” Tim said.

“It’s negotiable,” Laney said. With an imminent job transfer and a McMansion set for closing outside of Dallas, her sellers needed the proceeds from the sale almost as badly as she did. Talking them into a slightly lower price wasn’t out of the question, particularly since the husband had already expressed interest in additional advice in the form of a hand job. “But new Blue Jay models, with no upgrades other than a stone façade, are going for $15,000 more in the MM Collection.”

“That’s what I told Tim,” Theresa said. “I never thought something would pop up in this part of the development near our price point.”

Laney’s heart skipped a delighted beat.

Theresa eyed the gold drapes Laney had the owners tie back to obscure some hairline cracks fanning out like crow’s feet on either side of the bay window. “Of course, we’d need to factor in some sort of redecorating budget before we could possibly write a bid.”

“Just got our current house how we want it.” Tim ducked into the living room.

“Tim’s a little hesitant to leave Eagle’s Nest Vista,” Theresa whispered. “He’s president-elect of our homeowner’s board.”

“Our HOB president, Frank Griffin, lives across the street from me,” Laney said. “I’ll be glad to put in a good word about Tim.”

“That would be great.” Theresa rubbed her belly. “Tim has to face the fact that with three kids already, we’ve outgrown anything available in our neighborhood.”

“When are you due?”

“Early June.” Theresa ran her fingers along the gold-foiled, lavender faux-finish wall.

“The walls are hand-done.” Laney touched Theresa, but carefully so as not to depress the substantial padding on her upper arm while she up-sold the existing décor. She looked into the mirror above the gold cherub sculpture. Tim seemed to have no aversion to the bordello red living room. “The artist lives over on Melody Mountain Court and gives a great break to Ranchers.”

“Ranchers, huh?” Tim raised an eyebrow and opened the coat closet.

“We’re a very friendly community.” She headed down the hallway to unveil the first male-oriented weapon in her arsenal. “You have to see the study, Tim. The owners added triple insulation so you’ll be assured quiet even when the baby is running up and down the outer hall.”

“Babies.” Tim ducked into the cherry study, the one room devoid of the wife’s garish touch.

“Twins?” Laney asked.

Theresa glanced at the oriental runner running up the curved stairway. “A double surprise.”

“Been there.” She patted Theresa.

“You have twins, too?”

“Seems like everyone does these days.” Laney smiled. “Mine are identical girls.”

Theresa’s eyes sparkled with a potential play-date radar gleam.

“They started high school this year.”

Theresa’s enthusiasm only seemed to grow. “Our Lauren is in ninth grade, too.” I’m not sure how she’s going to feel about switching schools when we — ”

Tim edged past them. “If we…”

Laney grasped Theresa’s hand and led her toward the back of the house with a practiced realtor run that looked like a strut. Other than the odd husband with an unnatural interest in fashion magazines and interior décor, they were all the same — Tim was headed for the backyard.

She deposited Theresa in the kitchen by the commercial-style refrigerator and reached him just before he opened the sliding door that didn’t quite run on its tracks. With an effortless looking shove that sent a shock through her shoulder, she lifted the panel. “The deck is new.”

There was no need to disclose that the original had sunk.

“Hmm.” He didn’t stop to examine the new redwood, scan the yard, or take a single step toward the oversized hot tub. Tim Trautman’s full attention was focused on the kitchen window of the house on the other side of the back fence.

More accurately, the neighbor inside.

Wearing a sheer babydoll top and matching panties, Hope Jordan was too caught up in her baking to notice the blinds were cracked.

She bent over to retrieve a tray from her lower oven.

“Who’s that?” Tim asked.

There was no need to turn around and check on Theresa’s whereabouts. Before she even heard the rustle of the blinds, she could feel the poor, bloated thing behind her.

Fuck. The last thing she needed was blond, stunning Hope Jordan prancing around with the windows open in her get-me-pregnant frillies. Her Playboy Bunny body was enough to make the most secure of wives reconsider the value of a property in such close proximity.

“Hope Jordan.” Laney shook her head. “Her husband’s been coming home for ovulation day lunch for almost a year.” She waited a beat. “With any luck, it won’t be too long before your twins will have a set of playmates.”

An hour-long second passed until Theresa appeared on the deck, rubbing what was presumably her naturally bountiful womb. “Tim, did you see the painted vines above the cabinets?”

His eyes lingered on Hope until she moved out of sight.

“Look, honey.” Theresa grasped Tim’s hand. She pointed to the ivy pattern stenciled along the wall as though the fake flowers had actually grown and spread out across the trellis painted above the cabinetry.

Tim gave a cursory glance at one of the wicker baskets filled with plastic greenery. “Let’s check out the bedrooms.”

				• • •

				Hope removed the chocolate dipped strawberries from the refrigerator and arranged them in a semicircle around a wedge of Brie. Grabbing the platter and a plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, she left the kitchen and walked into the great room. She set the silver trays on the hearth beside the sweating ice bucket in which a split of Dom Perignon, her last splurge until after Birth Day, was chilling.

With the flip of a switch, she had a roaring fire and the perfect picnic à deux.

As she lay on the Karastan area rug awaiting the sound of Jim’s car, she checked her watch again. Twenty minutes had passed since he’d called to say he’d be leaving soon.

Nine months since they’d started trying to get pregnant.

Just to be sure the timing was still ideal, she grabbed the thermometer she’d set next to the ice bucket, placed the metal bulb under her tongue, closed her eyes, and visualized the bold red plus that had eluded her so far.

The tick of the grandfather clock in the entry hall echoed and faded into the vaulted ceiling. Even with rooms full of handpicked furniture, rugs, wallpaper, and window treatments, their semi-custom still felt like a model.

It took the scattered mess of baby gear to make a house into a home.

She pulled the thermometer from her mouth and let her gaze settle at the hash mark where the silver line ended.

Elevated.

She picked up the phone and dialed Jim’s office number once again.

“You’ve reached the office of Jim Jordan. He is unavailable to answer your call. Please leave a message and…”

She pressed the off button, set the phone down, and readjusted a strap that had slipped down her shoulder. Jim would die if he knew so little lace and silk cost almost $200, but if Will Pierce-Cohn’s ashen face was any indication, the combination of lingerie and fertility drugs were sure-fire. Under normal circumstances she’d be horrified by the thought of him sneaking a peek from behind his petition, but his dumbfounded awe only made her more certain of the effect of the lingerie on the enthusiasm of Jim.

And his potent, but so far unsuccessful, little swimmers.

She popped the cork, poured herself some champagne, and settled into throw pillows where she’d spend thirty post-coital minutes with her legs in the air to ensure the sperm couldn’t miss her ripe, awaiting egg.

The garage door finally rolled open.

She ran her fingers through her hair, assumed a Ms. February pose complete with licked lips, and checked her reflection in the fireplace doors. “In here, honey,” she said over the clink of his keys in the bowl on the hall table. As he rounded the corner, she filled his glass. “I made us a picnic.”

As he reached for the Dom and emptied the glass, his pants, already unzipped, dropped to the floor. Without a comment on the spread, much less hers, he dropped to his knees and tugged at the crotch of her panties. “I have to be back at the office in fifteen minutes.”



CHAPTER TWO


With a nostalgic Main Street filled with retail shops, restaurants, and services, there’s no place you’ll ever need to 
be but home — 
From the Melody Mountain Ranch sales brochure.



Hope dabbed her eyes with a handful of crinkled exam table paper and looked out the window overlooking the parking lot of the Melody Valley Medical Plaza.

“Any hot flashes, headaches, mood disorders, or visual problems since starting the Clomid?” the doctor asked.

Hope shook her head.

“Other side effects?”

“Besides feeling like a total failure?”

The doctor’s kind smile made the ache all the worse. “Patience can be the toughest side effect of all.”

How much more patient could she be?

She and Jim had been together since college when a girl she didn’t know appeared out of nowhere, grabbed her by the hand, and walked her across the quad where he stood with a group of buddies. The two of you are too beautiful together not to belong together, the girl had said. Jim smiled his killer smile and they’d pretty much been that one couple from that moment on. She wanted to start trying for a baby right after the wedding, but he wanted to wait until he had his MBA, got a job, and rose to a family safe level of career security at his consulting firm. She’d never once complained, in fact enjoyed their double-income-no-kids lifestyle in their tiny Washington Park bungalow, even if they were in Denver and not an interior design mecca like NY or L.A. Finally, he agreed to put a deposit down on a family home. She spent a year watching the house take shape amid the rolling hills of Melody Mountain Ranch and then another decorating the perfect space in the ideal kid neighborhood waiting for Jim’s travel schedule to die down enough to start filling it with children. She hadn’t grown her business much beyond holiday decor, flowerbed design, and the occasional room redo so she could slip seamlessly into the role of mother. In fact, she’d spent the better part of yet another year patiently trying every guaranteed how-to pregnancy hint.

And still, nothing.

“I always thought I’d have three children by now.”

“Hope, there’s nothing medically to suggest you won’t.”

Tears dripped down her cheeks as fast as she could wipe them away. Despite a negative home pee-on-a-stick test, three actually, she was two days late with both breast sensitivity and, she could swear, slight morning sickness. “I really thought I was pregnant this time.”

The bleeding started on the drive over.

“You’ve possibly suffered what’s known as a chemical pregnancy. If so, it bodes even better for your chances of a successful future pregnancy.”

Question was, how far into the future?

“You’ve been at this for, what, eight months?”

“Nine.” The irony only intensified the cramping. “And I’ve tried everything from wild yams to Chinese herbs to cough syrup.”

The doctor shook his head. “None of the old wives’ tales work as well as relaxing about the whole process.”

Endless sessions with her therapist, the acupuncturist, and Reverend Frank were supposed to have covered that base. “Jim doesn’t know if he’s willing to go the artificial insemination, much less the in vitro, route, but I’m starting to worry we’ll have to and — ”

“Hope, you’ve only been on fertility meds for one cycle.”

“One unsuccessful cycle.”

“Forty to sixty percent of patients conceive on Clomid within six months.” He jotted on his prescription pad, tore off the top sheet, and handed it to her. “A month and a refill.”

“Meaning you think I’ll be pregnant by the beginning of summer?”

He patted her knee. “Meaning you’re still a long way off from considering yourself a failure.”



CHAPTER THREE


Melody Mountain Ranch Rules and Regulations: Section 4. Board of Directors: The Board of Directors shall have the powers and duties necessary for the operation and maintenance 
of a first-class community.



Frank Griffin rapped his gavel on the podium. “Let the April meeting of the Melody Mountain Ranch Homeowner’s Board come to order.”

As residents found seats and board members filed toward chairs he’d arranged in an arc, a là city council meetings he’d seen on the public access channel, Frank eyed the gold inscription plate on his prized wormwood mallet: Exercise Influence through Higher Power. Presented to Judge Mortimer Callahan for Twenty-Five Years of Devoted Service.

Of all the yard sale gems Maryellen had found, none felt as divinely inspired as this treasure she’d uncovered for him in a widow’s garage. If not for The Calling, and a dozen successful years in pharmaceutical sales, he’d have made an excellent judge.

Or so he’d been told.

The rec center multipurpose room was filled to capacity. Apparently, his Sunday sermon on paths to finding the Lord through community had resonated through the Melody Rancher rank and file. “I want to thank you all for coming this evening.”

He made eye contact around the room, stopping to smile in the direction of his new neighbor, Tim Trautman. According to Laney Estridge, Trautman’s previous HOB experience made him a good candidate for the next open position.

Will Pierce-Cohn’s position.

Even with the comeuppance of his failed presidential bid, P-C took on Covenant Violations chair, as far as Frank could tell, to disrupt the monthly meeting with a heartfelt plea for banning ice cream trucks, reexamining approved air conditioning systems in light of global warming, or whatever pointless issue was stuck in his unemployed, took-his-wife’s-name-with-a-hyphen, Jewish-liberal, househusband craw. He was sure to shit another pointless brick when he found out his current cause célèbre, the mega-playground land, had already been earmarked for a more lofty purpose: The Melody Mountain Community Church.

Having dreamed of, planned for, and then uprooted his family from Colorado Springs specifically for the spiritual leadership opportunity in South Metro Denver, the mere idea of finally breaking ground on a real live brick and mortar (or stucco for that matter) dream church sent a chill through him more intense than any desire of the flesh.

Despite P-C’s objections, the plan was a true win-win. After double-digit months of commercial zoning issues on the super-playground land Henderson Homes mandated in the original covenant documents, they would get what they wanted — an amendment that allowed for multiple smaller playgrounds in satellite locations. In return, Henderson Homes agreed to sell the now vacant property to the Melody Mountain Church at a price well under market. The sweetheart deal included builder financing and was sealed with the twenty-three grand in the church building fund as earnest money. Frank even managed to finagle a ninety-day closing to rustle the remaining seventeen thousand he needed from his flock.

By that time, the neighborhood children would be happily ensconced in summer play and no one but his delighted parishioners and Pierce-Cohn would care anymore about the switch.

“Roll call,” Frank said, to get the proceedings moving along before the honorable Mrs. Pierce-Cohn came home to spring her man from household Hades. If she really cared about family and community as much as she claimed, she’d resign from the state legislature and send her desperate househusband back to work.

Not that Frank was worried.

Once the community saw the new recreation space arrangement they’d hammered out, ratification, technically a formality since he’d already signed the paperwork, would be a foregone conclusion. “Chair is, of course, present.”

A handful of covenant breakers and complainers already had their hands in the air.

He looked past a repeat offender from Allegro Meadow Drive, fined again for leaving his boat in excess of forty-eight hours in front of the house, and nodded to the first-time violator to the man’s right.

“I received a citation for shampooing the carpet on my front driveway and…”

“To my knowledge, wall-to-wall is typically cleaned inside the house.”

“Not when the padding’s moldy and has to be replaced while the carpet’s being treated.”

“Wouldn’t a mold problem override covenant restrictions?” Roseanne Goldberg, neighborhood expert on all things scientifically dubious, added.

“I’m not sure there is a section that refers to indoor carpet cleaning done outdoors,” Frank said. He couldn’t allow one of her diatribes to give Pierce-Cohn time to arrive and derail the evening’s important business. “But I agree an exemption may be in order until we investigate further.”

Both the violator and Mrs. Goldberg nodded and took their seats.

“In fact, I’ve decided to pardon all of tonight’s attendees from fines associated with their infractions — assuming proof of compliance is provided within ninety days.”

Hands went down and sighs of unanticipated grace filled the room.

He pretended to scan for other raised hands. “As there appear to be no further questions, I’ll continue with roll call. Officers?”

Over a chorus of present, Frank nodded to his energetic, industrious treasurer. With her Christian spirit and can-do attitude, Jane Hunt was a bright spot on the board. Why her ex-husband decided to become a woman on her was a true mystery. “Ms. Hunt, would you please review the minutes from the last meeting?”

He hopped off the riser behind the podium and sat before she could stand to full height.

With an upward adjustment of the microphone, Jane began to cite the previous month’s minutes. “Our last meeting was called to order at six P.M. on March first. Notices were sent out for the following covenant infractions: 12354 Melody Way for installing a basketball hoop without painting the backboard to match the trim work; 31724 Songbird Mountain Circle for…”

The double doors banged open.

Will Pierce-Cohn paused for a moment in the doorway, scanned the room — for allies, no doubt — and then entered looking his usual diminutive, unkempt self. The damp pits of his faded polo shirt threatened the paperwork tucked under his arm.

Frank looked pointedly at his Bulova.

“Sorry. My wife was tied up in a legislative session.”

“Not a problem.” Despite irritation over the inevitable scuffle ahead, it was probably to his benefit to have Pierce-Cohn show up late, looking like the disheveled distraction everyone knew him to be, than absent and filing objections after the fact. If nothing else, Frank would get to see P-C’s reaction as the playground surprises unfolded.

“I recall this meeting to order at seven past six.”

Jane shook her head in what was surely a show of annoyance solidarity. 
“A $100 fine was assessed to 19432 Meadow View Drive for repeatedly violating the no nudity in backyard hot tubs clause…”

Frank chuckled along with everyone else.

P-C sat expressionless, arms folded.

“Under discussion,” Jane continued, “was a stray cat problem in the neighborhood. An inquiry committee has been appointed. Also announced was Henderson Homes’ offer to extend warranty coverage for driveway cracking and selected issues related to expansive soils in the Phase One cul-de-sacs. It was voted on and passed that the toilet tissue in the rec center be downgraded to reduce costs and impede spitball formation. The savings from this and other cost saving measures instituted over the past year allowed the board to consider and approve…”

Frank nodded along as Jane detailed the increase in suburban crime and the security system she’d negotiated for the community center to combat said dangers. Melody Meadow Ranch didn’t have webcams to keep tabs on the kiddies as they frolicked in the fountain like the Stapleton development or to ensure safe shopping like the Bel Mar Main Street, but at least the assets of the rec center would now be secure.

On his cue, his wife, Maryellen, padded silently toward the art supply closet.

Frank smiled watching P-C watch Maryellen disappear among the easels and paints. While Frank preferred his slim, schoolgirl pretty wife in colors, he’d had her wear an earth-toned skirt and blouse tonight so she wouldn’t distract anyone from the oversized metal cart she extracted from the closet.

Jane finished discussing the details of the security install, threw in a subtle but preapproved pitch for her home security business, and uttered the word playground. Maryellen rolled the cart into the center of the room and halted in front of the podium, as planned.

Not part of the plan was the floral scarf she’d added to her ensemble.

Frank strode around from behind the board members, stopped beside the cart, and shot Maryellen a quick look before she returned to her seat.

“Ranchers…” He pinched the coarse linen cloth covering the contents of the cart between his fingers. “I present to you the prototype for our new community playgrounds.”

He tugged the sheet.

In the center of an open Plexiglas box, a diorama of a tri-level play structure nestled in a soft bed of pale sand. Plastic children smiled mid-swing from the monkey bars. Smiling mothers tended to plump babies on cozy benches beneath the shade of towering shade trees.

The enthusiastic oohs and aahs hardly did his display justice.

“Frank.” Pierce-Cohn’s voice warbled like he was in the throes of puberty.

“Discussion hasn’t been called yet,” Jane said.

“I’ll allow it.” With the warm response of the crowd, Frank didn’t have to force his smile. “Mr. Pierce-?”

P-C was on his feet before Frank could get out the post-hyphen segment of his name. “Are the fully grown trees part and parcel of the project, too?”

“We’ll have to plant young trees for cost effectiveness.” The man’s desperation was palpable. “I’m sure you all realize this is merely an artist’s rendering of the two projected playgrounds.”

“Frank, there’s no denying the appeal of your model or the idea of our children finally enjoying a new playground.” Temporarily silenced by another round of applause, he continued, “but I have concerns about the location changes as well as the new locations themselves.”

Frank nodded thoughtfully as though considering P-C’s position.

Will set the petition on the podium. “So do a number of members of this community.”

“I see,” Frank said, pretending to scan the legalese. His eyes dropped down to the only section of interest: the handful of signatures on the lines below.

He never made it past the loopy, feminine signature on the first line.

Hope Jordan.

He looked at the name again in disbelief.

Hope was his neighbor. His parishioner. He’d not only excused her last two covenant violations, but also made changes to the landscaping regulations when she’d argued for a more inclusive approved planting list. “I’m concerned, too,” he finally managed, turning to whisk a grain of sand from the flag adorning the enclosed fort atop the third level. “Concerned the residents of this community get that which they were promised. And more.”

“Frank, you know I want what’s best for this community and that includes a new playground for our children.” Will shook his head dramatically. “Neighbors and friends, I stand to benefit more than most of you since one of the proposed relocation sites is on my, Frank’s, own street.” He paused. “But I can’t help but wonder why Henderson Homes left prime lots, one on our cul-de-sac, undeveloped in the first place.”

How could Hope have depended on him for friendship, guidance, and support these last months with her infertility problems and then gone and signed that rabble-rouser’s petition?

Against him.

“Henderson Homes is the premier planned community developer in the Front Range. They are all about quality, which is one of the primary reasons I chose Melody Mountain Ranch for my family and ministry.” Frank cleared his throat. “Not to mention the promise of ample green space and parks.”

The applause rolled through him like a soothing wave.

“I’m telling you, there is something off, at least with the Songbird Canyon Court plot of green space,” Pierce-Cohn said. “The soil is too soggy.”

“Making it the perfect site for a neighborhood park,” Frank said.

“The original site at the corner of Wonderland Valley Road and Wonderland Valley Court was perfect — set on land that’s homestead adjacent, but zoned commercial to keep strip malls and gas stations from dotting hillside views and… ”

“Which is why Henderson Homes got tangled up with the zoning board for so long. Besides, the property faces east and is only accessible by foot for the neighbors on the adjacent cul-de-sacs.”

“So is the Songbird Canyon Court site.”

“The walking path will be extended to the green belt beside it.”

“It’s a rabbit habitat.”

“We’re overrun by the end of summer as it is.” He glanced out onto the audience of bobbing heads. “I think we can all agree on that.”

“Then you plan to exterminate the rabbits?”

“Relocate.”

“No need. The play structure will sink.”

“Not if it’s moored in concrete.”

Perspiration dampened Pierce-Cohn’s forehead. “And there’s the size of the land relative to the original.”

Frank stood taller than his five feet eight inches, set his shoulders back. The shock of seeing Hope’s name had distracted him. He’d let P-C go on too long. “We stand to gain nearly a third more acreage.”

“You mean a third less, don’t you?”

Frank smiled. Almost winked at Tim Trautman to show him how it was done in Melody Mountain Ranch. “Because some of the land is admittedly flawed, but eminently fixable, I was able to negotiate with Henderson Homes for an unprecedented deal.” He paused for an extra-long beat for the room to quiet down. “We’ll not only have identical playgrounds on Songbird Canyon Court and Warbler Way, but I also managed to wrangle a mini-sports park for the older kids in the southernmost cul-de-sac of Phase Four.”

“On Hummingbird Cove?” someone asked.

“Exactly,” Frank said over the applause.

Pierce-Cohn’s face was priceless.

If only Hope were there to look as contrite.

He allowed implications to echo through the room. Before Will could ask about the fate of the soon-to-be-forgotten-by-everyone-but-Pierce-Cohn former parcel of playground land in question, the answer to which was a secret known only to himself and the top brass at Henderson Homes, he added, “In addition, the play equipment manufacturer discounted the second structure by nearly thirty percent because we’re doing two sets.” Over the cheers he allowed himself a smile of victory. “With the approval of my fellow board, the children of Melody Mountain Ranch will have not one, but three new playgrounds by the start of summer.”

				• • •

				Eva Griffin stroked her velvet cape and looked out at the group of kids circling her basement ping-pong table. If she could get everyone out of the house by eight, there’d be plenty of time to mask the smell of burning candles and weed with a Glade plug-in before her parents came home from their homeowner’s board meeting.

Following the rules of order in her bible, Covens Made Simple, she bowed her head at Tyler Pierce-Cohn, her head warlock and BFF-with-benefits. “Eagle feather and raven’s claw, our coven meeting is now called.”

While Tyler technically discovered Witchcraft in a library book, Eva ran with it, bringing the sacred peace to their suburban Hell. She handpicked prospects from the halls of Melody Mountain High and around the neighborhood. She designed their capes from curtain fabric. She uncovered a real Athame in a bin of rusty hardware and unearthed a bag of initiation charms while she was stuck on one of her mom’s wretched yard sale expeditions.

Working as prop master in the school theater department provided the perfect cover. If her dad let her act in anything other than the church Easter pageant or silly Sunday morality one-acts, she might never have envisioned the tableau spread before her.


Christian girls don’t overindulge.

Christian girls don’t dress like whores.

Christian girls don’t do secular theater.



Eva smiled at her growing flock.

They led covens.

She nodded at her crew before turning to the two newbies standing together in the back of the room. The first, Heather McDaniel, a sophomore wanna-be black girl was outcast from the real African-American kids and needed a new gang of homies. The other, Lauren Trautman, was new at Melody Mountain High. Disney teen star pretty, with shoulder-length black curls and blue eyes, she looked like she’d shown up at the wrong after-school club. It was a wonder the cheerleader crowd hadn’t already snapped her up.

Lauren smiled like she was at a pep rally.

Apparently, girlfriend was fated for more important things than Saturday night keggers and guys with letter jackets.

They all were.

As soon as she initiated these two, they would have the thirteen official members she needed to start casting real spells.

Eva waved her wand over the elaborate altar of feathers, seashells, incense, and candles. “High-ranking warlock, I call upon thee for the altar blessing.”

Tyler stepped forward, the hood of his robe pulled over his wavy brown hair. His eyebrow piercing, a tiny hoop with a treble charm, reflected in the flickering candlelight. Glassy-eyed from the preceremony bong they’d shared, he began to recite the opening chant:


Blessed be the precious and preserving air, the breath of life, of inspiration and delight…



Tyler’s words echoed through the basement.

One of the Estridge twins sniffled.

The other sneezed.

Eva made a mental note to look up a potion to keep their allergies or whatever from disrupting the ceremonies.


Blessed be the precious, preserving Earth, the flesh of life, our sustainer and our wisdom.



“Praise the Goddess.” The silver curl of moon she’d painted above her brow pulsed with power as she raised her hands to quiet the rustle of voices in the room. She turned toward Heather and Lauren. “I hereby pronounce you to be Dedicants.”

“Whoa!” Tyler looked confused. “We didn’t even have new member orientation, yet.”

“Special events allow for special circumstances.” She allowed a smile. “We now have the divine power of thirteen.”

“True that,” he admitted.

“Time to try a spell.”

“Don’t you think we’re kind of rushing?”

“No.” Eva ran the edge of a black-painted Bowie knife across the surface of the chimes suspended above the altar. “And so it is done.”

She returned to the altar and turned to Libby Estridge. “Mistress Elizabeth, please read from the Witch Book.”

Libby bowed and picked up a leather-bound journal with a removable pentagram sticker affixed to the front. “Our last meeting coincided with the crescent moon. After the memorial service for our sacred feline, Chalice, a committee was appointed to locate a new coven cat.”

Eva wiped a tear with her robe sleeve. When her secret stray disappeared from under the patio, she couldn’t help but think her father was somehow involved. At holiday time, she’d written KITTEN in block letters at the top of her list. On Christmas Day, when she cried because there was no purr of a furry little creature, he’d said, “Your mother is allergic,” which wasn’t true. Worse, he added like he was joking, “Cats come from and go to Hell.”

What about cat killers?

He was so fucking controlling about everything in his house, she definitely wouldn’t put offing a poor kitten living under the deck past him.

“The following incantations were deemed promising: the pool area lock opening spell and the extended snow-day spell. A committee was appointed to work on the love potion after Hannah Hunt accidentally attracted that freak math teacher. Also, we will only hold youth group meetings at the rec center until the new security system is installed. Since we won’t have any more privacy after that, future meetings will be held — ”

“At my house. Thank you, Libby.” She had to keep the pacing up so the energy peaked at the perfect moment. “New business.”

“Didn’t think we were finished with old business, yet,” Tyler said.

“Time constraints. Besides, our coven has achieved the divine number. It’s time to test our casting abilities.”

Tyler furrowed his brow. “Tonight?”

Apparently he wasn’t as stoned as she’d hoped. “I found a cool spell we have to try.”

“And what would that be?”

“Something I think might time out perfectly with the upcoming Easter holiday.”

“What are we going to do to your dad?” Tyler asked.

She flashed him the no-more-benefits-to-our-friendship-if-you-keep-this-up look. “Why do you assume it’s about my dad?”

He shrugged. “Just a guess.”

Margaret Estridge, Libby’s identical twin, down to the flaming red hair and freckles, giggled. “Our mom thinks he’s hot.”

“I know, right,” Libby added.

Gingers were always a little tweaked. Eva shook her head. “Sick.”

“My dad says he’s cool,” one of the Goth kids added. “For a minister.”

“So cool, he forces my mom and me to start working on that stupid Easter egg hunt like two months in advance.”

“I knew this was about your dad,” Tyler said.

Eva’s nose burned with impending tears. “You don’t get it.”

Hannah Hunt stepped forward. “If Mistress Eva wants to try a spell, why don’t we just go for it and see what happens?”

Around the room, headpieces jangled with nods of assent.

Tyler glanced nervously at the two new initiates.

At least the rest of them were with her.

“All I want to do is make sure Easter isn’t such a total pain in the ass.

“Don’t you think it’s a little weird mixing the Christian thing with Witchcraft?”

“Depends on how you look at it.” Eva lifted her Athame skyward. “It’s all about faith.”

				• • •

				Everyone loved the soon-to-be reality of two new playgrounds.

Loved him.

Frank held his cheeks together to restrain a sudden urge to pass gas.

Hope Jordan had a right to her opinion and, really, her signature didn’t make any difference…

A queasy feeling rolled through his gut.

Must have been something he ate.

He belched silently, stood, and smiled. “Do I have a motion in favor of the playground?”

“I motion that we approve the costs for both construction and playground equipment at rates and sites outlined by our president,” Jane Hunt said.

Beads of sweat broke out across his brow.

“Second.”

“All in favor?”

The room began to spin.

As hands sailed into the air, a wave of nausea crashed on the shores of his esophagus. Before the foul taste of bile could roar up his throat and spill into his mouth, he tried but couldn’t manage to utter the two final words, “All opposed?”




CHAPTER FOUR


Melody Mountain Ranch Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions: Section 1.2. Owner: “Owner” shall mean any person or entity at any time owning the lot. The terms “Owner” and “Member” may be used interchangeably herein.



After a sleepless night of rapid-cycling through the further research he could have done, the signatures he should have collected, and the points he might have made, no matter how pointless, in light of Griffin’s dazzling land grab, Will felt sick himself. Frank’s sudden illness made it impossible to ask for a delayed vote or make any further inquiries whatsoever without looking like a total ass. “I feel like I’m between a rock and a hard place.”

Meg spooned against him and nuzzled his neck. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

“I’m serious.” He shifted positions to block his wife’s hand from its imminent path toward his clammy, flaccid dick. He’d clearly been out-orated and out-strategized. Griffin had to know his three-for-one land deal would be a slam-dunk, so why had he gone to the trouble of putting together that diorama? Revenge? Ego? “I spent half the night coming up with excuses for why we have to pack up and move out to Saddle Rock like we should have done in the first place.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No more ridiculous than Griffin imposing his will on everyone.”

“Honey, you need to accept you’re the only one who’s feeling that way.”

“Ouch.”

“Welcome to my world.” She twisted one of the hairs circling his belly button. “I vote today on a construction bill that will either limit my constituents’ ability to sue culpable homebuilders or end upscale, affordable living as we know it.”

He sighed. “What are you going to do?”

“I want to vote against it, but I have to go with the polls.” She rested her fingers just beneath the waistband of his boxers. “And try to get my mind off any possible ramifications with a little stress relief.”

“I don’t know if I can focus enough to…”

She took his hand and placed it on her right breast. “I’m confident you can.”

Her nipple hardened beneath the silk-screened countenance of some forgotten candidate on her oversized T-shirt. At least there was something willing to be swayed toward his cause.

As he reached under Meg’s shirt with his other hand, he glanced over her at the digital clock on his nightstand. “It’s almost seven. I should get the kids up or they’ll miss the bus.”

“Drive them.” She reached into his boxers.

He drove them most mornings, anyway. After rousing Tyler from his teenage death-sleep and hustling him out the door, there were the twins to contend with. It was almost impossible to coax them into clothes, stuff cereal into their mouths, and rush them down the street before the bus huffed up the hill. The dog, cat, and guinea pig simply had to wait for breakfast until he got home.

Meg ran her tongue from his jaw toward his mouth. “Give the people what they want.”

He feathered his fingers through his wife’s short take-me-seriously haircut. Once Meg finally made governor, maybe she’d grow it again. With the thought of her silky chestnut mane spread across the gubernatorial pillowcases, a rush of blood finally surged southward.

A stray thought of Hope Jordan in sheer black lace made him rock hard.

He burrowed his lips into the warm crook of Meg’s neck, lifted her shirt, and quickly removed her lavender Jockey for Her panties.

“It’s been so long,” Meg moaned.

Only a month.

He entered her.

And a week.

As he began to move inside her, forgetting, if only momentarily, everything but the amazing warmth of her, the house felt like it began to tremble beneath them.

Will peered over Meg’s head and out the window.

A truck passed the Jordans’ house and stopped at the end of the cul-de-sac. Workers with surveying equipment piled out the back of the flatbed. The foreman tipped his thermos and seemed to smile toward Will’s bay window.

“Damn it.” He pulled the covers up over himself and Meg. “How can they be — ?”
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