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    Dedication




    For Nathan,


    who keeps me grounded and makes me laugh—


    usually at the same time.


    I love you.


  




  

    Skygods




    A skydiver,


    arrogant in his ability to navigate the heavens, rejects his fragile state


    and calls himself a god of the sky.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Blue Sky, Black Death




    A skydiver’s mantra or greeting.


    Enjoy the exhilaration of the open sky,


    but never forget the mortal earth below.




    Hydraulic Level Five [working title]
Draft 1.22


    © Samuel Caulfield Cabral & Aspen Kaye Trilby


    22. An Inheritance and State




    THREE MILLION DOLLARS. All of it in a trust fund left behind by his dead parents, which now that he is eighteen, is at his disposal. According to the lawyer, the fortune would’ve been nine million if the estate hadn’t been obligated to pay his mother’s debts after she jumped. Not that he wants a dime of it. Caulfield snarls at the memory of the piggish man with squinty eyes and a stupid-looking bowtie that choked his fat neck. He doesn’t need a stranger to remind him his mother had preferred ski slopes, sports cars, and spending sprees in Boston’s Back Bay to her son.




    “Caulfield, hit the on-deck circle!” Coach bellows from the opposite end of the dugout. Caulfield scoops up a bat and sprints to the circle for warm-up swings. He has to get his head in the game, his last ever with Bear Creek High. He’s wanted the state title for so long, and now it’s three colossal runs away—so impossible just fifteen minutes ago, yet Bear Creek managed to load the bases in a ninth inning rally.




    Bright stadium lights wash the field in white, heightening the exhilaration of the night game. He pushes his hat brim down to shield his eyes from the glare.




    “Straighten out that swing. You’re a little wild today.” Caulfield nods to the hitting coach and focuses on the next pitch, clobbering the imaginary ball. “That’s better.”




    The odd thing is, baseball has begun to lose its sheen of magic. The University of Colorado, along with several other colleges, offered him baseball scholarships. He turned them all down. The idea of playing ball another four years seems daunting. Really, all he wants to do is plow through the next two years until Aspen graduates from high school and he can once again see her every day.




    She’s up there in the stands like she always is—screaming his name when he’s up to bat, waving as he takes to the outfield. To her, he’s Caulfield: attentive boyfriend, hell of a ballplayer, and best friend since five. How would she feel about Caulfield: child of a disbarred lawyer and nutcase socialite? Or Caulfield: sack-of-shit millionaire who’s too scared to touch his inheritance, even to buy his girlfriend a reliable ride? Caulfield tears through another swing.




    “Number Nine, you’re up!” Caulfield shoulders the barrel as the hitter before him strikes out. A thrill shoots through him every time he hears “Number Nine.” Ted Williams—the Splendid Splinter himself—wore the number nine for two decades in Boston. Someday he’ll see that retired number flying high above Fenway Park. Maybe he’ll use his mother’s money to do it and hope she burns with revulsion, wherever she is. The more he learns of her, the more he can’t stomach thinking of her as “mother.” He should just call her Rachel Caulfield. No, just Rachel.




    Caulfield digs one foot into the batter’s box, then the next. Time to focus. Ninth inning, down two runs. Runner on third, runner on second, runner on first. He has to hit it deep. The crowd behind him is a roaring machine, all squeals and shrieks. He hears Aspen’s voice, and Maria’s and Esteban’s. Zoning them out, he studies the pitcher as he shakes his head once, twice, and windup. The ball’s coming in high—too high. He holds his swing. Crud, slider.




    “Strike!”




    Coach hollers at him to watch for breaking balls, as if he doesn’t already know. He plants his feet, pure fury pulsing through his veins, his heart pounding Ra-chel…Ra-chel. Fuck her. Fuck her for distracting him during the biggest game of his life, for keeping him from Fenway Park, and for despising her only child. He hates her money. He swings hard.




    Too early.




    “Strike!”




    “Fuck!” Caulfield growls, earning him a warning glare from the umpire.




    “Come on, Caulfield! Get your head out of your ass and in this game!”




    “This isn’t tee-ball, this is State!”




    The crowd behind him jeers, and Caulfield knows they will hang, draw, and quarter him, then stick his head on the fence post if he screws this up. He narrows his vision to the pitcher, watching his windup, the angle of his arm, bracing himself. This one’s coming in low. He holds his swing.




    “Ball!”




    He whooshes out. There we go, Caulfield. Eye on the ball—first rule of baseball. Channel the rage. Carry it through in your swing. Windup…no break, coming in fast, just how you like them. Swing through…




    Crack!




    Yes. Caulfield tosses the bat and sprints for first as the crowd’s untamed screams propel him forward. He rounds first as the other team’s outfielders stumble around the fence, the ball out of the park and lost to them. A manic grin claims his face as he slows to a jog, savoring the trip around the bases. One runner crosses home plate…then two…then three. Caulfield’s grand slam pushes the score to six-to-four, bottom of the ninth. The game is over.




    His teammates flood from the dugout and Bear Creek students and parents spill onto the field, but the only face Caulfield seeks is Aspen’s. Strong arms lift him and he can see above the hundreds of heads. He spots her, wildly waving her arms and jumping with sheer joy. Gone is the inheritance. Gone is the piggish lawyer, his father, and Rachel. It’s only her. Always her.




    Caulfield stiffens.




    I love her.




    Not some high school crush or infatuation with her hair, her eyes, her body. He loves her. Enough to forget everyone else. Enough to give her everything he can. Enough to protect her, to marry her.




    He slides down from his teammates’ shoulders and whips Aspen into his arms, clinging to her.




    “You were…Ack! Amazing!” she cries into his ear, heedless of the sweat dripping from his forehead, his neck, his arms. “So brilliant, so perfect!”




    He laughs and set her down, plopping his soaked ball cap on her lovely blond head. Framing her face with his hands, he kisses her, hard.




    “Let’s do the fairy tale. All of it.” His voice quakes with adrenaline and emotion. She can’t miss his meaning. Don’t scare her, you idiot. She’s not even sixteen. But it’s not fear in her wide eyes. Nothing but joy stares back, and it fills Caulfield’s own heart with trepidation.




    He smooths her cheek, eases his agony. “That’s a long way out, though, getting married? Far, far in the future.” She nestles beneath his arm. He stoops and pecks her cheek.




    “Only you, Firecracker. Don’t forget it.”




    [image: ]




    Kaye—Well, here it is. One hundred plus pages of our story, told as truthfully as I can recall. I know it’s one-sided. It’s missing your thoughts, your memories. Thank you again for agreeing to share them with me.




    You should know: I feel like that eighteen-year-old kid again, terrified you’ll read this memoir and lose respect for me. I’m ashamed of how I resented my adoptive mother. How I both idolized and hated my birth mother. Or the secrets I kept from you, for years. The way I longed for a thirteen-year-old girl who was little more than a child. But this is life, and we make choices and we suffer (and grow) because of them.




    Read our story. Give me your honesty. Question everything, not just the passages I’ve marked, because this is us and I want it to be right. ~Sam




    [image: ]




    Neelie Nixie was a whip-toting, stiletto-sporting dominatrix. Stupid Hollywood, had to sex up poor Neelie. But still, I was giddy to finally get a glimpse of her long-awaited image. Indigo Kingsley’s soft, full lips curled in the publicity photo, as if she were about to say, “Why yes, I am the only woman in the world who can wear skin-tight leather and not chafe my ivory thighs.” Her sleek platinum hair was now a wild mane and previously blue eyes were some smoky, unidentifiable color. Mist and shadow swirled behind her toned, action-hero body. In the background, a beat-up road sign proclaimed BEAR CREEK: Population 4,182.




    I wondered if Samuel had seen Indigo’s publicity shot yet. Heck, he probably attended the photo shoot during their romantic stint. Bald, red, and unbecoming jealousy flared as I studied, with the eyes of a competitor, limbs lithe and long, freckle-less complexion, ample cleavage. I sniffed. Airbrushed.




    A clap of thunder rattled the TrilbyJones walls and the lights flickered. Thank goodness for backup generators. Double-checking my surge protector, I turned back to my work and ignored the sheets of rain pelting my office windows. More rain. More gray darkness. We’d had nothing but a constant barrage of the cold, wet stuff—a peculiarity for midsummer Boulder.




    It had been ten days since Samuel and Caroline had driven the suitcase-laden rental out of the Cabrals’ driveway to resume his book tour. Ten days since his sister and her new husband, Danita and Angel, boarded a plane bound for a Maui honeymoon. Ten days and I was still digging out from hundreds of emails that had collected in my time away from TrilbyJones, my boutique PR agency. We were patroned by the local tourist industry, from Wild West museums to spelunking clubs. Assembling marketing plans often required shadowing our clients, like the upcoming caving expedition detailed in the email I was supposed to be answering, rather than fretting over Indigo’s come-hither pout. Minimizing the Water Sirens images, I fired off another response.




    Re: July Caving Trip




    To: Kevin@GreatWestCaves.com




    Kevin—Groovy Adventures caving expedition is still on. Can you please provide gear for four instead of three?




    I tapped a fingernail against my coffee mug and dreamed of Samuel decked out in spelunking gear…heavy-duty overalls, hard-hat, carabiners. If understanding our client’s business meant donning harnesses and ropes like bondage enthusiasts and delving into the depths of the earth, so be it.




    I opened another email. As I attached artwork files, my mind floated to the cautious kiss Samuel and I had shared on the ball diamond. So warm, despite the chill of the night. So soft, despite the hard ground. My gut twisted. Ever since I broke my resolve, I’d worried that my actions could be misinterpreted as “friends with benefits.” When I shared my concern with Samuel in our brief conversation last night, he laughed it off.




    “If this is ‘friends with benefits,’ Trilby, I think I’ve been cheated out of the benefits.”




    “But I kissed you.”




    “And it was hot, and wonderful, and…well…left me with a big problem when I returned home. Trust me, I don’t feel as though you’re using me for sex.”




    “A big problem, huh, Cabral? Someone’s bragging.” I’m positive he could feel my warming cheeks across the sine waves. Who was this bold girl?




    “By the way, I mailed the manuscript today. Keep your eyes open for a FedEx package…”




    My email notification dinged and snapped me from my daydreams, just as I loosened Samuel’s tuxedo tie and flicked open those little buttons, ready to trail a line of wedding cake frosting from neck to navel. I was a pitiable bundle of hormones. Sighing, I buried myself in my client accounts until it was home time.




    Shutting down my computer, I grabbed my briefcase and dodged from my desk, the last one to leave. I’d decided not to return to my hometown of Lyons this past weekend. After our intimate little show during Danita and Angel’s wedding dance, small town gossip was rampant. According to my disapproving mother, her farmers market customers had commented how exciting it was “to see those kids back together,” and had asked how she felt about her “small-fry daughter going after that Cabral boy again.”




    Dodging Lyons gossip wasn’t the only reason for burying myself in work. It kept my mind off of other things, like Samuel’s grand kiss-off note from seven years ago. I’d finally mailed it to him, knowing he wouldn’t see it until he returned to New York from his latest publicity gig.




    It’s not that I’d been reluctant to unearth it. I spent every night last week tearing through memento boxes and yearbooks. (I had a good chuckle over Angel’s and Samuel’s gelled comb-overs and silk shirts.) It wasn’t with my keepsakes. I’d found the slightly yellowed envelope several days ago, stuffed in TrilbyJones’s basement, along with other divorce papers I hadn’t wanted to taint my new home. I don’t know what I’d expected when I’d unfolded the note, perhaps some big, neon arrow pointing to a clue: a misshaped Y, an open O that told me Samuel hadn’t been the author. Ever since he’d questioned his ability to write such a missive, I’d fished for someone else to blame for the ugly words. But when I held the thing between shaking fingers, smoothed the wrinkled paper marred by water marks, I saw Samuel’s handwriting—wilder than normal, but still elegant, still precise:




    Kaye,




    Go home to Colorado. I don’t want to see you again. The roots between us are dead, we are dead…




    I swiped a stray tear and jammed the unwanted memory back in the envelope. I’d forgiven him. It was the past. I’d made a photocopy and mailed the original to Samuel, waiting with baited breath until he returned to New York and saw it…




    Had he picked up the mail, yet? Maybe he was still on his flight or in a cab. My fingers itched for my phone. Locking TrilbyJones, I flew up the Victorian’s dark stairwell to my second-floor apartment. Samuel had been in Toronto, meeting and greeting fans at some sort of convention. When we last spoke, I asked if he’d visited the CN Tower. His only response was a groan and a mumbled “I didn’t even have time to shave.”




    The publicity tour was hard on Samuel, though he rarely complained. He enjoyed crowds almost as much as he enjoyed lumbar punctures. Caroline was cramming as many book appearances as possible into the months before the movie premiered, and with Water Sirens fervor creeping like ivy across America, his events were packed. I’d read on a celebrity gossip website how an off-kilter fan all but accosted him at a book signing because Samuel Cabral had well and truly put Water Sirens to rest. Horrible visions of a sledgehammer-wielding, wild-eyed Annie Wilkes swung through my imagination.




    I caved. Punching in his number, I jiggled my knees and waited. No answer. I left a generic message, something cringe-inducing like “hope you didn’t need the barf bag on your flight,” and settled in for another Wednesday night of televised ghost hunting and wine. I was already biting my thumbnail as night-vision cameras swept through Irish castles, so when there was a sudden rap at my door, I flew from my chair with a yelp. Without waiting for an invitation, Molly barreled into my apartment, followed by a scowling Jaime Guzman. Both shook rain from their jackets and slipped out of their muddy shoes.




    “Hi, Kaye! We’ve come for a night of drunken debauchery and popcorn.”




    Jaime snorted. “She tackled me in The Garden Market and promised to buy a Labrador if I came along.” Jaime housed a pack of Labrador puppies under the auspices of breeding and selling them, but I suspected she vastly preferred their company over that of the human populace.




    “Oh please, you went willingly.”




    How…odd. Was misanthropic Jaime actually being social? If temperaments were placed on this earth with diametric opposites, then Molly Jones, my bubbly best friend and business partner, and Jaime Guzman, my scorned and scathing divorce attorney, were such. Yet they’d somehow clicked in their incompatibility, and I suspected it was a mutual appreciation of mischief. Ever since Molly orchestrated my prank night kidnapping several weeks ago, Jaime seemed to gain respect for her. If Molly ever knocked over a bank, Jaime might even invite her to coffee.




    I reached sunburned arms around my friend. She stooped her towering ponderosa frame and returned my hug, her frizzy wet hair tickling my neck. “So, what have you been doing outside the office?” I asked. “I’ve heard nothing from you at all since the wedding!”




    Her eyes sparked. “Shouldn’t you be asking who—”




    “Never mind, I set myself up for that one.” I shuffled to the kitchen to make popcorn.




    Molly mooned like a schmaltzy schoolgirl, sprawled on my sofa. “Oh, Kaye, Cassady is…argh! He’s such a gentleman, and he’s smart, and reads a lot and only has documentaries in his Netflix queue, and his pecs! Oh, and he says he’s had it so bad for me, he was ‘as useless as gooseshit on a pumphandle,’” Molly prattled on. “He would have acted sooner, but he wasn’t sure how long he’d stay in Lyons…”




    I poured three glasses of wine as Molly listed Cassady’s virtues. Cassady was something of a hippie rover who’d found employment as an outdoor adventure guide in Lyons a few years back, and settled nicely into our circle of friends. He wouldn’t tell us where he was from, but I suspected Minnesota. Molly’d been panting after him since he first spoke that glorious “ya, you betcha,” and “nice weather, eh?” Jaime turned a little green and downed half her glass the instant I placed it in her fingers. I had a feeling she wouldn’t be joining us for many more girls’ nights. She smacked her lips appreciatively.




    “Good stuff, Trilby. Local?”




    I nodded, anxiously shifting as she leered.




    “You know, if the talk in Lyons about you and Cabral hooking up again is true, you’ll have to kiss your boozing days good-bye.”




    I twirled the stem of my wine glass between my fingers. “I’ve thought of that. If we decide to hook up again.”




    “Just think…no more of that mouth-watering, heady drink of the gods. Never again will you press it to your lips and let it slide down your throat, warming every beautiful pipe and gullet of your body. Mmmm.”




    “Wow,” Molly whispered.




    I shrugged, refusing to let Jaime get to me. “It’s a small price to pay to help him stay on the wagon.”




    She sighed. “You’re a lovesick, cherub-cheeked Kewpie doll, you know that?”




    Eleven o’clock rolled around and still no call from Samuel. Now I was worried. What if there was trouble with his plane? What if someone mugged him? Anything could happen in New York. For all I knew, he was slouched against a grimy wall of the subway system—




    And, providentially, my phone rang.




    “Oh thank God!” I mumbled, diving for it. Molly and Jaime stared at me strangely as my fingers fumbled to answer. “Hello?”




    “Kaye, it’s Samuel.”




    “Hi!” I shoved down the anxiety. “You got back to New York all right?”




    “Yes, several hours ago.”




    “Oh. Why didn’t you call?” I frowned, glancing at the clock again. “And for that matter, why are you still awake at one fifteen in the morning?”




    “Kaye.” Uh oh, not good. “I got my note in the mail today—the one I wrote to you.”




    I couldn’t miss that he’d said “my note” and “I wrote.” I moved our conversation to my bedroom and closed the door. “And?”




    “It’s my handwriting.” I also couldn’t miss the tremble in his voice.




    No. “Are you sure? I mean, it’s such a short note, anyone could have written it.”




    “I’m sure.”




    “And just a couple weeks ago, you were positive you couldn’t have written it.”




    “Kaye,” he persisted, “I’m sure. It’s my handwriting. A little more slanted and swoopy than normal, but without a doubt, it’s mine.”




    “But what if—”




    “Think about it. I obviously wanted you gone, as efficiently as possible. In normal circumstances, I would have reasoned with you. But I was high off my butt with no inhibition and frankly, little care for whom I was hurting. It makes sense. Who else would know how much a stupid note would affect you? You made me promise a long time ago never to send you packing with a tree house sign, that I’d tell you to your face. I was a bastard for doing it, and it worked. You divorced me.”




    By the time he finished his explanation, his voice had grown low and hoarse.




    “Samuel…” I didn’t know how to finish. Yes, it had been a bastard thing to do? Tell him it didn’t matter anymore because it was seven years ago?




    “I was arrogant,” he said quietly, “thinking I knew what was best for you. Even up to a few hours ago, I was so certain I could never again pull that stunt like I did with the keep-out sign on the tree house when we were kids—leaving you high and dry with no way down? I was ready to open your letter and find someone else’s writing on that sheet of paper. You think I’d be used to this—discovering what I’m capable of. But it always shocks me.”




    I had an odd feeling that he wasn’t really talking to me anymore. I cleared my throat, reminding him I was still here.




    “What if we had a handwriting expert examine it? I mean, there is a possibility you didn’t write it, correct?”




    He sighed. “No, Kaye. Just let that idea go. I’m sorry I put it into your brain.”




    I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see it. “No. I’m glad you told me what you were thinking. It makes the whole friendship thing a lot easier when we actually talk to each other,” I teased.




    “Yes, I suppose it does. I enjoy sharing my thoughts with you. But you know what I enjoy even more?”




    “What?”




    “When you tell me your thoughts.”




    “Well, right now I’m wishing I knew what your home looks like. This is embarrassing, but I have no clue where you live—the Upper East Side?”




    “No, Inwood, near Fort Tryon Park. I’m a Westsider.”




    I blinked, surprised. So much for my visions of Samuel as a well-heeled, silk-stocking snob. “Maybe you can send me a picture so I can visualize you there.”




    I could hear his smile. “I’ll do that. It’s beautiful, lots of trails and wooded areas overlooking the Hudson River and the bluffs. At the base of my bluff is north Broadway, and it’s a different world—grittier, vibrant. I think you’d like it. Kaye?”




    “Yes?”




    He cleared his throat. “For what it’s worth, the content of that note is a complete and utter lie. It was a lie then and it’s a lie now. Do you believe me?”




    “Yeah,” I exhaled. “I believe you.” I glanced at the time, knowing I needed to let him go. “Good night, Samuel.”




    “Good night, Kaye. I miss you.”




    When I returned to the living room, Molly and Jaime lifted significant eyebrows at me.




    “Are you going het on me, lover?” Jaime quipped.




    I rolled my eyes. Ever since I’d pretended to be her lesbian life partner in a desperate bid to get answers from Samuel, she’d been merciless.




    “I suppose this year’s Pride rally is out,” she continued. “I want my Bryn Mawr sweatshirt back. Oh, and I’ll need to turn in my dossier of Samuel’s evils.”




    I slapped a hand to my forehead. “Frickin’ monkey junk, I completely forgot about that thing. Yes, burn it, shred it, whatever you need to do. I’ll get rid of mine, too.”




    “Are you ever going to tell Cabral about our little research project?”




    I thought of my lie list and the whole mess of crap we’d cleared up. But so much still lingered, like the embarrassing lengths I’d been willing to go for revenge. Heck, we hadn’t even gotten around to talking about Samuel’s public intox arrest several years ago. Would he be ticked over Jaime’s and my plotting? Oh yeah. Would he forgive me? Yes, he would. Maybe if I explained I was concerned about Caroline’s manipulations.




    Caroline Ortega, Samuel’s publicist extraordinaire. She was an enigma. She obviously hated me. But how much of her was genuine and how much was show? Samuel was certain he’d written the note, but I wasn’t so sure.




    “Molly, did I tell you that Caroline was the woman who helped me in New York City all those years ago?”




    “No!” Her eyes widened.




    Molly scooted over and I sat next to her on the sofa. Taking a deep breath, I launched into the tale of how Caroline had been the one to scrape me off the floor of the debauched brownstone where Samuel resided and offer the haven of her frilly bedroom. She’d called me Samuel’s “addiction,” and the idea hardened in my brain like one of his trilobite fossils.




    I stared at my hands, debating. “Molly, do you remember me telling you about the note Samuel left in my backpack, in New York?”




    She nodded, digging between the cushions for the remote and muted the television.




    “For seven years, I just assumed Samuel had written it. But now…I don’t know.”




    Her expression was rife with confusion. “Kaye, honey, why would someone else write the note?”




    “Maybe because they thought I was a burden. Maybe Samuel’s dad—”




    “No way,” Molly interrupted. “Alonso Cabral would never do something like that, especially to you and Samuel. But what if…” Molly bit her lip, unsure if she should voice her suspicions. “What if Caroline wrote it? You said she was there, right?”




    “See, that’s what I was beginning to wonder, but I didn’t know if it was just bias talking. Why would she do that, though?”




    Molly took another sip of wine. “Well, picture this. Caroline is miserable with Togsy, the magical loser fiancé. She sees Samuel is brilliant, handsome, and she’ll do anything to snag him. The only problem? He’s married, albeit, the marriage is shaky. So then you arrive and find him…you know. The perfect opportunity. He’s high as a kite; you’re passed out in her bedroom.” She grabbed a handful of popcorn and dumped it in her bowl. “She doesn’t think, she acts. She digs through the house and finds a sample of Samuel’s handwriting—maybe a Post-it on the fridge, notes from a class. Very carefully, she forms a note, mimicking his letters.”




    I got excited along with Molly. “Oh!” I snapped my fingers. “And Caroline’s a calligrapher. A very good one.”




    A groan interrupted our eager theorizing. “Now I remember why I don’t have any girlfriends—they screw up your head,” Jaime snarked. “The problem with your theory, niñas, is Cabral doesn’t write in calligraphy. Caroline’s an artist, not a master forger. Look, I get why you don’t want to think your boy toy wrote this thing. But now you’re making up a fairy tale with Caroline as the villain so you can vindicate the guy you love, plain and simple. Don’t be embarrassed, that’s the way women work.”




    “But you’re the one who told me Caroline was a manipulator. It makes perfect sense. She wanted Samuel, so she twisted the situation—”




    “No, she didn’t want him, not then. Remember, Caroline was engaged to Togsy at the time.”




    “That doesn’t mean she didn’t want Samuel,” Molly cut in.




    Jaime scowled at Molly. “I found an old engagement announcement in the Raleigh News & Observer featuring one Caroline Ortega and Lyle Togsender. They were childhood sweethearts, like you and Cabral. She proposed to him. She didn’t want Samuel. She wanted Togsy.”




    “But Togsy was a drug addict,” I fired back.




    “So was Samuel.”




    Ouch. That shut me up.




    Molly put a calming hand over mine. “Maybe she didn’t write the note, Kaye. Jaime’s right—as much as Caroline’s horrendous, we shouldn’t accuse her unless we have all the facts.”




    “But Samuel’s first instinct was that he didn’t write it.”




    “Of course he thought he didn’t write it,” said Jaime. “Put yourself in his place. You said he can’t remember what happened that night, and that’s got to be scary as hell. Seven years later, he suddenly finds out that hurray!—he didn’t screw that brunette woman you found him with. Now he’s going to question everything. You skip in and tell him he wrote you a note—something he hasn’t heard about until now. So he wants to believe that maybe he didn’t write it, that someone was messing with him like the brunette did. But look at the facts. Just because someone’s high doesn’t mean they can’t write a note. Samuel wrote a book while he was doing cocaine.”




    I bit my lip and forced that stubborn Trilby pride to bow out.




    Jaime studied me with shrewd eyes, then took a deep, courtroom breath. “Look, I understand why you want to put this on someone else, but it’s one stupid note. Let it go. Have I ever told you why the Latin neighborhood shuns me?”




    “I heard you made your ex-husband’s life a living hell.”




    “Yeah, prick. Juan deserved it. Most of it. Mothballs in his gas tank, gay porn subscriptions sent to his house—those were genius. But it wasn’t enough.” Jaime threw back her wine and swilled it in her mouth. She set the glass on my coffee table.




    “I hated that woman for falling in love with him when he was mine. For a home wrecker, she was always kind of sweet. Juan, on the other hand, was a horny, egotistical jackass. The only brain he had was in his other head, so there was no way Juan didn’t get into this woman’s pants. I was convinced they were humping like bunnies and I was very vocal about it, despite what Juan’s buddies told me. But I went too far.” She dragged a hand over her eyes, her head falling back against the couch. “I called Juan’s father pretending to be his weeping, ‘pregnant’ mistress. You don’t know Juan’s dad—he’s a tool. The aftermath was awful. Juan’s father went off on the woman, her parents, on Juan, pretty vicious.”




    “Let me guess—they really weren’t sleeping together,” I said.




    Jaime shook her head, eyes down.




    “Wow, Jaime,” Molly murmured.




    “Yeah, it was horrible. I left them alone after that, but it was too late. Once the families figured out what I’d pulled, the damage was done. It’s amazing I still have a law practice. I guess there will always be a need for divorce lawyers, right?”




    “Man. I am never stealing from your cookie jar,” I said.




    “My point is, divorce is never black and white, and the other woman isn’t always evil. Hell, she probably fought her attraction for a long time. Now I can see, plain as day, they love each other, as wrong as it was.” She leaned forward, hard black eyes meeting mine. “Stupid pranks are one thing. But if you love the asshole, don’t start accusing his friends and family to make yourself feel better, unless you’re absolutely sure they’re guilty.”




    “The letter does reflect what Samuel said to me in New York,” I conceded. “‘Go home, and don’t you ever come back here again.’”




    Jaime nodded. “Sometimes the simplest answer is the correct answer. Occam’s razor, bitch.”




    But the truth was, I’d rather blame Caroline than Samuel. If it turned out she had written the note, Samuel would have no choice but to eliminate her from his life. And despite her help in getting him clean and making him a success, that jealous, wicked part of me still wanted her gone.
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    “Out of all the questions you could ask me, you want to know my history with Caroline?”




    My ire fermented over Samuel’s attitude during our weekly Q-and-A, until the tip of my tongue was bitter. Why on earth was he surprised I wanted to know more about his relationship with the woman who, up until a month ago, he’d chosen to give his heart to? I told him as much, and he sighed.




    “Kaye, she didn’t have my heart. You know this.”




    I strummed an angry, disjointed chord, refusing to back down.




    It was Sunday evening after a weekend of climbing in the mountains. Hector, Luca Guzman, and I had killed our muscles and blistered our hands scaling the National Park in hardcore training for the Longs Peak winter climb. Now I was tucked into my cozy apartment, the fragrance of baking chocolate chip cookies wafting from my oven. I’d dug out my heating pad and rested it on my sore shoulder muscles. My guitar was in my lap and Samuel was on speakerphone. A darn good evening, until he questioned my question.




    He relented. “Kaye, I’m sorry I’m so bent out of shape. It’s no excuse, but it’s been a rough couple of weeks.” Jagged exhaustion edged his voice. Worry began to replace anger and I wondered if that exhaustion ever went away. “If I tell you my entire history with Caroline, will you quit fretting about her?”




    I harrumphed, neither a yes nor a no.




    Samuel continued. “I first met Caroline when I was a sophomore at CU. Togsy and I were in the same major classes and became what you would call casual friends.”




    “You mean drug buddies?”




    “Yeah, eventually,” he admitted. “Caroline would fly out to Colorado a couple times a semester to visit…”




    Samuel explained that Caroline was also a writer, but her real desire had been to be a senior editor with Berkshire House Publishing where she’d been interning. Togsy had shared one of Samuel’s workshop pieces with her and she’d seen his potential. For months, she’d pestered him for his work-in-progress book, but he’d refused, insisting he didn’t want anyone to read it until it was completed. But Samuel did send her his short stories, none of which had been picked up by publishers. It wasn’t until he moved to New York, broken by drugs and disappointments, that he had folded and allowed her to read Water Sirens.




    “She agreed the story was rough,” he said, “but saw the marketability of the book—especially if I intended to make it a series. We spent hours poring over the manuscript when I wasn’t high and she wasn’t cleaning up Togsy’s messes. It was a hard time for all of us. She wanted her fiancé sober and I wanted to get so high I wouldn’t remember your name.”




    Then I visited and subsequently slapped him with divorce papers, setting the wheels in motion for Samuel’s long battles in rehab. Though Samuel didn’t say it, I got the impression Caroline expressed her disapproval of my actions quite frequently.




    Once Alonso and Sofia talked their son into therapy and detox, it only highlighted Togsy’s failures. Lyle grew to resent Samuel. Then Samuel’s book deal came through and it was the last straw for Lyle Togsender. Just after Christmas, he broke his engagement to Caroline and moved out of the brownstone.




    “Caroline was devastated. I think, more than anything, that’s why she fought so hard to help me. My mother told you about my trouble in Raleigh and the court-ordered rehab?”




    “Yes.” Samuel politely refrained from mentioning that I had his arrest record. My oven timer buzzed and I set my guitar aside to pull out the tray. He talked while I laid warm cookies on a cooling rack.




    “I spent six months in a rehab center while Caroline worked tirelessly to edit my book for publication. She was adamant, and it was good to have her in my corner, though I didn’t really appreciate it at the time. In a way, she was vicariously helping Togsy through me. He wouldn’t accept her love and support, so I was the next best thing. My achievements are inextricably tied to hers. It’s caused problems in the past. The men she’s dated usually end up upset over the time she spends promoting the Water Sirens series. And the women I’ve dated think she’s a controlling shrew—not that those relationships went anywhere, anyway.”




    So it wasn’t only me—Samuel’s other love interests had also thought he was monopolized by Caroline. I knew she’d ruthlessly protected Samuel for years. Which would be wonderful, except she didn’t see me as a friend; she saw me as a threat.




    It dawned on me that, save for vague references, neither of us had broached the taboo subject of past partners. Though curiosity and, admittedly, jealously, simmered in my gut, I couldn’t ask about them just now, not after what he’d told me.




    I heard soft strumming on the line and I smiled. Samuel had his guitar, too. He continued. “It wasn’t until after Thanksgiving two years ago, when I told Caro you’d rejected my attempts at reconciliation, that she even broached the idea of being more than friends. I said no. I knew if we ever went down that path, it would ruin our friendship. But she pushed and pushed. And before you ask, I never slept with her,” he quickly added. “We never even rounded second base, for that matter.”




    “I wasn’t going to ask,” I replied, glad for that little bit of information. I grabbed one of the warm cookies and headed back to my heating pad.




    “I wanted more than a dark apartment waiting for me at night. I wanted someone to spoil, and hold, and give myself to. I knew it was wrong to say yes to Caro when I still had strong feelings for you. But loneliness is a powerful motivator, Kaye. I’m thankful you’ve never had to experience it.”




    But I had felt loneliness, too. Going to sleep alone, longing for the warmth of another body next to mine. Freezing leftovers because no one was there to share my meals. Complete loneliness, though…no, I’d never felt that. In the aftermath of our divorce, Samuel never once tried to turn our friends against me, the way so many exes do. Companionship was only a half hour’s drive away.




    I wanted to fall asleep with him again. I wanted to hold him and rub his back, assure him he’d never be lonely. I wanted to tell him to quit this insane self-imposed isolation and come home to Colorado, but I knew pity would only embarrass him. So I strummed a few chords, the opening to an Elvis song—“Lonesome Tonight.” He laughed. He always laughed at my disparate love for Elvis Presley.




    “You remember this one?” I heard the harmonies of his guitar almost immediately.




    “Just see if you can keep up, Trilby.”




    “Hey now, I was the first to learn Elvis and don’t you forget it.”




    After an hour of playing, I heard Samuel yawn and noticed it was after midnight in New York. We reluctantly called it a night.




    “So you’ll be home mid-July,” I confirmed. “Are you renting a car in Denver or should I pick you up?”




    “No, I’ll rent a car. Are you sure you don’t mind my tagging along on your caving trip?”




    My heart twisted. “I wouldn’t have invited you, otherwise. Samuel, I want you along, believe me. You have no idea.”




    I wanted him here, now.
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    It was roughly two weeks after Samuel departed Lyons that I received a package from him.




    I was ready to flee the office following a long, blah Monday. Samuel had an all-day event—a press junket for the new Water Sirens trailer (I didn’t even know they had press junkets for movie trailers)—so we postponed his Q-and-A. He’d already given me fair warning that we’d be discussing Hector Valdez. I cringed. Throughout our history, my friendship with Hector had been a relentless argument between us.




    My mail alert bleeped and a message from Samuel with the subject header “My New Tattoo” caught my eye. Oh no. Wincing, I flew through the email:




    I thought I’d get some ink, too. A tribute to our friendship vows, if you will. Tell me what you think.




    I opened the attachment, praying that Samuel didn’t do anything ridiculously cheesy and permanent. Then the image popped open, and I laughed aloud. It was a picture of him, his T-shirt bunched up around his neck to expose his tan, trim back. Between his shoulder blades was an intricate tattoo, red and puffy—four grinning geriatrics positioned on a mountainside like Rushmore. Beneath the monument in bold letters was the phrase: Thank you for being a friend.




    Ha. I fired off a response:




    I see someone’s been playing with photo-editing software. Don’t you have a publicity tour that’s keeping you insanely busy? P.S.—Want to see the Three’s Company tat on my tush? It’s next to the infamous heart freckle.




    Smug, I turned back to my work, only to be interrupted two minutes later by Samuel’s reply:




    If you send me a picture, would that be considered an improper use of company email?




    I typed:




    Not when you’re the boss. But I’m afraid sending you a picture of my pert tush would fall under the “friends with benefits” category.




    There was a knock on my office door and I minimized my email, embarrassed to be caught e-flirting. My underling smiled and dropped the mail on my desk, including a FedEx priority package. Almost immediately, a new email arrived:




    Kaye, you’ve ruined me and I need to return to this junket. Behave. Yours, Samuel




    I blathered over the “Yours” sign-off, then tore into the priority package. Anticipation hopped in my gut when out slid a rough-bound, incomplete manuscript. Dozens of colorful Post-it flags stuck out of the sides:




    Hydraulic Level Five [working title]




    A Novel




    © Samuel Caulfield Cabral & Aspen Kaye Trilby




    I flipped through the pages, seeing Samuel’s scribbles everywhere—questions, comments, highlighted passages. Curious, I tucked into the first chapter. Warm nostalgia flowed over me as “Aspen” tackled “Caulfield” in the creek. I’d forgotten how runty he’d been as a child, before he shot up like a beanstalk.




    A picture fell out of the envelope, a recent shot of Samuel leaning against a moss-covered stone wall. His hands were tucked in his pants pockets and he squinted against the sun. A river and rolling bluffs stretched behind him. Wind whipped his hair around his face, and my fingers ached to tug at that fabulous mop of messy hair. I looked at the label on the back: Fort Tryon Park. June 23.




    I missed him.




    Settling into my chair, I lost myself in Caulfield and Aspen and a long night of seeing our story, for the first time, through Samuel’s eyes.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Bounce Crash




    A diver who lands


    without the aid of a parachute


    “bounces.” Generally not advised.




    IT WOULD HAVE BEEN PAINLESS to dip my toes in that frigid river and test the cold, the power of the current curling around my ankles. Or even to stay in that metaphorical boat, experiencing the wild ride that was Samuel’s manuscript, from the false security of a piece of plastic between me and the water. But if we were going to find each other again, I had to dive in and risk getting hurt. I had no trouble taking risks in every other facet of my life. So why was it so difficult with Samuel?




    In Samuel’s description of Caulfiend and Aspen, I could see how he’d thought I’d guarded my heart from him long before he ever gave me real cause. He’d told me a month ago at Button Rock Reservoir that getting into my head was like breaking into Fort Knox. I’d only reaffirmed that when I barricaded his questions regarding Hector until he let out a frustrated growl and informed me that the only way this reconciliation would ever work was if we were honest with each other.




    “What do you want me to say, Samuel? That I’m in love with Hector? Because I’m not. He is, and always has been, my friend.”




    “At least acknowledge that whenever you are upset with me, you use him to make yourself feel better.”




    “That’s ridiculous,” I fired back. “I would never, ever use a friend like that.”




    “When we were dating and we got into a fight, who was the first person you always went to?”




    “Hector,” I begrudgingly replied.




    “And when I was away at college, who took you out on dates?”




    “They weren’t dates. Just two friends having fun!”




    “Kaye,” he said in a patronizing tone that made me want to smack him, “Hector Valdez has harbored a crush on you for years, and I think you know it. You may not have considered your time together as ‘dating,’ but when people back home started warning me that my girlfriend was seeing someone else, it was a problem.”




    “I don’t care what the Lyons gossips say and neither should you.”




    “But can you see how it would’ve stung? I’m not above feeling jealous.”




    Yes, I could see that. I tried to calm my voice. “For the last time, I chose you. And I’m still choosing you. In the seven years we were apart, I never once had a romantic relationship with him. Don’t you think if I had any desire to snack on Hector, it would have happened already?”




    “I know.”




    “And do you realize Hector kept me from tanking when you left me? Kind of like Caroline did for you.”




    He paused, and I pictured him running a hand through his hair, or squinting, or another one of his exasperated quirks. “I know. I just…I want to be the one you come to first. I don’t want Hector involved in our relationship. That’s all I ask. Can you do that for me?”




    It clicked. He wasn’t asking me to give up my friendships. He just wanted reassurance that I’d turn to him before I turned to Hector—an establishment of boundaries. It was still difficult to think of the godlike Samuel Caulfield Cabral suffering from such fallible human qualities as jealousy. Perhaps, by pushing the line with Hector, I was pinching Samuel to ensure he was flesh and blood.




    “I can do that, Samuel.”




    He sighed. “Good. Thank you.”




    At Friday lunch, when Hector asked me to a movie, my argument with Samuel was fresh in my mind. Sooner or later, we’d have to clear the air about our romantic entanglements during our seven-year separation before someone was hurt. The specters of those nameless, faceless women ate at my peace, but I wondered if it wouldn’t be better to let them remain nameless.




    Everyone else in our small circle of friends was busy—Hector’s brother Santiago Valdez was taking a new bluegrass chick to dinner. Cassady was returning from a hiking expedition, so Molly had him penciled in. And the new Mr. and Mrs. Angel Valdez were still “penciled in” long after their return from Maui. So I called someone I’d never considered socializing with other than to plot the downfall of Caroline Ortega. To my shock, Jaime said yes (on the condition she didn’t have to sit next to the “caveman”). I was happy she’d joined us, but I had ulterior motives—to ask her about something that Samuel’s memoir had brought to light.




    I sat in the middle of a dark theater, Hector on one side, loaded with popcorn, soda, and chocolate, and Jaime on the other side, arms crossed over her chest. Previews rolled—some romantic comedy that caused Jaime to snort derisively every five seconds.




    “Jaime,” I whispered above the preview, “when you went through all of our financial information during the divorce, did you ever run across a three-million dollar trust fund?”




    She turned, her mouth hanging open. Snapping it shut, she threw her arms up and abruptly tore into me. “Did you even read the paperwork I gave you? Did you even listen to me as I walked you through it? I distinctly told you that Samuel was the beneficiary of a trust fund established by his parents, naming Alonso Cabral as the controlling third party until Samuel turned eighteen. Whatever estate money he inherited went into that fund. It was considered separate property and therefore, untouchable in the settlement. Not that you would’ve let me go after it, anyway. I can’t believe you operate your own business…”




    I’d known Samuel had a trust fund, but had believed it to be an insignificant amount. Rather, he’d been a millionaire at the age of eighteen. I tuned out Jaime’s huffing rambles and arm jabs as something in my memory was jogged. Samuel had told me weeks ago that using his mother’s money for his own self-destruction seemed “fitting.” This trust fund must have been the account Samuel once used for drug money.




    Another preview rolled, yanking us to attention. A sweeping view of the Rocky Mountains filled the screen as haunting music wailed from the speakers. A shot of a sinister old Main Street rippled into view and blurred into a city sign…Welcome to Bear Creek, Colorado. The theater audience erupted into shouts and cheers as they realized which movie trailer rolled.




    Hector laughed and poked me in the ribs. Jaime laughed too, but more at my discomfort. I sank into my chair, praying they would lay off the Neelie Nixie jokes. Then the woman herself appeared as a camera panned around and captured her rappelling down a mountainside, her blond braid swinging.




    “In the West, legend tells of an ordinary girl…”




    I groaned while Hector shook my shoulders, forcing my eyes to the screen. I peeked through my fingers in time to see Neelie take a spill as she leaped across a creek.




    “…who went to extraordinary lengths for the ones she loved.”




    The picture slowed as a dreamy Nicodemus reached down and grabbed Neelie’s hand, pulling her from the creek. Ha! If only Samuel’s readers knew that “Nicodemus” had biked off in a hissy-fit after getting tackled by a girl.




    The audience ooohed and aaahed as a quick montage flashed across the screen, detailing the rise of the nixie clan and their archenemy, the Others. The music and drums spiraled out of control and then the screen went black and silent as the words Water Sirens flared bright and bold, followed by November 26.




    I frowned. Wasn’t the release date initially scheduled for early November? This meant that Water Sirens would hit theaters Thanksgiving Day, which foretold good, good things for Samuel’s franchise. I tried to be happy for him, but it also meant that Samuel would be gone for Thanksgiving, and it stung.




    Later that night, I dug through my divorce papers, looking for the information Jaime insisted was already in my possession. I had to admit, I’d never read through the financial stuff because I’d assumed there was nothing to discuss. Actually, I barely glanced at anything, too wrapped up in my pain to care about the details…guarding my heart. Sure enough, there was the spreadsheet Jaime had referred to—a breakdown of Samuel’s inheritance after his parents’ estate had been settled. Three million dollars.




    What else had escaped my foggy brain during divorce proceedings?
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    “After all that rain, we need to embrace those blue skies, mamacita,” a brown, bare-chested Hector cajoled. “Put that thing away and jump out of a plane with me again.” The “thing” Hector referred to was the hard copy of Samuel’s manuscript, which I’d carried like a security blanket since receiving it in the mail.




    I held up a finger as I finished my notation, knowing I wouldn’t be able to work much longer before we reached the dropzone. From the plane window, Boulder sprawled west and below. Saturday forecasts originally predicted an afternoon of strong winds and dust, but a late morning shower tamed the skies. The minute the weather shifted for the better, Hector called and told me to grab my gear so he could test the Birdman jumpsuit he’d acquired on a few diving runs. He also talked his older brother, Air Force Lieutenant Angel Valdez, into taking us up.




    Hector yanked his arms through the sleeves of his new Birdman suit. He flapped his wings, an odd cross between Elvis and a bat.




    “Kaye, are you in or not?”




    “I dunno. If it starts to rain, it’ll leave welts.”




    Honestly, I was ready to call it quits. Clouds had regathered, and only idiots and masochists skydived in rain. When your terminal velocity is about one hundred fifty miles faster than the speed of rainfall, those little suckers hurt like hell. But Hector was relentless, an unapologetic adrenaline junkie who ceaselessly strove to one-up his previous adventures. His technique was flawless and fluid in skiing, skydiving, and everything in between, and I often felt as though I was watching a bird slice through air instead of a man.




    “Last call, Kaye.”




    “Let me think a minute.” I waved him off and settled against the rumbling belly of Angel’s plane, attacking the manuscript with a red pen.




    -You've got this scene with cherry ChapStick girl all wrong, Cabral. I wasn't angry because Jennifer was stealing my friend from me. I was ticked off because I had a gigantic little girl, starry-eyed crush on you, and I didn't want you dating ANYONE.




    -Barnacle-brained wombat...I'd forgotten about that one! It was one of my favorites, along with bitsy blubber butt. Maybe you can work that one in, too?




    -Okay, the Weeping Lady. Come on, Sam, I wasn't made of glass...but yeah, I admit I was happy to pretend she was real, even if we both knew the truth. Our avoidant coping mechanisms (there's some psychobabble) didn't do either of us any good...




    If it was possible to fall in love with a book, I’d send flowers and sparkly things to Samuel’s beautiful body of writing. Then again, I’d never feared a book quite so much—reading about the decay festering beneath the surface of my first and only love, the overwhelming sadness, the lost childhood. I hadn’t realized how deep that cavity ran. But again, Samuel truly was a master of concealment.




    Samuel’s writing was innocent and raw, and it seared my heart. His Water Sirens series displayed his talent, yet he never quite let his readers veer too close to his personal pain, instead wrapping his prose in a protective gauze of fine words. But in this memoir, he laid himself bare. Reading the stories of our childhood was like watching him take a scalpel to his chest and peel it back, declaring, “Here is my weakness…it is yours to explore.”




    Above the roar of the engines, a stereo blared a mix of pure, happy summer music. Angel bobbed his head and flipped switches on his navigational panel. One raindrop, then two, then a dozen pattered against the plane’s thick windows. Aw, frickin’ hamsters. I’d come out of this dive looking like an acne-plagued teenager. I flipped the page.




    When I read how Samuel’d slept with that silly fake bat on his pillow—a remnant of one of my more effective pranks—because it somehow brought him comfort, I had to break for fresh air before I became a blubbering mess. And his birth mother…no wonder Samuel nearly yakked up an intestine when, at the recent wedding, his great aunt compared him to that woman. It was amazing I didn’t break every plate in my kitchen when I read Samuel’s snippets of her. Even in this memoir, Samuel only hinted at the darkness that was his existence in Boston, but the tendrils that tethered him there were far-reaching.




    I should have known how disturbing his early childhood had been when, so many years ago, he confided that his mother once left him alone at the ski lodge while she hit the Zermatt slopes. And this was Camelot to him, simply because Rachel Caulfield Cabral had bothered to take him along. Still a naïve child, I simply shrugged off the story and filed it away as another oddity in Samuel’s mysterious former life. But now, Rachel’s ghost lingered in every tragic snapshot of Samuel’s existence, waiting to drag her only son down with her.




    Static blared over Angel’s radio, and he replied with some flight jargon that meant nothing to me, except for a warning about thunderstorms an hour out. He shouted back to us.




    “Weather’s turning, you two. I think you could still do the dive, but it’ll sting. You sure?”




    “No worse than a paintball hit,” Hector retorted.




    “Hundreds of paintball hits. Eres tan estupido como un perro.”




    “Callate el osico gordota,” Hector sniped back. Ah, hombres.




    It would have been easy to furiously dwell on the things Samuel had shuttered from me—the inheritance, his abusive mother, the guilt, the undeserving loyalty he gave her. Yes, I was hurt that he’d never trusted me with these deeply personal things. But I couldn’t be angry with a child for wanting to avoid pain. Years later, I saw how he’d been robbed of his childhood and no matter how much I, Alonso and Sofia, or Danita and Angel tried to restore his innocence with love, there simply had been no going back for him. He was doomed to be a sad, six-year-old adult.




    Yet our love had done him some good. He had a gentle, quiet heart that, as long as I’d known him, had never truly hardened. And in giving me this memoir, Samuel was now entrusting me with his darkest secrets. I loved him all the more for it. There was no way I’d sit through this green light—asking those tough questions about his life in Boston was long overdue. And I knew just where to start: Alonso Cabral, Antonio’s older brother.




    “Kaye, if you’re going to jump again, it’s now or never,” Angel announced.




    “My fingers are still numb,” I whined.




    Hector snorted. “Oh please. You had more than enough downtime while you were playing with those papers. Don’t give me that ‘I’m cold’ excuse.”




    I lifted an eyebrow at his irrepressible grin. Darn it, he knew I couldn’t back down from a challenge. “One more, Valdez. Then I’m calling it a day ’cause you’ll be kissing my feet, utterly jealous of my awesomeness.”




    He winked at me. “Bring it, Kaye. Hope your lips like my big, stinky feet.”




    With a sigh, I tucked the draft in my bag. I needed to escape from Samuel’s words, anyway. Grabbing my pack and helmet, I zipped up, secured my frizzed-out hair, and double-checked my harnesses for one more run.




    Hector pumped his fist and hollered. “’Atta girl, Kaye! Thought you were losing your cajones.”




    “Ha! Never. I’ll just dive faceup.”




    Diving in rain wasn’t necessarily dangerous. It just hurt like a mother, from what I understood. But I was never going to learn new things if I didn’t push the edge, so what the heck. Nervous adrenaline rippling up and down my body, I braced my feet and flew into a world of lashing wind and rain.




    Oh, fiery furnaces of hell.




    A thousand BB pellets struck a line along my body and I writhed against the rain. I knew I should relax into the dive and put the pain in the back of my mind, but woman-versus-nature my ass—it hurt! The wind rushing around my limbs was a lot stronger than even a half hour ago. The minute I tucked into a ball, the biting rain pummeled my spine and stole my breath. I somersaulted once, twice. Cloud cover concealed the ground below and, for a second, I didn’t know which way was up.




    I sought out Hector through gray froths and saw even he had turned his back to the stinging raindrops, the thrill of his Birdman suit forgotten. This was, absolutely, the least enjoyable dive I’d ever experienced. Soaring toward me, he gave me a thumbs up for canopy deployment. I signaled back. A cascade of blue and white fluttered behind him and he jerked, already growing distant far above me. I flipped around into a box man position and my tingling fingers sought the pull-out cord. Fighting numbness, they released the canopy.




    I braced myself for the hard yank. It never came. And then fear hit me because crap, I was still falling. My head screamed at me to stop! Stop free falling! A split second more and my panicked hands fluttered across my chest to deploy the canopy again, but then I saw it had already opened above me, horseshoed on my foot and collapsed into an uncontrollable spin, dragging me across the bitter sky. Far above me, like a tiny parachuting plastic soldier, Hector wildly waved his arms. This time, I feared the sky was too formidable an enemy. Cold gray churned all around and I stared up into that vortex…




    Only a handful of seconds passed, but time had slowed in that last breath manner, and all I could see was Samuel…Samuel…Samuel. Samuel, afraid of heights. Samuel, tethered to me only weeks ago, his strong heartbeat pounding through his wrists and into my fingertips. Samuel’s mother, plummeting to her death. Wasn’t it horrendous that he’d lose another to unmerciful gravity? Please God, not now, I begged.




    Damn it. Think, Kaye! What do I do? A bit of information cut through the blue of Samuel’s eyes and I remembered: Jettison the canopy.




    Right, I could do this.




    Fighting for clarity, I cut away the main canopy and watched through slitted eyes as it fluttered up and away. Before I could deploy the reserve, the Automatic Activation Device beat me to it and the second canopy billowed out…and open. Open, thank God, saving my life.




    Tears of relief flooded the corners of my eyes, streaked and dried against my wind-chapped cheeks. But I wasn’t safe, yet. I didn’t know how much time had passed between the main and reserve canopy deployments. Gravity sped me toward the ground much too quickly and I knew, just knew landing was going to hurt.




    My heart hit my throat. I wasn’t going to make this one after all—my landing speed was way too fast. Crap, feet down! If you hit the ground face first, you’ll have a nasty tangle with the pavement. But I couldn’t stop the momentum of my body and I pitched forward, feet over head, smashing hard into the forgiving pea gravel of the landing zone and tumbling over and over. Something smacked me brutally on the back of my skull, and stars and pain shot across the entire left side of my face. I flopped like a rag doll, wet fabric of my canopy smothering my nose and mouth and lungs until, long seconds or minutes later, a strong arm wrapped around my waist and yanked me out of the parachute’s choke hold.




    “Kaye!” I heard Hector cry, pure panic. “Por Dios, mamacita, I’m so, so sorry. Just don’t move.”




    I whimpered and hacked, fighting to lift a hand to my throbbing head, but I didn’t have the energy. A few other club members mumbled to Hector, somewhere behind my eyelids. “Man, she totally biffed…brace her head, she might have a neck or skull fracture…that jump was seriously hazardous, you two…a coupla stupid skygods…”




    I felt my body settle into wet, slimy grass. Several shadows hulked over me, mercifully blocking the heavy gray sky from my light-sensitive eyes. I heard more rustling and then Angel’s blessed voice: “Move over, she’s my sister.” Dang it. I groaned again, not from pain but from the chiding I’d get from him, then Danita, Alonso and Sofia, and probably even Samuel once word of my stupid stunt got back to them.




    Another face hovered over me, this time a woman with soft eyes. “I’m a PA at Boulder General. Can you please tell me your name?” Hands cautiously unstrapped my helmet and another bolt of pain streaked through my head.




    “Kaye Cabral,” I rasped.




    “Kaye Cabral?” Angel said with surprise.




    I sighed, my body and head aching too much to go there. Hector gingerly smoothed wet hair from my face, and I smelled the sharp metallic fragrance of blood.




    “Kaye Trilby,” he corrected, his voice cracking.




    “Did you black out at any point, Kaye?” she asked.




    “I don’t think so. I saw stars…”




    I felt her fingers probing my neck, my head—I winced as she pressed the side of my skull. “Can you open your eyes?”




    I complied, grimacing at the light. The young woman looked vaguely familiar. She had me follow her finger and checked for double vision while she ordered a couple of onlookers to fetch a makeshift gurney from the hangar.




    “Well, Kaye, it looks like the ground thwacked you good. I’m pretty certain you don’t have any neck fractures or severe head trauma—your helmet saved your life, you know—but I want to run you over to BGH to get checked out. What kind of car do you have here?”




    I frowned. What kind of car did I have?




    “A Jeep,” Angel answered for me.




    “Perfect. It will be faster to just drive you over than to call for an ambulance. Hector, help me secure her to the gurney and we’ll carry her up to the Jeep.”




    I’m sure my blush was rampant as Hector and Angel lugged me through the small crowd to my Jeep Wrangler. Pain flared through my skull as they settled me into the back. I’d never been so thoroughly embarrassed in my life. I called for Hector to grab my gear and bag, anxious to have Samuel’s manuscript next to me. It was childish, but like I’d said—security blanket. I didn’t have a chance to ruminate over the memoir, though, because the PA kept me in conversation with her the entire trip to Boulder General Hospital, barraging me with questions in between monitoring my blood pressure, pressing a wet cloth to my forehead, and checking my eyes with an annoying little light from her medical bag. I tried to dull the pounding in my head by listening to the drone of the windshield wipers…quiet thuds of rain as it pelted the Jeep’s soft top.




    In my woozy state, I hadn’t really noticed Angel calling Alonso. But when we pulled up to BGH’s emergency entrance, my former father-in-law was already there behind the ER staff, opening the Jeep door and grasping my hand.




    “I hear you’ve been doing dangerous things, hijita,” he said, his face all compassion and concern. It was difficult to be angry with him when he looked at me like that.




    “Alonso, just don’t. Please.”




    He nodded and stepped back as medical personnel checked the extent of my injury, my vitals, repeating everything the PA’d done as she rattled off a list of symptoms…dizziness, headache, some confusion.




    “I want a CT scan stat,” she ordered. “She may have a mild to moderate TBI and I don’t want to chance it. She’ll also need a stitch or two on that laceration.”




    “Tricia, I owe you one,” Hector said.




    Tricia…that was the PA’s name. She’d graduated from Lyons High with Samuel. I’d always liked her; she was one of the few older girls who hadn’t been catty.




    Somewhere between the confining cylinder that scanned my head and being wheeled to an exam room, the pounding in my head dulled, oh sweet relief. I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror. To say I looked like I’d been slugged by the pavement was an understatement. A large bruise had surfaced around a nasty-looking gash on my left temple and cheek. Tiny pink welts covered my cheeks and neck. My stringy hair was crusted with dried blood just above the wound, and I couldn’t help thinking it would look even worse by the time Samuel arrived in three days. I scowled. Nothing you can do about that now, Kaye. I’d have to tell him about the accident and face his “I told you so.”




    When we’d had our discussion about my relationship with Hector last week, one of his most fervent complaints was the “brainless risks” I took with this particular friend. “I told you why I do it, a long time ago,” I’d fired back. He’d sighed, forcing himself to calm down. “Trust me, from an addict’s experience—the ‘why’ is never a good enough reason for risking your life. I don’t want to get a call some day from my sister, telling me you broke your neck…”




    I moaned, realizing I’d just proved his point. I might be just as screwed up as he was.




    Alonso and I bided our time in the hospital room, the quiet buzz of a twenty-four-hour news station a stopgap for the blessedly absent conversation. The pain medication Tricia gave me made a mess of my lucidity, but my eyes flitted over Alonso’s person. He wore a starched dress shirt and tie, and I realized with chagrin he must have come from something important for his magazine. But my goodness, the man was handsome, even at fifty-five.




    Some time later, Tricia tapped on the door. “Good news,” she said, “your CT scan is clean. No internal bleeding, no swelling—you are very, very fortunate. You have a slight concussion, however. I’ll stitch up that gash and send you home for observation. Is there someone who can watch you?”




    “Mom has farmers markets. D-Dad and Audrey are in Denver for some hippie convention,” I mumbled, my tongue thick and dry. “They w-won’t be home for two days, and then they’ll be wrapped up in new tie-dyes, believe me.”




    Alonso’s mouth twitched. “I’ll call Sofia and have her pick you up. Is that all right?”




    “Hector Valdez is w-waiting in the lobby. He can help me out.”




    Tricia cast me a dubious expression. “Hmm. I think I’ll admit you overnight and have a nurse check you every few hours.” Dang it, should have gone with Sofia.




    I spent a fitful night under observation in an elevated hospital bed, thin pillows stuffed around my shoulder blades to ease the aches and pains tumbling through my body and jostling for recognition. When Alonso returned for me the next morning, I was dressed and sitting on the edge of the mercilessly afflictive bed, ready to admit that I should have accepted the Cabrals’ offer.




    Golden sunlight bounced off the rocks and pavement, splitting my already pounding head. As we drove the winding road from Boulder to Lyons, I chanced a glance at Alonso. His lips were silently pressed together, eyes holding to the windshield. I couldn’t pass up this opportunity for damage control.




    “You won’t say anything to Samuel, will you?”




    “May I ask why you don’t want to tell him?”




    “You aren’t exactly one to lecture me about keeping secrets, Señor Cabral,” I retorted. A sharp ache watered my eyes and subsided. Alonso gave me a quick, ponderous look.




    “Please try to rest, Kaye,” he murmured.




    I sank into the seat and allowed the curve of the road to lull me. When my eyes drifted to Alonso’s again, I was startled to find them filled with pain. He sighed and rapped his fingers against the steering wheel, torn.




    “You’ve been speaking with Samuel a lot lately, sorting through some of the confusion around your breakup, correct?”




    “Yes, we’re trying to.”




    “How is it going?”




    “Long, tedious, enlightening, frustrating, wonderful…should I keep listing adjectives?”




    Alonso smiled. “I get it. You know, I never really understood why you chose to divorce my son. Don’t misunderstand me—what you found in New York was shocking. But I was surprised you didn’t wait a little longer.”




    I cringed. Good thing you didn’t wave the note under his nose and call him a traitor, Kaye. “You and Sofia were probably furious when Samuel received the divorce papers.”




    “We were upset, but we tried to put ourselves in your shoes.”




    I twisted my fingers nervously. “Have you ever considered that if you or Sofia had only told me Samuel was trying to get clean to save our marriage, I would have held off? Heck, I might’ve been able to help, especially when he had his setback.”




    “I’ve gone over it many, many times. In retrospect, yes, I could have handled things differently, and I apologize. But, Kaye, as much as I care for you, my first priority was to my son. It was his decision not to involve you. To do so would have opened up a whole new can of worms which, honestly, he wasn’t ready to deal with. And as his father, I had to respect his wishes. Maybe if Sofia and I had dealt with circumstances differently, when he was younger…”




    “The damage from his mother?”




    Alonso blinked, taken aback. “You know about her?”




    “Samuel has been sharing bits and pieces. I could hardly be kept in the dark forever,” I replied, bitterly. “But, Alonso, I was still his wife—the papers weren’t signed. You had no right to keep me away like you did. You had to know his judgment at the time wasn’t exactly sound.” I hissed as my head throbbed, and pressed a palm to my temple, forcing the ache back.




    Guilt-ridden eyes darted over my pale, scraped face. He tugged his tie loose with a sigh. “With Samuel, I’ve made the mistake of being an overprotective parent. I have a multitude of regrets, Kaye, even things that happened long before you or Samuel were born. In my need to atone, I’m afraid I steamrolled you.”




    “Are you talking about your brother?”




    “Yes.”




    “Can you tell me about him?”




    “No. Not without speaking to Samuel first.”




    “But he was your brother,” I argued.




    “And he was Samuel’s father,” he said gently.




    “Bull. I want answers, Alonso, not excuses.” I again pressed the heel of my palm to my forehead as pain shot through my skull.




    Alonso rested a calming hand on my shoulder. “Kaye, enough for today—you’ve had a head injury and you need to rest. I will tell you what I can, only let me speak with my son first. He’d like to be a part of that conversation, I’m certain—he’s in a much better place than he was seven years ago.”




    I sighed, knowing he was right…to a point.




    Tricia had advised me to take a few days off from work to rest. “Resting” consisted of raiding my mother’s recipe books to find some new dish to spring on Samuel. In the end, I decided to stick with my tried and true summer fare and loaded up on fresh salmon, tomatoes, brown rice, and all sorts of colorful produce and pastries. My entire body was the purple ache of one deep bruise, but I found if I sat for any length of time, stiffness settled into my joints and it was best to keep moving. Light housework proved to be the cure, along with a liberal dose of Advil. My apartment was dust-free and sparkling, I’d aired out a few bed linens, and I’d even emptied my wine rack and stuck the bottles in the cabinet above my refrigerator, ever mindful of Jaime’s snarks about Samuel’s booze-free lifestyle.




    At first, Samuel insisted on booking a hotel room in Boulder for his upcoming visit, the two nights we wouldn’t be camping on the grotto trip. I told him that was ridiculous because I had a very comfortable sleeper sofa and wouldn’t he rather spend the night with me? (Whoopsie). He groaned that I was making it extremely difficult to be a gentleman. I laughed, assuring him he’d leave Boulder Saturday evening, virtue intact.




    “It’s a little too late for that. You stole my virtue a long time ago, Aspen Kaye Trilby,” he teased. “Just don’t go to any trouble for me, please.”




    It took me two full days to finally tell him about the skydiving accident. There were no I-told-you-so’s, no recriminations of Hector. But he was upset. Very upset.




    “If you won’t think of yourself, at least consider the people who love you,” he pleaded, his voice edged with panic. “Your parents, Molly, Dani, me. If anything happened to you, we’d be devastated.”




    Despite the pain in his voice, his assurance that he’d be devastated if I died was morbidly comforting. “Would you be, Samuel?” I asked, wanting to hear it again. There was a pause, and I immediately regretted asking him to reaffirm something so horrible.




    “I’d be wholly destroyed, Kaye,” he whispered, his voice low.




    Fear rippled up my spine, triggering a memory of Caroline’s warning: You’ll destroy him and you won’t even comprehend you’re doing it.




    “I’m s-sorry,” I stuttered.




    “For what? Upsetting me or skydiving in storm conditions?”




    I didn’t know the answer to that, so I simply mumbled, “both.”




    That conversation with Samuel grounded me, for a few hours, before I was again caught up in the excitement of his imminent visit.




    Just hours before Samuel was scheduled to arrive, I sat across from Cassady at an impromptu lunch as we discussed the whirlwind that was Molly Jones.




    “So why haven’t you asked Molly to be exclusive yet?” Ever the commitment phobe, Cassady ducked his sandy head at my direct question, stabbing his fork prongs into an innocent piece of wilted lettuce.




    “Believe me, I want to, but the timing isn’t right. With her stepsister not improving and Molly hanging on by a thread, I need to hold off until things get better.” Molly’s stepsister, Holly, had recently delivered a lovely baby girl, but now suffered from debilitating postpartum depression. Her husband was reluctant to accept help, and Molly was doing all she could to hold her family together.




    “I call foul, Cassady,” I answered honestly. “Don’t you dare mess around with her heart.”




    “I really care about Molly.” He shrugged, and I decided not to push further.




    Lately, the abrupt shift my forlorn love life had taken made me overly optimistic. As the crater in my chest steadily filled with all things Samuel, I was convinced that all the world’s problems could be solved with Q-and-As, friendship vows, childhood memoirs, and sweet, sweet humor. The past few days, especially, I’d been floating like Ginger Rogers across the Front Range, counting the hours until my Fred Astaire arrived and swept me off to cloud nine. Then again, it could have been my concussion-addled brain. But hearing of Molly’s struggles with her sister hooked me, and once more, I was reeled down to earth. I set my fork aside and searched Cassady’s face.




    “Is Holly really that bad? I had no idea.”




    “The depression has gotten worse in the past couple of weeks. They thought counseling and medication was helping—she ate more, slept better, and she started focusing on the baby again. But then she had an episode this weekend, which set her back.” He cleared his throat and reached for his ice water. “She locked herself in the bathroom, screaming and crying that she wasn’t good for the baby and to get her out of the house. Molly was pleading with her to unlock the door. Derek finally got out his toolkit and took off the hinges. It was bad.”




    “So now what?”




    “Well, her doctor is adjusting her medication and increasing outpatient therapy. If things don’t improve, the only other course is inpatient therapy.”




    “Poor Holly. That’s really sad.” Usually inpatient therapy for postpartum depression meant the person was either suicidal or a danger to their family, from what Molly explained. Doctors didn’t like to split new mothers and their babies if they could help it.




    “Cassady, if you and Molly don’t feel up to the caving trip this week, I can find a couple of replacements. Santiago and Hector could shuffle their work schedule around.”




    He shook his head. “No, it will be good for Molly to get away for a bit.”




    When I returned to the office I picked up the pile of mail on my desk and sifted through it, then hit my phone and email messages.




    After hearing of Holly’s mental health struggles, the turmoil with Samuel suddenly seemed not so bad—at least we were on the downhill slope after scaling our pile of problems. Yet, with the eeriness of a fleeting bout of déjà vu, panic palpitated in my chest as I recalled pounding on the door of Samuel’s bedroom in New York, just as Derek had pounded on their locked bathroom and cried for Holly. Cried, pleaded, nauseous with the fear and knowledge that we were powerless to save our spouses from the Stygian thing that had captured their minds. I shook off the dreadful memory and delved into my work.




    I found Molly in her office later that afternoon, weeping over her file cabinet as if it contained Saint Helena’s holy relics. I had a hunch her visit with Holly had not gone well.




    “There’s no way Holly and Derek can afford these medical bills,” Molly choked out. “And they’ll only let me help them so much.”




    “What about my alimony money?” I reminded her. I’d just received another huge check in the mail last week, this time with a sardonic: Mickey, In Memorium in the memo line.




    She shook her head. “Derek won’t take it. He’s too stubborn and prideful. I swear he’s in denial.”




    “We can try funneling it through a not-for-profit, one that Holly’s center works with. Could they recommend somebody?”




    Molly sniffed and blew her nose, dabbing at the mascara running down her cheeks. “I can ask tomorrow afternoon when we take Holly for therapy.”




    I soothingly scratched my nails across Molly’s back as her sobbing subsided. “Hey. We’ll do whatever it takes to get your sister better, okay? You and me—right?”




    Molly nodded and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you, Kaye. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”




    I was completely furious with Derek for refusing a financial gift that could help his wife get better. Yes, it’s hard to take charity; anyone with an ounce of pride understands that. But would he do it for Holly? His kids? Or perhaps he was frightened to the point where he’d deny the seriousness of Holly’s illness. If I were in his shoes, I’d have a difficult time accepting it, too. I’d want my old life back, before the tears, the suicide threats, the extreme behavior like having your spouse lock herself in the bathroom to keep from hurting your children. I hoped with all my might that Holly’s doctors, and therapy, and medication could work a miracle.




    When I left work that evening, I darted out the door, intent on a run to the grocery store for a last minute cake mix before Samuel arrived. I stopped dead in my tracks. A roadster rental was parked along the side street, its engine still clicking and cooling. I squealed, ditching the grocery store plans, and tore around TrilbyJones’s backyard, wobbly heels, pencil skirt and all.




    Samuel sat at the top of my staircase, looking utterly delectable in a travel-rumpled dress shirt open at the collar, blinding white against the brown of his neck. He hadn’t bothered with a hat and sunglasses, not caring whether someone photographed him lurking outside my door. His feet were propped on a small carry-on bag and his head rested against the rail, eyes closed. How could he possibly nap at a wonderful, glorious time like this? I squealed again and eyes as clear as ice flew open, then filled with delight as I dropped my satchel and scrambled up the staircase, into his waiting arms. Tight arms wrapped around me and I felt my feet lift from the stairs as he stood and pulled me to him.




    “You’re here! And you’re early!” I laughed into his neck. “How long have you been waiting?”




    He chuckled. “Just ten minutes. I very nearly stormed your office but I didn’t want to cause a scene. How’s my woman?” He lowered me to the ground and inspected the four stitches along my hairline, his smile turning to a frown.




    “I’m fabulous, thrilled, and ecstatic now that you’re here. How are you?” I tried to tug him toward the door, but he held me firm. His lips lowered to my forehead, and he gently kissed the stitches there, then the bruises surrounding them. Lastly, his mouth ducked to mine and he softly, tentatively kissed me.




    “I’m relieved to find you in one piece.” Serious eyes met mine. “I mean it, Kaye. Please don’t ever do something that reckless again. The thrill isn’t worth your life.”




    It was all I could do not to open my mouth and demand he kiss me soundly, deeply. But I’d set the rules and now I had to live with them, darn it. I sighed, simply enjoying the feel of his warm body.




    “Welcome home,” I murmured against his neck, thinking those words would become a lovely tradition. Every time he came back to me, I’d say them.




    He smiled and brushed my lips again. “It’s good to be home.”
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