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This book is dedicated to everyone who’s ever fallen in love with the wrong person, especially those who stayed longer than they should have, trying to make it work.


It’s Said

That every soul enters

this world an immaculate slate

awaiting the imprint

of parent and teacher,

the scribbling of providence.

But no truth is absolute.

More often than supposed,

a mind is born defective,

hairline fractures

spidering the native psyche,

flaws invisible to the eye.

Some cracks can’t be mortared.



One


As gyms go, this one is exceptionally clean. Hardwood gleams beneath the December sun flurrying down through the fog-misted skylight, and the place smells more like floor polish than the afternoon regulars’ liberal drips of sweat. Even the Pilates mats manage to shed the odor of perspiration, and that pleases me. I prefer to inhale the scent of exertion only during coition.

Coition. Good word. Appears before “coitus” in the dictionary, and though they mean the same thing, the softer “shun” sounds chicer than the “tus” to my ear. Not that class is requisite to the act itself, but in conversation, tone is everything.

“Tara! Concentrate. Your form is terrible. Straighten your back. Lift your chest.”

I do as instructed but complain, “Squats stink. And anyway, I thought you appreciated my form.”

Nick slinks closer, bends to lower his face close to mine, and I wait for his tongue to tease the pulse beneath my ear. Instead, he slaps my behind, hard enough to sting. “You told me your goal is perfection. You’re not there yet.” His words slap sharper than the gesture. “That’s why you need me.”

Honestly, most personal trainers could accomplish the task. I’ve handpicked a half dozen over the years, trying them on for size, so to speak. I’ve kept Nick the longest because of ability above and beyond, not to mention outside of the gym.

I do enjoy specialized service, and Nick has exceptional talents. Still, he has bruised my ego.

“I don’t need you at all, Mr. de la Rosa. In fact, I think we’re finished . . .” The look on his face is priceless. I’m an excellent tipper. “With squats and thrusts and weights, at least for today. As for the postworkout workout, give me thirty to shower and I’ll meet you out front.”

“You are a wicked, wicked woman. Almost scary, in fact.”

“Almost? You underestimate me, sir.”

Our little exchange did not go unnoticed, and envious eyes follow my retreat toward the women’s shower room. That’s correct, ladies. He and I are doing the filthy, and you’re right to be jealous. What Nick de la Rosa may lack in discretionary income, he more than makes up for in carnal creativity. Who needs to go out when one can have so much fun staying in, playing doctor?

My locker is well stocked with aromatic soaps and lotions, but before I use those I take a few minutes to douche away feminine fragrance, heightened by the previous ninety minutes of effort. One of my exes called me fastidious. Another claimed I’m obsessively clean. But, as my late, great first husband once told me, “A sweet pussy invites the tongue to tango.” I plan on plenty of oral dance in an hour or so.

Meanwhile, I run the water hot, perfume my hair with gardenia-scented shampoo, and soften my skin to silk with this fabulous vanilla-cedar shower gel. My eyes are closed against the final rinse of conditioner when a voice flutters softly within the tiled walls.

“What is that amazing incense smell?”

“It’s body wash from Kiehl’s.”

“Expensive?”

“Not too.” I blink away water, and when I identify the person on the far side of the conversation, I hope the showerhead’s splash disguises the serrated intake of my breath.

Penelope teaches yoga, and while she’s something to see in a tank top and stretch pants, naked she is simply exquisite. In a side-by-side comparison, I can hold my own against pretty much any woman here. But Penelope is one of those rare young things whose obviously natural curves and fawn suede complexion rival anything my pricey plastic surgeon could accomplish. If I had hackles, they’d be bristling.

“You can find the body wash online. Vanilla and cedarwood.” I grab a towel, cover my imperfect assets, and try not to stare at Penelope as she and I trade places.

For the next twenty minutes, I work serums and moisturizer into my skin before applying foundation. Not sure why I’m bothering. It will all come dripping off in a little while. Oh well. At least I’ll look attractive until then and turn a few heads on my way to the door.

December shrouds San Francisco in gray. I step out into the heavy, wet curtain and am happy I took the time to blow-dry my hair, which is long and thick and would stay damp otherwise. My stylist calls it problematic because it takes extra time to color. But I’m determined to keep it as close to its original fox red as possible. My sister is two years younger, and at not quite thirty-nine her hair has gone completely silver. It’s actually striking on her, but the look would be wrong for me.

I stand back against the building beneath a wide awning, watching sidewalk travelers hustle by. Everyone walks quickly here, worried more about what’s behind them than the appointments waiting for them up ahead. It’s an eclectic stream—high school kids with prominent piercings, street dwellers of various ages and genders, a young black woman in short leather, an older white man in ankle-length mink.

It’s quite the show, and I’m enjoying it well enough until it strikes me that I’ve been loitering here for a very long time. I look in through the big plate-glass window, beyond weight machines and treadmills. Oh, there he is, in loose jeans and a flimsy flannel shirt that doesn’t exactly hide all the lovely musculature I’ve almost memorized.

Nick starts in this direction, but before he can take a dozen steps, Penelope cozies up behind him, pouts against the back of his neck, and lifts on her toes slightly, saying something into his ear. He spins and now his face is hidden. But I can see hers clearly. Her smile is more than flirtatious. It’s tinted with affection. And her eyes, locked on his, tell a story I really don’t want to know.

I have hackles after all. Rage sizzles, white-hot, and my hands tremor. Unreasonably, it’s Penelope my inner bitch wants to maul. It’s not her fault Nick wants his steak and his cupcake, too. She must sense the devil’s gaze, because her head swivels, side to side. When she glances over Nick’s shoulder and notices me glaring through the glass, she gives him a playful shove. Does she realize he’s meeting me? Do they have some quirky arrangement?

Nick turns his back on pretty Penelope, heads straight for the door, and when it opens a shock wave of anger hits him square. He looks at me, and I swear he has no idea why I’m pissed. “What’s wrong?”

I force my voice low and level. “Why do you think something’s wrong?”

“Well, I don’t know, Tara. Maybe it’s your body language.” He reaches for my elbow, tries to steer me clear of curious eyes on the far side of the window.

I yank my arm away and hold my ground. “Do not touch me again unless I say it’s okay. Understand?” He nods, dumbstruck, and I continue. “Does she know we’re sleeping together?”

“Does who know?”

“Stop playing stupid! God, I hate when men play stupid! Penelope. Does she know? You two obviously have something going on.”

Nick starts up the sidewalk, sure I’ll follow, or at the very least let him leave me standing here like an idiot. “You don’t own me, bitch.”

I have no choice but to take the bait. But I’m not going to be gutted without a fight. I catch up to him and strike from behind, jabbing with words. “I’m sorry, Nick. I thought you liked our arrangement, that it was mutually beneficial.”

He stops, turns to face me. “I do like it. But there was never any mention of exclusivity.”

“You are seeing Penelope, then?”

“Well, yeah. And others. It’s not like I’m engaged to any of you. Like I said, you don’t own me.”

Maggot.

“I believe you said, ‘You don’t own me, bitch.’ ”

The smirk slips from his face. “Uh yeah, guess I did, and I’m sor—”

“Shut up.” Damage control? I don’t think so. “No one talks to me like that, Nick, least of all hired help. And, make no mistake, that’s exactly what you are . . . uh, were. I do hope your ‘others’ are as generous as I have been, because there will be no more under-the-table supplemental income from me. Come to think of it, I might have to 1099 you.”

My turn to smirk, and he doesn’t like it. “Go ahead and try. You paid me in cash and can’t prove a thing.”

That makes me laugh. “Do you really think I wouldn’t take steps to protect myself, just in case you turned out to be the weasel you are? You know those nanny-cam things? So happens I have a boudoir cam. I don’t suppose you ever noticed I always paid you before you got out of bed?”

Not completely true, but close enough. The camera covers the entire room. Anyway, it’s not like I’d really 1099 him, but it won’t hurt to make him sweat a little. Damn, I am going to miss his sweat. But I could never have sex with him again, knowing he might have just come from someone else’s bed. Who wants to sleep with a harem?

“So, we’re finished?”

Cheeky little bastard. “You needed confirmation of that?”

“What about the gym?”

“This city is crawling with personal trainers. I’m sure I can find another one as multifaceted as you. Meanwhile, I can handle my own workouts. I really don’t need you, or anyone, to tell me how to squat.” I start to walk away. Turn back. “You never did say if Penelope knew about me.”

He stares at me stupidly for a moment. Then he dares, “I didn’t see the need to disclose the dirty details.”

My hackles lower and I smile. “I think I should take up yoga. Don’t you?”

I turn my back on him, and as I start to walk away he calls, “You say one word to her and you will be very sorry.”

In a low, measured voice, I reply, “I hope that’s not a threat. This is a game you can’t win.”

He changes tactics. “You don’t understand. I love her.”

“Then why have you been fucking me?”

I leave before he can answer. Wounded. Envious. I don’t even know what love feels like. It’s unfair an asshole like Nick should know. But if it’s even remotely like having sex on the side with whomever, all the while claiming your heart is taken, maybe it’s just as well that it’s outside my realm of experience.



Two


Traffic tonight is the absolute worst. I arrive at the Marriott twenty minutes late, decide to go ahead and pay the exorbitant parking fee, and pull in to valet. A decent-looking young man (very young!) rushes to open the door for me, semidrooling. But whether that’s because of my legs or my silver-over-midnight-blue Corvette, I really can’t say.

I hand him the keys. “You will take very good care of her, won’t you? I don’t want to smell hot engine.” I pause for effect. “Unless it’s yours.”

He cocks his head sideways, confused. Then it hits him and he laughs, cheeks flushing a furious red. “H-h-here’s your claim check,” he stutters. “And I’ll be careful with your car.”

“I know you will.” To be certain, I hand him a twenty.

The View Lounge is on the thirty-ninth floor. Cassandra is already here, and she’s managed to score us a table by the immense spoked window overlooking downtown, all the way to the water. “You’re late.”

She is direct, and I like that. The last thing anyone needs is a backstabber in friend’s clothing. Speaking of clothing, hers is expensive. Impeccable. We frequent the same stores, preferring the sweet little boutiques on Chestnut or Fillmore to shopping-mall standards.

“Sorry. I got delayed at the gym, and traffic was unusually ugly.”

Cassandra sips her drink. “Delayed at the gym, or after?”

She and I actually met at that gym, and we chose it for similar reasons.

Cassandra was in the middle of a divorce and looking for no-strings play. When the dissolution was finalized, she moved to Pacific Heights and found a new place to work out, closer to home. The trainers, she tells me, are equally qualified. “Hold that thought. I need one of those.” I nod toward her drink and then signal a nearby waiter. “Blood-orange sidecar, please.”

As I wait for my drink, I give her the lowdown on Nick, Penelope, and his possible others. I don’t inform her that when I got home I called the gym twice. The first time, I canceled my membership, due to inappropriate behavior on the part of my trainer. The second, I asked to talk to the yoga instructor. Our conversation did not include class times.

“Ah well,” I finish as the sidecar arrives. “Nick was spectacular in bed, but not exactly husband material.”

Cassandra looks at me incredulously. “Surely you’re not in the market for another husband?”

“Why not?” I take a long swallow of deliciousness, which burns just enough to remind me my stomach is empty. “Hey, are you hungry? I haven’t eaten a thing since breakfast, and then it was only granola and yogurt.”

“Go ahead and order something, but don’t change the subject.”

“What was the question again? Oh, yeah. Husbands. I know ‘three’ is supposed to be the charm, but it didn’t quite work that way for me. Why shouldn’t I want another one?”

“Are you kidding me? Your life is perfect: a brilliant home on Russian Hill; a BMW, Corvette, and whatever that big thing is—”

“Escalade. For the snow, you know.”

“Right. Your once-a-year ski trip or whatever.”

“I try to get up there at least a couple of times a season,” I correct. “In fact, I’m leaving day after tomorrow for a week. December doesn’t reward the Sierra with this much snow very often, so I called Melody and she was free and—”

“Stop avoiding the issue! It’s not like you need a husband for a satisfying ski trip, either. God, Tara. Your time is your own. Even your fund-raising stuff happens when you feel like putting in the effort. You have no problem getting laid when you want. And besides, the ink is barely dry on your divorce papers. I take it your attorney prevailed?”

“Well, of course. Finn left me for the Barbie doll. I didn’t leave him. Besides, he’d do just about anything to avoid controversy right now. He founded his company on quote-unquote Christian principles, not that I ever once saw him go to church. It was just a way to tap into loopholes that freed him from certain government intrusions. He’s decided to go public. He stands to make a whole other fortune and the settlement was a drop in the proverbial bucket. Plus, now he can show off his token brat, legitimize his heir-to-be. Apparently the girl’s pregnant.”

Cassandra looks amused. “Well, that’s something you weren’t ever going to be, right?”

“Certainly not. I made sure of that a long time ago.” Allow some alien being to grow inside me, stretch my body into an unrecognizable shape, scarring my skin irreparably with fat silver marks? And as if all that isn’t bad enough, nurture that child (and perhaps a sibling or two) into adulthood? Call me selfish. Call me scared.

But being a parent was never a goal.

Since we’re talking offspring, I probably should inquire about her kid. “How’s Taylor doing? School going okay?”

It’s a staccato conversation.

New school, the Athenian.

Expensive school but worth the tuition, especially since her ex is paying it.

Boarding school, so she only sees the kid every other weekend and holidays.

Competitive school, and so far he’s maintaining a 4.0.

I do my best not to yawn.

Finally, our waiter stops by, inquiring about a second round. “That gentleman over there would like to buy it for you ladies.”

He points to a decent-looking man, sitting alone three tables away. When we glance in his direction, he lifts his hand as if saluting. I reward him with a smile and mouth a silent thank-you. He responds with a subtle flick of his tongue.

“I think you’ve impressed him,” says Cassandra.

“The cut of his trousers impresses me.”

“Like you can see that from here?”

“Have I never told you about my superpower? Able to discern the size of a penis across a crowded room.”

It’s not that funny, but Cassandra laughs anyway, almost snorting out the last of her drink. Luckily, the waiter arrives with two more.

“See?” says Cassandra. “Complete strangers buy you drinks. Bet you could sweet-talk him into dinner, too. Why on earth would you consider matrimony again when you can have the fringe benefits without giving up your independence?”

It’s a fair question. “Companionship. I really hate living alone. But since a proposal is not on the table, I’ll settle for the fringe benefits.” My eyes settle on our benefactor, the invitation, I hope, apparent.

“Get out! You’re not seriously considering hooking up with that man?”

“Why not? He’s good looking, isn’t he?” Who needs Nick de la Rosa, anyway?

“Serial killers generally come in attractive packages, you know.”

I assess the man carefully. Expensive suit. Silk. Tailored. (Do creepers wear Armani?) Meticulously styled salt-and-pepper hair—he has an excellent barber. Perfect teeth, at least they look that way from here. Predatory eyes, but they meet mine straight on. I don’t think he has a whole lot to hide. Besides, I kind of like carnivores. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. Anyway, I hear serial killers give great head.”

“Jesus, Tara, you’re insane. Oh, lovely. Here he comes.” Cassandra turns slightly toward the window.

I, on the other hand, rotate in the direction of the approaching stranger, crossing my legs into the aisle to give him a better look, one he seems to appreciate.

“May I join you ladies?” The rasp in his voice is sexy as hell.

“Well, I don’t know. What do you think, Cassandra?”

She glances at her watch, stands. “I think I should go. I’ve got an early morning and, besides, three’s a crowd.”

“Aw, don’t go,” he says. “Sometimes three’s just right.”

But Cassandra tsks disgust. “Only when the third is an invited guest.”

She stalks off without saying good-bye and Mr. Uninvited watches her go.

“Too bad.” Then he turns back to me. “Well, then. Are you inviting?”

I gesture for him to take Cassandra’s vacated seat. “It’s the least I can do. Thanks for the drink—er, two drinks, I guess. Can’t let a great sidecar go to waste.”

The man sits, placing his own drink on the table. From the smell, I’d say it’s decent scotch, but on the rocks. Waste of good whiskey, pouring it over ice cubes.

“Sidecar? What’s that?” he asks, and when he brings his eyes level with mine I notice they are neither brown nor green, but somewhere in between. Gold. Reptilian.

“Cognac—good cognac, by the way, and I’m afraid your bill will reflect that—Cointreau, and in this case, blood-orange juice in place of lemon.”

“May I taste?” He points to Cassandra’s glass.

I shrug. “Help yourself. It’s your drink, really.”

He takes a sip, and I can tell he wants to hate it. But that, of course, is impossible. “Nice.” It’s a long sigh. He indulges in a deeper swallow, then says, “So, I’m Ben. And you are . . . ?”

I could lie, but why? The truth is easier to remember, and what’s to worry about my name? “Tara.” My voice is thick with cognac, and I remember I haven’t eaten. Ordering food will slow things down, however. Do I want to linger with Ben, or will inebriated sex do? I glance at my watch. Seven thirty. “Would you mind if I have something to eat?”

He looks vaguely disappointed, which only makes me more determined. “Excuse me? Waiter? Would you please bring an antipasti platter?” I offer Ben a semiapologetic smile. “Happy to share. I’m starving, and this will give us time to chat.”

Impatience shimmers, and he’s quite obviously assessing his chances. Keep on guessing, Ben. I like confidence in a man, but not when it bloats into conceit. “Of course,” he says finally. “Wouldn’t want you to pass out on me.”

Game on. “Highly doubtful, unless you’re concealing roofies somewhere?”

He displays teeth and, indeed, they are artificially perfect. “No need to coerce. I aim only to please. Are you a local, or traveling?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not really. I come from Phoenix.”

“As opposed to Mars?”

His laugh is genuine. “As opposed to Lansing, where I was born and raised.”

“Is Lansing home to many serial killers?”

He barely twitches, and I think that must be a good sign that he isn’t one. “Not that I’m aware of. Why do you ask?”

“Something to do with an earlier observation.”

“About me?”

“Who else?”

Bluntness can be the key to reading the stranger across the table. I watch his reaction—a slow rise of humor creasing the corners of his chameleon eyes. “The last thing I purposely killed was a fifth of Glenfiddich 21. Great going down, but I paid for it the next day, and it probably worried my ulcer just a little bigger.”

Well spoken. Drinks decent liquor. I see no wedding ring on his finger, no shadow indicating he wears one most of the time. “Anyone waiting for you back in Lansing?”

“Only my mother, and she suffers from dementia, so she’s never quite sure who I am, let alone where I am or when I might show up for a visit.”

Pretty sure he’s serious. “How about in Phoenix? Someone there who might be stressing over what you’re up to tonight?”

“Nope. You?”

“Not at all.”

The small talk is interrupted by the antipasti’s arrival. The waiter inquires about another round. Our glasses are almost empty. Ben has finished his scotch, plus most of Cassandra’s sidecar. If he truly has an ulcer, it must be screaming.

I nod. “This one’s on me. Scotch or sidecar, Ben?”

“Sidecar, since you appreciate the taste. And thank you.”

“The pleasure’s all mine.”

“Oh, I hope it’s not all yours.” He winks. “Maybe we could make it a contest.”

On another day, his certainty of the evening’s outcome might very well leave me—and so, him—cold. But this afternoon’s disappointment, plus three very good drinks and Ben’s overall charm, has chipped away at any resistance. Our bills come and I notice he signs his to his room.

“You’re bunking here, then?” The verb, a sliver of a past I’ve worked very hard to leave far, far behind, makes me cringe.

But Ben grins amusement. “ ‘Bunking’ is apropos. I prefer the Four Seasons, but my company booked the reservation, and since a top-floor pencil pusher approves my expense account, I didn’t think I should complain.” He gives my legs a long, lustful appraisal. “Looks like it was a fortuitous choice.”

The last sentence is more question than statement, and it inches my answer closer to the affirmative column. One-night stands can be fun, but rarely are they fulfilling. So if they’re not fun enough, what’s the point? “How early do you have to be up in the morning?”

He shrugs. “My meeting’s at eleven. That much I planned on my own.”

I decide to be direct. “My orgasm ratio requirement is three to one, in my favor. Can you accommodate that?”

“Huh. I wouldn’t have pegged you for an underachiever.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Is that a yes?”

“Better than that. It’s a promise.”



Three


Ben’s company, at least, booked one of the nicest rooms this particular Marriott has to offer—a smallish suite with a very nice view. Outside the big window, the night-engulfed city has blossomed with lights. An anonymous couple of them belong to my house. My home. One I’d never invite a stranger into.

As unfamiliar men go, Ben seems decent enough. I watch him hang his jacket in the closet, appreciating the care he takes, both with his clothing and with what I can see of his body beneath the loose cling of his shirt. Broad shoulders taper to a trim waist and solid hips. He works out, but not obsessively.

He goes over to the minibar. “Nightcap?”

“No, thanks. I don’t want to get sloppy on you.”

He laughs warmly. “I thought that was the whole point. Mind if I have one?”

“Be my guest. Just don’t forget about my requisite ratio.” I slip out of my own silk jacket and lay it gently over the too-prominent office chair. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

I take my purse into the bathroom with me, not because I’m worried about Ben inspecting its contents, but because it contains an emergency hygiene kit. Most of it I don’t need tonight, but I prefer my breath not carry a hint of salami, so I spend a couple of quality minutes with a toothbrush and mouthwash. Then I free my hair from the confines of the chignon I was wearing, releasing gardenia perfume to fight the masculine scent of Ben’s own cologne, hanging heavily in the too-small lavatory.

Lavatory. Good word. Comes right after “laboratory” in the dictionary, and let’s face it, most lavatories would make interesting laboratories, at least if you could stomach such experiments.

By the time I’ve finished, Ben has made himself quite comfortable on the sofa, shoeless and shirtless but for a tight sleeveless undershirt that showcases his beefcakeyness quite nicely. He stands as I come into the room. “Good Lord, look at you. Your hair is amazing.”

Unbelievably, my cheeks flush heat. Such a small compliment, and yet it completely erases any small sense of hesitation. I move straight into his arms, tilt my chin up toward his face. “My father always said flattery deserves a just reward.” That’s a lie. I never met my father and have no idea where the saying came from. But all that matters now is the reward.

I open my mouth, inviting his whiskey-soaked kiss, and when it comes, it’s light-years from gentle. It’s tongue and teeth, on my lips, at my neck, and dipping inside the V of my blouse, which opens suddenly, as if by spell. And just as mysteriously, my bra unclasps, spilling the tips of my breasts into the depth of his moan.

Ben lifts me out of my heels, discovers I’m wearing stockings—the classic kind requiring a garter belt, a fact he uncovers when his hand explores the length of my leg, all the way to where thigh meets torso. He draws back, studies me for a second. “Real seamed silk? You are one of a kind, do you know that?”

“Actually, I do.”

“I think we’d better work on that three-to-one deal right now.”

He drapes me across the couch, facedown, lifts my skirt, exposing satin, lace, and peeks of skin. One hand tangles into my hair, pulls it to one side, and he snarls against my nape. The other hand spreads my legs just enough to reach the narrow satin strip, which he moves to one side. “Look at you, all slick and ready.”

Ben plays a masterful game. His thumb slides up inside me and tilts to find the hidden spot just behind my pubic bone, while his forefinger wedges against my clitoris. They move in rough unison, on the border of pain, the pressure exquisite. It doesn’t take long to initiate my orgasm, punctuated by a whispered “Yes!”

“Oh, no. That won’t do at all.” Ben flips me over, brings his face very close to mine. “I don’t want you to whisper. I want you to scream.”

I issue the challenge. “Make me.”

He unzips my skirt, lets it fall to the floor. Then he leads me into the other room, props me against the foot of the bed, reaches behind me, and cups my butt. Lifts. “Lie back and don’t move.” One by one, Ben unsnaps the garters, gentles the stockings from my legs, licking the sensitive place behind my knees. It’s a challenge to stay still, and when I fail to meet it, he reaches up and pinches my nipples. Hard. “You ask my permission before you so much as twitch. Understand?”

Eyes watering, I manage to stutter, “I uh-uh-understand.” For the two seconds it takes him to tug my panties down over my hips, a trill of fear makes me wonder if I might have miscalculated the man. But then I remember the pepper spray, stashed in my purse, which isn’t far away. Besides, that shimmer of trepidation is rather an aphrodisiac.

And now the persistent tide of his tongue laps the most intimate parts of me, a low sea of pleasure. He has asked not one selfish thing of me yet, and that thought brings renewed confidence. I do my best to lie perfectly still, but that becomes impossible as I build toward a second climax. “Please. May I twitch? I don’t think I can come without moving.”

“You’d better scream.”

I do. And I don’t have to fake it at all.

Ben straightens, unzips his trousers. It’s time for the big reveal, always an interesting turn in a tale of sex with a stranger. Jockey shorts do nothing to hide what’s behind them, alert and at the ready. I am mildly disappointed. I was hoping for at least an eight on the one-to-ten scale. Ben is a six. No less, but definitely no more.

He is, however, skilled, and compensates with enthusiasm what he might lack in size. He manages to bring me off twice before finally succumbing to my well-rehearsed cock play with an extended shudder. “Jesus, woman, you’ve drained me dry.”

Three cheers for condoms.

Ben is peeling his off when his cell phone rings a definitive tone—Rhapsody in Blue. Unbelievably, he answers. “Hello? No, no. It’s not too late. I was up anyway. Working.” He winks at me, then mouths silently, My wife.

His wife! No. He told me . . .

“My flight gets in around eight tomorrow night,” he continues.

I bolt out of bed, locate my panties, and tug them on, wrestling with a low creep of temper. Oh, why bother to fight it? The bastard deserves it. “Hey, baby, come back to bed,” I say, loud enough for his wife to hear. “I need you to make love to me.”

Ben starts to stutter. “I-I-I . . . No, it was the TV. Adult programming. Sorry. It’s just, I’m so . . .”

He can’t get away with this that easily. This time I yell, “Ben! Please! I’m wet and waiting.”

I grab my clothes and run into the bathroom, locking the door behind me. He’s going to be pissed. Still, I take a quick minute to wash before getting dressed. I don’t want to smell him. When I emerge, he’s standing, quite naked, between the way out and me. “What the fuck did you do that for?”

“You told me you weren’t married.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“But you said—”

“I said no one would be wondering what I was up to tonight, and she wouldn’t have.”

“Well, I hope she’s doing more than wondering now, you no-good prick.”

Rage ignites in his eyes. “What the hell did I do?”

“It’s called adultery.” Just in case, I reach into my purse. “I enjoy a one-night stand from time to time, but not with a married man. Maggots like you don’t deserve someone special, waiting for them to come home. Marriage is more than a promise. It’s a contract. It isn’t sleeping around on business trips. You’re disgusting.”

He starts toward me, fists clenching, and I display the pepper spray in my hand. “Go for it. Please, please, give me the excuse to blister your face. How would you explain that to your wife?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Don’t bet on it. Now get out of my way.” I start toward the door, but he doesn’t move, so I lift the small canister, flip back the lid, and aim the nozzle toward his face. “Did you know you can’t wash this stuff off? You just have to wait for it to quit burning.” I walk purposely forward. “You have exactly two seconds to move. One . . .”

He reads the commitment in my voice correctly and steps to one side. “You are a crazy fucking bitch.”

“No, Ben. As Emilie Autumn says, ‘I’m stark, raving sane.’ ”



Four


My Russian Hill home is, indeed, stunning. Its five bedrooms and three baths are much more than I need, but then they were more than Finn and I required, living together. Except for the baby his fiancée is currently expecting, his children are all grown and on the East Coast. Their visits were rare and didn’t last long. One of them, his daughter Claire, never appeared at all. Apparently, she didn’t approve of his marrying me. And as for other visitors, only my sister ever stayed overnight.

I could downsize, of course, but this property is unique, both in its location and in the way I’ve made it my own. Finn allowed my interior decorator carte blanche, and together we created something truly beautiful—modern, but a million miles removed from sterile. The walls are neutral, the artwork hanging on them anything but. And the three-story views are breathtaking.

Best of all, though, I could afford the outrageous mortgage on my own if I had to; I don’t have to. Finn agreed to cover it until such time as I decide to sell the place, and then the equity is mine. I don’t plan to put it on the market anytime soon.

The garage is street level, my bedroom on the uppermost floor, which means taking a lot of stairs as I load the Escalade with ski equipment and suitcases. When I fly, I travel light. But if I’m driving, I tend to take more than I need. And when winter driving in the Sierra, I purposely pack extra clothing, blankets, and windshield-washer fluid. Plus a small shovel, just in case, all-wheel drive or no, the Escalade slips into a snowbank or something.

I’m up early to do it and on the road by nine thirty. It’s two hours, traffic willing, to my sister’s home near Sacramento. She swears she’ll be ready to go when I arrive, but that’s rarely the case. Still, even with a layover, we should make it to South Lake Tahoe by late afternoon. Melody prefers the lake’s quieter west shore, but I like the nightlife offered on the Nevada side of the border. I also like skiing Heavenly Valley. Lots of great memories there.

I get mired a bit in the tail end of the morning commute, but once I’m over the Bay Bridge, onto I-80 east, it’s clear sailing. With the satellite radio tuned to Lithium, I set the cruise control on seventy-five and get lost in nineties grunge. Lots of memories there, too, not all of them so good. But the music was. Gin Blossoms. Goo Goo Dolls. Counting Crows. Everclear. I still love this stuff.

I pull up in front of Melody’s house a little before noon. On the front lawn is an almost-life-size Santa’s sleigh, pulled by only six reindeer. Christmas lights drip from the roof and encircle the trees. The houses on either side boast similar displays. This neighborhood must be ridiculous at night.

Mel is not standing curbside, suitcase in hand, so I go ring the bell. Her oldest daughter answers the door, scowling. “Oh, hey, Aunt Tara.”

“May I come in? What’s wrong? Not happy to see me?”

Kayla steps to one side to let me by. “No, it’s not you. Sorry. I just had a fight with my boyfriend. Squeaky little a-hole.”

“Just one of many, hon. Just one of many.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

She’s a willowy brunette, pretty without working too hard to be that way. She won’t have a problem finding another boyfriend if she wants one.

“So why are you home? Shouldn’t you be in school?”

She shrugs. “I had a half day. Mom’s in the kitchen, by the way.”

I believe I’ve been dismissed. I follow the scent of coffee and yeast past tinseled railings and holiday villages to the big, airy, oven-warmed kitchen. “Oh my God. Don’t tell me you baked bread this morning.” Three loaves cool on the counter. “That’s why they invented bakeries, you know.”

Melody stops loading the dishwasher long enough to smile a hello. “If I lived in San Francisco, I’d have that option. Do you know how far I’d have to drive to find a decent bakery here?”

“Seriously, Mel. Who bakes anymore, especially on the day they’re taking off on a ski trip?”

“A ski trip the rest of her family won’t be enjoying. The least I could do was leave them decent bread.”

She can take her cheerful-housewife routine and shove it. “How close are you?”

“I’ll be ready as soon as I finish cleaning up.”

“Can’t Kayla do it? She’s pissed, not disabled.”

“I could ask her, of course. But it’s faster if I just do it than argue with her for twenty minutes. Anyway, I’m done.” She starts the wash cycle, rinses her hands.

“Anyone ever tell you your parenting skills are lacking?”

The slender rebuke draws no anger. “Only my husband. And his aren’t any better. Just call us Mr. and Mrs. Walkalloverme.”

Irritation prickles. I wish she’d rise up to defend herself once in a while. It’s bothered me ever since we were kids and Mom would go off on one of her rants. Loudmouthed me always took the brunt of her punishments while soft-spoken Melody receded into the background, barely there.

“Quick potty stop, and we’re on our way.”

Twenty minutes later we are, turning south to meet Highway 50 east. It’s a gorgeous drive, but I’m very happy the weather is good. The curvy two-lane makes for ugly going in a blizzard. Today, it’s clear and crisp outside. Korn comes on the radio. Their music is a mile outside my comfort zone, and a deviation for this channel. Still, when Melody reaches over to turn down the volume, I’m even more uncomfortable because it means she’s moving into sister-chat mode.

Melody: Blah-blah-blah, your divorce.

Me: Blah-blah-blah, rehearsed answer.

Mel: Blah-blah-blah, plans for the future.

Moi: Blah-blah-blah, one day at a time.

The only way to disengage from small talk about me is to engage in small talk about her. “So, how’s Graham?”

Melody’s husband is a pediatrician, and quite popular among greater Sacramento soccer moms, due to his all-American good looks and highly cultivated bedside manner. As far as I know, that hasn’t negatively affected their marriage. They’ll celebrate their twentieth anniversary in a few months.

“He’s great. I don’t know if I told you this, but he and a couple of his friends have put together a band. Just for fun, you know. Graham plays the drums, and . . .”

I tune out for a short, sweet span. I love my sister, but she does know how to stretch a story. She should have been a novelist instead of a technical writer. Or maybe an epic poet. We are passing Placerville before I notice she’s stopped talking, as if waiting for an answer. “I’m sorry. What did you just say?”

“Hmph. I asked if you’d thought any more about Christmas.”

They invite me every year, and I usually have a good excuse to say no. This year, there’s no husband, no conflicts, no real reason not to agree. I could lie, but untruths become so tiresome. “You know I hate to intrude. Christmas is a family day.”

“Um . . . hello? You’re family.”

“Not Graham’s, though.”

“Believe it or not, he takes ownership. What’s mine is his, et cetera.”

Truthfully, I’d rather spend the holidays alone on the moon than pretending good cheer with the Schumacher clan, but I keep that to myself and change the subject. “So what do the girls want for Christmas?”

“Jessica’s hot for the latest iPhone. She’s barely twelve, but apparently all her friends have one. Suzette wants a new snowboard. She progressed really far last year and is ready for something a little more extreme. By the way, she’s royally pissed that she couldn’t come on this trip. Maybe next time we could bring her along?”

“I don’t see why not. And what about Kayla?”

“All she really wants is a way into the San Francisco Art Institute.”

“Art?” Shows how much I know about my nieces. “What kind of art is she into?”

“She’s an incredibly talented illustrator, but what really interests her is computer animation and film. Barring a career there, she’d settle for graphic design.”

Wow. Who knew? I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to show a little interest in the girls. “So why SFAI?”

“It’s an exceptional art school, and close enough to feel like familiar ground. But it’s so expensive! I don’t suppose you have any connections on the scholarship committee?”

“I might know someone who knows someone.” The main campus is very near my house, and one of Finn’s grown children is an alumnus. Yes, I’m acquainted with people there, or at least people who know people. But that’s not really the point. “If tuition is a problem, you can always ask.”

“Oh, Tara, that’s so sweet of you, but—”

“Don’t tell me. Graham would never accept my money. But he wouldn’t have to know. He could think it was a scholarship, and it would be, from an anonymous benefactress. Anyway, it’s an option.”

There. Christmas gifts accomplished. One iPhone, with AppleCare. One upscale snowboard, plus Tahoe ski trip. And one thirty-thousand-dollar, give or take, tuition.



Five


The conversation devolves all the way to trite as Melody launches a deep discussion about the relative merits of glucosamine for canine joint problems. Seems her seven-year-old golden retriever can’t keep up with the junior black lab, and one vet says “yada yada” while the second says “yada.” I think we need to spice up this dialogue.

“Maybe Barney should try yoga,” I joke.

“Yoga?” She is seriously consternated.

“Yeah. I’m actually considering it myself.”

“I thought you said yoga’s for wussies.”

“It might be. But I’ve got an ulterior motive.”

“Do tell.”

So I do. And, because I don’t want to discuss dogs anymore, I go ahead and add the part about Ben. By the time I get to the pepper spray, we have crested Echo Summit and are dropping down the steep, winding road into the Tahoe Basin. Mel sits quietly for a second or two. Finally, she says, “Are you insane? How often do you pick up men in bars?”

“Once in a while,” I admit. “But rarely, and never while married. I do have some small sense of morality.”

“Morality? Tara, look what happened! And think of what might have happened! It’s like the older you get, the more reckless you become. Do you have a death wish or something? Sometimes you remind me of Mom.”

“Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that! I am nothing like her!”

Silence mortars the wall that has risen between us. I don’t want to talk. Don’t want to think, especially not about our mother, who I work very hard to maroon on the outermost fringe of recollection. Twice today she has intruded my present, this time at Melody’s invitation. And now that she’s here, she will fight to stay.

As the highway straightens, I can let off the brake, and as the Escalade picks up speed I am teleported backward in time and space to the bed of an old Ford pickup. It was the wilds of Idaho, and legal to have passengers in the back. But Mel and I were just kids and pretty much terrified. Not that Mom cared. She wanted our old collie, Liz, sharing the seat with her.

“I’ll go slow,” she promised. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fun.”

At first, she kept her word, and we bumped along the rutted gravel road, nice and easy. But my mother had this thing. Later we found a term for it—borderline personality disorder. What that meant was one minute she was perfectly sane; the next, something inside her brain clicked and she went off. That meant different things on different days.

Sometimes she turned violent, striking like a rattlesnake, usually without provocation. (And when provoked, she was more like a nest of rattlers.) Other times, her behavior was erratic. Self-destructive. Impulsive. Reckless. Yes, that word, and that day, that’s exactly what she was.

Suddenly, she was foot to the floor. That old truck fishtailed and bucked, throwing Mel and me side to side, up and down. I was ten, and she was not quite eight. I did my best to hold her down, keep her safely inside, but I was certain that she’d go flying. I didn’t care so much about myself. By then I was pretty sure I wouldn’t live to see junior high. But I had made it a point to take care of my little sister as best I could.

I can picture the scene; it’s like watching an old movie—tears streaking the dirt on Melody’s cheeks and me pounding the window, screeching, “Please, Mama, please slow down.” She never let off the gas when she turned to look at me, grinning. If we’d been devoted churchgoers, the kind who believed in a devil and demons, I’d have sworn she was possessed. But all I knew was what I saw. My mother was crazy.

Devil or no, we probably would have ended up in hell that afternoon, except a big old elk chose that moment to cut across the road in front of the truck. Instinct insisted Mom hit the brakes and when she swerved to miss the massive animal, Liz fell off the seat, onto the floorboard. The collie yelped, and Mom went berserk.

I will never, ever forget the way she jerked the Ford into park. The smell of oil, dripping onto the overheated engine, mixed with the cloying lift of dust. The driver’s-side door slammed open. “Look what you made me do!” Mom directed her roar straight at me.

“What, Mama?” I pushed Mel against the cab, positioned myself in front of her.

“Poor Lizzie is hurt. And it’s your fault. Come here, you little monster.”

I had no choice but to comply. It would hurt worse if I made her climb over the tailgate and come after me, plus she might get hold of Melody, too. Her fury tended to melt after a fist fall or ten. And since they’d all be aimed at me, I figured I might as well try to plead my case.

“But I didn’t do anything. And Liz is A-OK.” The collie in question had hopped back up onto the seat. She sat there, nose against the window and panting gently, watching the drama rising to a pinnacle.

“Don’t you dare tell me what’s what! You get over here right now, or else.”

I knew enough not to argue anymore, and crawled across the pickup bed to the tailgate, which my mother let drop, threatening both the hinges and me. I lowered my head into my chest, let the blows fall against my back, my arms. Better than my face, experience told me. Better than my face.

I don’t remember exactly what that beating felt like. Bare-fisted, Mom’s whoopings were pretty much alike. I can, however, recall the sounds: Liz’s whining; Mel’s hiccupping; the tick-tick of the truck’s engine, still running; the circling cry of a hawk on the hunt. And the odors, yes, those are fresh as yesterday: Pabst and Camels, burnt Quaker State, damp rabbitbrush, the stink of rage-fueled perspiration. The last I often smell in my sleep, at the edge of every dream, and I can smell it now, lodged in memories I can’t quite push away.

“Earth to Tara.” Melody yanks me back into the present. “You might want to check how fast you’re going. There’s a highway patrol car just up ahead.”

I glance down at the speedometer. Twelve over. “Thanks for the warning. Hope he’s got something else on his mind.”

Luckily, a sweet little BMW goes tearing by in the other direction. The cop hangs a quick U-turn, and the ticket belongs to the other guy. Love when that happens.

“Where were you, anyway?” asks Mel, referring to my masochistic reverie.

“Idaho.”

“Ah. Idaho. Never a good place to go.”

“Speaking of that, have you heard anything from her lately?” Our mother doesn’t dare talk to me. I cut her off completely when I turned eighteen, and she seems happy enough to accept this as the status quo. Any communication comes through Melody, who is more forgiving than I. Then again, she has less to pardon.

“Mom e-mailed a few weeks ago. She’s still in Rialto, shacking up with a trucker. This one, she says, is full of good lovin’.”

Prostitution is legal in the rural counties of Nevada, and most truck drivers would rather pay for more upscale tail than take what our mother happily gave away in exchange for room and board. Vegas proved a less-than-fertile hunting ground, so she moved to Southern California, where the prowling for truckers full of good lovin’ was easier.

“Rialto, huh? Didn’t I read something about a string of recent kitten hangings there?” Mom always hated cats.

“Not funny.”

“I wasn’t going for humor there, Mel.”



Six


We check in to a two-bedroom villa at the Timber Lodge, right in Heavenly Village. I’ve been skiing this resort since well before the redevelopment that brought the gondola all the way down into the town of South Lake Tahoe. Even Melody has to agree that this is convenient, at least as far as accessing the mountain. It’s a short walk across the street and over the state line into Nevada for nightlife, and the sensational restaurants the casinos use to lure tourists.

One of my favorites is the Sage Room, inside Harvey’s, and that’s where we have a reservation tonight. The sidewalks and streets are clear and mostly dry, so I chance wearing a dress and footwear that would be iffy in a snowstorm. Melody, of course, dresses much more conservatively, but she still manages to pull off “chic” in nice jeans and a sapphire-blue angora sweater. Okay, the UGGs knock off a couple of style points. I’ll remind her to keep her feet under the table.

We order “for two” spinach salad and chateaubriand, plus a fabulous bottle of Napa Valley cabernet. “Pretty sure the waiter thinks we’re dating,” says Mel. “He gave us a funny look.”

“Hey, if you weren’t my sister, and if I happened to swing that way, I’d date you. You’re gorgeous.”

She huffs. “Whatever. I need to lose thirty pounds, and my hair makes me look sixty.”

“They do have this stuff called dye, if that bothers you. But I think the silver is beautiful.”

“You going au naturel, then?” Her smile means she doesn’t expect an answer.

I give her one, anyway. “Beautiful, on you.”

“So . . . what are you after?”

“What do you mean?”

She sighs. “It’s just, you don’t give me compliments very often.”

“Really? Well, you are beautiful. For looking sixty, I mean.”

We laugh together, but uneasily, so I’m glad when our first course arrives, diverting our attention. As Roberto tosses spinach and sweet dressing tableside, I try to remember a recent compliment I paid my sister. Last ski trip, I told her she’d definitely improved. Does that count? No, probably not. The last time I said something nice about the way she looked was . . . I can’t remember.

Mel sips her wine. “This is brilliant. When did you develop a taste for cab? As I recall, you used to be more the chardonnay sort.”

“Finn loved the Napa Valley, and we toured the wineries several times. We took a class with an oenologist . . .” Puzzlement crinkles Mel’s eyes, so I explain, “A master vintner, if you prefer. The science guy behind the barrels? Anyway, once you learn about tannins and soil and palette and such, you feel more like experimenting. After a while I came to prefer big reds. The bolder, the better.”

Oenology. Good word. Silent O. Comes after “odoriferous,” which interestingly means both unsavory (offensive) and savory (sweet smelling). Sort of like Finn, in fact.

“One good thing that came out of your marriage, I guess.”

“Yes, and along with it, an entire cellar of great wines, not to mention the house where the cellar’s located.”

“So you’re planning to stay in the city, then? You weren’t sure last time I talked to you.”

I swallow the last bite of my salad before answering. “For now. There’s nowhere I’d rather be, and it’s a good place to host parties conducive to generous giving by the San Francisco elite.”

“Elite, or elitists?”

“They’re pretty much synonymous.”

She shakes her head. “And yet they’re donating to a cause that helps homeless people. Seems oxymoronic, no?”

“They don’t care about the cause, Mel, only that other people see them whipping out their checkbooks.”

“Huh. And what about you? Are you truly concerned about San Francisco’s downtrodden?”
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