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    Dedication




    For my sister, who fell in love with Colorado.


  




  

    Introduction Quote




    Hydraulic Level Five




    When water pours over an object hidden in the heart of the river, water reverses upstream and creates a whitewater hydraulic. River travelers are often trapped in its dangerous churn indefinitely…


  




  

    Prologue




    Untitled Draft 1.1


    © Samuel Caulfield Cabral


    The Real Water Sirens




    “IF YOU’RE GOING to be a nixie,” says the boy, “you need an ‘N’ name. Water nacken and nixies only have names that start with ‘N.’”




    Two children, pale and dark, slight and tall, stand in silent battle over the fairy tales woven through the waters of Bear Creek, swollen cold with melted Rockies snow. The nacken king watches his nixie queen. Today, she lugs her pink banjo to their shaded kingdom. That fancy banjo will be ruined in ten minutes.




    “Neelie Nixie?” she suggests.




    “Neelie’s a nice name.”




    Pale girl sweeps jelly-grimed fingers through his hair so wind-wild, it could snap brush bristles. He jerks away. She knows he will, but still, she tries.




    Blue eyes send a thousand warnings. In another world, his mother called them “sky eyes.” She walked him to his alphabet classroom, smoothed his cowlick and said love you eyes of blue, so blue I could fly. Sky Eyes! He moved to hug her, but she held him back. She rose from silk-clad knees, wistfully touched his cheek in a silent “be good,” and left. He was good, dutifully organizing his crayon box and cubby hole, far away from other baby-faced boys and girls. Kids were as odd to him as scratch-n-sniff stickers, until Bear Creek.




    The nacken king watches his nixie queen, whose smile is now a furrow too sad for any seven-year-old. The thing is, her frown mirrors his own.




    A countdown to one, and snarls and splashes echo over firs as they tug-of-war with limbs. The nixie queen has a small tear in the hem of her shirt, a scraped knee, and a soaked bum. But she holds her revenge until he bends to rub life into his chilly toes.




    She doesn’t think. She lunges.




    The boy yelps as she pummels square into his side, tumbling them both into the creek. Their heads dip under and they sputter when icy ribbons wrap bodies and freeze clothes. The boy pushes her off of him and scrambles to his feet…only to fall again.




    She laughs, but her laughter quiets as tears well in her king’s blue eyes. He furiously slaps her helping hand away and swipes at his cheek.




    “Caulfield…” she says.




    “Leave me alone.” He springs out of the creek, yanks on his shoes. Squish squash squish over to his bike.




    When he is gone, she falls onto the blanket and pulls her pink banjo to her side, a meager comfort. Corn-husk hair splayed, she stares through the web of quivering branches and plots how best to guard her tender heart from Caulfield.
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    Caro, it’s a deviation from my normal work. When Kaye finds out, it’s World War III.


    ~SC




    SC, from what I hear, she turns into a hellcat every time her name and “Neelie Nixie” are uttered in the same breath. There’s no pleasing her, Sam. Don’t even try.


    ~Caro


  




  

    Chapter 1: Reading Water




    Reading the anatomy of a river—its eddy


    and flow—helps a paddler harness its power


    and thwart danger.




    “ARRRGH! ANGEL!” I PADDLED against the current in a vain struggle to turn the open-topped kayak before we hit the massive whitewater hydraulic churning twenty feet ahead.




    “¡Ajúaaa, vámonos! Come on, Aspen Kaye, paddle! That damned play park is getting surfed.” Angel’s muscled arms furiously kicked up frigid river water.




    “Don’t call me Aspen—crap!”




    We’d tried to surf that “damned play park” every single rafting trip for the past six years, since we first tackled the Shoshone stretch of the Colorado River. Each April, we immersed ourselves in the beautiful, white-capped Rockies to hit the rapids in their prime—when snow slid down the mountains into the river, making for wild whitewater. I had this obsessive idea that we’d be able to ride the top like a surfboard.




    Our friends hollered from the cataraft. I vaguely heard Santiago command Molly and Danita to tighten the straps around the gear as he pulled the six-foot oars from the river, bracing for the hit. Wetsuits were a necessity—the difference between hypothermia in two minutes or twenty. Adjusting my helmet, I glanced over my shoulder at the hydraulic, just beyond Angel’s grinning, goggled face. Sun hit the wave and fractured into a million sparkling drops, spitting ice into the air, ready to swallow us whole.




    “’Kay, Kaye, remember, tuck in if we capsize!”




    “Yeah, Angel, I know, we’ve done this six—crap! Crapcrapcrap!”




    “Here…we…GO!”




    I shrieked as the kayak began to jerk. I leaned back and clutched my paddle, squeezed my eyes shut. For a moment, when I felt the duckie dip and lift, I thought we’d done it—we’d surfed the wave. Then the kayak flipped up, followed by my feet. Pulling my knees from their harnesses, I kicked out of the kayak and let the hydraulic attack me. Water hit me like an igloo wall, and I screamed obscenities before I was sucked under. Bright sky swam by, followed by fluid gray, then sky…gray…sky…gray. I forced my arms around my knees and balled up, tumbling over and over and over. I wondered if I’d ever see the surface again, and then I saw sky, and only sky. I gulped precious air and whooped.




    “Spank-me-son-of-a-shrew, that’s cold!” Raucous laughter erupted around me as I grabbed my paddle and let the current carry me to the overturned duckie.




    “Watch your mouth, Kaye! You’re cussing like a kindergartner.” Santiago—Angel’s youngest brother—steered the cataraft our way.




    I wasn’t one for outright cussing (Lyons was small and word from the playground got to our folks fast), so ages ago, Sam and I had come up with alternatives. With his brilliant mind and my big mouth, it was flipping magical, the way we’d strung innocent words together into phrases that sounded downright dirty. “Steaming, unholy waste, plague and atrocity” was solid Shakespeare.




    Samuel and me. My gut twisted sharply. Plume-plucked puttocks.




    I grabbed the duckie’s side cord just as Angel swam up, and together we flipped it over. “You okay, manita?”




    I nodded, teeth chattering too hard for words. We drifted until we found the rest of our caravan taking-out along a steep, rocky slope.




    Angel pulled off his helmet and shook his military-cut hair. “Oh, Kaye, we almost surfed that mother this time.”




    “Yeah,” I panted, still winded. We secured the duckie, and then Angel stalked off to the bushes for a piss.




    My entire body trembled. Molly unfolded her long frame, sturdy as a ponderosa pine, and pulled a bottle of Jack Daniels from a wet bag. “Have a swig of this.”




    I took the bottle and swiftly threw it back, amber flames licking my throat. I coughed and waited for seeping warmth.




    “You are going to drown yourselves one of these days if you’re not careful…” I simply nodded and dug through the wet bag for my fishing hat. “Why don’t you head over to the hot springs? They’ll heat you right up.” Reaching under my chin, she unlatched my helmet like I was a five-year-old and gave me a shove.




    Danita and Santiago stretched out on flat rocks like seals, black and sleek, heads lolling in the sun. Danita Maria Cabral…a tumble of gleaming black curls, curvy Latina hips. The Cabral gene pool certainly kicked out some lovelies. She waved me over. I saw the no-nonsense eyebrow lift behind her designer sunglasses and tried a pre-emptive strike.




    “You’re wearing Dior shades on a rafting trip?”




    “They’re old.” She ripped the sunglasses from her eyes. “If you keep trying that hydraulic, one day either you or Angel won’t break the surface.”




    “Yeah, Molly said the same thing.”




    “Well, maybe you should listen to me, Kaye.” Molly planted herself next to me on the rock. “You take too many risks. Ice rappelling, paragliding…and I heard about how you skipped out on Vail’s last ski day to chase avalanches in the backcountry with Hector…in cow costumes, no less!”




    “Hector and I didn’t go leaping and twisting off cliffs. Just two friends taking a leisurely ski down a scenic mountain. We were udderly safe. Get it?”




    Santiago’s ears perked up at the word ski. “Dang, Kaye, you cliff-huckers.” Cliff-hucker? Hmmm…it had potential for my cuss-word stockpile.




    “We live in Colorado, playing on mountains is in our blood,” I reminded them.




    Danita huffed. She couldn’t stand Hector Valdez and thought his penchant for risky sports was a bad influence.




    I eased my muscles into the water. Before long, Angel’s heavy footsteps plodded our way, then his deep voice cut through the quiet. Despite the cool spring air, he’d rolled his wetsuit down to his waist, showing off his beautifully muscled chest. Once upon a time, he’d been pimply and pudgy, never acknowledged save by our small group of friends. But he left for the Air Force Academy and came back confident and…well…hot. One hand clutched his water shoes, the other, the Goon Bag—our consolation prize of cheap, nasty wine.




    “Tra-di-TION…Tra-di-tion! Tra-di-tion!” He shimmied in his best Tevye impersonation and tossed me the Goon Bag. “Drink up, Kaye! Shlapp that hard, hermanita, you earned it today.”




    “Yessir, First Lieutenant Valdez.” Lifting the plastic bag over my head, I gave it a couple of good smacks and trickled crappy wine into my mouth.




    “How’s the water?” He beamed at Dani and stooped for a kiss. She twisted her head away, taking his grin with her.




    Danita sucked furious air through plump, pink lips. “Angel Esteban Valdez, you pendejo, I am so sick of watching you and Kaye try that same old stupid surfing stunt on a class five hydraulic! What if you’d drowned? Ave María Purísima, you are no better than Hector!”




    “Dani—”




    “I’m not exactly keen to lose my fiancé right before the wedding, especially since you just got back…” She lapsed into Spanish, winding down.




    Angel gave her the minute of venting she needed. “I’m sorry you were worried.” His dark eyes shone with regret, though I noticed he hadn’t actually apologized for trying to surf the rapid. “But I know what I’m doing. There’s that stretch of calm water right after the rapid. If we didn’t have that, there’s no way we’d try to surf. Trust me, mi amor.” Danita sniffed, but she didn’t say any more. While patient to the point of being lackadaisical, even Angel had his breaking point. “Anyway, I found this burned-out Ford up the hill, behind those aspens. It must be fifty years old. The upholstery’s gone and the windows are broken out, but it’s a good place to set up camp.”




    The car it was.




    It was a tranquil night. Just the rushing water, the cadence of evening birds, rustling aspen leaves. Angel grilled burgers over a small campfire. Danita and Molly chatted on their sleeping bags. Santiago leaned against the old car, mini flashlight in his mouth, hunched over a book.




    The sun faded. Amazing didn’t do it justice—I was never one for clever descriptions. It had always been him, so lyrical and perfect.




    “Kaye, listen to this.” Santiago held up his book. “It could totally be us right now: ‘As the sun set, the entire mountainside went up in flames like parched timber. It crept behind the Matterhorn, painting them in bottomless blues and purples and stars…’ Creepy, huh?”




    I anxiously crossed my arms over my chest. “What are you reading?” I already knew the answer.




    “Water Sirens.” The other three’s heads shot our way and Santiago mistook their concern. “Yeah, yeah, I know it’s been out for like, six years. I’m probably the very last person in Lyons to read it. But damn, Kaye, your ex can write an awesome story!”




    “Don’t I know it.”




    “I can’t wait to read the other five books!”




    “Yup.”




    “I’m still not sure what a nixie is.”




    “Nixies, nacken, sirens…They’re all seductive water spirits known for drowning their victims.”




    “So, why are water spirits battling…what are those monsters called?”




    “The Others.”




    “I mean, did Cabral have some sort of obsession with mythology when you guys were together?”




    I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation again. Not ten months after our marriage crumbled, Samuel had struck gold with his debut novel, and ever since, I’d been subjected to readers, critics, and entertainment journalists prying into my personal life.




    “Knowing him, they’re most likely metaphorical nixies. Something along the line of being lured in and drowned by his ex-wife?”




    Danita winced. Santiago was unfazed. “Why the Alps, though? What’s wrong with Colorado?”




    I couldn’t tell him how the Swiss Alps were like Camelot to my ex. His birth mother had taken him on a ski trip to Zermatt when he was five. He stayed in the lodge while she hit the slopes and the nightlife. It was the one and only “family vacation” she’d ever spent with him.




    “Probably changed it so I wouldn’t sue his sorry tail.”




    He tilted his head like a cockatiel. “Why would you sue him?”




    Danita groaned. Molly muffled a laugh. Did this man live under a North Face-embossed rock?




    “Santiago, how far into Samuel’s book have you gotten?”




    “Um, about one-third.”




    “Do any of those naughty lil’ nixies seem familiar to you?” I knew my bitterness was loud and clear and I’d become that person. But Neelie Nixie was a sore spot for me.




    Santiago shrugged. “I’m not paying too much attention to the characters. The action scenes are much better.”




    I practically had this bilge memorized, I’d stewed over it so long. “‘She had the soft mouth of an angel,’” I hinted, “‘but what came out of it was so awkward, it made the comparison farcical.’”




    A blank look. Santiago probably didn’t know what farcical meant.




    Molly jumped in. “How about ‘eyes as deep as ancient forests’? I always liked that one.”




    “‘Fashion sense of a hobo’?” Thanks, Danita.




    “‘She could drink a ladybug under the table…and that was about it.’” Molly laughed. “Smart boy, your ex.”




    “‘Chaos stalked her so frequently, she should have slapped it with a restraining order,’” Angel piped up from the campfire, flipping another pineapple skewer.




    “Oh har har har. You all can quote that brilliant Byron’s little snipes like scholars. How about some burgers there, Valdez? It’s almost eight o’clock.”




    But Danita, mouth quirking, added one more to my pile of published shame. “‘In the sack, Neelie didn’t care if she won…she was just happy to be nominated.’”




    “Dani, you tramp, that isn’t even in there!” Oh, that was it. I leaped from my sleeping bag and dove, evoking a screech from my traitor friend. But then, a figurative light bulb flickered over Santiago’s stubbly head.




    “You—you’re Neelie Nixie? Seriously?”




    I hated that cartoon nickname. Hated it almost as much as I hated my first name—Aspen—courtesy of my hippie parents. Seriously, what had Samuel been thinking, sharing all of that personal stuff with millions of strangers?




    “Wow…Kaye.” Santiago’s eyes went wide as they flicked across the page. “Is it true you have a heart-shaped freckle on your—”




    Samuel Cabral was going to die when I saw him again, I thought for the thousandth time. If I ever saw him again…




    Steaming, unholy waste, plague and atrocity—Angel and Danita’s wedding.


  




  

    Chapter 2: Bank Scout




    Before navigating a treacherous stretch of river,


    a paddler must get out of the craft and scout


    the rapids from the bank.




    I STARED AT THE BLANK whiteboard, tapping a dry-erase marker on my knee. I never had problems coming up with ideas in my beloved brainstorming room. Warm purple walls. Cushy art-deco chairs. A marvelous cascade chandelier I’d found at a local art festival, made entirely from recycled eyeglasses. And the centerpiece: my big whiteboard.




    Tap tap tap tap tap…I tossed the marker on the table and ran a hand through my loose curls.




    He was coming home for Danita’s wedding. Two months to mid-June. Two months until I had to stand across from him at the same altar and witness another couple pledge to love each other for the rest of their lives.




    I stared at the whiteboard, willing ideas to just auto-populate. Nope, still blank. I needed Molly. I found her at her desk, ginger hair twisted up with a pencil.




    “Is that the new website for the Rocky Mountain National Park?” I asked, impressed.




    She looked up from her screen. “Whaddya think?”




    “Perfect. I love the photography. Hey, I can’t wrap my mind around the Fine Arts Center pitch. Brainstorming?”




    “Yup, I could use a break.” She saved her work and grabbed a marker.




    Molly and I had been in business together for nearly a decade, since we founded TrilbyJones in our humble freshman dorm room. Following graduation, we secured a small-business investor and a loan. Once word spread and business rolled in, we took on a staff of six. Now I handled client accounts and Molly was art director.




    Boulder proved to be a killer location. From Pearl Street to the Flatirons lording over the town, it had everything a granola kid could want. Buying and renovating the dilapidated Victorian to house TrilbyJones was the only occasion I’d ever spent a dime of Samuel’s alimony. Our offices were downstairs. Upstairs was my apartment, lovingly decorated by Sofia Cabral—Samuel’s tender mother. She insisted I needed a beautiful home of my own, something brand new for my fresh start. I’d cried in Sofia’s plump arms for an entire afternoon.




    Sofia. Even now, almost seven years after my divorce, Sofia was still mi madre. Like Samuel and me, Alonso and Sofia played together as children, but in the shabby streets and fairy-tale gardens of Ciudad Victoria, Mexico. When Alonso left with his brother for Harvard, an opportunity he couldn’t turn down, it nearly broke Sofia’s heart. But he came back, married her, and they made their home in Lyons, Colorado. Lyons was a teeny tiny town in the shadowy imprint of hulking mountains. It had hippies and Hispanics and farmers, microbreweries and music. It had my father, my mother, and my Cabral familia. Boulder was a great place to work. Lyons? It was home.




    “We should move the press release here, after the radio spot,” Molly said, putting the final touches to our now-full whiteboard.




    A rap at the door interrupted us, and Danita stuck her head in.




    “Hey!” I swooped in for a hug. “What are you doing in town?”




    “It’s not like I haven’t just spent an entire week in the wide world of nature with you.” Danita laughed. “I want you to look at something for the wedding. Do you have a minute to pop across the street for lunch?”




    “Sure. Molly, thanks, I owe you one.”




    “Bring me back a brownie.” Fisher’s Deli was famous for their huge, cake-like brownies packed with walnuts. Those things would kill my hips one day, but it would be worth it.




    A drizzle brushed my face like the lightest of feathers. We didn’t have many days like this outside of the mountains, as Colorado was embroiled in the longest stinking drought on record. Danita and I claimed a table under the canopy and absorbed the balm and breeze. Our waiter winked at her. The wink didn’t faze either of us. I’d trailed my buxom Chicana friend long before she had cleavage that pervert boys ogled, and was used to being eclipsed by her bountiful blessings. If I didn’t know better, I would assume she torched metal in heels and a push-up bra. But I’d seen her many times in her welder’s jumpsuit, sparks flying, face sweat-streaked and dirt-speckled beneath her visor as she gently wielded molten iron into something exquisite. The dresses and heels were a vestige of womanliness in a testosterone-dominated world.




    “So, dear Danita, why dost thou need my sage opinion?” I asked around a mouthful of turkey and Swiss.




    She smiled sadly, and I realized I’d stolen a quip from Samuel. “It’s the ceremony program.” She pulled out a sheet of lavender cardstock and tapped her nails over it, not passing it to me, thinking.




    “Um, do you want me to look at that?”




    “I spoke with my brother today.” A fly ball from left field clobbered me in the noggin. “Kaye, you tend to get defensive, so can you hear me out?”




    I nodded, wary.




    “Samuel’s coming back to Lyons for my wedding.”




    “Yes, he’s one of the groomsmen.”




    “You’ll probably be around him more than you’re used to.”




    I chuckled mirthlessly. “Dani, I’ve only seen him four times since he left. That’s an understatement.”




    “Can you two get along in public?”




    “If not, Sofia will take us out back and swat our rears.” She didn’t laugh. “Seriously, Danita, no weirdness. Water under the bridge. I think we can be civil to each other.”




    “I just want to make sure. I heard what happened at Thanksgiving two years ago. And you’re my maid of honor…”




    I opened my palms. “I wasn’t prepared to see him, then. Look, can I just preview the program?”




    She slid it across the table. Music selections, scriptures…the editor in me checked all of the names for correct spelling. Wait.




    “Why is my last name just a question mark?”




    Danita fiddled with her napkin. “I didn’t know what to print.”




    “Just ask, Dani.”




    “Okay. I wasn’t sure…your name.”




    Comprehension dawned. Oh, Danita. I’d never changed my name back to Trilby after…well, after. It’d been such a pain to switch in the first place that I didn’t want the additional heartache on top of the other crap. As years passed and my business took off, I’d never bothered with it. I gave Danita a weak smile, guilty that she had to deal with my baggage.




    “It’s still Kaye Cabral. You know that.”




    Her eyes were pinned to her half-eaten salad, and it occurred to me that maybe my retention of the Cabral name might be upsetting at the wedding. Great aunts, old-school relatives from Mexico. Bitter ex-husband?




    “Do you really think it bothers Samuel?” My heart sank.




    “I really don’t know how Sam feels about it. I’m more worried about you, frankly.”




    “Me?” Ah. “So you’re thinking I’m not over him, when he’s over me.”




    “Yes.” Leave it to Dani to cut straight to the heart of a matter. “Things have changed somewhat. You see, he’s bringing Caroline.”




    “His agent? I figured she’d come along because of the book tour.”




    “No, Kaye. I mean they’re seeing each other. Romantically. He’s bringing her to the wedding as his date.”




    I felt as if the wind was knocked straight from my chest. Sure, Samuel had his casual girlfriends—actresses, singers, other writers—splashed across gossip mags and entertainment shows. He was a shining novelist, Broadway’s wonder-boy playwright, not to mention hair-raisingly handsome. If he kept a woman around long enough, they’d discover he played a mean Spanish guitar.




    But Caroline Ortega…That one really stung. I knew Samuel would never risk that precious writer/agent-editor-publicist-whatever-she-was relationship unless he was serious about her. At least, the Samuel I’d known never would.




    I fought to regain my composure. “I thought he was seeing Indigo Kingsley—the chick cast as Neelie in Water Sirens? She took him to the Oscars just a couple of months ago.”




    “I don’t think it was as official as the mags made it out to be.” Danita’s brown eyes dug through my nonchalance.




    “Well, thank goodness I have a couple of months to prep. Gotta look hot to show up the new girlfriend.” My laugh was weirdly high.




    “Actually, you don’t have two months. He’ll be in town early for his book tour.”




    “How early?”




    “He flies in two weeks from tomorrow.” I dropped my sandwich. “He said he’d be at bookstores in Boulder, Colorado Springs, then Denver before taking a break to spend time with the family.”




    Why hadn’t I heard anything yet? Caroline always used TrilbyJones to plan local signings for Samuel’s Water Sirens series, given his hometown hero status. I delegated the projects to Molly, preferring to stay out of his life completely. We’d never get them arranged…unless…




    Oh no. Freaking hell no. Caroline wasn’t using our firm, and I could only guess why.




    “Bastard!”




    Dani reached across the table and awkwardly patted my hand. I jerked it away and busied myself with paying my bill.




    “Print whatever name you like in the program, Danita. I don’t care. See you this weekend.” When we parted, I wearily slipped from the café and headed upstairs to my apartment, calling it an early day.




    Caroline. Brilliant, refined Caroline Ortega. A lovely woman he could bring home to sus padres…someone who shared his heritage and not just a love for bluegrass. Why didn’t I see her coming? Years later, stuff like this still surfaced and, like hidden tree roots, knocked me flat.




    Maybe I needed to unearth those roots and deal with them, starting with my last name.
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    Since he’d left me almost seven years ago to “find himself” at New York University, I’d only seen Samuel four times.




    The first was a brief, devastating visit to New York City, just weeks after he’d moved. I was still in denial that he’d actually left me forever. I saw him for a total of two minutes. I came home, filed for divorce, and no one knew about that trip except for his parents.




    The second was to negotiate our divorce settlement. We’d stared at each other across the gulf of a conference table in Jaime Guzman’s law firm. Samuel was haggard—unshaven, clammy skin, glazed, blood-shot eyes. I didn’t look much better. Shell-shocked. There wasn’t much to negotiate; we’d only been married for nineteen months. Aside from a trust from Samuel’s birth parents, we didn’t have any assets. Little did I know, he already had a book deal in the works that would eventually make an obscene amount of money. Every four-zero alimony check he insisted on mailing went directly into a savings account and remained untouched.




    The third time I saw Samuel was several years later, again at Jaime Guzman’s law firm, to renegotiate that cursed alimony. He wanted to fly all the way to Lyons to “talk it out,” though a conference call would have been logical. I argued I wouldn’t touch a cent of his fortune, and he countered that I could do whatever I wanted—it didn’t concern him anymore. I folded, my heart too heavy to fight.




    The fourth and final time I saw Samuel was the day before Thanksgiving, two years ago. Sofia had called, asking me to swing by the house for her famous mango pie. She assured me that Samuel wouldn’t arrive until later. Silly me, I should have known she was up to something by her hopeful, agitated tone. But I was completely and utterly caught off-guard when the door swung open to reveal none other than my ex, as striking as ever.




    He had filled out a bit, no longer a skinny kid but a full-fledged man. Over his shoulder, I saw the old Gibson guitars out and tuned. A part of me ached for that close camaraderie we’d shared, before hormones and kissing and sex messed everything up. I felt the warmth of his olive skin beneath his soft sweater and jeans when he hugged me, breathed my name. For a moment, I was home—that perfect place everyone hunts for in music, and comfort food, and scents.




    Then, that perfect place slapped me with a goodbye letter and I remembered how he’d thrown this—me—away, with the callousness of a con artist. Disgusted, my arms fell to my side.




    I despised him. I despised how his blue eyes were full of innocence and childlike hope but not a fleck of contrition. How he made me feel like a mud-slopped doormat because I yearned to pick up that guitar anyway. My fingernails itched to tear through the tender skin of his neck.




    My parting words were something along the lines of, “You abandoned me like a spoiled little boy!” I viciously told him, “I never wanted the whole damned marriage in the first place.”




    He accused me of marrying him for his family and bitterly asked, “Are you glad you have them now that I’m gone?” Suffice it to say, Sofia’s staged intervention was a bust.




    After that surreal, disastrous Thanksgiving, he emailed me three times. Once to apologize for the fight, which I accepted and returned likewise. Next, asking if I wanted to see The Twiggies with him in Denver. I didn’t reply. He tried again. And again. And again. Again, I didn’t answer.




    Then he stopped trying.


  




  

    Chapter 3: Hung Up




    When a craft is snagged, but not wrapped


    or flipped by a river obstacle.




    Untitled Draft 2.3


    © Samuel Caulfield Cabral


    Festivarians and Firecracker




    STORMING THE STAGE is the Tripping Marys, a local band playing the Rocky Mountain Folks Festival at Planet Bluegrass. Greasy hair, ripped jeans and flannel, they work the crowd until everyone is a die-hard four-leaf-clover.




    A loud “fuck” flies from the mouth of a groupie and Caulfield’s adoptive parents cover his and Maria’s ears. Next to them, nine-year-old Aspen and her dad, in matching Bob Marley T-shirts, twirl each other with sticky hands, blissfully unaware of his parents’ disapproval.




    “Maybe we should see the dance troupe again,” Caulfield’s father suggests.




    He shrugs. “They were okay.” He says the same thing about the fiddler, the man playing spoons, the music petting zoo, the face painting. He wouldn’t mind seeing the jugglers again, only because Aspen is enthralled with their pin-tumbling hands. He likes to watch her laugh more than he likes to see snow-capped peaks pierce the sky. When she laughs, her entire body laughs.




    His aunt tenderly sweeps a hand through his hair, but his body twists from her touch. She is not his “Mamá.” That title is for one person alone—a queenly redhead who wears pink and speeds along the shoreline of Boston in a convertible.




    Aspen tugs his shirt sleeve, peering up with eager eyes. “Let’s get closer. I wanna see the guitars.” They push their way past hundreds of long skirts and wooden beads, rumpled cotton and hemp. He still smells the cotton candy she ate, above Festivarian sweat and pot and pine-sap air. His father follows close behind. They duck under arms and jostle their way to the very edge of the stage.




    The band switches their electric guitars for acoustics, easing into a ballad. The shoving calms and the crowd settles onto the ground.




    “Wow,” Aspen breathes, eyes glued to the guitarist’s fingers as they skim over strings. Her good ear turns to the stage. “Caulfield, I want to learn how to do that.” She clutches the boy’s hand. He doesn’t twist away.




    “I do too, Firecracker.”




    She wrinkles her nose. “Why’d you call me that?”




    “I dunno. You’re kind of exciting and explosive, and you surprise me a lot.”




    “Oh…I guess that’s okay.”




    The ballad is a sad, fervent melody. Simple chords snake through their ears and bind the children together as they sway, sucked in, bewitched. It drowns out the mad cacophony of tribal drums. Gone are the sculpted red devils, cloggers busting moves, rainbow bumper-stickers, the mountains themselves. When the music plays, all else churns in a muted gray.




    It’s in this one-song sub-universe that Caulfield and Aspen become Festivarians. Every August, like pilgrims, they return to Planet Bluegrass to wade through crowds and let the music swallow them.




    Over and over, until life drives them thousands of miles, thousands of days, apart.
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    Caro, is this what you want in the guitar back-story?


    ~SC




    SC, absolutely. Now I want to hang around podunk Lyons until August, just to catch the music festival (and bag one of those jugglers). A shame we’ll have movie promos by then. A side note—‘Aspen’ seems fascinating, can’t wait to know her better. I have a feeling about this book. It’s different from Water Sirens.


    ~Caro




    Caro, that’s just it—this is not Water Sirens. It’s too personal. I don’t think I’ll even publish this.




    SC, darling man, such an artistic temperament.


    ~Caro
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    Tears dripped from my eyelashes as I dialed Hector’s number. Samuel had a date for the wedding. Not one of his casual girlfriends, but the type of woman men took seriously. Successful. Ethereal. From what Danita said, Samuel met her at NYU when she worked as a lowly editorial assistant at one of the big publishing houses. But she had connections, passed along his book, and made both of their careers. And, as much as I hated to admit it, she was nice. I loathed her. I loathed him. I loathed the perfect marriage they’d have, the beautiful Hispanic babies they’d make.




    Yet, a bigger, better part of me just wanted my childhood sweetheart to be happy.




    “Hola. Please leave your name and number, and after I’ve doctored the tape, your message will connect you to a terrorist plot and be brought to the attention of Homeland Security. Buenos dias.”




    “Hector?” I tried to catch my breath between laughs and sobs. “I need you to be my date for Danita and Angel’s wedding stuff. I know you’re already a groomsman but if you’d just pretend to be interested…I’ll do the winter climb on Longs Peak. There, I’ve committed. Love the new message.”




    Just as I hung up, the phone rang.




    “Hector?”




    Silence. “No, this is Molly. You okay? You didn’t come back to the office.”




    Sobs won out. “Fricking Caroline. He’s in love with her! He’s bringing her home to meet the family.”




    “Whoa. Calm down there, Kaye-bear.”




    “Molly, I’m alone with my glory days photo album, a lousy bottle of merlot, and…and I have split ends.” I frowned at a lock of scraggly blond hair, rolling it between my fingers. I bet Caroline didn’t have split ends.




    A pause. “Are you drunk?”




    “Not enough.”




    Another pause. Rustling in the background, followed by a quiet curse. “Okay, on my way up in fifteen. No one should drink alone.”




    “Bless you, Molly.” I dropped my cell phone and hunkered down in my broken-in leather chair, photo album still opened to the picture Sofia took after Samuel’s baseball team won State. “Let’s do the fairy tale—all of it,” he’d proclaimed as he wrapped me in his arms, jersey damp with sweat. He placed his dirty baseball cap on my head. “Only you, Kaye…”




    My fingertips smoothed over his boyish face from long ago. We had so much time, then.




    I’d always known my last name would one day be Cabral. Alonso and Sofia Cabral were warm, and disciplined, and solid. Church every Sunday. Family dinner every evening. “Te quiero” spoken all the time. Not so in my home. My parents didn’t believe in “antiquated traditions” and had something of a common law marriage that ended before I began kindergarten. The final shake-up happened when my hippie father refused to take me to the doctor for a ruptured eardrum, insisting holistic medicine was the better approach. By the time my mom brought me in for treatment, the unchecked, perforated eardrum had rendered me permanently, partially deaf in my left ear. Surgery eventually improved my hearing, but it would never be one hundred percent. There was a huge fight, and my dad moved off the farm.




    To be fair, Mom was not the easiest person to live with. She was a reserved organic farmer who cares more about cross-pollination hazards in planting heirloom tomatoes than heartfelt conversation. Dad worked at his girlfriend Audrey’s organic grocery store, and that’s where I spent my weekends. So when I visited the Cabral home, I’d follow Alonso and Sofia with longing eyes and pretend I was their younger daughter.




    Then he came. Samuel Cabral. He was Danita’s six-year-old cousin from Boston, a quiet, serious little person whose face was grayer than any Latino boy I’d seen and eyes, too blue. Alonso’s brother had died years ago, and now the wife was dead, too. At first I was jealous of the new boy. The Cabrals adopted him, just like that, when I’d put in countless months winning them over. But something about Samuel resonated within me. He was haunted. So sad—like a scolded puppy—and I wanted to fix that.




    I knew the circumstances surrounding his mother’s death were horrible because everyone whispered and when I asked, they’d only say, “she died.” Even as adults he never spoke about it, ever, and I never pushed. Perhaps I should have pushed.




    I tried to be his friend. He shot me down. Then, slowly, he was friendly back. Little things, like standing up to Danita when she teased me or offering to halve his sandwich with me. From then on, he usurped Dani as mi mejor amigo.




    Playing by St. Vrain Creek. Guitar lessons. Baseball games. Camping trips. Summer Jobs. Prom.




    Our first kiss.




    First date.




    First time.




    First marriage.




    First love.




    First everything, to our detriment.




    It was eerily silent in my apartment. I dialed Dani and took a deep breath.




    “Danita, print ‘Kaye Trilby’ in your programs.”




    I heard Dani sigh. “Oh, Kaye, it’s not that big of a deal. You’re still familia. I’m sorry I’m being a bridezilla.”




    “No, you’re right—a real friend tells the truth. It’s time to let go, let Sam have his family back. I’m going to the Social Security office tomorrow to fill out the paperwork, then it’s done. I’ll be Kaye Trilby again by the time your wedding rolls around.”




    “If you’re sure…”




    “Yes.”




    Animals…Home and Garden…ooh, another cop show marathon.




    “Heck no, Kaye! How drunk are you?” Molly hurried past the marathon and settled on some ghost hunting series.




    “I don’t get it.” She took a handful of popcorn. “When they ask ghosts questions and they don’t answer, why do they listen to a million hours of audio footage? Wouldn’t they already know if the ghost talked back?”




    I foolishly topped off her glass, then mine. “The voices only show up on tape. See, listen closely.” She turned the television volume up as they looped the audio portion in question. It’s here. It’s here. It’s here flashed in the caption.




    She squinted. “Sounds like a weak radio signal.”




    “Maybe it’s saying ‘Casssssady.’”




    That got a rise out of Molly. Cassady Bakke pulled into Lyons in a powder blue VW Campervan a year ago and secured a job at Paddler’s Outdoor Adventures. With his long brown hair, hemp bands, and broken-in jeans, Cassady called himself an itinerant philosopher. I placed my bet on a disenchanted kid from northern Minnesota. But Molly was enamored, and she was a persistent princess.




    She pushed back the quilt and stood, only to stumble because it was wrapped around her feet. She staggered to the bathroom for the third time.




    If Molly so desired, she’d never have to work a day in her life, but she’d snap like a taut wire if she sat still. Her father was a real estate developer. Her stepmother could sport a cocktail dress like a cougar. She was a waif compared to big-boned Molly, and the witch enjoyed drawing the contrast. The one good thing Molly gained from that woman was her stepsister Holly (of all names) who truly loved my friend.




    The ghost hunting grew hokey, so I flipped to an entertainment channel just as a familiar face flashed across the screen.




    Oh, you have got to be kidding.




    “After a tumultuous schedule in Europe, Indigo Kingsley heads to LA with heart-throb author Samuel Caulfield Cabral. She has just wrapped filming on Water Sirens, the movie version of his best-selling book.”




    Footage rolled of Samuel and Indigo at the Oscars, Samuel in a dashing tux and Indigo in a flowing buttercup-yellow gown. His hand rested on the small of her back. She was magnificent…platinum blond hair piled high, long silky legs. Was she as broken over Samuel’s new relationship as I was?




    “Sources say the duo is still going strong, though the in-demand author has been seen out-and-about with close friend, Caroline Ortega. Is this a spritely brawl in the making? Maybe we’ll find out in two weeks, when he’ll launch his latest book, The Last Other, in Denver, Colorado…”




    Growling, I hurled a pillow at the TV just as Molly returned. She looked at me soberly—as soberly as possible—and smoothed the creases from my forehead.




    “Oh, Kaye-bear, don’t be sad. You know most of the stuff on those shows is a lie.” I tossed back the rest of the wine in my glass. “He’s thirty now,” she continued gently. “You can’t expect him to be alone forever. What if he wants to be a dad someday?”




    I went green and stumbled for the bathroom Molly had just vacated. She ran behind me, tripping over the quilt again.




    “Oh geez, wrong thing to say. I’m sorry!” My friend patted my back as I clung to the toilet. “Umm, how to fix this? He’s a jerk! An elitist snob. Their children will be brats. His head is so far up his own —”




    “Thanks, Molly, that’s fine.”




    “Are you going to…you know?” She made a gagging motion from her mouth to the toilet.




    “I don’t think so.” Pulling myself up from the cold tile, I splashed water on my face and steered clear of the mirror. I hadn’t been seriously drunk since college.




    Molly scoured the Internet while I lay down next to her, my head spinning. “Frickin’ famous cliff-hucking author.” Molly’s fingers stopped clicking.




    “What’s a cliff-hucker?”




    “No, no, no, cliff-hucking. Extreme skiing?”




    “I like ‘cliff-hucker’ better.”




    She hit play on a video, actual footage of skiers hucking off overhangs in Zermatt. I wondered if it was the same ski resort Samuel had stayed at with his mother. I pulled a pillow over my head. “Argh!”




    “What’s wrong, pillow-face?”




    “Look at me—I’m a basket case. Who in their right mind cries over being jilted so long ago? I wish Samuel could feel this…this cliff-hucking horrible.”




    “Cliff-hucking floozy, Caroline.” She pulled the pillow off of my face. “You know what you need? Revenge.”




    I stared at her dubiously. “I don’t know…”




    She shook her head, ponytail swishing back and forth. “No, no, hear me out. Picture this: hot dress. Shiny blond curls. Beautiful legs. Heels.”




    “No heels.”




    “Heels. You walk—no, sway—into the book signing, all sexy. He’s slack-jawed. Salivating for you. Make him forget about Indigo, Caroline, Candy Cane, whoever.”




    She had my full attention. “Go on.”




    Molly took another swig of merlot and flung her arm dramatically. “You slam your book down, lean over the table, get right in his face and say…”




    “Sign it, mother cliff-hucker!”




    “No!” She doubled over in laughter, rolling off the couch. Then she grabbed my ankle and pulled me with her. “I love you, Kaye. You should stay with me during this book release, until the media frenzy blows over.” She patted my cheek, but missed and hit my nose.




    “I love you, too. And I think I might.”




    “If you don’t do the whole book-signing scenario, the least you can do is find a date for the wedding.”




    I anxiously picked at my thumbnail. “I’ve asked Hector and I think he’ll agree to it.”




    Her face softened. “You know, Hector is a pretty handsome guy. And he’s been by your side through a lot.”




    “Hector’s a good friend.”




    “Have you ever considered he could be more than a friend?”




    I had. After the split, Samuel had Sofia and Alonso—they’d moved to New York for a year to be with him. I had the Valdez boys, pulling me out of very dark times with everything from skydiving (I sprained my ankle) to mountain climbing (sprained my other ankle). I had new passions in which Samuel played no part. Now that he’d moved on to someone else, maybe…




    I’d met and dated men since Samuel. I’d even slept with a few and felt sick afterward—partly because I wanted them to be Samuel, and partly because I hated that I wanted them to be Samuel. Did he ever really love me that way, or had he confused friendship love with romantic love? If I was ever to escape from the churning vortex that was Samuel Caulfield Cabral, I needed answers.




    It was here, sprawled on the area rug of my living room floor, my body absorbing merlot like a warm wine cork, I decided I’d do whatever it took to get unstuck.




    Molly dropped an elbow over her eyes and groaned. “I’m supposed to see this Dylan-wannabe tomorrow with Cassady, one of his ‘friend dates.’ I’ll be lucky if the little people with jackhammers in my head keep it to a dull roar.”




    “Samuel asked me on one of those a while back,” I murmured.




    Molly shot up from the ground. “A friend date? No! When?”




    “Two years ago, after Thanksgiving. Want to see?” I sat up and held the coffee table to steady my tilt-a-whirl brain, then opened my account and pulled up four emails. Molly skimmed them over my shoulder, gasping:




    Kaye, come with me to Denver next Saturday? The Twiggies are playing at Three Kings Tavern—think you’d like them.




    “How did you reply?”




    “I didn’t.”




    “Kaye!”




    “I replied to the first one. I just…didn’t know what to do with the other three.”




    “So instead of facing him, you tucked tail and ran?”




    I grimaced. “Something like that.”




    She pushed me out of the way and leaned over the keyboard. “You are going to reply to him now, missy.”




    Dread filtered into my veins, followed by an odd recklessness. Why not reply? After that Thanksgiving, he couldn’t possibly dislike me more. And maybe, if he replied, I might get the answers I needed.




    “This is kind of like drunk dialing. Drunk emailing.” I tossed a piece of popcorn at her. It soared over her head and bounced under my dining room table. “What should I say?”




    “You could start by apologizing for missing the concert.”




    “Fine. You type, I’ll dictate. ‘Dear Cabral…You white-hot unholy cliff-hucker.’” Molly glanced back at me, unsure. I waved for her to continue. “Trust me. ‘Sorry I missed The Twiggies concert. I do like them, you’re right.’ That’s it.”




    She shrugged and typed the rest. I read it over her shoulder, swaying a bit:




    Deer cabral, you white-jot unjoly cliffhuckr. sorry I missed the twigging concert. I do lick them, your right That’s it.




    I clucked at all of the mistakes. “No no, delete ‘That’s it.’” Molly back-spaced, clicked send, and clapped her hands gleefully.




    “Kaye, you did it! That man is not going to know what hit him.”




    I stared at the screen, my face blanching. “No.” Diving for the keyboard, I clicked into the Sent folder and saw the brainless, double entendre-riddled message sitting there, dated just seconds ago. “Molly, you actually sent it?” There had to be a way to retract it, take it back, something. I considered pulling my laptop apart and destroying whatever tiny port of sail waved that doomed virtual message to sea.




    “Hey, s’okay. You know Samuel, he’ll get a kick out of it.”




    “You’re right about one thing.” I peered through my fingers at the embarrassing, irretrievable message. “He definitely won’t know what hit him.”




    I hoped Samuel still had a sense of humor.


  




  

    Chapter 4: Peel Out




    Paddling into the core current.


    A downstream lean is needed to remain balanced.




    I TRIED NOT TO CHECK my email account every hour. When my phone buzzed, I forced myself to wait a full minute before I read the message. Each time, I held my breath…then exhaled when I saw the sender was Molly, or a client, or my mother, or one of the many monthly newsletters I subscribed to for my job. What did I care if the Denver Zoo had a new exhibit coming, called “The Scoop on Poop”? Who paid money to see a heap of animal crap, anyway?




    After a week, I gave up hope of his responding. Either he was paying me back for not replying two years ago, or he didn’t want to out of respect for Caroline. Knowing Samuel, it was probably the latter. He wasn’t one for playing games with other people’s heads—just his own.




    So, if he didn’t want to talk to me, why in the name of pogo-sticking Peter was I on my way to his book signing?




    Molly.




    “Remember, smug and professional,” Molly commanded as she whipped around curves on the rock-lined road to Boulder. “There’s no revenge sweeter than rubbing your hotness in his face.” Cassady choked in the front passenger seat as he swallowed green tea from his thermos. I patted his shoulders and felt them quake with laughter.




    “Yes, Molly, I remember. How about I rub my happiness in his face, instead?”




    She ignored me.




    “Besides, this isn’t revenge per se,” I continued. “This is getting answers. Untangled.”




    “Whatever you want to call it, Kaye.” I saw her roll her eyes in the rearview mirror. “Walk confidently up to that table—”




    “—look him in the eyes—” I echoed for the hundredth time.




    “And say in a sultry voice—”




    “Welcome back, Cabral,” I replied in my best sultry voice.




    Cassady now laughed aloud. “Wasn’t that a seventies sit-com?”




    I slapped my forehead. “You’re right, it’s too cheesy. How about I just say ‘Samuel’? That’s sultry, right?”




    “Why don’t you just be polite and normal?” Cassady reasoned. “That will make a bigger impression.”




    “Why do you think she wouldn’t be polite? She’s not going in there to rip off his face. She just needs to project confidence.” Molly glanced at me over her shoulder, the Subaru veering to the right as she did. “Confident, not killer—right, Kaye?”




    I desperately clung to the handle above the door. “Molly, road!”




    “Oh!” She swerved back into her lane just as the right tires of her Subaru rumbled along the shoulder, kicking up wet gravel.




    Cassady reached over Molly’s massive car organizer to fiddle with the radio, settling on a classic rock station. To Molly’s not-so-secret glee, he’d asked to tag along and have Samuel sign a book for his sister. “How’s the studying going back there?”




    “Still skimming.” Samuel’s latest, The Last Other, launched two days ago. Despite the high demand for copies, I managed to obtain one from the bookstore after work. But with our entire TrilbyJones team putting in long hours to prep for the new Rocky Mountain National Park campaign—“Colorado’s Craziest Adventure”—I had no time to read. Now I rushed through the book.




    While there was a romantic subplot in the series, it didn’t belong to Neelie, for which I was eternally grateful. The New York Times hailed the series as “brimstone beauty in a post-apocalyptic landscape.” The Guardian described Samuel Cabral’s work as “bound together in a masterfully allegorical black ribbon.” Whatever. The books were action-packed, epic mysteries set in various mountain ranges, which Samuel’s mythology inhabited. Each book culminated in some sort of bizarre good-versus-evil showdown. Caught up in the struggle was Neelie Nixie, a naïve but well-meaning water sprite on a quest through ashen wastelands to discover the fate of her friends: Nora, Noel, and Nicodemus.




    Many of the storylines were taken straight from our imaginative playtimes in St. Vrain Creek, which ran the length of Lyons. When we were little, Samuel had come up with dramatic rescues from tree forts, leaps over the river into enemy territory. Like the scene I read right now: Neelie rappelled down a mountainside in the Alps with her crew, uncovering another clue in a long string of tense arrows that pointed to the conclusion.




    The Last Other was the final book, thank goodness. Now that the Siren series was finished, I felt more magnanimous. When I took myself and Samuel out of the equation and read the story for what it was—simply a story—it was good. But then I’d stumble across another little characteristic, such as Neelie biting her fingernails, and feel resentment once more. For the record, I didn’t bite my fingernails…not since last week.




    “Kaye, do you know how it ends yet?” Molly called, yanking me from the book.




    “No, I’m only about half-way through.”




    “Did he write about me?”




    “Ummm…sorry.” I was beyond certain the “Molly” character was a rosy twelve-year-old who’d shipped off to boarding school in the fourth book, but she disagreed. She still waited for a hip, New Age nixie to strut onto the stage of Samuel’s series in vintage cowboy boots. I caught a glimpse of Molly’s disappointed face in the mirror. The only sound was the pleasant, steady beat of the windshield wipers and Cassady’s fingers drumming the dashboard.




    “So, Kaye, had any trouble with the media this time around?” he asked.




    “Not so much. But I’ve stayed with Molly the past several days.” By now, I was an old pro at laying low following a Water Sirens book release. “My apartment phone’s probably ringing off the hook, and so are Mom’s and Dad’s. They aren’t too happy with Samuel right now.”




    “How’d they figure Neelie was based on you?” When the first book was released, Cassady was somewhere in northern California, working at a vineyard and boycotting razors.




    “After Water Siren’s success, one of the local reporters rooted into Samuel’s past and played a matching game with his real-life acquaintances and the book characters.” I explained how the reporter concluded that one Kaye Cabral, née Trilby, was the inspiration behind the author’s quirky heroine, “Neelie Nixie.” The news feature was picked up regionally, then nationally, making my life an insane obstacle course of the media. I’d gotten a new cell phone number and email address for friends and family only, had our receptionist screen all guests, and installed a peephole and deadbolt on my front door.




    Alonso told me Samuel was concerned about the press reaction to the reporter’s findings. I asked him to tell Samuel, “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think? Be glad I’m not suing for invasion of privacy.” Alonso, kind man that he was, insisted his son hadn’t meant to be malicious. In the following books, Neelie wasn’t as recognizable, but the damage had been done. It didn’t matter whether Neelie’s traits were mine or not; readers just assumed they were.




    “Five minutes, Kaye,” said Molly. “Better skip to the end.”




    Hazy-eyed, I saw that we were already in the outskirts of Boulder. Crap! I flipped to the last few pages, searching for Neelie’s name. I didn’t see it. I turned back a few more, but still no Neelie. Odd, wouldn’t his main character be in the last scene? There was Nora…Noel…ooh, Molly’s character was back from boarding school…but no Nicodemus. And no Neelie.




    “Molly, slow down—look out for that news van backing up,” Cassady said calmly.




    I glanced up and gasped, letting the book fall shut. We were smack dab in the middle of a three-ring circus—local media trucks, cameramen covered in plastic ponchos, cars fighting for parking spaces, honking horns, hundreds of fans with brightly-colored umbrellas standing in lines out the door, just to get their book signed. Nerves shot through my body and settled in my stomach. I had no idea the signing would be this big. When TrilbyJones planned similar events, we’d kept them low key per Caroline’s request.




    “Maybe I should just wait to see him at the rehearsal dinner.”




    “We’re here, we’re going in.” Molly hit the horn as a beat-up Festiva pulled out in front of her.




    “But Monday’s my name-change hearing. I don’t think I should be sick for it, and with the rain…”




    “Do you even need to be present for that?” Cassady pointed out.




    “Kaye! How is it possible that you can dive head-first into whitewater rapids and not bat an eye, but when it comes to having a friendly exchange with your ex-husband—who, may I remind you, was your best friend for years—your feet freeze?”




    I took a deep breath and repeated my mantra. Answers. Answers. Answers.




    “There’s no way you’ll find a parking spot anywhere near the bookstore,” Cassady said. “Why don’t you and Kaye go in, and I’ll find something down the street, eh?”




    Molly gazed passionately at Cassady, as if he’d just suggested they elope to Vegas. Opening their doors, they flipped up their hoods and dodged around the car, ignoring the honking drivers behind them. Molly swung my door open and pulled me into the rain.




    “Come on, Kaye, let’s make a run for it.”




    Tucking Samuel’s book under my raincoat, we dashed for the bookstore, hopping over puddles. I was glad beyond belief I’d talked Molly out of putting me in heels, though she had managed a more feminine pair of boots and a dress. We’d also taken care of my split ends, not that my hair stood any chance in this wet weather. Dragging me behind her, Molly tried to push her way through the bookstore door only to be rebuffed by a dozen women and one lonely man.




    “Line starts back there,” one of them said snippily, rivulets of rainwater streaming from her umbrella and bouncing off our hoods.




    Molly put her hands on her hips and glared. “Look, we’re not here for the nixies. There’s this fantastic cookbook, Heroin for Breakfast, I want to pick up. Heard of it?”




    “Ahhh…” The girl stared at pink-faced Molly in a new light, her umbrella drooping.




    “Come on, Molly. We need to hurry up and get that book before three.” I smiled at the umbrella girl. “My boyfriend’s getting paroled today. I’m so excited to see him again—it’s been years!”




    The girl nodded mutely, stepping aside to let us through the door.




    The inside of the bookstore was even more chaotic than outside. Hundreds of people swarmed through book aisles, chatted, compared costumes. I recognized quite a few of them. We could have had an impromptu high school reunion, with all the old classmates who drove over from Lyons to see Samuel Cabral again. My eyes searched the store for the front of the line, where he’d be. There was a massive display with panoramic mountains and The Last Other sweeping across the top in gothic font.




    I spotted Caroline talking with the bookstore owner, tall and regal in an obviously expensive, tailored suit. Her black silk hair was business-bobbed and swished whenever she shook her head. I’d met her briefly when she initially visited TrilbyJones and she’d been nice, but all work—just like now.




    I stood on tip-toes to peer above the sea of fans, then hopped onto a shelf ladder.




    There he was. Or rather, the top of his head. I could barely make out a muddy-haired man bent over a book, scrawling in the cover while he spoke with the young lady in front of him. The cuffs of his dress shirt were rolled, exposing tan, graceful wrists. I’d always loved the way his hands moved, whether they were playing a guitar, smoothing over my skin, or simply signing a book. The strong lines of his face were softened only by a slightly rounded nose, just like Alonso’s, and dense lashes that canopied his gaze. He looked up, returned the girl’s copy, and gave her that lovely, lazy smile of his. His eyes, blue as mountain lakes, cut across the crowded bookstore floor.




    My heart hammered hard. So hard, I was sure Molly could hear it next to me. She offered me an encouraging smile then tugged my hand.




    “Kaye, restroom. You have raccoon eyes from the rain.”




    I let her pull me through the crowds, between bookshelves and into the ladies’ room. A few people did double-takes as we passed, and I wasn’t sure if it was because they recognized me from town, or because I looked half-stoned. My hands trembled so badly, Molly had to fix my makeup for me.




    “Take off the raincoat. Now turn around.” She fluffed my hair, pulled stray strands off of my knit dress and gave me the green light to strut my stuff.




    “Okay, Molly. What’s the plan?” We edged along the side of the wall, skirting the book line.




    “First, calm down. Next, try to put yourself in his line of vision. When he sees you, he’ll wave you up to the front. After that it’s up to you, hon.”




    I twisted my fingers together. There was no way he’d see me through this crowd—the whole thing was ridiculous.




    Answers, Kaye. You came here to be friendly, butter him up.




    Molly nudged me again. But when I turned around to tell her to give me a minute, I saw it wasn’t Molly, but an old classmate of mine…what was his name? Alan something.




    “Kaye Trilby! Or Cabral. Or…Trilby.”




    Murphy, that was it. “Hey, Alan, good to see you.”




    “Good to see you too! So, you here to see Cabral? Heh, obviously. Who isn’t?”




    Embarrassment prickled my cheeks. “Yeah, something like that. Old friends, you know.” Molly had disappeared. I scanned the crowd for her frantically, only to see her make her way to the security guard near Samuel.




    “Don’t I know it! There are people here I haven’t seen in years. Half the old baseball team…oh! I saw Jennifer Ballister on her way out, looking pretty pleased with herself.”




    I had to chuckle. That sounded like Jennifer.




    “Now that your boy is famous, everyone wants a piece of him, I guess.”




    “He’s not my—”




    “Speaking of which.” Alan flung an arm over my shoulder, hitting me with a waft of body odor. I shrank back. “Tell me what it’s like to be a famous character in a book series, and now a movie!”




    “Samuel didn’t intend for Neelie—”




    “Neelie’s a pretty hot ticket. All of my buddies are half-in-lust with her.”




    Ew. Now I was really uncomfortable. I glanced over at Molly again and saw that the security guard was currently standing next to Samuel, waiting to speak to him. Molly gave me a thumbs up. Crap crap crap.




    “Reading The Last Other must have been especially weird for you,” Alan prattled on in my bad ear, and I realized I’d missed a good chunk of what he’d said.




    Wait. “Why would reading the book be especially weird for me?”




    “Ah…I don’t know, I just think it would be strange to read about Neelie dying. I mean, it was pretty sad. I was even choked up.”




    Everything else faded away as I absorbed what Murphy had just told me. Neelie died?




    Samuel killed off Neelie?




    My hands trembled, but this time it wasn’t from nerves. It was fury. He killed off Neelie! My Neelie! Oh man, I was going to be sick.




    The security guard made his way over. I stared past him, seeing Samuel. His eyes were on mine…questioning, intense as ever.




    He killed off Neelie.




    “Ma’am, if you’ll follow me. Mr. Cabral would like to speak to you.”




    I nodded, sliding from Alan’s arm. He gave me a good-natured pat on the shoulder.




    “It was nice to see you again, Kaye. Say hi to Cabral for me.”




    “Yeah, you too.” I kept my eyes fixed on Samuel, vaguely catching curious chatter from the book line about my free pass to the front. Molly sidled up next to me, bouncing with excitement. And then I stood in front of him, arms clutching his book.




    He smiled tightly. “Hello, Kaye.”




    My voice failed as his pale eyes swept over me, taking in my dress, my hair, my face. He killed Neelie.




    “Was that Alan Murphy with you?” When I didn’t answer him, he grew concerned and waved a hand in front of my face, snapping me out of my shock.




    I dropped my book on the table and glared at him expectantly.




    “Nice to see you again, too,” he said, chuckling.




    “How could you do it, Samuel?”




    The smile fell from his face. “Do what?”




    “You know.”




    “I’m afraid I don’t.”




    I leaned in, my voice not one ounce sultry. “You killed off Neelie.”




    He looked baffled.




    I thought my hiss was too low for anyone else to hear. I thought I’d been discreet. But a stunned silence hung around the table for several uneasy seconds. And then behind me, a desperate “No!” followed by grumblings rapidly intensifying to a dull fury.




    “You…you bitch!” one woman screeched.




    “Are you insane? You just gave away the ending!” cried another.




    Oh holy hell.




    My traitorous weak stomach did a floor routine. Ever so slowly, I looked over my shoulder and found a dozen fuming young ladies, no more than twenty in age, clutching multiple copies of the entire Water Sirens series. In addition to black nail polish, fishnets, and boots that could do serious damage, each sported a “Deep in the Heart of Nixie” T-shirt and murderous eyes. Word spread down the line. I knew I was about to be taken out swiftly and viciously, as only a group of rabid readers with pointy books can take out a fink.




    I looked to Samuel in sheer panic. He stared back, stunned. Not the “stunned” I’d been going for. He blinked once, twice, then sprang into action and grabbed our elbows, steering Molly and me into a room behind the massive Water Sirens display before we were pummeled by hundreds of hardback novels.




    Caroline followed. He muttered something to her about damage control. She told him, “ten minutes,” and slipped out of the room.




    “What was that asinine stunt, Kaye?” He rounded on me, his face severe in its irritation. “Did you even read the book?”




    “Not…closely. I h-haven’t finished.”




    “Of all things, I can’t believe you’d do something like that!”




    Wait, did he believe I did that on purpose? Only a garbled word or two left my mouth. Thankfully, Molly pinch-hit. “Now hold on a second, Sam. That was an accident.”




    But Samuel ignored her, his ice eyes boring into mine. “Do you seriously still have it in for me?”




    “Why would you think that?”




    “Danita told me.”




    Danita! A double agent! I flopped down in a chair next to a small table. Of course she’d spill to her brother—blood before best friend. Well, she could find someone else to complain to about Angel’s lack of interest in wedding planning.




    “It was a mistake, Samuel, I swear. You think I want to get my tail kicked by your groupies?”




    Samuel turned away, exasperated, pushing hands through his executive hair. “You are entirely too rash, Aspen Kaye. Always have been and probably always will be.”




    “Hey!” I finally stepped up to the plate. “First, don’t call me Aspen. Second, what I did was an accident. You, however, very deliberately killed Neelie. It was premeditated.”




    “For the last time, she’s fictional. Besides, I thought you hated Neelie. You can’t have it both ways.”




    Ugh, he caught me there. “That’s true, but she’s still me. And the media thinks she’s me. Can you imagine the heyday they’ll have with this? The kind of questions I’ll get? ‘So, care to comment on why your ex-husband wants you—’”




    “I’ve made public statements in the past about how there is no relation between you and Neelie, I’ve evolved her character, and I’ve even personally requested they leave you alone.” His voice could have frozen fire. “All I can say is, just read the damned book.”




    “Kaye,” Molly warned. I fought to rein myself in.




    “Look. I may be rash, but at least I don’t angst over every little thing. When we were children, I’d stand at the gas station register for a full fifteen minutes waiting for you to pick out a candy bar.”




    Samuel shifted his feet and I could tell I’d gotten to him. “Your point is?”




    “That you wouldn’t have killed Neelie without thoroughly thinking it over. And that, my friend, is what upsets me.” I met his blue eyes, so much colder than I recalled. Up close he looked worn—bags under his eyes, thinner since I’d seen him last. I felt a tug in my chest and some of my resentment dissolved.




    “I don’t have time for this,” he said and sighed, collapsing into a chair. And here comes avoidance. “Both of you might have to stay in here, lay low until the crowds thin. Can I have someone get you drinks from the coffee shop? Latte? Iced chai?” He looked pointedly at me.




    Another tug. It was difficult to fume at someone who remembered your favorite beverage. I started to refuse, but earned a jab from Molly’s elbow. I’d almost forgotten she was there, a wide-eyed spectator to our volley. “Sounds great, Samuel. Thanks!” she replied too brightly.




    He nodded, but made no move to leave his chair. A gauche silence settled into the room, finally becoming too much. I cleared my throat.




    “Your readers are very…devoted.”




    “Publicity events have only been this crazy for the past couple of years, since people started paying more attention to what I did than what I wrote. But I have a dedicated fan base, yes.” His celebrity status still made him self-conscious. Neither one of us liked to draw attention to ourselves. “I’m surprised to see you here,” he continued. “Usually when I’m back in the area, Molly’s the one bustling around this sort of event.” He nodded to my friend.




    Molly and I looked at each other. He didn’t even know TrilbyJones had been ditched. “Don’t they loop you in on the business side of things?” she frowned.




    Samuel shook his head. “With the last book, the movie script, and that commission for a play, I don’t have time to mess with the little details.”




    Little details. Ouch. “You—or rather, your publicist—didn’t use TrilbyJones this time around.”




    “Oh.” He had the decency to look apologetic. “I’m sorry about that. I can talk to Caroline, I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”




    “It’s okay.”




    “Caroline’s agency is actually teaming with a Hollywood publicist, coordinating efforts for the movie. It might have been their call.”




    Play it cool. “Samuel, I said it’s okay. TrilbyJones focuses more on regional accounts, anyway.”




    “So we were an exception?”




    “We don’t turn down clients just because they have to fly in to meet us,” I said a little too primly. Molly quietly snickered and the corners of Samuel’s mouth quirked.




    “Well, I don’t think losing our business will hurt TrilbyJones. Besides, I’ve been told you have a hefty savings account, just in case.”




    Oh, we were not going down the alimony war path. I opened my mouth to say as much, but was interrupted when Caroline returned.




    “Hello again.” Her posh hips swayed in a way I could never hope to emulate, and I saw Samuel noticed it, too. She leaned down next to his ear and whispered. He murmured something back. A single, manicured finger slowly, deliberated traced down his arm in a manner too intimate for friendship. My heart twisted painfully as I watched this sleek-coated Afghan hound mark her territory.
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