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   ...Through struggles we gain strength,
 
   Through strength we become wise,
 
   Change transcends into wisdom.
 
   Love factors into the equation;
 
   Don’t ask me why,
 
   It just does. 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Good afternoon. This will be our first boarding call for United Airlines, Flight 1126 non-stop from Houston to Chicago O’Hare. We will be boarding very shortly, ladies and gentlemen, so please have your boarding pass ready.
 
   OK –I can do this… Piece of cake, right?
 
   Fifty-something years old and I just do not process change at all!
 
   I am Olivia Petersen—fifty-seven years old, and suddenly thrown into a huge life-change. I’m moving to Chicago from Houston because my husband, Alan, has been transferred to his company’s corporate headquarters in downtown Chicago. After twenty-five years with them, they up and transfer him. I can honestly say I certainly didn’t see this coming. Geez! Isn’t this supposed to be the time in our lives, when we start to wind down?
 
   Alan has been gone for eight weeks now, and I was left to pack up thirty years of my life—our life—lease our newly renovated home, and fly out to be with the man I married. Thank God the company was handling the logistics of getting our things from point A to point B. All I had to do was hop on a plane and take the nearly three-hour flight from Houston to Chicago. I have a direct flight, thank God, since I don’t fly much at all. My girlfriends are always going on trips - girls’ getaways to Vegas and the Bahamas - and I envy them so much. Alan never was big on me going on the girls’ trips. He never saw the need to fellowship with your girlfriends out of town, so I never pursued it—didn’t want to upset the apple cart. He was the breadwinner, so I was content with the occasional dinner and drinks with the girls in town, and home by ten. 
 
   Sitting in the airport, I find myself thinking of the strangest things while people-watching. Taking advantage of the fact that I’ve arrived at the airport plenty early, I’ve zoned in on all of the ladies who seem my age in the area, wondering just what kinds of lingerie they wear. Are they in granny panties? Bikinis? Thongs? None? Hehe! Completely random and silly thoughts. Thoughts most likely prompted by one of the changes I recently made. I forced myself to throw away every single pair of boring white cotton granny panties and white bras I owned, and promised myself I was going to change my overall attitude, spice up my life, and begin to feel better about myself. For me, that began with the lingerie, simple-minded as that may sound. I sought out the most age-appropriate bras and panties I could find—well, maybe not age appropriate, but definitely classy and sexy. I bought red, black, beige, gray, navy, leopard, zebra, and every other color I could find…bras and panties to match! Boy shorts, lace bikinis with a rhinestone on the belly.... You name it, I bought it!
 
   I justified the change and expense as something I was entitled to. It was my attempt to feel better about myself – and maybe to renew my relationship with Alan. I went to Victoria’s Secret and carefully selected every chemise and robe set I could find. I quickly discovered that I love wearing nice things to bed, instead of my usual oversized University of Texas T-shirt and sweat pants. Why didn’t I discover this about thirty years sooner? I found that color-coordinated matching lingerie definitely makes a difference. I can say that it has made me feel better about myself.
 
   Raising children, not working, and taking care of a household had made me somehow lose my identity. I wasn’t Olivia, I was Alan’s wife. I was Lainey, Dalton, and Bradley’s mom. I can’t even tell you what I truly enjoy anymore. Somehow “I” got lost in translation. Maybe this change will be good for Alan and me. The kids are grown and on their own, and the time has come for us to become a couple, a unit again. Hopefully that is still possible. I can only hold on to the hope. Hope that what I married that man for, and what our relationship was, can be rekindled.
 
   Alan and I have definitely drifted apart over the years. I suspect this is status quo for a lot of couples our age. Having kids and being involved in their lives just takes away from the relationship part of a marriage. If you don’t conscientiously make an effort to keep the relationship going, it just sort of…well, it gets lost, and that’s exactly where Alan and I are. I’m not unhappy, I guess. I just feel that we’re at a stage in our lives where we should be more on the same page. Alan is not a big talker and is definitely not comfortable talking about our relationship. I’ve tried from time to time, but he dismisses me as over-thinking things, which I’ll be the first to admit I do. Sometimes, I just wish he were more attentive to my needs, and a bit more affectionate.
 
   To prepare for the trip, I downloaded songs on my iPod to listen to on the plane. I also splurged and bought myself a pair of Beats headphones. Dalton has a pair and he says they are the absolute best. And nothing but the best for me, right? I love my music and listen to it all the time. Music’s an important part of my life. Matter of fact, I listen to music every single day. I fall asleep listening to music. I wake up to it. Music is always on at my house. It’s my stress outlet. 
 
   One of my favorite things to do is enjoy a good bottle of wine and listen to my music on the speakers Alan bought me for Valentine’s Day. He bought me a wonderful Bose system, complete with a docking station for my phone. I absolutely love it, and it serves me well! Alan is not a dancer—never was and never will be—so I’ve resigned myself to the fact that my dancing will pretty much be done solo, with my girlfriends or with one of my kids at a wedding. I have this inherent love for dancing, so I am often found out on the deck Friday nights, dancing all by myself, transcending into a much younger Olivia.
 
   I love all kinds of music—big band, sixties, soul, rock, alternative rock, and I hate to admit—I even like some of the rap. Not all of it, mind you, but some of it’s pretty good. Bradley, my son, was appalled when he pulled up some of my playlists. “David Guetta? Usher? Akon? Are you serious, Mom? Where did you hear about them?”
 
   In addition to my vast collection of iTunes, which takes up an incredible amount of memory on my iPhone, I’ve learned how to do all of the popular line dances, which comes in very handy at parties and wedding receptions. My kids are always the first to come and get me when the one of the line dances is played. I feel like I’m a thirty-something-year-old at heart, living in the body of a fifty-seven-year-old. Geez! I don’t want to grow old, but unfortunately you can’t stop the process. Hard to come to terms with. Ahhhh, but it is what it is. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 2
 
    
 
   So, settled into my seat on the plane, I get out my Kindle, put on my headphones, and ready myself for this flight. I can do this, I keep repeating over and over. I wish to God that I didn’t dread change. I wish I were more adventurous and that I didn’t over-think things. I am dead-ass frightened about starting over, excited to see Alan again and hoping he will calm my fears about moving and make me feel secure. I desperately need that right now. The kids were all supportive of our move. Lainey, our daughter, said I should calm down and go with the flow.
 
   Easier said than done. She is thirty and can easily process change. She always has. She is my rock—nothing rattles her and she forges full on into challenge and change. I have no idea where she got that. That attribute definitely didn’t come from me.
 
   So many things pop into my mind. What to do first? Alan said he is working a lot, which tells me I am pretty much on my own from the time I land. I’m not good at venturing out and doing new things. With Alan I can do that, but on my own? I don’t think so. 
 
   I also worry about finding another house. What are our finances now? Alan has always taken care of the finances and has been pretty good at it as far as I can tell. I was never denied what I needed or wanted—for either the kids or myself. Alan just always provided.
 
    He’s arranged for us to stay with an old Air Force buddy of his, a retired pilot. Alan said that Ash is a widower who has a “ginormous house” in Highland Park, which is a suburb of Chicago. Ash’s wife, Ann, passed away from cancer five years ago. Alan tells me that she was a successful attorney. Ash and Anne built their wonderful, big home on the water. Since Ash’s boys are grown and gone, he is by himself in the house.  Alan says that our bedroom is on the complete opposite end of the house and is very private. “Liv—you are going to love it,” Alan said. Okay—sounds even better.
 
   As I finally settle into the flight maybe I can just kick back, listen to some music, and relax. The flight attendant comes by to see if I would like a drink. It’s four-thirty in the afternoon…hmmmm is it too early for a glass of wine? Probably not, if you really think about it. I settle on a black coffee for the time being.
 
   There is a good-looking young man sitting next to me. He seems to be working on his laptop, so I hope he doesn’t try to engage in conversation. Conversation with a stranger is something I just can’t do at the moment. He seems totally occupied in his work, so I feel safe.
 
   My mind wanders. I think of how I will feel when I finally get to Chicago. Will Alan be happy to see me? Will we make love tonight? What is Ash like? What is Chicago like? What is Highland Park like? Too much to process. I decide to just check out of thinking mode, listen to the music, and chill. Chicago, by Frank Sinatra, comes on, and I smile.
 
   My neighbor in the seat next to me sees me smiling, and speaks. “So, are you going to Chicago?” I turn my music down. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize you had headphones on. I just saw you smiling.” 
 
   “Oh—no problem, that’s okay,” I answer, “Yes, traveling to Chicago.”
 
   “For business or pleasure?”
 
   I have to think for a second before I respond to that. “For life.” I explain that I am going to meet up with my husband, who has been transferred there from Houston with his job.
 
   “Wow—I bet that’ll be culture shock for you”
 
   —Oh gee thanks! Great, just great, I think. Over the next minutes I learn that he is thirty, with a wife and two young kids. He is going to Chicago for a convention. Then, sensing that I don’t want any more conversation, he suddenly stops talking and gets back to his work.
 
   Thank God. I hate to be rude, but I just need to be quiet (and over-think things which I tend to do)
 
   I think back on how my life has evolved. Thirty years ago, I was working at an interior design firm in Houston as an intern while going to college, pursuing my dream of interior design. I met Alan at the grocery store, of all places! We were in the produce aisle when I saw him staring at me. He approached me, asking how to choose an avocado. I showed him how to choose the perfect one.
 
    Tall, dark hair, low voice, and a heavy build, he was so sexy. We talked for a while, and exchanged phone numbers. I learned that he lived in the apartment complex next to mine. We went out a few times, and that was all it took for me to realize this was the man of my dreams. He was driven, good-looking, and a family-oriented guy who came from a large family. I was an only child. What girl wouldn’t fall for all that? We married six months after we met, and I immediately became pregnant with Lainey, our first child. My education and career were put on hold.
 
   Alan had been in the service and already had a college degree when we met, but he was pursuing yet another degree. He was insatiably hungry for education. He was in hot pursuit of a degree in the IT field. 
 
   “Liv, I swear, once I get up and going, you can go back to school, get your degree, and pursue your dreams. I promise.”
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   After Lainey, I quickly got pregnant with Dalton. Two years after that, I had Bradley
 
   Life after kids pushed me further and further away from getting my degree. No complaints, though. My kids and husband were my career—my life. I was so involved in my life as a wife and mother that I forgot about “me.” I volunteered at school; I hosted parties and dinners at our home for clients; I smiled; I laughed. But I was totally lost. Where was Olivia?
 
   Our daughter, Lainey, was the brainiac in the family. Always the overachiever, she graduated from high school as her class’ valedictorian, then went to Tulane University and got her degree in architecture. She was focused and took out anyone who was between her and her goal. After college, she went on to get her master’s in architecture, and then a degree in interior design. Her goal, I learned, was to open a design-build firm. She took no prisoners. Within two years, after all of her degrees were wrapped up, Alan gave her $5,000.00 to start her own business. She had met the man of her dreams and married Kellan Childress, a successful energy trader. They had a fairy-tale wedding. Shortly thereafter, LPCI Inc. was formed. It quickly became one of the city’s most sought-after design-build firms. Alan and I were so proud of her. She had achieved in eight years what most people work a lifetime for.
 
   Our boys were successful as well. Bradley, our youngest, got a finance degree from the University of Texas. He went to work for a venture-capital company in New York, after graduation. They graciously paid for his master’s degree from Cornell University. When he finished he’d gone back to New York. Now he’s living in Manhattan. He’s single and happy, but says he wants to get his life and finances in order before anything serious with a girl. That’s always a sign of a successful man.
 
   Dalton, our middle son, majored in petroleum engineering from Texas A&M University. His job is in Malaysia. He’s also single. He and Bradley always tell me that when they’re ready to get into a serious relationship, I’ll be the first to know. That’s their way of nicely telling me to butt out of their business, I suppose.
 
   When Alan and I decided to remodel our thirty-year-old house, Lainey was first to volunteer her firm’s services, gratis. I immediately declined, but Lainey insisted. 
 
   “Mom, please…I’m sure you and daddy are still bleeding from the cost of my education. This is the least I can do. I won’t take no for an answer, Mom.”
 
   We were assigned Marcus Ardoin, her firm’s top designer, who was at my beck and call. He’s Lainey’s age, and of French descent, complete with a fabulously sexy French accent. Good-looking and very talented. Wow! I thought, this is going to be so much fun!
 
   Together, we transformed my outdated, 3,000-square-foot house into an Architectural Digest/Southern Living home of the twenty-first century, brainstorming and shopping in every trade-only store we could find in Houston and Dallas. Marcus had an insatiable appetite for shopping bargains and unique things, which made our outings all the more fun. Lainey was getting everything at cost; she said the labor and design time was on her. When the house was finished, Marcus and I remained friends. He still makes it a point to call me and check in from time to time, even meeting me for coffee when our schedules permitted. I truly enjoy his friendship, and swoon when I answer the phone and hear his voice, with that yummy French accent, say “Bonjour! Quoi de neuf, mon amour?” It makes me happy just hearing those words. Such a sweet, sweet guy. I’ll truly miss him! Lainey is lucky to have such a talented young man in her employ. I have no doubt he will have a very successful career.
 
   I’d enjoyed the fresh smell and all the wonderful things about my newly renovated home—entertaining friends, Alan’s clients, and our family. I’d cleaned out literally every closet, cabinet, and drawer in the house. I’d had my housekeeper come and spend three whole days working with me. It was the best feeling to smell the fresh paint smell and to see everything organized and clean. Then Alan told me he had been transferred. The news hit me like a ton of bricks. I certainly didn’t see that coming. I had to react with happiness for Alan and his career. But damn, what about me? I’d finally found something to sink myself into—my paradise—and now I was being uprooted and shifted off across the country.
 
   Damn Alan and damn his job!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 3
 
    
 
   The movers come and have my house packed up in no time. As I walk through my beautiful, newly renovated, now empty five-bedroom, two-story colonial, tears come to my eyes and I lose it. Fortunately Lainey is with me –and reassures me.
 
   “Mom, everything is going to be fine—I promise. I love you so much. We all do, and we’ll visit often—you know that. We all will. You’re gonna get so tired of us.”
 
   “No chance of that, sweetie” 
 
   I just have to believe that everything happens for a reason. At this point, though, I have no idea what that reason would be. I’ll just keep the faith. 
 
   Our house was leased to a young couple with three kids. The husband works for an oil company, and the house was perfect for them. I hope they take care of it and have as many happy memories in it as I do. I stayed with Lainey and Kellan for three days until I left. They have a lovely inner-city home in a posh little Galleria-area neighborhood. Lainey has put her special touch on it, and I can honestly say it is the most beautiful house on her street.
 
   She booked a spa and beauty day for us and has even taken the day off, which for Lainey is unheard of. A mother-daughter day is definitely what I craved, and I was looking forward to letting her stylist work a miracle on my hair. He convinced me to totally change my hair—from shoulder-length and frosted to a shorter bob in a light golden brown with complimenting low lights. He swore the color and cut would complement my green eyes and the shape of my face. Knowing I don’t process change well, he and Lainey convinced me to relax and enjoy being pampered. I placed all confidence in him that he would give me a new look and he didn’t disappoint. I absolutely love the style. From the hair salon, we go downstairs to makeup. The makeup guru shows me how to put a simple spin on putting on makeup and shows me timesaving tips. I don’t think I have ever looked this good.
 
   “Wow! Mom. See? I told you! You look amazing,” Lainey said, when I turned around and saw myself in the mirror. If Lainey approves, then I must look good. As we leave the salon, everyone remarked on how good I looked. I have to admit; this gave me a huge boost of confidence—something I am lacking these days. After our spa/beauty stop, we headed to the Galleria for some shopping.
 
   “Let’s get you some leggings, boots and sweaters,” Lainey said, as she took control of the shopping expedition. We headed to my favorite store for age-appropriate trendy clothes, where I found the perfect pair of leggings. I purchased several other pieces that Lainey said I “need.” Then we headed to Nordstrom for boots.
 
   “Mom, you will need a couple pair of riding boots because it gets cold in Chicago. And I think you should splurge on a pair of Tory Burch flats.”
 
   “Splurge?” I say. “Dad will kill me when he gets the AMEX bill, Lainey!”
 
   “Oh, who cares, Mom? You so deserve it! I may even get myself a pair, too. Then we can be twins. Whatcha think?”
 
   She is so good at convincing me to do things…hehe!
 
   Packages in tow, we headed off for a coffee. Once we’d gotten our coffee and a table, Lainey once again outdid herself. She looked me in the eye and gently passed a small orange box across the table to me.
 
   “Here, Mom. This is something for you to wear and always know that I am thinking of you, and loving you for the wonderful woman you are.”
 
   I looked at that little box and immediately became emotional. Tears welled up in my eyes as I opened the little box. I gasped when I saw a white gold chain with a beautiful James Avery heart that said “The Heart Remembers.”
 
   “Lainey, oh my God! This is beautiful—absolutely beautiful! Sweet child, I love you with every single breath I have. You know that you’re my rock and my best friend, don’t you?”
 
   She got tears in her eyes and nodded.
 
   “Honey, I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do without you. I just don’t think I can do this,” I said, with tears in my eyes.
 
   “Awww, don’t cry—you’re making me cry, too. Don’t be silly, Mom—you can do this. You just freak out all the time for no reason. There’s absolutely no reason to say you can’t do this. You can, and you will! How many times have I told you? I just said it two times. See? Now let’s head over and say one last goodbye to the house. I got us a great bottle of wine and we can at least sit out in the gazebo, drink, smoke and say a proper goodbye.”
 
   We headed over to the house. While she was driving us over, I suddenly felt very melancholy and uncertain. I wondered if this visit was a good idea or not. As if she could tell exactly what I was thinking, Lainey said, “Mom, we have to do this. You can’t leave without giving the house a proper goodbye. I know what you’re thinking and you need—we need to do this. It’ll be all right, I promise. Anyway, I have this ridiculously expensive bottle of wine and a fresh pack of cigarettes.”
 
   I smiled and thought of how much I was going to miss my best friend!
 
   We sat in the dimly lit gazebo and looked into the empty house. It was just that, now: an empty house soon to be filled with another family. Lainey opened our wine and we toasted to new beginnings and happiness on the horizon.
 
   “Mom, this is such a pretty house, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, it really is, Lainey. I’ve always loved it. Can’t believe we’ve lived her for so many years. So, are you ready to call your brothers?”
 
   “Let’s do it!” 
 
   We decided to call Bradley first. Lainey put him on speakerphone. He gave me his pep talk.
 
   “Mom, I know you’re freaking out about now, but you and Dad will be just fine. Look, this is a great career move for Dad, and you’ll complement him, as always. You always do. I love you, Mom. Wish I could be there, but I’ll come visit for sure. Knock ‘em dead, lil’mama. I sure do love you! Hey, don’t forget to text me when you board and let me know when you get there. Oh and guess what my ringtone for you is?”
 
   “Son, I’m afraid to ask!”
 
   “Well, it’s Stoney Larue’s Forever Young.”
 
   “Ah, it’s my favorite song Bradley. I’ve got it on my iTunes you know. I listen to it almost every day.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured as much mom. You’re the proverbial forever young.”
 
   “Lains? You still there?” 
 
   “Yeah, little brother, I’m here. So, I guess we’ll see you for Thanksgiving then?”
 
   He was quick to reply, “Oh, hells, yeah! We’re gonna have so much fun! Love you Lains. Tell Kellan I said hi.”
 
   The next call was to Dalton, in Malaysia.
 
   “Hey Mom—you drinkin’ a glass of wine yet?”
 
   I smiled when I heard his voice. “Yes, you know I am!”
 
   “Well, I hope you and Lainey are not smoking.” 
 
   Lainey and I laughed. “Yes,” I say. “As a matter of fact, we are sitting out in the gazebo drinking and smoking!”
 
   “Mom, seriously, you need to quit smoking, and Lainey, you do too! Ya’ll are bad influences on each other!”
 
   We both waved our hands like he could actually see us. “Whatever! We love you, Dalton,” we both said in unison.
 
   We talked for a few minutes longer, mostly about his job.
 
   “Look, Mom, text me and let me know when you board, and definitely let me know when you get there. Tell Dad I love him too. I’ll see you soon. I love you, Mom. Love you, Lainey. Tell Kel I said hey.”
 
   We sat out in the gazebo for hours. Poor Kellan was left on his own. He didn’t even call to check on us until it started getting late. 
 
   “Well, I guess we should head back to my house, Mom,” Lainey said, as she hung up her cell. “Kellan wants us to head home soon. You ready to roll?”
 
   “I’m ready sweetie!”
 
   I stared out the window as we made the drive to her house.
 
   “Whatcha thinkin mom?” she asked.
 
   “Well, if you must know, I was thinking of what wonderful kids I have and how blessed I am. Blessed beyond words, sweetie.”
 
   “Well, we’re pretty damn blessed too!”
 
   The three days before I left just flew by. Before I knew it, Lainey and Kellan are taking me to the airport. I’d dressed in my denim leggings, my brown riding boots and a nice top and blazer Lainey picked out for me. I looked pretty damn good, if I say so myself. I hoped Alan liked the new me. I was so excited to see him. It seemed like it had been ages. We were always together, and this time apart had been really hard on me. I hoped he’d like my new hairstyle. I didn’t know why it mattered so much to me, but it did.
 
   Lainey and Kellan gave me hugs and kisses. My heart ached leaving them.
 
   “It will be fine Mom; you’re doing the right thing. Remember, I love you more than you love me.”
 
   Kellan chimes in “Mom, you’ll knock ‘em dead. I love you, and you know I will take care of Lainey. One day soon I promise I will give you little Laineys.”
 
   I have to smile at that remark. I’d love nothing more than to have a little grandbaby to love and spoil! It’s so refreshing and nice that Kellan calls me “Mom, ” the way we did in my day. These days, the kids call the in-laws by their first names. Times sure have changed, but I’m so glad Kellan has the old-fashioned values. It’s probably one of the things I love about him most. 
 
   “Kel, I’m holding you to that promise. I want lots of grandbabies, so you guys better get to work! I love you both so much. I know you’re 100 percent behind me and have my back. Just promise you’ll come and visit. And make the boys come, too. I just can’t bear holidays without us all together.”
 
   “We promise, Mom. We’ll all be there.”
 
   And then I was on my way.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 4
 
    
 
   The plane PA gave a crackle and crack, pulling me out of my memories.
 
   “Attention, passengers. Flight 1126 from Houston to Chicago will be landing in fifteen minutes. The weather is a cool 60 degrees and the skies are clear. Please fasten your seatbelts and prepare for our final approach into Chicago. We realize you have a choice and thank you for flying United Airlines.”
 
   Okay—adrenaline kicks in and I am in high anxiety. Will Alan be there to meet me?
 
   As I grab my things and depart the plane, I suddenly feel the need for a glass of wine and a cigarette. Yes, my only vice in times of stress. As I make my way off the plane into the lobby, I look for Alan. I quickly switch on my phone and realize I have four text messages and seven missed calls. Damn! They are all from Alan. I stop to read his texts.
 
   “Hey babe stuck in L.A.—was supposed to be back at three, but the contract negotiations are keeping me an extra day. Ash will be at the airport to pick you up. He will be holding up a sign with your name on it. So sorry babe. Don’t be pissed. Will make it up to you, I promise. Love you, and can’t wait to see your beautiful face”
 
   Well, great, just great! Okay—I look around the lobby. I’m supposed to be looking for a guy holding up a sign with my name on it. I probably look like a blooming idiot looking around the room for this mystery man. God I just hate situations like this. Of all days, why-oh-why today?
 
   Just then, I see him: a tall, gray-haired, well-built and extremely handsome man in a pair of jeans and an untucked black button-down shirt, holding up a sign. I wave, and he scurries over to help me with my carryon things. He smiles, looks into my eyes and I feel my face flush. Oh.My.God! I just died and went to heaven!
 
   “Hey there Olivia! Welcome to Chi town. I guess you know by now that Alan got delayed, but I promised him I would get you home safe and sound. Oh, and here—I got you a coffee. I know you must be hungry, but this will tide you over until we can figure things out. By the way, I’m Ash, Ash Harper” 
 
   I know I am blushing to the max, but I have to compose myself. Deep breath, Olivia! “Hello Ash—thanks so much for picking me up—I really could have grabbed a cab. I just turned on my phone and saw all of the texts and missed calls from Alan. I wasn’t expecting he wouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Let’s go get your bags and we’ll get going,” Ash puts his hand in the small of my back to lead me to the baggage area, which raises goose bumps. We head down the escalator to baggage claim and finally get my bags. I’m at a total loss for words. I really don’t feel like talking. I am tired, pissed, and need a glass of wine badly. A cigarette would be nice too. I must give him credit though; he’s trying really hard to make this easy on me.
 
   “So, are you hungry? Want to stop on the way home, or would you just prefer to head to the house? We can make you something to eat and you could probably use a glass of wine, huh?”
 
   “Actually, I would kill for a glass of wine right now, thanks”.
 
   We walk out of the terminal to his SUV, a really nice white Range Rover.
 
   “I brought the bigger vehicle—wasn’t sure how much luggage you would have. This belonged to my wife and I kept it after she passed away.”
 
   “Wow! It’s beautiful!” I am at a loss for words. What do you talk about with someone you don’t know, when you are hungry, dog tired—oh, and did I mention pissed?
 
   “We should be at the house within forty minutes,” Ash tells me. As we head into the city, I realize just how beautiful Chicago is at night. The lights are stunning. The city looks magical. I begin to relax and my anger subsides. Why stress over this? I’m here, now, and that’s all that matters.
 
   “Do you mind if I put on some music?” Ash asks.
 
   “Oh absolutely not that would be great! I love music. What kinds of music do you listen to?” 
 
   “I like all kinds of music: jazz, classical, classic rock, alternative—you name it. I don’t listen to much country music though. Since you’re from Texas you will have to introduce and enlighten me.”
 
   “Count on it.” I’m feeling more relaxed and am enjoying the music. Coldplay’s “Green Eyes” is playing. It’s a mellow song and this car has an incredible sound system. Riding through the city, music on, sitting in a Range Rover with a really out-of-this-world handsome man. Do I miss my husband?
 
    Alan said Ash’s house is beautiful. I am looking forward to seeing my new home, even if it is only temporary. As we turn onto his street, I am amazed by the beautiful large homes. I see a beautiful two-story home of dark brick. It has gables and large architectural windows flanking the front and is sited at the end of the cul-de-sac. There are no houses on either side of Ash’s house. I wonder why.
 
   Ash points at the lots and says, “Anne and I bought the lots on either side of ours so no one would build close to us.
 
   “What a brilliant idea.”
 
   “We built the house in 1998. We built big, not remembering that the boys would leave and find their own lives. So now I have just me in a too-big house”
 
   It’s a lake-front home. I can only imagine what the back looks like.
 
   Ash is the perfect gentleman. He comes around to my door, opens it for me, and tells me to go inside. “I’ll bring everything in, Olivia. You just go in and make yourself at home. You must be exhausted!”
 
   Oh, you have no idea, I think to myself.
 
   As I enter, I am taken aback by the beautiful entryway. It is truly amazing, with warm, dark wood floors, high ceilings, and a very impressive winding staircase with intricate ironwork on the spindles. There is a large floral arrangement on an ornately carved wood table in the center of the entry. Under the staircase there are two parlor-style chairs with a small, round table—what a darling little vignette! On the table is a small brass bowl filled with cherries. Immediately, I am reminded of the old song, “Life is Just a Bowl of Cherries.” The words of the song say how you can’t lose what you’ve never owned. I haven’t thought about that song in ages! My mother used to sing it to me when I was a child. What a profound statement that little bowl makes. I find myself wondering if there is a hidden message somewhere here? Karma? Hmmmmm.
 
   I walk back into the living room—the walls are a calming, creamy taupe color. There is a large floor-to-ceiling mirror that is to die for. Boy, Lainey would love this!
 
   The furniture is all off-white. Large, overstuffed sofas in a lovely seating area in front of a stone fireplace look out to the back, and to the lake. The dimensional wood moldings are incredible. The recessed lighting makes sure the room just takes you in. There is exceptional exterior lighting. There are twinkle lights in the trees around the patio and out by the lake, and around another larger patio area with several tables and chairs and chaise lounge chairs. I see a small dock out on the water, and I am so tempted to walk out there.
 
   After Ash has unloaded my luggage, he joins me in the living room.
 
   “Wow! What a beautiful home you have Ash—incredible!”
 
   “Why, thanks! It took a while to build and I really love it here. So… how about a glass of wine?”
 
   “Oh my God! That would be lovely!” 
 
   “White or red?”
 
   “White—Chardonnay if you have it,” I say.
 
   “Chardonnay it is!”
 
   He returns from the wine cellar with what looks to be a very expensive bottle of chardonnay. He pours us each a glass and we go out onto the patio area.
 
   “This is breathtaking,” I exclaim.
 
   “Yes. This is my sanctuary. After building the house and Anne’s passing, I just couldn’t sell. I love it here. Most of my business is in the city, and I have a condo on Lake Shore Drive. I usually stay there during the week.”
 
   “What do you do now? I mean, Alan said you had retired as a pilot.”
 
   “I do security consulting. I have a small plane and still fly, but just as a hobby now. Tommy, my youngest son, is a musician.”
 
   “A musician? How interesting,” I say.
 
   “Yep. He and I are the musically inclined in the family. We both play guitar, piano, and drums. We get together when we can to play. It is my stress outlet; it’s his career. He has a band called Avenue, and they play all over. Small clubs mostly. They are pretty darn good. We—or Anne, mostly—didn’t really want him to be a musician, but it was in his heart. Music is his passion, and what parent can say no to that?”
 
   Just then, my phone rings. It is Alan. I’d totally forgotten about him.
 
   “Hey babe! Are you settled in at the house?”
 
   “Well, hello, you! Yes, Ash picked me up. We’re at the house having a glass of wine, and yes, I am settled. Where are you and when are you coming home?” 
 
   “Well, it looks like my flight won’t leave until in the morning.”
 
   “So, what time will you be here? I can’t wait to see you babe,” I say. 
 
   “When I get in, we will go to dinner and have date night, I promise. I miss you so much. I can’t wait to see you!”
 
   “Me too. You are on for date night. I can’t remember when you have promised me that!”
 
   “Let me talk to Ash,” Alan says.
 
   “Okay. Alan, call me when you are at the airport tomorrow, promise?”
 
   “I promise Liv!”
 
   “Have you called the kids and let them know you are there?”
 
   “No, but I am on it now! I love you!”
 
   “Love you too babe. Now, give me to Ash and I’ll see you soon.”
 
   I give the phone to Ash and he chitchats with Alan. After what seems like forever, Ash hangs up and asks me if I am hungry. 
 
   “I am enjoying just sitting out here relaxing with my wine and the music. How do you have the music piped out here,” I ask, “I don’t see any speakers.”
 
   “As I said, my son, Tommy, is in the music business. He knows all kinds of incredibly talented sound engineers. When Anne and I built the house, I told Tommy we wanted music piped into literally every room in this house,  His go-to guy came out and designed this twenty-first century sound system that is to die for! I have it programmed in the media room, and I can program different playlists to different rooms. It’s pretty cool. When Anne got really sick, I had him come back out and put an intercom system in every room so when Anne needed me I would hear her. She stayed in one of the other bedrooms toward the end, so I needed to be able to hear her and be there when she needed me.”
 
   “Wow! That is so amazing! Umm, gee, I mean the sound system is amazing. Boy! That certainly came out all wrong. I’m so sorry you lost your wife, I know that must have been awful for you and the boys.”
 
   “Yeah, it was pretty bad at the end. We had worked so hard for what we had. It really took me aback when she was in her final days. Definitely something you don’t plan on. Anyway, back to you—why don’t you take a nice bath and soak in the tub. Alan says that is what you love to do, and I promised Alan that I would let you soak in an awesome tub. It is in my room, unfortunately, but you will love it. I will take your things up to your room, and you can relax and unwind in the master bathtub.  You’ll totally unwind and will be able to sleep so well. I’ll warm up some pasta that my housekeeper cooked before she left today. She’s actually on vacation until Monday, but she made up several dishes and stored them in the fridge for me, and I think I heard from someone that you love pasta. Sound like a plan?” 
 
   What a treat! Once I’m alone I unpack a pair of PJ’s from my suitcase, a change of panties, get my cosmetics bag, and head into Ash’s bathroom to his over-the-top tub. The bathroom ceilings are painted dark; the walls are tiled from floor to ceiling in an inviting taupe color; the cabinets are off-white with beautiful granite countertops. There is recessed lighting, and every fixture is gorgeous. Wow—this is great! 
 
   Suddenly, I hear Ash’s voice just behind me. It startles me.
 
   “Olivia, I put out some bath salts and soap for you. They’re on the counter. Help yourself to whatever you need. Towels should be warm on the rack.”
 
    “Uhhhh. Oh…Ok… thanks.” I realize he’s downstairs, speaking over the intercom.
 
   I turn on the light, and music automatically comes on: Frank Sinatra, singing “The Way You Look, Tonight.” I could totally get used to this. I fill the tub, take the little seashell scoop out of the yummy smelling Spider Lily bath salts, put a few scoops in the water, and begin to enjoy my bath.
 
   The view is breathtaking. The huge whirlpool tub overlooks the lake view. There are windows all across the bathroom. On the side of the room there’s a huge walk-in shower with two showerheads on each end, built in tile alcoves for incidentals on each side, and a seat. It’s luxurious, but no shower for me: I opt for the fully filled tub, tonight. 
 
   I soak, for what seems like hours, before the intercom comes on again.
 
   “Olivia, just checking. You doing, okay?”
 
   “Ummm yes, Ash, doing just great, thanks!” Geez, hopefully there is not a camera in the bathroom. Wouldn’t that be a spoiler? 
 
   “Well, enjoy your bath. Just press the button and let me know when you are close to being finished and I will have your dinner ready, okay?”
 
   “Okay, will do. I’m almost done.”
 
   He laughs and says, “No rush, seriously, just take your time and enjoy! Did you find the bath salts? The gal at the gift shop said that women really like that fragrance.” 
 
   “Yes! They are lovely. Thanks.”
 
   God, I could so get used to this.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Since Alan won’t be home until tomorrow, I have time to get rested and ready to see him. I’m taking my time and relaxing, when I hear a text message come in on my phone. Crap. I haven’t even let the kids know that I am safely at Ash’s house. I grab my phone and answer all three texts in a single group text. “So sorry kids! Safely arrived. Dad won’t be here until tomorrow. Ash picked me up and got me home safely. Soaking in the tub and then will have dinner. Love you all, and will call each of you tomorrow” 
 
   I force myself to get out of that luxurious bath and into a pair of navy silk pajamas I bought at the Galleria with Lainey. They don’t look too much like pajamas, so I feel comfortable going into the kitchen and not looking like I’m going to bed. I put my dirty clothes in the hamper and head off to the kitchen.
 
   “There you are,” Ash says, as I come in. “Are you hungry? Did you enjoy your bath?” 
 
   “Yes! And yes!” 
 
   He motions me into the kitchen. “Well, let’s get you fed and off to bed.”
 
   He has changed clothes and is in a pair of drawstring pants with a gray V-neck T-shirt. He’s barefoot. He has put out pasta and a beautiful salad. “I hope you like pasta with goat cheese and salad.
 
   “Looks yummy! Thanks so much. The wine is amazing. It’s just what I needed. You really didn’t have to go to the trouble, though.”
 
   “It’s no trouble, I assure you. Alan will be home tomorrow, and I bet he’ll take you somewhere special for dinner. I’m going into the city tomorrow afternoon to stay the weekend. Tommy’s coming into town, so we have planned a bonding weekend—sounds corny, I know, but he and I are kindred spirits. You and Alan will have the house to yourselves.”
 
    I savor every morsel of the pasta and salad. I don’t know Reba, but she is a darn good cook. 
 
   After we eat, Ash asks if I am ready for bed. I tell him I would just like to sit outside for a bit to unwind. He comes out as well.
 
   “So, Olivia, tell me about your kids.”
 
   “Oh, no, Ash, I would rather hear about your boys. Remember, I’m tired, so I would really like to listen,” I tease.
 
   “Well, I have twin boys, Wesley and Hayden, and then Tommy. Wesley and Hayden are fraternal twins. They are thirty-two, and both single. They both went to West Point. After their military service they went into business together. They did intelligence work in the Army, and now they have an investigations firm in the Seattle area. Tommy is twenty-eight, and is our renegade, I guess you could say. He was always outside the box and is musically talented, as I told you. He’s a really good-looking guy. He has tattoos all over his body. Anne would have been mortified if she’d known about them. She was from a very old-school conservative family. Fortunately, he always kept them well hidden. Their band, Avenue, is currently working on booking a touring gig with one of the mainstream bands. We’re all hoping it works out. It would be a great opportunity for them. It makes him happy. He’s a good boy. He is the sensitive one of my kids. The twins tease him. They say that he should have been a girl, because he’s so sensitive. He is single as well. I’m sure he has a girl in every port, but he swears there is no one girl who has won him over, as of yet. So, as you can see, I am pretty blessed; I have a great life.” 
 
   I’m so tempted to ask him about his own personal life, if he dates or has someone special, but I refrain. After all, I’ve only just met him and I don’t want him to think I’m too forward.
 
   I yawn.
 
   Ash says to me, “There, Olivia, I set out to bore you to sleep and I believe I have succeeded”.
 
   I laugh. “I’m so sorry. I really am tired, so I think I will turn in.”
 
   Ash takes me up to my room. It’s a very large room, with windows facing the lake. It is painted a tobacco color, with a dark, carved, king-sized bed, and is done in shades of brown with recessed lighting and beautiful architectural moldings. There is an adjacent sitting area in the room, as well. 
 
   “Just let me know if you need anything, Olivia. Sleep as late as you want. I won’t be leaving until around 1:00, so I may see you before I head into the city.” 
 
   “Thank you so much Ash. The night was wonderful. I know I’ll sleep like a baby. Goodnight.”
 
   He stands at the door to my room. “Sleep tight,” he says. He winks and smiles as he leaves me in my room, closing the door as he goes.
 
   Wait; was he just flirting with me? I hate to say it, but I really liked that! He sure is a good-looking man. I get into the plush bed. It has comfortable pillows and overly expensive plush linens. It is no time before I am fast asleep.
 
   When I wake and look at the clock, it’s 7:00 am. Arghhhhh! I really wish I could go back to sleep, but I just can’t. I hop out of bed, wash my face, brush my teeth, run a brush through my hair, and head downstairs to the kitchen.
 
   “Mornin’, Sunshine,” Ash says. He’s still in his drawstring pants, which sit perfectly on his body. He also hasn’t changed out of the gray T-shirt, and is still barefoot. He’s got absolutely the most beautiful feet. I have no idea why I feel the need to look at his feet, but they’re perfect. I hope he doesn’t notice me staring at his feet. That would be really strange.
 
   “Coffee’s ready, and there are bagels and cream cheese if you’re hungry.”
 
   “Oh, no, just coffee for me, please.”
 
   He brings my cup over. The table looks out onto the back of the house. It’s a beautiful morning view.
 
   “Do you want some of the paper,” he asks.
 
   “I’d love some, thanks. I have to read the paper every day. I certainly hope they don’t stop printing the newspaper, because that’s how I start my day, every day, and have for the past thirty-plus years!”
 
   We laugh that we both feel the same. Ash says he starts every day reading the paper, too. It’s just a way of life.
 
   After reading the paper and drinking way too many cups of coffee, I tell Ash that I am going to head upstairs and get unpacked and organized. 
 
   Upstairs I quickly unpack my laptop and fire it up. Alan should have already emailed his itinerary. Hmmmmm, nothing yet. I text him, and he is fast to reply.
 
   “Sorry—been in meetings. I should get in at 4:00 p.m. My car is at the airport. Will see you at the house later. Ash said he is going in to the city for the weekend, so I will have you all to myself all weekend! Just have a beer ready for me, and we will have our date night. Rest up—you will need it! Love, A”
 
   My heart skips a beat! I can’t wait to see him. It seems like forever since we have actually sat face to face and had a conversation. I’ve missed him over these past eight weeks. Not knowing what food Alan has bought for us, I think I probably need to go into town and do some grocery shopping. I ask Ash if there is a bus or taxi I can take.
 
   “Absolutely not, Olivia! You can use the Range Rover. I won’t have you riding in a taxi or on a bus to do your shopping. I’m taking my car, so the Rover is yours. I insist!”
 
   “Thanks so much, Ash. I feel just awful having to depend on someone’s mercy. Once Alan gets here, we’ll figure out logistics of our car, until mine gets here.  I understand will be in about three weeks…arghhhhhhh! But I appreciate your offer, and I’ll take you up on it.”
 
    I go upstairs to check my email and call Alan. Ash comes to my bedroom door and knocks softly.
 
   “Olivia? Mind if I come in?”
 
   “Of course not silly! This is your house.”
 
   “Well, I just wanted to make sure you know that this is your home now—feel free to go anywhere in the house you want. If there is something we need to get, just tell me and I’ll have Reba pick it up when she does the shopping. I want you to use the Range Rover, and I’d like to take you for a quick drive so you can be comfortable driving it. It has a GPS system in it that’s voice activated, so you can just speak and it will get you where you want to go. You will probably want to go in to town to pick up a few things for the weekend, so I want you to be comfortable driving and I want to show you how to use the GPS.”
 
   His attention to detail and to my needs is something I am just not used to. Alan, while being the ultimate provider, always seems to think I can fend for myself, so this attention is alien to me. We head out to the garage, and he opens the driver’s side for me to get in, then reaches over me and fastens the seat belt. As he leans across me, his arm touches my waist and I get chills. Wow! What was that? Did I just react to his touch? No, couldn’t be. Could it?
 
   I start the car, and we head out for a spin through the neighborhood. The car drives like a dream. I find that I am very comfortable, and am confident that I can get to town and accomplish what I need to do to get ready for Alan’s arrival.
 
   “Olivia, give me your phone so I can enter and save my number. If you need me, just call or text. I know you are competent, don’t think I am insinuating otherwise. I just want you to be comfortable driving and getting around town. This is a small town, so you won’t have to get on the freeways or anything.”
 
   “Thanks so much, Ash. I really appreciate you taking time to help me. I feel bad, because I know you need to get going. I promise, I will be all right—no need to worry about me.”
 
   We arrive back at the house. He already has his car, a beautiful black Mercedes coupe, all packed up and ready to head into the city, to his condo for the weekend.
 
   “Well, I am heading out. Have a wonderful weekend with Alan. I will see you on Monday morning.” He gives me a quick hug.
 
   I am taken aback. My body responds to the hug. It’s awkward, in an uncomfortable but nice way. He quickly senses this, and backs off. With a smile and a wink, he says, “See you on Monday, Olivia!”
 
   As he drives out of the driveway, I am relieved, saddened, excited, and in high anxiety. I decide I need to venture out into town to the grocery store. I’m thinking some cheeses, fruit, and some wine and beer will be in order. Knowing Alan, I am sure he won’t want a full-blown meal that late, but will opt for snacks and beer. Definitely wine for me.
 
   I set out for the grocery and decide I should also find a floral shop and pick up some fresh flowers. Then I decide I’ll find a store that has some candles. I would love to have some candles outside for ambiance. In about an hour, I have all I need for the perfect Friday night. The drive wasn’t bad at all. I head back to Ash’s house and get ready for Alan. I prepare a beautiful fruit and cheese tray, chill the wine, and have his favorite beer chilled and ready. I strategically place votive candles out on the patio, and then head upstairs to choose what I will wear to bed tonight. I decide on the leopard robe and chemise set, with matching panties. I hop in the tub in our bathroom, which is much smaller than the tub in Ash’s room. I use my fragrant bath salts, shave my legs and submerge myself in a wonderful soaking bath. When I’m done, I drench myself in the fragrant Spider Lily body lotion I find on the vanity. The scent is so calming and wonderful. Dare I say it? It reminds me of Ash!
 
   For the early evening, I decide to wear a pair of skinny jeans and a coral colored see-through peasant blouse, which I think is pretty sexy. I hope Alan likes my hair! I haven’t had shorter hair in a long time and I hope he likes the darker color. I apply my makeup the way the makeup artist showed me, throw on some peach-colored lip-gloss, and feel really confident about myself. I decide to take a stroll through the house before Alan gets here.
 
   The house is amazing! The dining room has a large table set for twelve; it may be big enough for even more. The walls are the same taupe color that most of the other walls of the house are painted. The dining room looks like a room out of a Pottery Barn catalog–so inviting. The looks lovely, like it is ready for company. I can picture us all sitting around it for the holidays—my family and Ash’s.
 
   The kitchen is a cook’s wonder. A subzero fridge, a commercial cooktop and oven, granite counter tops, off-white cabinets, strategically placed recessed lighting.... The layout is perfect for cooking. I love to cook, and I can’t wait to immerse myself in cooking for these two men I now live with. I am thinking how wonderful it will be during the holidays. I hope our kids can come. I can’t even imagine the holidays without them.
 
   My phone rings; its Alan on the caller ID.
 
   “Hey, babe! What’s up?”
 
   “I am getting ready to see my man tonight—what are you doing?”
 
   Alan tells me he’s on his way home and should be at the house no later than 6:00. “Excited to see me?”
 
   “Oh, you know I am! I am getting everything ready. Ash has left for the city, so it’s just you and me for the weekend!”
 
   Alan tells me he can’t wait to see me; my heart and mind are anxious to see him.
 
   “So, I will see you very soon, babe. We’ll have a wonderful night. I can’t wait to get home! I love you. See you soon.”
 
   About that time, I get at text from Ash 
 
   “Did you get to the grocery store okay? Have everything you need? Let me know. I hope you have a wonderful weekend and reunion with Alan. See you on Monday, Olivia.”
 
   My heart melts. What a sweet man to check in on me. I quickly text him back.
 
   “Has anyone told you how special you are?”
 
   After three seconds, I receive a response. “Not lately, until today, and I thank you for that. You made my day! Enjoy the weekend with Alan, and I will see you both on Monday”. 
 
   What a thoughtful guy. I can’t believe there is one left in the world. I am looking forward to seeing him on Monday, having coffee and reading the paper with him. I so shouldn’t be thinking about that—but I am.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 6
 
    
 
   About 6:00 pm, Alan arrives at the house. I meet him at the door. He looks worn out, with his suitcase at his side and his laptop case slung over his shoulder.
 
   “Hey, my sweet babe! How the hell are you?” he says.
 
   I jump into his arms and feel so secure. “Alan… Oh my God! I’ve missed you so much!” All of a sudden, I forget that we’ve been apart for eight long weeks.
 
   He takes me by the shoulders. “Damn! A new hairdo…you look hot, babe!”
 
   “You like?”
 
   “My God—you look twenty years younger! What made you change?”
 
   “Well, Lainey and I had a spa day before I left, and she encouraged me to change my look. Her stylist did this and I like it…do you?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I really do!” Enough said. 
 
   Alan goes upstairs and unloads his things. Within a few minutes, he is downstairs in the kitchen and I have gotten him an ice-cold beer and a glass of wine for myself, and have put out the snacks I have prepared.
 
   “So good to be home—well, our home for the time being,” he says.
 
   He asks how I like Highland Park so far, and how I liked my bath last night. I tell him that Ash was the perfect gentleman and that the bath in Ash’s bathroom was over the top.
 
   “Maybe we can find a house with that type of master bath,” Alan says. “I figure we can start looking after the first of the year. Ash said there is no hurry, so let’s take our time and find the perfect house for us.”
 
   I agree, and tell him that I would like to sit outside and have our drinks and snacks. He has showered, changed into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, and he looks incredibly sexy. I immediately plant a huge kiss on his lips and tell him how much I have missed him.
 
   “Damn babe…I don’t think you have been like this in a long time. We should be away from each other more often.”
 
   I tell him that I don’t think we will be away from each other very often anymore—not since the transfer. “They won’t have you traveling anymore, will they?”
 
   “Traveling wasn’t in the plan, babe. I think I am pretty much home-based now. No worries.” Well, that makes me feel better. The amount of time Alan spent traveling before the move was getting out of hand. It seemed like he was traveling 90 percent of the time, and the other 10 percent he was working.
 
   We head outside and find a chaise lounge out on the patio. I place myself in between his legs and find peace just lying there with him rubbing my arms.
 
   “I really missed our time together, babe,” I tell him.
 
   He assures me that he feels the same. “Let’s walk out to the water,” he says. “Have you been out to the dock?”
 
   “No, I haven’t been farther than the patio. I was so tired last night; it was all I could do to have a glass of wine and head up to bed.”
 
   We stroll out to the dock and look at the lights and the beautiful view.
 
   “Have you talked to the kids today?” Alan asks.
 
   I had gotten so completely caught up in just being here that it had slipped my mind to check in. “No, I was waiting for you to get here so that we could call them together.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s call them and let them know that Momma and Daddy are reunited.”
 
   We call each of the kids. They are so happy that Alan has finally gotten home and that I am okay. Knowing how I dread change, they seem to say the right things to put me at ease.
 
   “We have such good kids,” I say, after we finish.
 
   “It is only because of you, Liv. You are the best mother. You raised them well.”
 
   I smile, and think to myself that he feels guilty having traveled so much when the kids were young. It was tough, but I know he did the best he could. He was there for the boy’s baseball games when he could be. He was there to watch Lainey cheer at football games. We just somehow made it work. No regrets. The kids all turned out normal.
 
   Alan asks how the packing up went, and apologizes to me for leaving me to do everything on my own. He was never a hands-on person. He depended on me to make things happen, and I did. He is not an overbearing guy. I love him for that. 
 
   I can sense that he is tired. He is fading in the chaise lounge. I ask if he is ready to go to bed.
 
   “Yes, babe. I am beat!”
 
   I can also sense that the romantic night I had planned has gone south.
 
   “Ready to turn in,” he asks.
 
   “Of course, babe. Let’s go to bed.”
 
   Once we are in our room, I turn on the light and the music starts—sixties soul music. I am sure that Ash has programmed that just for us. Al Green starts singing “Let’s Stay Together,” and I am feeling the music. I slip into our bathroom, change into my sexy nighty and brush my teeth.
 
   Alan pulls the covers back and motions for me to come to bed. “Babe, I am dog tired, but I want to make love to you. You have no idea how much I have missed you.”
 
   I snuggle next to him, and he envelopes me in his arms. We kiss and just hold each other. His body goes limp and relaxed. Suddenly, I hear him lightly snore, indicating that he is done for the night. So much for a romantic rendezvous.
 
   I find that I am tired as well, so we both fall into deep sleep and don’t wake until 9:00 a.m. the next morning. He rests himself against my back, and I feel him hard against my backside. He is not the romantic type. We usually just “do the deed” with little emotion. We have been married so long; I rationalize this is the way things are when you are so used to each other. Once we have finished making love, Alan lightly kisses me, then quickly gets up and heads to the shower. A little disappointed that I wasn’t included in his shower plans, I head down to the kitchen to get coffee and breakfast going.
 
   “Sorry about last night babe,” he says, as he finishes his coffee. “You have no idea how tired I was. Work is really busy and I just needed a night to unwind.”
 
   I reassure him that I totally understand, and suggest that we go into town tonight for a nice dinner.
 
   We hang out in the den upstairs most of the morning, watching movies and cuddling on the couch. It feels so good to have him to myself. As I am beginning to doze off in his lap, his cell phone rings. He quickly gets up and tells me that he has to take the call—that it is work. I fall back into my dozing state and don’t think about how long he has been on the phone, nor do I know who he is talking to. He comes back in a few minutes, and apologizes. 
 
   “Sorry Liv, problems at the office.”
 
   After we have both napped on the couch, I get up and make us a light lunch. Then we head out back to sit on the patio. It is so nice to have down time.
 
   “So, do you want to go out to dinner tonight, or should we go into town and grab something to grill,” Alan asks.
 
   “Well, I kind of wanted to go to dinner out, and maybe go and listen to some live music in town, if you are up for that.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. Let me call Ash and see if he can recommend a place.”
 
   I wonder if Ash is having a nice time with Tommy. He and Tommy seem to have a really good relationship. I miss my kids, and envy Ash the time he’s spending with one of his.
 
   Alan returns and tells me that he is going to go upstairs and do a little work. I busy myself cleaning up our lunch dishes, and tell him that I think I will drive to town and do some shopping. “Want to go with me? We can walk around downtown and browse the shops.”
 
   “Sure, Liv. Give me thirty minutes, and I am all yours!”
 
   We drive in to town and find a little wine bar. We sit outside, have a few glasses of wine, and then walk around the quaint little shops. He seems content to do that. Usually, he is not one to do “girly things,” as he calls them. But he is going out of his way to accommodate me. I wish he could enjoy this, and not just accommodate or placate me, but that’s not in his makeup.
 
   We head back to the house after a couple of hours. Once we get to the house, Alan surprises me and carries me upstairs to our room. We make love. Not our usual, but passionate and tender love. I wonder what has come over him, but I don’t give it too much thought. I am always over-thinking things, and I just want to believe he is doing this because he has missed me so much. We lay in the bed holding each other, which is out of character for Alan. I love to have him hold me—his hands and arms are so strong.
 
   I suddenly wonder how long it will be before Ash will be coming home. I began thinking about him and wondering what he is doing.
 
   Once Alan gets out of bed and goes downstairs, I get my phone and send Ash a text. “So, how is your weekend going?”
 
   Within minutes, he responds, “Great—how are you? Why are you texting? Don’t you have a husband who just came home?”
 
   I suddenly feel so embarrassed for having texted him. Defensively, I text back, “Of course I am having a wonderful weekend. Just had a break and thought I would check in…no biggie!”
 
   “Well, tell Alan to take you out. I’ll see you both on Monday. I emailed him a couple of restaurants I think you would both enjoy. I also sent name of a little place that has live music. Tommy plays there sometimes, and you will like it. Hope you try one of them out and have a great time! Talk to you soon! Ash”
 
   Alan and I have a wonderful dinner at a little Italian restaurant downtown. After dinner, I sense Alan is ready to go home, so we head back to the house. So much for going out and listening to live music. Alan asks if I am disappointed. I lie and I tell him that I am ready to go home as well. 
 
   The rest of the weekend goes by fast. Alan busies himself with work. I sort through our things, trying to get organized and settle into some kind of normal.
 
   Monday morning arrives sooner than later, and Alan leaves for the office early. I ask if he wants me to get up and make him breakfast, but he tells me to sleep in and that he would call me later. He tells me that he would love for me to make my veal piccata for dinner, which is his favorite, and tells me that Ash will be home as well.
 
   I lay in bed for as long as I can, and make my way downstairs for coffee and to read the paper. I am met in the kitchen by Reba, who startles me. I’d forgotten that she would be back at work today.
 
   She introduces herself. “Hello—you must be Mrs. Petersen. I am Reba, Mr. Harper’s housekeeper.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I have heard all about you, Reba—good things, I assure you. Ash—Mr. Harper—says you’ve been with the family for twenty-five years.” 
 
   “Yes Ma’am!” She tells me that she relocated with them when they moved to Highland Park. She has six kids and is a widow. Her kids are all grown and live in the Atlanta area. “Mr. and Mrs. Harper lived in Atlanta when I went to work for them. I feel like their boys are mine—I raised them, you could say.”
 
   We talk about her kids and grandkids. She seems like a lady who is in total control of the house. She works three days a week, down from the five days she carried when Anne was alive. She tells me that she does her grocery shopping on Wednesdays, and says there’s a list on the refrigerator. She tells me to add anything I need and she will be happy to pick things up for me.
 
   I feel very comfortable talking to her. She is a very attractive, heavyset black woman, and she wears a uniform. Maybe the housekeepers in this area wear uniforms, but our housekeeper Maria never did, and I would never have asked her to.
 
   After our chat session has died down, I venture back upstairs and get ready to head into town to do my grocery shopping for dinner. Reba stays until 4:00, so I start cooking as soon as she leaves. Alan gets home while I am cooking, and I have a cold beer ready for him. I haven’t heard from Ash, but assume he will be coming in soon. As soon as I wonder when he will be home, I hear his car pull up.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “Hey, Petersen’s!” he says as he enters.
 
   “Hey Ash! Olivia has veal piccata for us tonight, and she is a phenomenal cook!” Alan boasts.
 
   “Awesome! I am famished! Let me change and I’ll be down shortly. Olivia, can you pour me a glass of whatever you are drinking?”
 
   “Of course Ash!”
 
   Dinner was wonderful, if I do say so myself. I cleared nine of the place settings from the main dining room, and the three of us had a relaxing dinner. They both loved my cooking, and I was so pleased. We all had dessert and coffee, and I sensed it was time to get things cleaned up. Tomorrow, after all is a workday for the guys.
 
   After I have the dishes cleared, Alan goes upstairs to take a shower. Ash comes into the kitchen with a little, brown, lacey wad in his hand. He has a smirky smile on his face, and says, “Here, Ummm, I believe these are yours.”
 
   Oh my God! I’m mortified! They were my panties that I had put in the hamper the first night I got here, when I bathed in Ash’s bathroom. “Oh, crap. I am so embarrassed Ash! I put them in your hamper without even thinking.”
 
   Ash puts his index finger up to his lip and whispers, “Reba just assumed they belonged to a ‘lady friend,’ so she put them back in my room. Let’s just let her think that. She’s been on me for quite a while now, saying I need to move on with my life and find happiness again. She gives me credit for a lot more than she should, so if it is okay with you, let’s just let her go with this.”
 
   I tell him that his secret is safe with me. I would rather not let Reba know that I bathed in his bathroom, anyway. Too much information, and I was not ready to explain.
 
   Alan does his thing, going to work early every morning. I am ready to embark on something to satisfy my life, so I get on the Internet and look for volunteer opportunities in the community. I settle on the Catholic Church in town. They need volunteers in their resale shop, and I think this work is a match for me. I commit to three days a week in the mornings. I soon find that I love it. I am wanted, needed.
 
   On Wednesday evening, while in bed, Alan drops a bomb on me. “Liv, the company is sending me to London for a few weeks. I have to leave on Friday. Don’t panic, and don’t get pissed. It is only three weeks, and I will be home before Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Alan! Are you kidding me? I thought you said this move meant no more traveling. What happened?”
 
   Alan tells me that this is something he didn’t know, and that I should be more understanding. “Liv, Jesus! What do you want me to do? We moved, I thought there would be no traveling, but there is. You are just going to have to put on your big girl panties and deal with it! You don’t have to work; you live in a beautiful house and have nothing to complain about. I promise, after the first of the year we will find a house and you will adjust, believe me. You have to have faith that I am doing what is best for me…for us.”
 
   I just can’t fathom this right now. I am in full anxiety-mode and wish I could talk to Lainey, but I just can’t tell her this. She will side with Alan and say that I am being ridiculous. So I turn over in bed with my back to Alan.  He tries to reassure me, but soon falls asleep. I am left to cry myself to sleep. I feel guilty for acting like a child, but I have made so many changes this past month, and I am at my wit’s end.
 
   Friday comes, and I drive Alan to the airport. He promises me that he will be home before Thanksgiving. “Liv, your job while I am gone is to research hotels and make sure all the kids come for Thanksgiving. We will have a wonderful family Thanksgiving. Ash’s boys will come and we will have the best year ever. You will make it happen. You always do.”
 
   “Alan, promise me that you will call every day and that you will be home for the holidays!”
 
   “You have my word, Liv, honestly. I love you, and I am doing what I can to give us a good life.”
 
   That evening I am lethargic and melancholy. I have several glasses of wine, no dinner, and head up to take a relaxing bath in our bathroom. Ash is in the city, staying at his condo, so I have the house to myself. After my bath, I head to bed. About 3:00 in the morning, I hear music…a hauntingly sad but beautiful song being played on the piano. Thinking I am dreaming, I wake then realize someone is in the house and is playing the piano in the music room, just down the hall. I put on a robe and head toward the music.
 
   This pianist is sitting with his back to me. The music room has windows facing the lake, with a beautiful view. The room is dimly lit, except for a night-light on the built-in bookshelf. I stand at the doorway and lean in, mesmerized, and curious to know just who this person is. It appears to be a younger man, with mussed up hair, in pajama pants with no shirt. He’s barefoot at the piano. I listen quietly, without him knowing I remain standing there for the entire song, listening to this beautiful music. I think it might Ash, but finally realize it’s not. It’s definitely a younger person, as I first suspected. Sensing someone else is in the room he turns, surprised, and speaks. “Oh, hi! You must be Olivia. Man! I am so sorry I woke you. I completely forgot Dad had people staying here. I’m Tommy, Ash’s son. Gee, I sure hope I didn’t scare you. I came to the house because Dad’s at the condo working on a big case, and I didn’t want to disturb him.”
 
   “No, Tommy, I’m sorry to intrude on you. I just woke up and heard the music and had to see where it was coming from. It’s beautiful! I didn’t mean to spy.” I walk out of the doorway into the hall. “Don’t let me disturb you, please. It was so nice to meet you, Tommy. Good night.” 
 
   “No.” He stands up from the bench. “Olivia, wait, please don’t go…. Don’t worry you’re not bothering me at all, I promise. Please stay.” He motions me to sit on the piano bench beside him and resumes playing. “I always play when I come home. I love it. Classical music takes the edge off, and brings me so much peace.” He turns to me and smiles as he’s playing. “You do know the guys in my band would freak if they ever heard me playing something like this don’t you? So this will have to be our little secret. Deal?”
 
   I smile back. “Deal! Don’t worry Tommy your secret’s definitely safe with me.”
 
   He laughs. “I have a reputation to uphold, you know. Dad plays too—you’ve probably already heard him play. He usually plays every day when he’s home.”
 
   I tell him that I have not heard Ash play, but would like to. “Tommy, that is such a beautiful song…what is it called?”
 
   He turns to me and replies “Yeah, it’s beautiful. It’s called ‘Ballade in C Minor,’ by Chopin.”
 
   When he’s finished the song, I make a suggestion. “Would you like me to go downstairs and make us a tea and Bailey’s toddy? I’m going to make myself one. Don’t stop playing though.”
 
   His eyes light up as he looks at me. “Yeah, sure of course, if it’s not too much trouble. That sounds great, thanks!”
 
   I head down to the kitchen and make us each a cup, with my famous additions, then go back to the music room. Tommy is indeed a good-looking young man, definitely a younger version of Ash, and such a nice guy. We drink our tea and he asks if I play piano.
 
   “Unfortunately, ‘Heart and Soul’ and ‘Chopsticks’ are my only repertoire.” 
 
   “Okay, then, you ready? Let’s do it to it!” he says.
 
   We sit at the piano and do our best “Heart and Soul” duet, then lead into “Chopsticks.” When we’ve finished we high five.
 
   “That was fun. Damn! You’re pretty good, Olivia!”
 
   We talk for a while longer. He’s very easy to talk to, and I can sense that he is enjoying my company as well. Since I don’t know him, I hesitantly ask about his mother, not knowing if he is okay talking about her. He tells me that he is basically the black sheep of the family. He begins to open up to me.
 
   “My mom…well what can I say: she was Mom. Wesley and Hayden, my brothers, they were the chosen ones. They did what she expected. I, on the other hand, am more like Dad. We both love music and I just couldn’t do the college thing. I tried, I really did but it just wasn’t my scene. I was into music, tattoos and the wild life. I think I disappointed her, but Dad was always supportive and encouraged me to stay on my path to a music career if that’s what I really wanted. I never quite seemed to be able to please my mom, but Dad always told me not to beat myself up over it. He told me that sometimes you just can’t please everyone and that’s ok. I just wish Mom could have realized before she died that I—that I was—that I am a good person.”
 
   His face is sad, and I feel so bad for him. I realize I’ve only just met him, but I could just take him in my arms like I would one of my own children and tell him it’s okay
 
   “Oh, Tommy,” I reassure him, “I’m sure she’s in heaven and proud as hell of you right now.”
 
   He smiles. I think hearing that made him feel better. “Thanks, Olivia, that means a lot—a lot more than you know. Listen, our band is playing in Chicago tomorrow night and then in Highland Park on Sunday night, so if you and your husband would like to come with Dad to watch us, that would mean a lot. I don’t know if you even like our kind of music or not, but I’d really like you to come watch us. We think we’re pretty good.” He laughed at his boast, but clearly meant it.
 
   I tell him that Alan has gone to London for three weeks, but that I love all kinds and would love to come with Ash to watch him play music if Ash wanted me to tag along.
 
   “I’m pretty sure Dad would love that!”
 
   We talk about my kids for a while longer and about how Alan and I ended up in Highland Park. Tommy is absolutely the nicest guy. He thanks me for the toddy before heading up to his room to sleep.
 
   “Hey, thanks for everything, Olivia. I really enjoyed talking to you. For the record, you play a sick ‘Heart and Soul’! If I don’t see you before I head out tomorrow, I hope to see you at the club.” 
 
   In the morning, I get a text from Ash. “Hey, there, Sunshine! Tommy tells me you guys met. Sorry, I forgot to tell you he was staying at the house. I’ll be home about 4:00, so if you would like, we can drive into Chicago and watch him play tonight.”
 
   I text him back, “Yes! Absolutely! Looking forward to it!”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 8
 
    
 
   I’m excited all day about going into the city to watch Avenue, Tommy’s band. Ash and I grab a bite to eat at a local chophouse, and then head in to Chicago. We finally arrive at the club. Ash is so proud of Tommy, I can tell. He’s gotten us a table up front by the band, so I feel like a groupie. I’m amazed to see so many people here. I assume the band is very popular. The band finally takes the stage. Tommy introduces them all and gives a shout-out to his dad and lady friend, who are here to watch. Lady friend…hmmmm, this sounds interesting.
 
   Ash and I are totally into the music. We both love every single minute of the show. The band is pretty awesome. At one point Tommy walks on stage. He comes close to our table, bends down, and sings to us. The girls in the club are screaming for him. This boy is definitely a rock star. He has a raspy, sexy voice and he’s a younger version of Ash. The two are definitely cut from the same mold. Both are over-the-top good-looking, tall, lean, but well-built and awesome musicians. It is a shame that Anne didn’t see Tommy was talented as he is. If he were my son, I would be the proudest momma in the whole world!
 
   After the show, Tommy, Ash, and I, along with the rest of the band, hang out in the club and have more drinks. The band is…well, to say the very least, it’s interesting. The other guys are nice. I’ve never hung out with musicians before, so I’m not quite sure what to expect. They’re all extremely good-looking. They have lots of tattoos. They’re all very polite, but one guy in particular is quite the cocky, conceited show-off. He has short, spiky, dark hair and piercing blue eyes, along with many, many tattoos. He has a slender build and is wearing a black V-neck T-shirt and tight jeans. If I were about thirty years younger, this would be the bad boy I would love to hang with!
 
   “Olivia, this is Bert,” Tommy says. “He’s the founding member of our band.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Bert. So, tell me, is Bert a family name?”
 
   They all start laughing, but I don’t get it. I’m kind of embarrassed. What’s so damn funny, anyway? Ash quietly whispers in my ear that ‘Bert,’ or Prince Albert, refers to an area of his body that is pierced for sexual pleasure. Oh, excuse me? That is totally new to me. I’ve heard of tongues and lips being pierced, and that supposedly brings some kind of sexual pleasure, but geez! The penis? Oh my God! Tommy tells me to ignore them and that I really don’t want to know the origin of what they call him, but I wave him off, saying, “Ewwww! I get it.” Tommy laughs at me and pats me on the shoulder.
 
   I just can’t believe a guy would lie there and get his penis pierced, period! But Tommy says the girls really like it, so it must be good. Bert tells me that his real name is Todd. He seems like a nice enough guy, even if he is a show-off. Definitely, the girls all like him—and I guess I now know why.
 
   Ash tells me to ignore them, and asks if I’m uncomfortable. I tell him that I’m enjoying everything, and that this definitely doesn’t bother me. I remind him I have two boys of my own. He’s surprised but pleased, I think. The guys all find it amusing that I can hang with the best of them, and they all seem to be pretty comfortable around us. One of them, Brian, comments to Ash, “Damn, your lady is hot, Mr. H.” Ash tells him that I am not his lady, but he is responsible for me tonight. Brian says, “I’ll bet you are, H. Just be responsible. Wrap that rascal, dude!” We’re both a tad embarrassed, but we laugh it off.
 
   Brian is tattooed, like the rest of the band, and has a shaved head. He plays the drums and is from Louisiana, he tells me. He has a thick, muscular build, and I can tell the girls love him, too! Girls keep walking past our table non-stop, hoping to get noticed. The only one who notices any of them, of course, is Todd. He makes crude remarks at the ones who are worthy of comment. Some of those girls barely have any clothes on. Generation gap, I guess.
 
   After what were probably too many drinks, Ash says he thinks we should get going. He thinks we should stay in the city at his condo, since we’ve been drinking and he really doesn’t want to drive far. The valet brings his car, and we head toward the beautiful condo overlooking the famous Lake Shore Drive…“LSD,” as they call it. I’m amazed as we go out onto the terrace in the unit. It’s breathtaking. I can see the lights of the city. It is pretty windy. Guess that’s why they call Chicago the Windy City. 
 
   “Olivia,” Ash says, “I can’t tell you when I’ve had this much fun recently. Thanks so much for coming. It means a lot. I know you’re really pissed that Alan had to go to London, but I hope you know that I will do what I can to make sure you don’t get into a funk.”
 
   “Thanks Ash. That means so much. You may be sorry you offered, because I may be calling on you every day to ‘de-funk’ me.” I laugh, trying to lighten my tone, then continue, “Believe me, you’re probably gonna be very sorry you said that!”
 
   He gives me an eyebrow-up and a wink. There is definitely an attraction on both sides that I can feel. I feel safe, though. “Safe flirting” with Ash. It is innocent…right? Yeah, right!
 
   Ash shows me to my bedroom and tells me to make myself at home. “Sleep as late as you want Olivia. We can grab breakfast or brunch and head back to the house when you’re ready. We’ll go watch Tommy tomorrow night in Highland Park if you’d like. I would love it if you’d go with me.”
 
   I tell him that he can’t keep me away!
 
   I sleep like a baby and head into the kitchen in the morning. Ash has coffee ready and the paper on the table. “Mornin’ Sunshine!” he says. God, how I love to hear that every morning. It makes my day. We have coffee and read the paper together. It seems so natural, so right. I can’t believe how incredibly beautiful this man is. Mussed up hair, slim, well-built body…he takes my breath away. But I can’t be feeling this. I have never felt anything for another man besides Alan and this is so confusing. Alan has been so different lately…I can’t put my finger on it, but he has changed, and I don’t know why.
 
   Ok—time to not over-think. I need to just enjoy the day and be excited about tonight.
 
   “So, have you called your kids about the holidays yet?” Ash asks. 
 
   “I need to get on the Internet and book rooms for them, and then let them know soon, I guess.”
 
   Ash tells me that his boys will be in for Thanksgiving as well as Christmas. “Reba said she can come and help for both holidays if you need her.”
 
   “Ash, absolutely not! She needs to be with her own family. I’m used to doing holidays with no help. I love it, and wouldn’t have it any other way!”
 
   Ash tells me that Anne was one to make Reba come in for the holidays to cook and clean. “Anne wasn’t a hostess in the cooking and cleaning sense. She did fabulous occasions, but had to have help.” 
 
   How sad. Why wouldn’t you let your help enjoy their family on holidays? Well, I’ll just have to show Ash that I can totally take control and make these holidays special.
 
   We head back to Highland Park when I realize I haven’t heard from Alan. The time difference is something I need to get used to. He is six hours ahead of me, so I check my phone and email. Nothing. I call, and his phone goes straight to voice mail. It’s not a workday, so I wonder where the hell he is and why he hasn’t called. It’s unnerving, to say the least. I find I do have a couple of missed calls from a number I don’t know, and there are two voice mails from the same number, but no one spoke on the messages. That is strange, but I give it little thought.
 
   In about fifteen minutes, I have an incoming call from Alan. “Hey, babe. What are you doing?”
 
   “I should ask you the same thing. Why the heck haven’t you called? I have been waiting to hear from you since you left.” 
 
   Alan explains that he has been extremely busy and that he was waiting until he got back to his room to call. He tells me that he has been in contract negotiations with a new client and has had little or no time for himself. I tell him all about my evening going to see Tommy’s band. He is pleased that I am not just sitting around the house. I tell him that I am getting hotel arrangements in order for the kids to come in for Thanksgiving. He tells me that he should be back on the evening before Thanksgiving. I give him an update on my meal plans, and he seems pleased. I hear a voice in the background and ask where he is. He says that he is in the lobby of the hotel, and his clients have just come down for dinner, so he needs to go. Feeling that he is dismissing me, I tell him that we will talk later. 
 
   Ash comes to my room and tells me that the club we’re going to tonight is more relaxed than the venue we went to in the city, and that I should dress casually for the evening. I decide to wear my KOL T-shirt, jean jacket, and skinny jeans with boots. Lainey and I went to see Kings of Leon, one of my favorite bands, when they played in Houston a year ago. We had such a good time and treated ourselves each to a T-shirt from the concert. Since I am most comfortable in T-shirts, I decide this will work for tonight. I slap on some mascara and lip-gloss and grab my purse.
 
   When I am dressed and ready to go, Ash comes down. He’s wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and a leather jacket. He looks so hot that I am ashamed for feeling this way. He and I connect, he ‘gets’ me, and I am so comfortable being around him. He is definitely set on keeping me de-funked, and I don’t object one bit!
 
   When we arrive at the club, we find that, once again, Tommy has reserved us the best table. We have a few drinks and some finger-food snacks before the band comes on. Tommy comes out and sits with us. As girls come into the club, I see them trying to get noticed. They walk past the table, trying to be nonchalant, just hoping Tommy will say something to them, or at least notice them. But Tommy seems oblivious to them. One brave girl comes over to the table and plunks herself right down on his lap. Geez! How brazen, I think to myself. She obviously knows him though, because he gives her a hug and tells her he will catch up with her later, in a slightly dismissive way. She seems put out, but he doesn’t seem to care. He scoots her off of his lap and doesn’t miss a beat talking to us. He seems content to hang with the older folks, for now.
 
   The band comes on. Ash and I sit close to each other, and live it up listening to the music. Ash is ever the proud dad, and I feel like he is enjoying the night. The guys in the band are in rare form, singing a very sexy song and deliberately playing to the ladies in the room. Tommy’s the lead singer, and definitely knows how to work the crowd. The girls are going nuts, gyrating all over the dance floor. Ash smiles and tells me that Tommy is in his element when he’s on the stage. I brave myself to drag Ash out on the dance floor. He follows reluctantly, and we start to dance.
 
   “I have no idea how to dance to this shit, woman! I can’t even believe you’re making me dance!” He laughs as he starts to dance. He is without a doubt the sexiest man I have ever put my eyes on and boy can he dance!
 
   Tommy sees us, laughs and points at his dad, then nods his head in approval. The band guys all point at us as well, and I see Todd wink at me and give me the big thumbs-up. We continue dancing. Ash is having fun, I can tell.
 
   “Liv, you really know how to dance to this stuff, don’t you? And you sure do know how to shake that thing!”
 
   When the number ends, we stand there laughing. I can honestly say that I’m having the time of my life. I love the music scene and wish this night would last forever.
 
   When we get back to our table, my phone vibrates. I have a text from Alan. He asks what I’m doing. I quickly text back and tell him that Ash and I are in town watching Tommy’s band. “Well, glad to know that you are having fun. I’ll call you tomorrow. Dinner meeting tonight with clients, so can’t talk. Have a good night.”
 
   I don’t even text back. I have a very uneasy feeling that something is going on—something I just can’t put my finger on, but an intuition. It would be 3:00 a.m. in London. Why would he still be out with clients? What the hell is going on? This is not a good feeling, but I won’t worry about it tonight. I’m having fun, and that is that. To hell with you, Alan!
 
   We have drinks after the show with the guys again, and they are so entertaining. They remark on my KOL shirt, and Tommy tells them that I am the coolest lady he knows. Ash chimes in and says he agrees. “She has a wide range of taste in music—you all should take note”. Todd asks me why I like Kings of Leon and I tell him that Lainey and I saw them play in Houston last year.
 
   “Yeah, they sort of had a meltdown after their Dallas show. I hear they’ve stopped playing for a while. They’re pretty good though. I hope they get back together. Good taste, Olivia!”
 
   We stay at the club long after it closes. Ash puts some music on the jukebox and we enjoy our time with the band. We dance to the music Ash has chosen. Tommy pulls me out on the dance floor, and we dance to several songs.
 
   “Olivia, this has been so much fun. I haven’t seen Dad have such a good time in forever. You make him smile.”
 
   “Well, your dad is an amazing man, Tommy. You are so lucky to have a dad like him.”
 
   Ash comes up to me and says it is getting late. “We should probably head back to the house, Miss Party Hearty! Are you ready?”
 
   “Ready, designated driver! I had so much fun. Thanks so much for bringing me.”
 
   “No, thank you! I love watching Tommy’s band play and am so glad I found someone who truly enjoys music and the club scene. You are my new ‘go to’ gal for watching them.”
 
   “Yes, I am that girl!”
 
   Tommy sends me off with an Avenue T-shirt. “I know we’re not Kings of Leon or anything, but here, maybe you’ll wear it sometime.”
 
   “I will wear it proudly! Thanks so much Tommy!”
 
   Once we’re home, Ash makes us an espresso, before we head up to our respective rooms for bed. He tells me he will be leaving for the city early tomorrow, and that Ellen, his sister, will be stopping by sometime to pick up a punch bowl and some silver serving pieces for her daughter’s wedding shower.
 
   “Melissa is Ellen’s only child. She’s getting married in Palm Beach in May. One of Ellen’s friends is having a shower for her and her fiancé Trey next weekend, so she needs one of our punch bowls and some silver pieces. I’ll tell her to call on the house phone first, so you’ll know she’s on the way. She lives about ten miles from here.”
 
   The next morning, Ash has coffee made for us and greets me with his usual “Mornin’, Sunshine.” I look forward to this every morning. I love how his smile and greeting makes my crazy, messed-up world a better place. Reba arrives and begins her ritual and I head upstairs to get ready for my day. I have volunteering at the resale shop, so hope Ellen comes before I leave. As I come downstairs, I see a very pretty lady in the entryway. She’s blonde and petite and a very trendy dresser. Obviously, I missed the warning call.
 
   “Oh, hi!” she says. “You must be Olivia. I’m Ellen—Ash’s sister. I am here to pick up a punch bowl, in case Ash didn’t tell you.”
 
   I tell her that I was expecting her, and we head into the kitchen. Reba pours us each a coffee and we sit at the kitchen table to talk.
 
   “So, Ash tells me that he was in the service with your better half, and that he’s in London on business?”
 
   “Yep. He came, he went, and here I am.” I tell her that I have been occupying my time volunteering at the Catholic Church resale shop. She tells me that her best friend Chris is in charge of the resale shop.
 
   “Yes, Chris Walker. She is so nice.” 
 
   “Tell Chris that Ellen says hi!”
 
   I tell Ellen that I have to get going. She says she would love for me to come to the shower they are hosting for her daughter, Melissa, and her fiancé next weekend. I try to bow out, saying that I don’t think Ash would want me tagging along to family functions, but she counters, saying, “I think Ash would love it if you come. Tell him that I invited you and I expect to see you there. No excuses, Olivia!”
 
   So now that Alan has abandoned me, Ash’s lovely family takes me in. I ask Ellen how Palm Beach came to be chosen for the wedding. She tells me that after Melissa graduated from Northwestern University, in Evanston, she got a job offer to do marketing for one of the country clubs in the Palm Beach area. She met her fiancé, Trey, there while he was golfing with his dad. He and Melissa immediately hit it off, and after a short romance they got engaged. Trey works with his dad in commercial real estate development. From what Ellen says, the Masterson family does really well financially.
 
   Melissa fell in love with The Breakers when Trey took her there for a weekend, shortly after they started dating. There were no ifs ands or buts—she was determined that The Breakers would be the site of their wedding.
 
   “Since Melissa is our only child, David pulled out all the stops and said there would be no limit to what Melissa could have for her wedding.”
 
   “Wow! That seems like a fairy tale.” I tell her about Lainey and her Prince Charming. Lainey had a fairy tale wedding, too, except it was in Houston. Ellen and I made an immediate connection. I felt like I now had a girlfriend—someone to talk to, someone I actually felt comfortable around.
 
   “Well, Olivia, I have to get going, but promise you won’t be a stranger. I expect to see you at the shower, okay?”
 
   “Okay, but you’ll have to convince Ash.”
 
   “Handled!” she says with a smile.
 
   That evening, when Ash comes home, I’ve made us a pork loin, balsamic green beans, and a wilted green salad. He is totally impressed with my cooking skills and helps me clean up the kitchen after dinner. What a surprise! There are men who actually help in the kitchen?
 
   We have an after-dinner brandy and listen to some music upstairs in the den.
 
   “Ellen called and told me she met you when she came over for the punch bowl. She really likes you and said she invited you to Melissa and Trey’s shower.”
 
   “Yes, she did invite me, but I told her I didn’t want to intrude on a family affair.”
 
   “Nonsense. I’d love for you to come with me. Maybe if you’re with me the hags that are Ellen’s friends will stop trying to fix me up with ladies I have no desire to spend any time with.”
 
   I tell Ash that I would love to be his decoy. 
 
   The next week flies by. Alan calls several times, but I sense that he is calling just out of duty. He doesn’t try to engage me in a real conversation.  Maybe he is stressed about his job, but he just isn’t the Alan I know. I am totally at a loss as to what to say or do. I want to be supportive, and I try to sound encouraging, but he is vague and I am backing off more and more. Maybe when he gets home for Thanksgiving, we can talk. I want him to know that I do support him. I know that I am lucky and that we do have a good thing.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   

 
  

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The weekend of Melissa’s shower is already here. It is a dressy affair, so I resurrect my little black dress and my very high Stuart Weitzman heels. That’s an outfit that has always done me well. I put in the diamond studs Alan gave me for our twenty-fifth, and a diamond drop necklace he gave me as well. As I come down stairs, I see Ash, dressed in a black suit, looking ever so sexy.
 
   He looks at me and smiles. “Wow! Olivia, you look A-maz-ing!” 
 
   This makes me feel good. I am proud to be going with him.
 
   “You’re going to make all those other ladies so envious,” he continues. “I hope you know that...Damn!”
 
   I tell him that he is being silly, and ask if this is one of his ‘de-funking’ tactics.
 
   “De-funking you is something I could do every day, Liv!”
 
   “And I could be de-funked by you every day as well, handsome!”
 
   The shower is at the home of Ellen’s best friend Jocelyn. She has a beautiful home and everything is done to the max. The house is a sprawling two-story on a lake lot. Jocelyn is a beautiful lady with huge brown eyes, a short, angled, blunt-cut black bob, and an ever-so trim and tanned body. She is also wearing her own little black dress, which hugs every toned curve. Ash tells me that Jocelyn is divorced and that Ellen has tried for years, unsuccessfully, to set her up with him.
 
   “She isn’t my type, and Ellen just doesn’t see it.”
 
   I can honestly say, though, that they would make a stunning couple. I don’t see why Ash doesn’t just scoop her up, but what do I know? Alan puts his hand in the small of my back, the way he did when I first met him at the airport, and the touch of his hand sends shock waves to every nerve in my body. Who would have thought someone’s touch could do that to you? He is in total control, and he treats me with the utmost respect.
 
   He introduces me to everyone, saying, “This is my friend, Olivia. She’s from Houston.” No mention of Alan, no mention that I am staying at his house. I wonder why, but I play along.
 
   Ellen finds us and rushes over. “Ash! Hey there, you handsome thing of a big brother. And Olivia, I am so glad Ash brought you. Let’s find Melissa and Trey.”
 
   We head out on the lawn where I see a beautiful petite blonde in a clingy, emerald green dress with a drop-dead gorgeous, tanned blond man who must be Trey. 
 
   “Melissa,” Ellen says, “Uncle Ash is here. Come say hi. And this is Olivia, his friend from Houston.”
 
   “Uncle Ash! How are you? Where are the boys?” Ash explains that Tommy had a gig with his band and that Wesley and Hayden were working on a big case. Then Melissa turns to me, smiling her welcome. 
 
   “Olivia, so glad to meet you. Thank you for coming! I am glad Uncle Ash has a date—it’s about time!” Before I can open my mouth to explain, someone has come up to Melissa and she turns away from us to talk to someone else. “We’ll catch up later guys!” she calls back, as she is pulled away. She gives Ash a big hug and I can tell that she is glad he came.
 
   “Ash, I think these folks think we are a couple,” I murmur, worried we’re giving people the wrong impression.
 
   “Let them. I don’t mind. Do you? Let’s just go with the flow. This is fun! Let me go get us a drink. Then we can start mingling. Damn, you look good, Liv—have I told you that tonight?”
 
   “Um, yes, you have. About three times.”
 
   “Well, I may tell you a few more times, because you are driving me crazy…sorry but you just are. By the way, your legs are amazing!”
 
   Ellen, who tells us that we need to come to dinner, interrupts us from our flirty-flirting. There are beautiful tables set up on the lawn, and Jocelyn has a full staff scurrying around catering to everyone. 
 
   Ash and I are seated with Ellen, David, and four other couples. One woman, Hope, is seated with her heavyset husband, Henry. I quickly realize that she has married for money. Henry is very attentive to her every need.
 
   “Olivia, Ellen tells me you are from Houston. How in the world did you come to live in Highland Park? Do tell! And what do you do?”
 
   Ash takes control of the conversation and explains to her that I have recently moved here. He offers no explanation why, and she doesn’t ask.
 
   “Olivia is in interior design and I am taking her to see Sarah next week to see about working for her,” he says, as though it’s a settled deal.
 
   Oh, really? When was he going to tell me that? And who is Sarah? I kick him under the table.
 
   He takes my hand under the table and gently strokes it. “Excuse us for a moment, would you?” he says to the other guests at the table. We head toward the main house. “Sorry about that,” he mutters. “Those ladies can be brutal.”
 
   “What is this about Sarah? Who is she?”
 
   “Sarah is a friend who has a trendy shop downtown called Sarah-n-Dipity. I was going to tell you about her. I think it would be good for you to get a job doing something besides volunteer work—something that would be fulfilling to you. With Alan gone, I think you need to do something that will make you happy…something you enjoy doing.”
 
   “Were you going to tell me or what?” I ask.
 
   “Well, I was going to tell you, yes of course. What do you think? Am I out of line? If so, please say so. I just think that you need to be happy and do something that makes you feel complete. I overheard you talking to your daughter about wanting to maybe go back to school or work in a design studio so why not do something that lets you use your talents to bring joy to others?”
 
   What an amazing man. The connection between us is beyond anything I could have imagined. But I am married, and my husband will be coming home soon. I can’t let myself do this!
 
   “Dinner is served,” David says over a microphone. “Let’s eat, drink, and celebrate the upcoming marriage of Melissa and Trey.”
 
   Ash and I head back to the table. Somehow we make our way through dinner. Afterward, the band starts to play. Ash takes my hand and guides me to the dance floor.
 
   “Dance with me,” he asks.
 
   “Of course!”
 
   We dance continuously to this beautiful music. I can’t remember when I have danced with a man so in control, or with such a good dancer. I love every minute of it and feel like Cinderella. But when midnight comes, what will happen?
 
   He holds me tight and secure and doesn’t miss a step. I am wrapped in his arms and feel so safe and complete.
 
   At midnight, Ash asks if I am ready to leave. Reluctantly, I tell him that I am tired, and we wait for the valet to bring the car. We say our goodbyes to everyone, and Ellen comes out to give me a big hug.
 
   “Olivia, I haven’t seen my brother this happy in a long time. Thank you for being you and for making him happy. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again real soon, maybe after the holidays. David and I are going to Palm Beach for Thanksgiving, but let’s do lunch soon after.”
 
   I honestly don’t know how to respond to that. I am, after all, married, and I am just his ‘date’ for a special purpose. Not for the real thing, but because I didn’t have anything else to do tonight, and Ash needed some arm candy to placate his family.
 
   We head back to the house. Ash tells me again, “Olivia, you look so beautiful. I am so glad you decided to come with me. I had such a good time tonight, and I hope you did as well. De-funking is becoming more and more fun. I hope you’re feeling better about your move. “
 
   “Ash, you are the perfect gentleman. I had a wonderful time. Thank you for bringing me. I would probably have just sat around the house tonight miserable and feeling sorry for myself, so you did good!”
 
   We head up to our respective rooms. I cannot sleep, thinking about the evening and how Ash is the perfect gentleman. He makes me feel like a cherished woman. I check my phone and am not surprised to find I have no missed calls from Alan. I wonder what he is doing and why he feels he doesn’t need to check in. I do have a text from Lainey, asking what’s up. I decide I’ll call her in the morning. I put on my nightgown and slip into bed. I’m so relaxed I immediately fall sound asleep. 
 
   Monday morning, Ash tells me that he is free from work and has planned a day for us in town. He’s arranged for me to meet Sarah at her shop.
 
   “Don’t be nervous. She will love you. I think you’ll be able to help her out a lot in her shop. She has lots of clients who need design work, so you’ll be the perfect fit.”
 
   “But I don’t have a degree…all of my experience is from the school of hard knocks.”
 
   “Not to worry. You will do great, I just know it!” 
 
   We meet Sarah at her shop. It is a darling, eclectic store. Lainey would be in heaven here. Sarah is a pretty redhead—a tad heavyset, but very attractive, and a trendy dresser. She has beautiful eyes and naturally curly, shoulder-length hair that is half pulled up in a knot.
 
   Sarah said she is overwhelmed and needs someone to come in and take control. We immediately hit it off. Sarah says I can start at my own pace and work as much or as little as I want. This seems perfect. I am thrilled
 
   “See, I told you this would be something you would love, Liv!” he says as we head back to the car.
 
   “Thank you so much Ash, how can I repay you?”
 
   ’Well, I’ll just have to think on that and get back to you!” He winks that damn sexy wink at me again.
 
   I start work the following Monday, and I immediately feel right at home. Sarah has every faith in me, and I soon dig in and find my way around nicely. The shop is the talk of the town. It’s busy from the time Sarah opens, until closing.  
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Days turn into weeks. Alan’s phone calls to me are few and far between. Ash, though working in the city, does come home often to stay and spend time with me. I work five days a week, now, and love every minute. I miss Alan, but find I now have something to occupy my time and satisfy my needs. I finally feel like I have found “me.”
 
   Halloween is in a few days, and I am looking forward to it. I ask Reba if any kids trick-or-treat in the neighborhood.
 
   “Mr. Harper isn’t usually here for Halloween, so we haven’t done trick-or-treat here in a very long time. If you want to give out candy, just turn on the porch lights and they will come. If you want candy, just let me know and I will be happy to get some. It will be fun for you.” 
 
   With Ash in the city, I’ve been keeping busy with my work. After a long day at the store, I stop on my way home and stock up on Halloween candy. Just as I come in, the house phone rings, and I answer it.
 
   “Oh, hey, Olivia! How’s it going?” It’s Tommy. I am so glad to hear from him.
 
   “Hi, Tommy! How are you? Look, your dad is in the city tonight. You may want to call him there.”
 
   “I was just checking in to see what the holiday plans are. Dad said your family would be in for Thanksgiving and Christmas. I think that’s awesome. We haven’t had a real family holiday season in forever. After mom passed, Dad usually just took us to the Country Club for Thanksgiving and Christmas. It’s not what you’d call a real family environment.”
 
   I tell Tommy that I’m planning a real family holiday for Thanksgiving and Christmas. He sounds excited and tells me that he’ll definitely be there. He thinks Hayden and Wesley will probably come as well, but isn’t sure, since their line of work may require holiday hours.
 
   “Listen Tommy,” I say, “I don’t know what your band members do for the holidays, but I’m sure your dad wouldn’t mind if you wanted to invite them too…even Todd. Sorry, but I just can’t call him Bert…it really creeps me out. But, anyway, Todd is welcome, too!”
 
   “You’re too funny, Olivia. Okay, I’ll tell him. I’m sure he will be down. Thanks so much for taking charge of the holidays. We haven’t had this in so long. I can’t wait to get home.”
 
   After I get off the phone with Tommy, I call Lainey, Bradley and Dalton. I tell them that I have made reservations at a hotel in town for them. They are all excited and can’t wait to come. They will all be coming for both Thanksgiving and Christmas. I am elated and can’t wait. They ask about Alan and when he will be home. I tell them that I don’t know exactly when, but he promised he would be home for the holidays.
 
   Lainey is so glad that I’ve found work with Sarah. “Mom, I can’t believe you are actually working and doing something you love. It’s about time! What prompted that?” When I tell her that Ash was the driving force, she is so happy for me.
 
   Halloween night is here and I am ready for the trick-or-treaters. I’ve gotten candy, turned on the lights and put pumpkins out on the front porch. I have decorated the house for fall and feel totally at home here. Ash calls and says that he wishes he could be here, but is on a case. He asks if I have talked to Alan; I tell him that Alan called me two days ago.
 
   “Two days? What is going on, Liv?”
 
   “I wish I knew. Lately, he just seems so vague.”
 
   I ask him if he knows something I don’t. He swears he knows nothing. I tell him that I’ve had several calls to my cell phone from a number I don’t recognize. They don’t leave a message, but keep calling and hanging up once I say hello. He tells me he can check out the number if I want him to, but I refuse.
 
   “It’s probably just random calls. No need to worry.”
 
   “Well, if the calls continue, text me the number and I’ll be on it.”
 
   “Thanks, Ash, I know you have my back.”
 
   We have lots of little trick-or-treaters and I remember when my own kids were little. Halloween was one of my favorite nights. The kids had so much fun getting candy and dressing up. I miss those days so much. Transforming the boys into ninjas and Lainey into a princess was so much fun! Since I don’t sew, I had to get creative with a glue gun, but we always had so much fun creating the perfect costumes.
 
   Halloween in our neighborhood was the best. The moms put the little ones in wagons and we all walked around the neighborhood with our solo cups full of wine. The dads didn’t trick-or-treat back in those days—they stayed back to hand out candy. Times have sure changed. I see moms and dads out trick-or-treating with the little ones. Tonight, the little ones are so cute. I am so happy that I turned on the lights and participated.
 
   After the trick-or-treat traffic has ended, I turn off the porch lights, lock up, and head up to soak in the tub. I decide that, since Ash is gone, he probably won’t mind if I soak in his tub. I turn on the lights, and the music starts. Gosh, I love this house.
 
   As I am soaking in that incredible, fragrant bath, my phone rings. Maybe it is Alan! I really miss him, and would love to hear his voice! I look at the caller ID. It’s Ash. Of course, it would be Ash. My heart skips a beat as I answer.
 
   “Hey handsome! What’s up?”
 
   “Just calling to make sure someone didn’t kidnap and trick-or-treat you…”
 
   “That didn’t happen but I did have a lot of kids come by. You have a lot of precious little kids in your neighborhood. It was wonderful.”
 
   “So glad to hear that. It’s been a very long time since there has been trick-or-treat action at the Harper house. Thanks for bringing life back to the place!”
 
   I told Ash that Tommy had called, and that I invited his band members over for Thanksgiving. “I hope you don’t mind Ash, but I figured they may not all have family here, and wanted them to feel welcome.”
 
   “You’re. Amazing, Olivia. Has anyone told you that lately?”
 
   “No, I can’t say anyone has. But just in case you want to tell me, I’m all ears.”
 
   “Not even your husband?”
 
   His question hits me like a bullet. “No, Ash, not even my husband.”
 
   Sensing that he has hit a nerve, he responds, “Well, he’s crazy. I’m telling you that you are amazing. I’ll be home tomorrow night, so if you are free, would you have dinner with me?”
 
   “I can make something here if you want,” I offer.
 
   “No, absolutely not. I want to take you out somewhere special. I’ll make reservations; you just be ready.”
 
   My heart skips a beat. I am looking forward to seeing him again. “Yes! I would love that! I can’t wait to see you Ash. Sleep well. I’ll be thinking about you in the morning, while I have coffee and read the paper. I’ve been missing my coffee buddy.”
 
   “Ditto for me, Liv! See you tomorrow. Sleep good, Sunshine!”
 
   As I head off to work in the morning and I'm already getting excited, knowing I’ll see Ash and go out for a nice dinner. Around noon, I check my phone and find I have a text from him.
 
   “How is work going? Are you having a good day?” 
 
   “Yes, we are really busy, but the day is going by fast and I can’t wait for dinner!” 
 
   About that time, Sarah comes back to the stock room where I am checking in new merchandise. “There is a floral delivery for Olivia Petersen,” she says.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yep! Wonder who these are from?”
 
   I look at the flowers. They are gorgeous. At first, I think they may be from Alan—perhaps an attempt to apologize? Then I read the card and, though I am somewhat disappointed, I smile when I read, “Hoping your day is as beautiful as you are. See you tonight! Ash”
 
   “Who are they from?” When I tell her they are from Ash, she nods, studying me. “He is such a great guy. I think he is sweet on you, lucky lady. I can’t name one lady in this town who hasn’t tried to make her way into his life—all unsuccessfully, I might add.” 
 
   I meet Ash at the restaurant, just down from the shop. We have a wonderful dinner. We start with drinks at the bar, taking our time to talk and enjoy spending time with each other. At dinner, we sit directly across from each other. Ash holds my hands on the table and gently rubs his thumbs over my wrists. He looks into my eyes and smiles.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Nothing, just enjoying the view. You’re so pretty, Olivia. Can’t take my eyes off of you.”
 
   “Ummmmm…I believe you stole that line from a song, Mr. Harper.” We sure do flirty-flirting well! He actually makes flirty-flirting fun. I never talk like that with Alan. He’s very reserved, and not a small talker. We talk about our day, and I tell him how thoroughly I am enjoying my job. Sarah is the perfect boss. She gives me the freedom to make decisions and interact with the clients. It seems like she is confident that I will do a good job, and for that I am grateful. Next week, she has me going out to a new client to do a consultation for holiday decorations. Holiday decorations are one of Sarah’s biggest moneymakers, so I hope I can do a good job. I tell Ash, and he reassures me that the client will love me.
 
   After a remarkable dinner, we head back to the house. I make us each a coffee and we go up to the den to relax.
 
   Ash asks me about my relationship with Alan. I’m not sure I am comfortable talking about this with him. He is curious why Alan hasn’t called. I tell him that I am feeling very insecure—I know something is wrong and I just can’t pinpoint why the sudden change. I tell him that Alan has taken calls at odd hours and swears they are from the office. He usually goes into another room to talk, so I have no idea what the content of the conversation is. Then, suddenly the company sends him to London. I just don’t get it.
 
   I tell Ash that Alan and I don’t have an affectionate, “love-y” relationship. We never did. Alan was attentive, but not overly affectionate. Maybe because he was from such a large family that his folks just didn’t have enough affection to pass around? There was quite a difference in our upbringings. I was an only child, and received a fair share of affection from my parents. My parents weren’t overly affectionate, but I always knew I was loved... That was just how we rolled. I’d tried to impart this trait to my children as well.
 
   Ash tells me that he and Anne, although they loved each other, didn’t have a demonstrative relationship either. Anne, it seems, was a type-A personality. She always had to have control of every situation. Perhaps that was what made her the brilliant, successful attorney she was. She was at the top of her game in a man’s world. Respected all over the city, she took no prisoners.
 
   Ash, on the other hand, was mellow, conciliatory, and non-confrontational. He says that he and Anne had a marriage of convenience, by the end. Her dad was a general in the Army, and had gone to West Point. He both demanded and commanded perfection. Anne was forced to live up to his high expectations and that pattern continued into her married life. She had to have everything her way, and Ash said he just got used to it. He told me that while he loved her very much, he felt that maybe after all the years he just wasn’t “in love” with her.
 
   I began to think that was exactly how I had come to feel about Alan. 
 
   In confidence, I tell Ash that I feel unattractive to Alan, and that I’ve totally lost touch with myself.
 
   “I can’t believe you feel like that, Olivia. You are one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen.” He gives me a hug and whispers “So beautiful and confident, but yet so insecure.”
 
   “Right you are, Ash. That would be me.”
 
   Ash sits on the couch with his feet up on the coffee table. I am lying in his lap. I’m totally at ease and relaxed. He strokes my head lightly and brushes my face. Every nerve in my body comes alive. His touch is addictive, gentle, and I crave more.
 
   I cannot let myself do this. I keep reminding myself that I am married. I have never so much as thought about another man touching me before, but suddenly my thoughts are headed that way.
 
   “Liv, if you’re uncomfortable with this, please, just say so and I’ll stop.”
 
   I tell him that I just can’t do this… it feels so right, but it isn’t.
 
   He tells me that he understands. “I am so sorry, I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
 
   “You aren’t upset with me, are you Ash?”
 
   “Of course not, Olivia. It’s my fault. I won’t let it happen again, I promise. Okay?”
 
   I sit up, feeling that I should sit at the other end of the couch, or leave the room altogether and just go to bed.
 
   “No…wait, Olivia…don’t get up. Just stay here…please. No more touching. I promise.”
 
   I just can’t get up. This feels so right. I begin to rub his arm and he reciprocates, rubbing mine, then stops.
 
   “No more touching…remember, Liv?”
 
   His touch brings about so many sensations I haven’t felt in forever. Feelings and sensations I haven’t experienced—well, ever, I suppose. I shiver and he responds.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, I’m more than okay. Ash, I swear, your touch is amazing and very arousing.”
 
   “God, Liv! Didn’t you and Alan ever touch each other,” he asks.
 
   “Look, I am really embarrassed talking to you about things like this, Ash. No, we didn’t tenderly touch. When we had sex, to me it was just ‘doing the deed.’ No real earth shattering things going on. I thought that was the way it was supposed to be. Alan wasn’t keen on my needs, so I guess I suppressed them.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, hon. That’s his loss. Don’t ever be afraid or ashamed to feel, Liv. You need to experience touch and sensation. You’ll be amazed at what you are missing.”
 
   I fall asleep in his lap, and he gently wakes me and carries me up to my bed. “Night-night, sleep tight, Liv. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Thanks again for yet another wonderful night, Ash.” 
 
   As Thanksgiving gets closer, I am firming up my meal plans. Ash has given me full reign to plan and execute dinner. Reba tells me again that she can be available if I need her.
 
   “Reba, you need to go to Atlanta to be with your family. Thanksgiving is a time when families need to be together. You don’t need to be working!”
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Petersen. That means a lot. You sure you can handle things?”
 
   “Yes, of course, Reba. We women can do anything!”
 
   With Ash in the city, I plan to bake and have a night to myself. I put on one of Alan’s big shirts and head down to the kitchen to do what I love—bake and get ready for our family holidays. I turn up my music and start dancing in the kitchen. Whitney Houston’s “I Want to Dance with Somebody” comes on, and I am in full-out dance mode. I’m cooking and dancing, with a glass of wine in hand. I am totally in my element, thoroughly enjoying the night and feeling the music. I don’t even hear the front door open but I hear a voice in the entryway.
 
   “Olivia?” Ash comes into the kitchen and catches me dancing. Yes, dancing my ass off…. “Well, well, well, what a wonderful surprise!” he says with a grin. “How sexy she looks—and she cooks too?”
 
   I am speechless at getting caught. I realize that I am less than dressed, in a long white dress shirt and panties.
 
   “Busted!” he says.
 
   “Ash! What are you doing home? I thought you were in the city for the night.”
 
   “I forgot some files I needed for my meeting, so just decided to come home and get them.”
 
   “Well, thanks for the warning!”
 
   “Well, thanks for the show!” he counters.
 
   I tell him that I am baking for Thanksgiving and was just grooving to the music.
 
   “It’s a nice surprise. There is nothing better than coming home and finding a woman in my kitchen, sexy as hell, dancing and cooking! Pretty good at multi-tasking, aren’t you?” He gives me a hug and puts his hand in the small of my back. I am once again totally floored by his touch.
 
   “Do you want a glass of wine? Want to help me cook?” I ask.
 
   “Let me go upstairs and change, and then, yes, I would love to help you—or better yet, just sit at the bar and watch. You never cease to amaze me, Olivia Petersen!”
 
   He changes into the drawstring pants and gray T-shirt that are sexy as hell on him. When he comes back down he swoops me into his arms.
 
   “So, have you talked to Alan? When is he coming in?”
 
   I tell him that I haven’t reached him yet, and that I will call him in the morning.
 
   Ash is so attentive. He tells me he’s excited about the holidays. “I don’t think my twins will be coming in, but for sure Tommy and the band members will be here. I hope you can handle everyone who’s coming for Thanksgiving, Liv. I hate to put everything on you. I know you can handle it, but if you need help, you need to let Reba know.”
 
   “I told Reba to go to Atlanta to be with her family. I can do this. I promise this will be a special Thanksgiving, Ash. I’ll call Alan in the morning and get his itinerary. Hopefully, everyone’s flight will coincide so we can just make one, maybe two trips to the airport to get everyone. I can’t wait for our families to meet.  I promise, this will be a holiday to remember.”
 
   Ash gives me a bear hug and tells me that he has no doubt I will make the holiday special. We have a glass of wine and check my baked goods.
 
   “You are an amazing cook, Olivia! The kitchen smells so good. I can’t remember when I’ve looked forward to the holidays as much as this year!” 
 
   We finish cooking; do a basic clean-up, then Ash tells me he’s heading up to bed.
 
   “I had just planned on coming to get my files, but I am really tired, so think I’ll just stay and leave around five in the morning.” 
 
   “I’ll have coffee ready and see you off in the morning.”
 
   “You don’t have to get up that early…but if you want to, that would be great, Liv, thanks! Sleep tight.”
 
   Ash heads to bed. I finish cleaning the kitchen, wrap up my baked goods, and put them in the freezer. I head up to bed, passing his room on my way up. He doesn’t realize I am standing by his door, and I see him, just after his shower, standing with his back to me…naked.
 
   Dear God! What a muscular beautiful, lean body he has. He’s drying off; his hair is tousled and wet. There are beads of water on his back. He turns to the side and I slip back behind the doorframe so he won’t see me. He’s definitely, without a doubt, well-endowed! I am aroused just looking at him. I realize that I shouldn’t be here staring at him, but I can’t help it. For a man of almost sixty he’s in great shape, his body the epitome of a well-oiled machine.
 
   Alan is very modest. He always showers and dresses with the door closed. I never get to look at him after he’s showered, so looking at Ash is a real treat. He’s confident and seems very comfortable with his body exposed. I could stand here and look at him forever. He has that perfect “V” from the waist down. A definite turn-on—a turn-on I haven’t felt in forever. What a gorgeous man he is.
 
   I quickly leave the doorway and head up to my room, hoping he hasn’t seen me spying. I would love to curl up in bed with him. I am so lonely and unfulfilled. I desperately crave his touch. I hop in the bath and find solace in the hot water, attempting to put the thought of his touch out of my mind. I remind myself that I’m a married woman, and I need to stop thinking about Ash!
 
   The next morning, bright and early at 5:00 a.m., Ash and I have our ritual coffee and newspaper.
 
   “I’ll be in the city for the next couple of days, Liv. I’ll call or text to check on you. Let me know when Alan will be in. I‘ll be available to pick our guests up at the airport. No worries.”
 
   Sarah has given me two days off, to prepare for the holiday season. I have a decorating assignment after Thanksgiving, but until then I have a few days to spend with the family.
 
   The kids call me that night to check in and let me know that they will be in on Wednesday. Tommy calls, also, and I tell him that his father is in the city.
 
   “Looking forward to Thanksgiving, Olivia! Todd and Steve are coming for Thanksgiving dinner. I hope that’s okay. Dad said to check with you”.
 
   “Of course, Tommy! I am looking forward to it!”
 
   “My band is playing in town on Friday, so I would love for you and dad and your kids to come watch us play. I’m looking forward to meeting your kids.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 11
 
    
 
   I decide to call Alan and see when he will be in. He answers on the fourth ring.
 
   “Olivia, hey, what’s up,” he asks rather curtly. He is being dismissive and vague.
 
   “Alan, you were supposed to call and let me know when your flight would be in. I kinda need to know.” He sounds occupied, and somewhat perturbed. I feel like I am bothering him by calling. “Where are you Alan? Why do you sound like I’m bothering you…you sound, well really weird. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Olivia, listen…Ummm, I won’t be able to make it in for Thanksgiving. I have business in London, so won’t be home until after New Year’s, actually.”
 
   “What? Are you kidding me? This has to be a joke, Alan, and it isn’t funny. I mean it!”
 
   “Listen, I know the timing is bad, but since I’m not where we can actually sit down and talk face to face, I have to tell you this way…and…. Olivia, I am so sorry. It’s true that work is keeping me in London, but I also have to tell you that I’ve been seeing someone for a few months now, and I am not coming home. At least, not in the sense of us as a couple.”
 
   “Wait… Alan, are you telling me that you’ve slept with another woman? You’ve been unfaithful? Why? What have I done to deserve this Alan? I thought we were moving here to start over. Please! I don’t understand!”
 
   Sounding a bit perturbed, he says... “Liv, look, it’s complicated. I hate to have to tell you this way, but there is no better way or time to do this. I can’t lie anymore. This is killing me and it’s not fair to either of you.”
 
   Either of us? Is he kidding me? Do I really care what her feelings are? How much time has she put into the relationship? I’ve put goddam-near thirty years into mine! The times he went into another room to take a call “from work”? Was he really talking to her?
 
   My heart sinks as I realize that my fears and suspicions are all now front and center. I sense that this other woman is in the room with him while he is talking to me; because of the way he’s speaking.
 
   My intuitions were true. Right now, I just need to get off the phone with him... How could he do this to me? I am so confused and I don’t know what to say. I feel a panic attack coming on.
 
   “Olivia, say something!”
 
   I can’t—I can’t say a word. I can’t breathe. I feel embarrassed, hurt, ashamed, dirty, and like I’ve just been made the biggest fool in the world by someone I vowed to love till death do us part. Someone who vowed fidelity to me. My world has just come to a dead end.
 
   “Olivia, are you still there? Come on! Talk to me dammit! Say something!”
 
   I hit ‘end’ and disconnect the call. I don’t want to hear his voice, and there is nothing I can say right now. I start shaking. My heart is beating as though it will burst out of my chest. Now I’m scared. I begin to hyperventilate and I realize that I’m here all by myself. What should I do? I take deep breaths and continue walking around in circles. Tears began to flow hard and uncontrollably, and while I am somewhat relieved to learn my suspicions were right, I am hurt beyond belief. At this moment I feel as though all the life has been sucked out of me.
 
   I pace around the kitchen, shaking my hands, wondering what I should do. I can’t call anyone, because what would I tell them? My husband found someone else and left me? He ended our thirty-year relationship with a goddamn phone call? Ash is in the city for the night, and I don’t want to bother him. I absolutely can’t call Lainey. I have no one to talk to. I go into the kitchen, open a bottle of wine, and head out onto the patio to sit out by the water and try and make some sense of this and think.
 
   How in the world did this happen? What did I miss? What did I do to let this happen? What didn’t I do? What am I going to do now? I think back, analyzing our marriage, looking for signs I missed.
 
   When Alan was out of town he always used to call me every night. I never in a million years thought I didn’t satisfy him, emotionally or sexually. We never really talked about it, but Alan wasn’t a talker—or a deep thinker for that matter…or at least with me. What didn’t I have that made him look for someone else? What does she have that I don’t?
 
   I tried to be the perfect wife and mother. A million questions form in my mind. Was he actually with someone in bed when he would call and we talked? Had they had sex before or after we talked? When he missed a baseball game or a football game, I believed it was because of work—I believed it because this was what he told me. You trust your spouse. You’re supposed to. Trust. It’s the foundation a marriage is built on. Right?
 
   How long was the foundation crumbling? God! I feel like such a fool. I was so wrapped up with my family and the life I thought was ideal that I missed, totally missed the fact that Alan was probably cheating. He always brought nice gifts from his trips for the kids and me. I have beautiful, expensive pieces of jewelry. Fool that I am, I thought he gave them to me because he loved me. I realize, now, that they were probably gifts given out of guilt, instead.
 
   Olivia, you stupid fool!
 
   My damned phone keeps ringing. I look at the caller ID. It’s Alan. I ignore the calls. How the hell can he call me back and expect me to answer? Hasn’t he said enough? What else is there to say?
 
   I listen to the voicemails “Olivia, please, call me back. This isn’t the way I wanted this to go down. Please, call me back. I’m really worried about you. You’re scaring me! At least call me back and let me know you’re goddamn okay. Are you there by yourself? Come on…call me back dammit! You’re worrying me!”
 
   I guess you are worried, you son of a bitch! Fucccccck yoooooou, I scream. Fucccccck yoooooou ! Tears stream down my face. I can’t stop crying. I am hyperventilating again and no one is here to help me. I panic…
 
   Come on Olivia; get it together... breathe.breathe.breathe....
 
   Talking to myself doesn’t work. My hyperventilation is getting worse. Realizing I need help, I run inside and quickly pull out a small paper bag from the pantry and breathe into it. I take several breaths into the bag. It sustains me. For now.
 
   I open another bottle of wine and pour myself way too many glasses. After I’ve finished the whole bottle, I recline in one of the chaise lounges out on the patio, just blankly staring out at the lights on the lake. It’s getting cold, and my body is numb—numb from the cold and numb from the pain. I just wish I could go to sleep and forget about this. I keep thinking it’s just a bad dream and that I’ll wake up. It is so cold outside, but I don’t care. I can’t really feel anything, physically or emotionally. I stare up at the sky and start counting stars.
 
   I remember when I was a kid, lying in the grass on summer nights looking up at the stars with my father. We used to look for the Big Dipper and star gaze. Those were happy times. Tonight I am counting stars looking for answers. There are no answers in the sky though. Is there anyone up there who can help me? Mom? Dad? Can you see me?
 
    Maybe I’ll freeze to death and just die out here. After all, who would actually give a shit if I were to just die? I don’t even think I would mind if I just died and didn’t wake up. I’m probably drunk enough anyway. It starts to drizzle. I just wish I would fall asleep and not wake up—ever.
 
   What have I done to deserve this? I am so, so cold, but I am channeled to another place. I feel like I am having an out-of-body experience. I keep asking myself why—why has Alan done this to me?
 
   My phone and text keeps going off and I just want to throw the damn thing into the lake. Why does Alan keep calling? He’s told me that he doesn’t want me, but he keeps calling…
 
   What the fuck! 
 
   I finally drink so much I pass out and curl up into a fetal position. It is the only thing I can do to find comfort. I imagine my mother’s arms around me, holding me tight, keeping me safe and warm. It’s still cold and drizzling. I vaguely hear the French doors burst open and feel someone’s arms wrap around me…it wakes me. I’m awake, but kind of in twilight. Is it my mother? Am I dreaming? Am I even still alive?
 
   “Liv! Jesus! God!  What the hell have you done? You haven’t taken anything, have you?” He shakes me by my shoulders and pats my cheeks. “Talk to me!  Come on honey…say something!”
 
   I wake slightly and think to myself, “What do you mean, what have I done?”
 
   I realize its Ash. He quickly sweeps me up into his arms, holding me tight. “Olivia! Answer me—you haven’t taken anything have you? Answer me now! Goddamnit! Please, honey! Oh, dear God… come on Olivia please!” I shake my head no. “Oh! Thank God! Oh my God, honey, you’re wet and freezing cold. Let’s get you inside!”
 
   He quickly takes me inside, wrapped in his arms, straight into his bathroom. He turns on the shower full force and immediately starts to take off my cold and wet clothes.
 
   “Lift your arms!” he orders. I do as he says. He pulls my sweatshirt over my head, carefully takes off my bra, and pulls down my sweat pants. I am still in my tennis shoes and he can’t get my pants off.
 
   “Kick your shoes off and step out of your pants, Olivia.”
 
   I just stand there, motionless and numb. I can’t move. He kneels down and unties my shoes.
 
   “Raise your foot and let me take your shoes off. Come on. Okay. That’s it. Now, step out of your pants.” I can’t make myself move, and he tells me again sternly, “Liv! Come on, lift your leg and step out of your pants now! Come on honey—hold onto me. I’ve got you. I’m right here. You can do it. Ok. Good. That’s my girl.”
 
   I am on the outside looking in. I can feel him taking off my clothes, but can’t react. I stand in front of him, expressionless, naked except for my panties. I’m shivering, gone beyond control. He quickly takes off his white dress shirt and puts it on me. He gently and carefully buttons it up to cover me. The warm shower is running and he pulls me in the shower with him. He’s shirtless and barefoot, but still in his dress slacks. I try to catch my breath, but I can’t. I’m starting to panic, because I can’t breathe. Sensing that, Ash blows hard into my face hard and shakes me hard. He speaks to me loudly
 
   “Breathe, Olivia! Goddammit! Please, honey—breathe. Oh, shit! Dear God!”
 
   I can tell he is worried just as I finally catch my breath. All at once I scream—a loud, blood-curdling scream.
 
   “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 
 
   He holds me close to him, my back to his front, with his arms around mine. “It’s okay, honey, scream. Just let it out. Scream loud—loud as you can. Come on, honey. Let it out…”
 
   “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” I scream again.
 
   “That’s it, honey. It’s okay. I’m right here with you.”
 
   I scream until I don’t think I can scream anymore. My throat is sore and raw. I’m breathless and hoarse; my eyes are almost swollen shut from crying. We stand in the shower, his arms around me, and I finally feel warmth. I realize that he is shampooing my hair. He is massaging my scalp tenderly. He carefully rinses it and smoothes it back from my face. He washes gently the mascara off my swollen eyes with a soft washcloth.
 
   We stand in the shower for a long time, just silent. Silent, because there are no words that can be spoken at this moment. Silent, because what can I say? Silent, because what can he say? I realize at this very moment that I will never ever be the same person again after this day is over. But then, who am I, anyway?
 
   I thought I knew. I thought I knew what my life was all about, but today I don’t have a clue. I just don’t have a damn clue.
 
   After what seems like eternity, Ash is satisfied that he has warmed me in the shower. I can hear that he has the bath running. I didn’t even notice him leave to turn it on. From the comfort of the shower, he lifts me out and places me in the tub. He gets in behind me and pulls me back against him. Still dressed, he sits with his long legs bent and me in between them.  His arms are wrapped around me, rocking me back and forth like a baby. He gently rubs my head, and I lean back on his chest. I stare straight ahead like a zombie. I look at the wall, and it seems like I am looking straight through it.
 
   There are still no words spoken. I’m comforted to know that Ash is with me, but I have never felt the emptiness that I feel now. I am just a body—flesh with no soul. My soul has just been ripped out. Why me? What did I do—what didn’t I do? Surely this emptiness won’t stay with me forever?
 
   As if he senses my despair, he says, “Honey, just relax, I’m here Let your body go. No one will hurt you now. I’m here.”
 
   I can hear soft music playing. The singing is soft and soothing. It sounds like John Mayer. He’s singing about bad news not having good timing; about pain and the heart of life being good. How can the heart of life be good? Life’s just ripped my own heart apart.
 
   Those words echo in my head—I keep repeating them in my head, over and over Bad news doesn’t have good timing. Bad news doesn’t have good timing. Bad news doesn’t have good timing. Unfortunate, but true.
 
   Why did this happen? 
 
   Ash holds me close and keeps caressing my head. He still says nothing, but there is no need to. What words can possibly be spoken now? We stay in the tub for what seems like a long time. I still feel totally emotionally numb—no feelings whatsoever. This beautiful, caring man has me in his arms and is comforting me, but I feel nothing.
 
   I totally didn’t see this coming. “Blindsided” sums it up. I feel like a complete failure.
 
   “How did you know what happened?” I hoarsely whisper.
 
   “Alan called and said he was worried about you. He told me what happened, and said you weren’t answering his calls. He asked what he should do. I told him he was an absolute fool. You really don’t want to know the rest of the conversation, but I told him I would come home to make sure you were okay and that I would stay with you and take care of you. From. Now. On. End of story. So here I am, honey. You’re safe now. I promise. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Hearing those words makes me start to cry again, really hard.
 
   “Olivia, honey, please don’t cry. I didn’t mean to make you start crying again. Awww, come on, now”
 
   He keeps rubbing my head, telling me that everything is going to be ok. I still feel like I’m a stranger, on the outside looking in. I lie in his arms, numb, but finally at peace, I think. I can breathe now, and my body does begin to relax. Tears still stream down my face. Where they are coming from, I have no idea, since I literally have no feelings. But they don’t stop…I can’t stop them. My eyes burn so bad. I just wish I could stop crying. I never cry, and I feel so embarrassed for making a fool of myself in front of Ash. Why can’t I just be strong?
 
   After what seems like an eternity, Ash tells me, “Olivia, let’s get you out of the tub and into bed.” He lifts me out of the tub, takes off the wet shirt and my panties, and dries me with a soft, warm towel. He puts me into one of his T-shirts, which literally hangs on my body, but I don’t care. He sits me on the vanity stool and begins to comb my wet hair. Then he gets some nice-smelling lotion and starts to rub in onto my arms and legs—not in a sexual way, but in a caring, nurturing way. His touch is so tender, so careful and soft.
 
   He gets his toothbrush, puts some toothpaste on it and says, “Open your mouth Olivia—let me get your teeth brushed.” He brushes my teeth like he’s done this many times. “There now- spit and rinse, honey. That’s my girl. All better.” He dries my face and gives me a hug.
 
   I’ve never had a man give me a bath, put lotion on me, take my makeup off or brush my teeth. I think to myself, I’ve never also had a man leave me. Lots of firsts for me tonight, I guess. I look into the mirror. The sight of my reflection scares and repulses me. I look ugly and awful—How can he bear to look at me? I can’t even stand the sight of myself. My eyes are nearly swollen shut and my nose is blood red. I look like something out of a horror movie.
 
    He carries me up to my bedroom, pulls the covers back on the bed and fluffs the pillows. “In you go,” he whispers.
 
   “Ash, please... I can’t bear for anyone else to leave me tonight. Please—stay with me. Don’t leave,” I begin to cry really hard again.
 
   “Liv, don’t. Please, honey. Don’t cry. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.” He gets in next to me, turns me on my side, and curls up behind me, wrapping me in his arms. He only has on boxer shorts. I feel the warmth of his skin against me. He has strategically placed a pillow between his waist and my back. I am comfortable. I can feel his skin on mine from the waist up. My body relaxes.
 
   “Try and go to sleep, Liv, I’m here with you. I won’t leave you…I promise.” He kisses the top of my head, rocks me softly, and I try to drift off to sleep.
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “What honey?”
 
   “Why? Why did this happen? What did I do? What didn’t I do?” I start to cry again, and am shaking.
 
   “Olivia, I have no idea why this happened, I swear!”
 
   “Was he cheating when he was living here? Did you know anything?”
 
   “Liv, I swear I knew nothing. No clues. He came home from work and didn’t say a word about anyone else. I would have told you if I knew anything—Jesus! I can’t believe this either!”
 
   “What am I going to do, Ash? My world has just ended. I am a failure—I have no home now. My kids are going to be devastated! I’ve never worked since we married, so what the hell am I going to do now?”
 
   “Shhhhh, honey—just relax and go to sleep. We’ll figure this out, I promise. You just need to go to sleep now. I’m right here with you.” Ash is rocking me continuously and gently, and I feel that he is totally here for me. Soothing music is playing, and that is the last thing I remember before dozing. My eyes are so swollen that I don’t think I even have to try and close them. I have cried so much that I don’t even want to wake up and look at myself.
 
   During the middle of the night, I realize that I need to go to the bathroom. I get up. Ash immediately wakes and asks if I am okay.
 
   “I’m fine, I just have to pee.” I go into the bathroom and look at my face. I look like a freak. My eyes are swollen almost shut. My nose is still huge and blood red. My God—I can’t let anyone see me like this. I just want to go back to bed and sleep forever. My head is throbbing, so I take something and hope it will work fast. I keep thinking that what happened must be a dream, but somehow, I know better. I sit on the commode and put my head in my hands.
 
   Ash softly knocks on the door. “You ok, Olivia?”
 
   “Yes, fine thanks. I’ll be through in a minute.” When I am finished, I slip back into bed and he is there to rock me back to sleep. Tears well up in my eyes again. I can’t believe there are any tears left in my body.
 
   Ash senses that I have started crying again. “Honey, I am right here…Shhhhh. Just sleep, sleep. I’m not going anywhere.” He continues to rock me back to sleep. I finally drift back off—encased in his arms, warm and safe. Thank God. Maybe I won’t wake up and have to face this tomorrow.
 
   I do wake and see the sunlight. I am by myself in bed, and suddenly I panic. I get out of bed and am wobbly. It takes me a while to get my footing and I hold onto the bed. I guess Ash can hear that I’m up; it’s only a minute before he hurries into my room.
 
   “Hey Sunshine. I just went downstairs to get the coffee going. Don’t worry. Are you ready to get up?”
 
   “No, I really just want to go back to sleep if that’s okay… I have to pee again though”
 
   “Here—let me help you get to the bathroom, then you just hop back into bed and I’ll check on you in a bit. Want some coffee?”
 
   “No thanks. Just a bit more sleep, please.”
 
   “Okay, hon. I’ll leave you alone.” He waits for me to go to the bathroom and helps me back into bed.
 
   I sleep for the better part of the day. Around 4:00 Ash comes up to wake me and tells me he thinks I should come downstairs and move around a little.
 
   “Olivia, you need to get up and at least move around and eat something. I made you a sandwich and some soup. Come on, now.”
 
   I force myself to eat—not much, but I know Ash is right. 
 
   The house phone rings, and I jump. Ash answers. I think its Alan. He takes the phone into his office and he has a heated discussion. I can make out his words, even from where I am.
 
   “You sorry-ass son of a bitch! I fucking can’t believe you can even think of doing this to your wife and family. Christ! Is a piece of fucking ass worth pissing your whole life away? What do you mean you think you are in love? You have a wife who loves you—how can you possibly need anyone else? No. No...You just shut the hell up and listen to me, you sorry-ass piece of shit! You have destroyed the one thing in your life that should matter the most. Olivia and your kids deserve much more than this! You don’t deserve them. I just hope to God that Olivia doesn’t take you back if you do get your head out of your ass. You don’t deserve her, Alan! You fucking don’t deserve her—do you hear me? Don’t ever call this house or me again, or you’ll be sorry. I mean it Alan, and you can consider that a threat! You have gone below low this time, and you’re not welcome here again. .Period.. You got it? Do I make myself clear? I can and I will make your life a living hell if you try to contact her again!”
 
   He hangs up the phone and comes into the kitchen.
 
   “Was that Alan?”
 
   “Yes, hon, it was. I didn’t mean for you to hear that. I’m sorry, I just lost it. I shouldn’t have, but I can’t help it. I can’t believe what he’s done and how he’s torn your family apart.”
 
   “What am I going to tell the kids? And when should I tell them?” 
 
   “Let’s not rush into things. Take a few days and then we can come up with something. I’ll be with you every step of the way. I just want you to get through Thanksgiving. You need to enjoy time with your kids. Forget about him—for now, anyway. Why don’t you go upstairs and take a bath, do your hair, and put on some makeup? It will make you feel better.”
 
   I realize he is right, so I do just that. My eyes are still a swollen mess, but I find soaking in the tub is comforting.
 
   Thoughtful man that he is, Ash knocks on the door before coming in. “Liv, here—I brought you something to help your eyes.” In a small bowl, he has brought me some ice-cold cucumber slices. “I know these are good for your eyes. Lay back in the tub…here” He places them on my eyes and turns up the music. He lights some fragrant candles around the tub and tells me to relax.
 
   I realize that I am naked in the tub—I freeze.
 
   “Relax, honey, remember, I have seen you without clothes on. No worries. Just relax. After your bath, I am taking you dancing.”
 
   I panic. “Ash, please, I can’t go anywhere. Not tonight.”
 
   He reassures me that we are not going out, and instructs me to put on what he has laid out for me on my bed. “Fix your hair, put on some makeup, get dressed, and come downstairs.”
 
   I do as he instructs. I do feel better with my hair dried and some makeup on. The swelling in my eyes has gone down, so I at least feel presentable. On my bed, is one of his white dress shirts with his monogram on the cuff, a pair of clean panties, and a single long-stemmed red rose. I wonder what he has up his sleeve to make me feel better.
 
   I get dressed and head downstairs. At the bottom of the stairs is a beautiful bouquet of fresh flowers. From there single rose petals mark a trail into the kitchen, where I find two wine glasses and a fruit and cheese platter on the counter. The lights are dimmed, and there are candles all over the breakfast room. Outside, the twinkle-lights glow in the trees around the patio. Soft music is playing.
 
   Ash walks over and pours me a glass of wine. “Olivia, you look amazing. I know you don’t feel like going anywhere, so I am taking you dancing here, just you and me.” He holds his hand out and smiles, his eyes asking, “Dance with me?” He has on a pair of jeans and a white dress shirt just like the one I’m wearing and he’s barefoot. He has the most amazing feet.
 
   He holds out his hand and takes me into his arms. A beautiful song is playing. A raspy, soulful voice sings about coming in from the cold and closing the door from the hurt making you feel alone. Our dance is slow and sensual, and I feel so secure. We stand almost still, but our hips sway, and I feel him.
 
   “This is wonderful, Ash. I can’t believe you did this. Who is that singing?”
 
   “It’s Marc Broussard.  A beautiful song for a beautiful lady.” Ash softly sings the words in my ear.
 
   In spite of what has transpired this past twenty-four hours, I suddenly feel wanted—and desirable. I haven’t felt this in ages. We dance almost nonstop to soft slow music, and I am taken away by the music and by this wonderful man. He is here to pick up the broken shattered pieces of my life that Alan has left me with.
 
   “Ash, I am so sorry that this has happened. I have no idea what I am going to do now…how to tell the kids. I have no idea what to do.”
 
   “Honey, tonight is all yours…don’t even think about anything tonight…and that’s an order. Let’s just get Olivia back to being Olivia.”
 
   He carries me into his room and places me on his bed. There are candles lit and the room is dark, except for the candlelight. Soft music is playing. He gently unbuttons my shirt, but leaves it on.
 
   “Olivia, I am going to spoil you, tonight. I want you to just relax and feel…feel all the hurt away.” I have an idea where this is going, and he immediately senses my fear. “This is all about you honey—not me. I have enormous feelings for you, and don’t get me wrong, I would love nothing more than to make love to you, but for tonight, just lay back and let this be about you.” He has a bottle of lotion on the nightstand, which he opens and pours into his hands. It is the lotion he bought for me the night I first got here, and it smells wonderful.
 
   He begins by spreading my legs ever so slightly…softly rubbing my feet—then my toes -one at a time. He softly kisses the arches of my feet.
 
   Oh, my God—every nerve in my body is coming alive. With his tongue, he gently moves up my calf, kissing, lightly blowing and licking softly, then back down to my feet again. He rubs the lotion on the inside of each of my thighs.
 
   “Feel good?”
 
   “Ummmm…very. I’m so relaxed, Ash.”
 
   “That’s my girl. You feel so good. Your skin is so damn soft. Now, close your eyes. No peeking!” He knows me too well.
 
   He continues the soft kissing and blowing until he has reached my hips. My breasts become so sensitive. I can’t believe how totally aroused I am. He breathes softly on my belly. My back arches out of total reflex. He blows softly at the apex of my most intimate and private spot, then expertly, with his tongue, begins to explore. I am throbbing and on the brink of orgasm, but he won’t let it happen yet.
 
   “We’re going to take this slow—slow and easy. Just relax.”
 
   Immediately, I come to my senses and freeze. “Ash, I…I...I can’t have sex with you. As much as I want to right now, I just can’t do this! I can’t, Ash. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Olivia, I don’t want to have sex, or make love to you…not yet, anyway. Believe me, the time isn’t right. This is not having sex, Olivia; this is about touch and feeling. That’s all I want for you.”
 
   “But this isn’t fair to you.”
 
   “Shhhhhh…no more talking or thinking, Liv. I’m serious! This isn’t about me, remember?”
 
   He closes my eyes with his fingers and pats me on the nose. He cups my breasts and caresses them. I moan, softly, and the sound of my moans is something very new to me. Could it be that I am actually starting to feel again?
 
   He lies at my side and begins to tenderly kiss me again. I open my mouth to accept his tongue, and he softly licks my lips and starts to lightly suck on my tongue and on my bottom lip. Oh, my! I’ve never in my life been kissed like this, and my emotions are at the boiling point. I feel like I’m going to explode, and I plead with him.
 
   “Ash, please!”
 
   “What Olivia—Do you want me to stop? Just tell me. I will, if you’re uncomfortable. I swear. Just say the word.” 
 
   “Yes. No…Yes… I mean no! I Ummm, I feel like my whole body is on fire. Please, Ash, don’t stop! God this is amazing!” I can’t believe I am talking to him like this. It seems so right, so natural, but it’s wrong. It’s wrong because I’m married! As inhibited as I am, or thought I was, he makes me feel totally secure and whole.
 
   He moves back down to that place. With every ounce of passion he has, he brings me to an incredible climax. My whole body shudders and shakes. I scream uncontrollably as my body explodes and I fall limp. He takes me into his arms, then, and I’m like putty, exhausted and drained, but completely satisfied. I have never in my life experienced anything quite like this. 
 
   “Liv, you are so damn beautiful when you’re body responds to me. I just could watch you like this forever.” 
 
   “Ash,” I respond, “you totally take my breath away, and you’re without a doubt the sexiest, most wonderful man I know!”
 
   I feel his excitement, even though he is still in his jeans. My hand moves down to feel him and he moves my hand, telling me “Liv, honey, don’t. I don’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable doing. You really don’t have to do this. I’m satisfied just knowing that you’re satisfied. It is all about you, tonight, remember? You are relaxed and satisfied, aren’t you?”
 
   “Ummmm-hmmmm, very!” I whisper.
 
   My confidence kicks in as I move up to my knees and sit beside him on the bed. My subconscious tells me that it’s okay to do this. I slowly unzip his jeans, and he quickly helps me slip them off. He’s got the most amazing body. He’s lean but muscular, tanned, and he smells out of this world. I can feel his reaction as I gently touch him. He comes alive with arousal.
 
   He whispers and tells me in his sexy voice. “Liv, you’re in really big trouble now. You’ve now woken the sleeping giant!”
 
   I laugh softly to myself, and think that it literally is the giant, in every sense of the word.
 
   “Honestly, Olivia, if you don’t want to, or if you’re not comfortable doing this, I can take care of things myself… I can take matters into my own hands, you know…” I know he’s serious, but he makes me laugh. I tell him that I really don’t want to stop. He reassures me saying, “I have deep feelings for you, Liv, and I don’t want to rush things. This isn’t why I brought you into my bed tonight.”
 
   My confidence is in high gear “Shhhhh…it’s your turn. I want you to just lay back and enjoy, now”
 
   His body responds “My God!! You’re amazing and so, so beautiful Liv. This is wonderful, honey!”
 
   After the pleasure he’s just given me, I feel completely at ease. He guides my hand and shows me what to do, and how to best give him pleasure. It’s strange how instinct takes over and I don’t even have to really think about what I’m doing. I’m not experienced with intimacy, in the true sense, but I’m receptive, willing to being his student. I can tell by the way he moves his body that he’s close to his climax. He’s breathing hard.
 
   “Liv, honey, are you completely sure about this?”
 
   “Yes, Ash, I’ve never been so sure about anything in my life!”
 
   He lets out a moan of complete pleasure. I feel liberated and loved.
 
   “My God! You have no idea how wonderful that was, Liv! Sorry, some of it went north…I sure didn’t mean for that to happen.”
 
   He gets a cloth and wipes my neck. We both laugh hysterically. He kisses me softly, and asks me if I’m okay. I tell him that I am more than okay. Who knew that sex (or no sex) could be so satisfying?
 
   “Liv, I really didn’t mean for this to turn into my pleasure. I set out for this to be all about you.”
 
   “Ash, I wouldn’t have done this if I didn’t want to. I promise!”
 
   We lie together in his bed, his body secure against my back, and fall asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. I feel so complete. During the night, he strokes my head softly. I hear him whisper in my ear, “My God, woman. I’ve fallen for you bad…so bad. You complete me. No turning back, now.”
 
   He thinks I am asleep, but I hear every word, and feel like I am coming back to the world…
 
   I feel the same as he does…God help me! 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 12
 
    
 
   The next few days are a blur. Alan has left me several voice mails, but I don’t call him back. What is there left to say? He found someone else and wants out of the marriage. He has broken our vows, and there is no turning back.
 
   I tell Ash that I only want the kids to come in for Thanksgiving. I will just tell them that Alan has to stay in London. I think I can pull that off, and I don’t want to face telling them and spoiling Thanksgiving. I’d planned on emailing each of our kids to ask them to write down what they are thankful for and bring it with them. I’d planned on everyone reading their “I am thankful” notes at the dinner table during the celebration.
 
   “That sounds wonderful, Liv. We each have our own reasons for being thankful. I am selfish with mine, so you’ll have to hear mine in private.”
 
   Tuesday night, before Thanksgiving, Ash helps me get ready for the kids’ arrival. Tommy calls to let us know the band is booked to play in Highland Park the Friday after Thanksgiving, so we can all go into town and hear them play. I think my kids will enjoy that. The other three band members are coming for dinner on Thursday as well, so I am glad.
 
   Wednesday night, Ash and I head to Chicago to pick my kids up from the airport and bring them to the house. We have food being delivered tonight, since Ash said I don’t need to spend my whole night in the kitchen. How thoughtful! I have decorated for the holiday, and have the dinner table all set. Ash has gone into his wine cellar and brought out some wonderful wines for us to enjoy. Everything is ready.
 
   When we get to the airport, the first to arrive is Dalton, coming in from Malaysia. “Mom!” He runs and scoops me up into his arms. “Wow! New hairdo—you look awesome!”
 
   I am so glad to see him. He looks so much like Alan, with his dark hair. So handsome. “Dalton, this is Ash Harper. His home is where we’re having Thanksgiving dinner.”
 
   “Glad to meet you, Mr. Harper! Mom has told me nice things about you. Thanks for having us. You’ll probably regret it though.” He laughs, eyes glittering as he joshes Ash.  “Who is next to get in?” he asks.
 
    I tell him that Bradley is next. He will be arriving in an hour, so we head down from the international terminal to the airline club to have a cocktail. Since Ash was a pilot with the airline, we have privileges to get into the club. Dalton tells us all about his job, and Ash asks him how he likes Malaysia
 
   “Much different from Texas, Mr. Harper, but I am adjusting. I love my job, so that makes it bearable. The cost of living is a lot less than in the States, so that’s a perk.”
 
   We hear Bradley’s flight announced, and head out to meet him as he leaves the terminal. Once we see Bradley come into the lobby, Dalton and I hold up our Longhorn fingers and run over to him.
 
   “Hey! Hey! Hey!” Bradley shouts. “Damn, Mom! You look so young! What’s up with the new ‘do?”
 
   “You like?” I am so happy to have my boys with me. We introduce Ash to Bradley, and then we head back into the club to wait for Lainey and Kellan’s arrival.
 
   “I can’t believe you got us all coming in within a few hours of each other, Mom. You rock!” Bradley says.
 
   “Yep, your mom has a knack for the Internet and a way of making things happen, doesn’t she?” Ash says. He tells the boys how I have been cooking nonstop for the past week.
 
   “Yep, that’s Mom! She’s a hell of a cook! I have really missed Mom’s meals,” Dalton says.
 
   Bradley is quick to notice that I have lost weight. “Why are you so thin Mom? Are you trying to lose weight? Because you really don’t need to. What are you now, about a size zero? What’s up with that?”
 
   I quickly divert the conversation to another subject. I certainly don’t want to go into that. Ash helps me by telling the boys about Tommy’s band, and lets them know we’re all going to watch him play Friday night.
 
   “That is so cool!” Dalton says.
 
   I tell the boys what a good band Tommy has, and that his band will be joining us for Thanksgiving dinner, then ask, “Did you bring your ‘I-am-thankful-for?’”
 
   “I brought my thankful, and Bradley brought his wishfuls,” Dalton says, teasing. They both laugh hysterically.
 
    I ask the boys about their love lives, and they tell me to chill.  “Mom, you know there is no one worthy of either of us…not in your eyes anyway!”
 
   “Right you are!” I agree.
 
   We hear the call for Lainey and Kellan’s flight and hurry over to their terminal. We see them and all run over to them screaming.
 
   “Mommmmaaa!” Lainey screams. This is total bliss for me. Ash is smiling, and I am so happy. Despite all that is going on in my life right now, having my kids here is just what I needed. Ash puts his hand in the small of my back and I look up at him and give him two fingers on my lip as a sign of appreciation. He whispers in my ear “You are the epitome of beautiful…you make me so happy!”
 
   As the kids run to greet each other, I give him a kiss on the cheek “Thank you, Ash, I couldn’t do this without you. You do know that, don’t you?”
 
   “Nuff said Liv!”
 
   Ash and I drove both cars to the airport. Ash and the boys are in the Mercedes, and I’m in the Range Rover with Lainey and Kellan.
 
   “Nice ride Mom!” Kellan says.
 
   “It is Ash’s second car. He lets me drive it.”
 
   We head to their hotel to drop off their things, and then head to the house for dinner.
 
   “Thanks for arranging everything, Mom“ Lainey says. “What would we do without you?” 
 
   Lainey is totally impressed when we pull into Ash’s driveway. “Mom—this is beautiful! Mr. Harper lives here all alone?”
 
   I explain that he’s a widower, and that his boys are all grown and gone.
 
   “Love that the two adjoining lots aren’t built on.”
 
   I explain how Ash and Anne bought the adjoining lots to avoid building next to them.
 
   As we enter the front door, I see a potted ‘mum and a basket of goodies.
 
   “It’s from Reba, I bet,” Ash says. I open the card, and indeed it is. It says, “I am off to Atlanta to spend the holidays with my kids, but I wanted to express my appreciation to Mr. Harper and Miss Olivia. The cookies are for my boys. Happy Thanksgiving! With love, Reba”
 
   I take the goodies inside. Tommy is thrilled.
 
   “Damn! Reba’s chocolate chip cookies…she friggin’ rocks!” He tells us how Reba was always there for them. “She rode our asses hard to keep our grades up, but she always made us her famous chocolate chip cookies and had a cold glass of milk when we got home from school. I love her so much!”
 
   I open the basket; inside are the cookies and a sweet potato pie. Todd moves over to take a cookie, and Tommy defends the plate. “Oh, no you don’t…these are mine!”
 
   Everyone is at the house for dinner—my kids, Tommy, and all of his band members as well. It makes sense, since they are playing in town on Friday night. Tommy and his band have unpacked their van and take their instruments up to the music room.
 
   “Gonna give us a concert later?” I ask 
 
   “We need to practice,” Tommy says, “but if you’re up for listening, we are up for a private show. Hell-yeah!” 
 
   We have a wonderful, easy dinner: wings, fries, and beer. My kids are so excited, and are enjoying talking with Tommy and his band.  The whole band has come—Tommy, Brian, Steve, Todd, and Brady are all here. Everyone is getting along, and Ash takes my hand and reassures me.
 
   “Liv, I just want this to be the best Thanksgiving for you! I know you have worked so hard and it means so much that you’ve successfully brought all of us together. I just wish Wesley and Hayden could be here.”
 
   After dinner, Tommy and the band head up to the music room to practice. We give them time to get set up, then we all follow up to enjoy some music. Tommy tells us that they are working on a special “acoustic, unplugged” session that they plan to record. They play some of their own songs, and then start to play some Bruce Springsteen easy-listening songs. Tommy sings, “I’m on Fire” in his sexy, raspy voice.
 
   The kids are amazed at how incredibly talented they all are. Tommy signals for Ash to grab a guitar and join them. There are two stools in front of the microphones.
 
   “Come on, Dad—get your ass up here and jam with us!”
 
   Ash gets up and grabs a Chicago Cubs baseball cap off the bookshelf—it looks like that’s where it lives. He puts the cap on so it’s turned around backwards, and says, “Okay but you’ll be sorry! Just warning you.”
 
   They begin. Stairway to Heaven. Oh my God! I haven’t heard that song in forever. Boy, does this song bring back memories.
 
   Ash is the first to begin playing, and we are all stunned into silence. No one smiles, no one laughs or speaks. We all just sit in awe. Lainey and I are on the couch, and she scoots over close to me and puts her head on my shoulder. I wrap my arms around her. My boys and Kellan are sitting on the floor in equal amazement. The absolute best song of all times is being played for us in front of our very eyes. There are just no words to explain how beautiful this moment is. Reverent and respectful.
 
   By the look on their faces, I sense that this song has a very special, emotional meaning for both Ash and Tommy. It looks like they’ve played this song together many times. The rest of the band is serious as well, each concentrating on their own instruments as they join the playing, which tells me the song has hidden meanings for them too.
 
   When it’s time to sing, Ash looks over at Tommy and nods his head. Tommy is sitting on the stool beside Ash, with his guitar slung over his shoulder. He sings with his eyes closed, looking like he’s in pain through almost the whole song. As I listen to the words, I wonder if it’s Anne he’s thinking of when he’s singing. When the song is over, we all sit there, not knowing what to do. No one says a word.
 
   At last, Lainey breaks the ice. “Dear God! That was beautiful, just beautiful, guys!”
 
   They sing more songs, without Ash, who comes to sit by me on the couch. I whisper in his ear, “That was the most beautiful song, Ash. Thanks so much for sharing it with us.”
 
   I can tell that “Stairway” does have special meaning; his remark, whispered back in my ear is, “Been a long, long time, Olivia…Tommy and I needed that. Geez!” He then kisses my ear. I hope no one saw that. Well, I wish they did see it—but just not yet.
 
   Meanwhile Todd is gyrating and singing to Lainey, and she loves it! He stops singing and looks at me…
 
   “Dammit, Olivia! Too bad your daughter’s got an old man! She could so fucking be the mother of my children! She is flippin’-ass hot!”
 
   Kellan laughs and says that he is set on making her the mother of his children. Todd shrugs his shoulders and gives Kellan the thumbs up. Ash seems so at peace, seeing me happy. I feel incredibly happy, like a teenager with a secret boyfriend, having to keep my feelings hidden. Ash gets back up again. He and the band play some Beatles songs, which takes me way, way back into the ‘70s. Finally, Todd announces, in Todd fashion, that they’re tired, and asks which girl wants to go home with him. These amazing band members, full of tattoos and as brash as they come, are actually such neat, incredibly talented guys.
 
   As the session ends, Ash asks me, “Well, what do you think? My boy and his band are pretty good, huh?”
 
   “Your boy, his band, and you are pretty damn good!”
 
   I can tell that everyone is pretty tired, so I casually suggest that the kids head back to the hotel. Ash tells them to take the Range Rover, so they can come back tomorrow when they’re ready.
 
   “Sweet! Thanks Mr. Harper!”
 
   We say our goodbyes, do hugs and kisses, and I can’t wait for Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow, though I dread the subject of Alan and why he’s not here. I know it will come up. We’ve never had a Thanksgiving without Alan. I don’t want the kids to know anything about what has happened between us—not yet anyway. Dear God, just get me through the holidays and I’ll deal with that later.
 
   Tommy and the guys come down after my kids leave. They head outside to have a few beers out on the patio. Todd follows me into the kitchen.
 
   “I’ll be happy to help you clean up if you want me to, Olivia.”
 
   “No, absolutely not, Todd! Go out and drink with the guys. Do you want a beer?”
 
   “Is the pope Catholic? Hell-yeah!”
 
   I get him a beer and we talk about the band and how everyone met.
 
   “We’ve pretty much all been friends since high school, except for Brian.” Todd tells me that his folks were killed in a car wreck three years ago, and how the band has helped him cope and were there for him in very bad times.
 
   “Yeah, Tommy is probably the best friend I’ve ever had. He was going through tough times after his mom died, so we bonded. I know that sounds really gay, but Tommy is a standup guy. I was an only child, so when my folks were killed, I was pretty torn up. I was really close to them both, and I regret like hell that I didn’t make more time for them. I still have Grammy—my grandmother— though. She lives close, and I always make time to take her to dinner. She loves Chinese food, so I take her out to eat at least once a month. When my folks died, Tommy was tight. He stepped in and helped me so frickin’ much. I owe him my life. I’d have drowned myself in alcohol if it hadn’t been for Tommy. He was at the hospital as soon as I called him, and didn’t leave me until after the funeral. Guess he went through all that shit with his mom, so he felt what I was feeling.”
 
   I tell him that best friends are what get you through tough times.
 
   “Yeah, Tommy is my man-friend forever, I guess! Not to change the subject, but Mr. Harper seems to be really into you…sorry to be so blunt, but he looks like he is ready to jump your bones, woman.”
 
   “I never know when to take you seriously, Todd, but I am going to just think you just gave me a compliment!”
 
   He assures me that it was a compliment. “Olivia, all kidding aside, and don’t take this wrong, but you are a really pretty lady, and I know Mr. Harper is a decent looking guy. You guys seem to really like each other. I’m just sayin’”
 
   “Well, Todd, thank you for ‘just sayin’ and for hanging with the old folks tonight. I love talking with you and I will never let any of the girls know what a girly guy you are. I promise!”
 
   I stay in the kitchen, preparing the turkey and dressing for dinner for tomorrow. Todd stays with me and keeps me company and amuses me. I can’t believe he is so chatty with me.
 
   He comments again, “Mr. Harper is a great guy isn’t he”?
 
   He sure is talking a lot about Ash. I sense that he suspects something is going on—intuitive as he is. I tell him that Ash has been the perfect gentleman and that he’s helping me through some tough times I am going through. I can tell that he doesn’t want to be nosy, but he encourages me to tell him more about what’s going on. I tell him little bits about what is going on in my life and ask him if he will keep this confidential. “I have no idea why I am even discussing my private life with you, Todd. Maybe because I’ve had a few too many glasses of wine, and besides, you’re really easy to talk to.”
 
   “Olivia, I can’t believe any guy would give you up. He must be fuckin’ out of his mind! Anyways, your secret is safe with me, but I know Mr. H will be there for you.  I can tell that he is totally into you and he fuckin’ wants you bad! You see it, don’t you?”
 
   I blush and have to laugh. I tell him that I kinda feel it too, but can’t tell my kids just yet.
 
   “Look, Olivia...Shit happens. I don’t know why, but it just does. God knows, I’ve had my share of bad shit happen in my life too, so don’t feel like the Lone Ranger. Good shit, on the other hand has a way of making its way into your life and of making you happy…that’s the only way I can explain it.” He pats me on the back and ruffles my hair. “You’ll be fine, Olivia.”
 
   I ask if there is anyone special in his life. He tells me that he hasn’t found the right girl yet. “I keep having one night stands, the girls are pretty plentiful, and they are always throwing themselves at guys like us. No commitment, and that’s just fine with me. It was fuckin’ heaven at first. You know, pussy just thrown in your face, literally. Oh, sorry, sometimes my mouth isn’t too proper but you know what I mean—you know where I’m goin’. It gets old, going from girl to girl, fuckin’ everything you can find. But that isn’t me really. I guess you’ve that figured out, huh?”
 
   I tell him that a mother’s intuition tells me that he is a great guy and that I can see through the front he puts on. Todd tells me that Tommy has even more relationship issues than he has.
 
   “Tommy has major issues with women, more than I have. Big-time issues with commitment, and he won’t trust anyone. Chicks flock to him, hell, you’ve seen him—he’s a hot-looking dude. But he won’t even sleep with them. Not even a damn blowjob! Geez! I think he has major guilt issues, because of his mom.”
 
   I ask Todd what he means by that.
 
   “His mom was a fuckin’ piece of work, man. She wasn’t into his scene. Never once came to watch us play. Not once. Nada! She thought our lifestyle was beneath her. If she knew about Tommy’s tattoos, she would have blown! Mr. Harper—Ash—he always supported us. He always came to watch us play, but Tommy always wanted his mom’s approval. His brothers were always the prodigal sons in the family. They could do no wrong. I think he’s really fucked up because of that. You know, something bad happened between them when Mrs. Harper died. Tommy won’t talk about it, so I’m not sure what went down, but I think it was pretty bad. Listen; don’t let him know that I told you that. He would kick my ass if he knew I was gettin’ all girly on you!”
 
   I tell Todd that his secret is safe with me and that we each have a secret to keep. We bump knuckles in solidarity. I feel confident Todd won’t say anything to Tommy…at least I hope not. I can’t believe I have just bared my soul to a crude, rude, tattooed dude. God help me!
 
   Speaking of tattoos…. I ask Todd about his. Each of his arms is adorned with colorful creations.
 
   “One of my arms is dedicated to my dad, the other to my mom. It took almost a year, and I had a great artist.”
 
   I ask him if I can see his whole arm, and he pushes his sleeves up so I can see. I touch the tattoos. Both of his arms are full of colorful beautiful artwork.
 
   “This is absolutely beautiful! It’s a fine tribute, Todd.”
 
   “You got any tattoos?”
 
   “Oh, heavens, no. My kids weren’t into that, and I am way too old for tattoos. Lainey got her navel pierced before college, but had the navel ring taken out. She said it creeped her out when the top of her jeans touched it.”
 
   “So what would you like?”
 
   “You mean if I was to get a tattoo? Well, I love butterflies, because they are beautiful and free, so I guess I’d get a butterfly.”
 
   “Then, you should get a butterfly somewhere on your body. It doesn’t hurt, really. If you ever decide to do it, I can recommend a great guy in the city who did mine. You should so do it! Put it somewhere secret if you don’t want it on display.”
 
   I tell him that I am way too chicken to do it.
 
   “A butterfly on your hip would be really cool. No one but your special man would see it. Pretty sexy! Just sayin’... I’ll tell you what; I’ll go with you if you ever decide to do it. Seriously, you should at least think about it. Ever been to a tattoo parlor?”
 
   “Oh my God, no!”
 
   “You should let Tommy and me take you some time, just to check it out, so you can say you’ve been to one...” He laughs, eyes bright with mischief.
 
   I smile back, amused. “Well, I just may do it. My kids will freak!”
 
   “But Mr. H. would bust a nut—and in a good way,” he says, laughing again. “Anyway, your kids don’t have to know if you put it on your ass. Who will see it but who you want to see it? Am I right? Yes? Ha! You know I am!”
 
   Hmmmm, something to think about…. “Well, if I decide to do it, you will be the first to know, and if I do, you can take me!”
 
   “Okay. You remember you said that, you have a deal, Olivia!”
 
   Todd wanders outside to hang with the guys again. They all get along so well. It makes me happy to see everyone having a great time.
 
   Around midnight, after many beers and much conversation, the boys all head up to their respective rooms. Tommy and Todd are sleeping in Tommy’s room, and the rest of the guys will sleep in the maid’s quarters above the garage. I sense they have all spent the night here before, because they all seem to just naturally head out to where they will be sleeping.
 
   Ash and I are alone in the kitchen, at last. He picks me up, gives me a big hug and kisses me. He comes over to help me peel the eggs, while I am making deviled eggs.
 
   “Olivia, you can devil my eggs any time!”
 
   “Ash, just get to peeling and we will see about deviling your eggs later!”
 
   “Finally, alone. It’s really hard to hide how I feel about you around the kids. You do know that I can’t take my eyes off of you? I’m trying really hard.”
 
   “Me too! I don’t know how tomorrow is going to go. I know my kids are going to want to call Alan. I just hope he won’t let on that anything is wrong…not yet anyway. I just want everyone to have a nice day.” 
 
   He doesn’t want to talk about Alan. Changing the subject, Ash says, “Sleep with me tonight Olivia.”
 
   “Ash, do you really think that’s a good idea? What if Tommy comes into your room for something and sees me?”
 
   “Honey, that’s what locks are for. Besides, they won’t even be up until long after we’ve had our coffee. You can count on that. No sex or fooling around. Don’t get the wrong idea, that’s not where I’m going with this. I just want to be near you, to hold you and feel you. Listen, Olivia, I’ll be honest; I was attracted to you the very first time I saw you at the airport. When Alan called and said he was delayed and asked me to pick you up, at first I was really put out. I guess I thought I’d be picking up the frumpy, nagging, complaining wife of a friend.”
 
   I slap him on the arm. “Gee, thanks! Is that what you think about me?”
 
   “Oh, hell, no! As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, once I saw you walk into the lobby of the airport, my heart ignited. Damn! You looked so freaking hot in your little skinny jeans. When I held up my sign with your name on it, I could tell you were pissed as hell Alan wasn’t there to get you. All that fire—it really turned me on. Wow!” His mood shifts from passion to earnest conviction. “If things hadn’t gone the way they did with Alan, I never would have let you know that. Not ever. I totally respect the sanctity of marriage. I would never have so much as touched you. You believe me, don’t you?”
 
   “Oh, Ash, I am just so confused. When I saw you holding up your little sign, my heart skipped a beat too. I thought you were the best-looking man I had seen in a long time. Riding back to your house from the airport, I felt like the luckiest girl in the world—and I felt guilty for feeling that way. You made me feel like I was special. It was so sweet of you to have gotten me a coffee. That was just the perfect touch! I’ll admit, I feel guilty for having feelings for you. I’m a married woman with grown children, for God’s sake. Well, maybe not married for long, but you know what I mean. I am so out of touch with my feelings, that I don’t even know anymore what is right or wrong. Am I wrong for feeling the way I do about you? “
 
   “Honey, do you believe in love at first sight? It does happen, you know. It happened to my folks, and my mother always told me that it does exist and it is real. It has happened—to me. I am falling deeper and deeper in love with you each day. I know it’s only been a few months, but I’m caught: hook, line and sinker! You’ve got me, Olivia Petersen! Look, I don’t know what will happen between you and Alan. For all I know, you two could work things out and live happily ever after. It’d kill me, but it can happen, and I know that. I just know that I haven’t felt happiness and an attraction to any woman like this in a very, very long time.”
 
   “Ash, I can tolerate lots of things, but lying and cheating are unforgivable. I won’t go back to that ever. Truth be known, this is probably not the first time Alan has cheated. Regardless of what happens between you and me, I will never go back to Alan, and I mean that. Thank God the kids are grown, because I can’t even imagine having to raise three kids by myself. I don’t know how moms do it.”
 
   “Well, my sweet Olivia, let’s go to bed. We won’t think about problems anymore, tonight. Let’s just get some shut-eye and let me hold you.”
 
   We sleep wrapped in each other’s arms. He sleeps bare except for boxers; I just wear a pair of tap shorts and a camisole. His skin feels so good next to mine. I am beginning to think that this is where I will be sleeping from now on. 
 
   The next morning, my cell phone rings. I look at the caller ID; it is Alan. Shit! I panic. I don’t answer and he leaves a voice message.
 
   “Olivia. I just wanted to let you know I’ll call the kids later and wish them all Happy Thanksgiving. I know they came in for the holiday. I promise I won’t let them know what is going on. Maybe one day next week you and I can talk and we can sort things out. I’m so sorry Liv, really sorry. I truly didn’t mean to hurt you. I won’t offer any excuses, but I don’t want to put you through any more hurt than I already have. Well, I guess…well… that’s about all I have to say. If you want, you can call me back when you can talk, but if you don’t I understand. I hope you have a nice day. Well…umm, okay. Bye, now.”
 
   Sort things out? Oh, please! I don’t think so. I have sorted things out. It’s like separating laundry: you sort out the dark clothes so they don’t bleed onto the others. That’s what I have done with you, Alan Petersen. You are sorted out of my life. No bleeding onto me ever again.
 
   “Who was that on your phone” Ash asks.
 
   “It was Alan. He left a voice mail. Here, you can listen to it if you want to.”
 
   “No honey. I don’t need to listen to anything that guy has to say! You should just delete it.”
 
   Shortly after my voice mail from Alan, the house phone rings, startling me. Ash jumps up and answers abruptly, thinking its Alan. “Hello! What do you want!”?
 
   “Hey, big brother! Happy Thanksgiving!” It’s Ellen checking in.
 
   Ash looks relieved. “Oh, hey, baby sis! Same to you! What’s up?”
 
   “Wellllll…We are living the high life in sunny south Florida. How is everything at home? Did the boys make it in?” Ash tells her that all is good, and tells her about the kids and the band joining us.
 
   “Well, I wish we were there, but really not, because we are having a wonderful time here,” she says, laughing. ”Listen, tell everyone hi, and we’ll all spend Christmas together. We’ll have dinner at our house. How does that sound?”
 
   “Sounds wonderful, sis! Tell everyone out there we send our love and will see you soon. Thanks for calling. Love you!”
 
   “Ash, can I talk to Olivia?“
 
   He gives me a shit-eating grin and gives the phone to me. “She wants to talk to you.”
 
   I take the phone with a smile.
 
   “So, has your honey gotten in yet?” she asks, as soon as she knows I’m on the line. “I’ll bet you are so glad to see him and your kids!”
 
   I tell her that Alan won’t be in, but that my kids are here and I am happy to see them.
 
   “Well, that sucks big time!” she says. “Listen, when we get back in town, please plan on a lunch date with me!”
 
   I tell her that I look forward to it.
 
   Ash has such a nice sister. I can tell we’re on the same page, and I hope we can become better friends. God knows, I’ll need a girlfriend in the next few months. I can’t even imagine what lies ahead.
 
   I can’t think about that now. Over and over, I keep thinking of the scene from Gone With the Wind, when Scarlet tells herself that she’ll figure things out tomorrow, because tomorrow is another day.
 
   I can do that…right? Yeah, right 
 
   Thanksgiving dinner goes off without a hitch. I have the table set with the fine china and beautiful flowers that Ash brought me. I found crystal in the china cabinet and decide to use everything I can find to make the table look spectacular. Ash told me to help myself to whatever I wanted to use. I am used to having Alan do this task, but Ash is a perfect stand in. Ash gives the blessing, thanking God for such a beautiful day, new friends, family, health, and prosperity.
 
   After the blessing, Todd pipes up “Amen, dig in, open up, and shove it in! Sorry, but that’s what I used to say when I was a kid!”
 
   My kids all laugh hysterically. Tommy tells us all that Todd has issues with being serious.
 
   “Damn right I do, dude!”
 
   Ash brings a bottle of Cristal in and pours everyone a glass. He proposes a toast before dinner.
 
   “Here’s to Olivia, who has so masterfully prepared a beautiful meal, and to her kids, who traveled to be with her—with us all. To Tommy and the guys for hanging out with us today. Hear, hear!”
 
   Everyone, except Lainey drinks the champagne. I wonder why she isn’t drinking hers….not drinking Cristal? Are you kidding me? What is wrong with this child! Before we eat, I have everyone read his or her I-am-thankful-fors.
 
   We go around the table. Bradley and Dalton are thankful for their jobs and family. Tommy is thankful for a home-cooked Thanksgiving at home and for having such an awesome dad. Silently, I think to myself, boy, you ain’t lyin’! He is awesome! Todd is thankful that he hasn’t fathered any children that he knows of and that he is disease free. Typical Todd. The other band members are thankful for new friends and family and that we have invited them for Thanksgiving dinner. Ash is thankful for his kids, his health and for a certain woman breathing life back into his house. Lainey and Kellan have their turn and speak up. “Wellll… Here goes. We’re thankful that my mother and father will soon be grandparents and that my brothers will soon be uncles.”
 
   I am speechless and tears immediately form in my eyes. “Oh, my God! Lainey and Kel! What a blessing! Are y’all serious? You’re 100 percent sure?”
 
   “Yes! Absolutely, Mom! Why do you think I didn’t drink the Cristal? You looked at me like I was crazy.” She laughed; delighted she’s fooled me. “Gotcha! You should see your grandbaby in July! I hope you will plan on coming to Houston and being there when she or he is born.”
 
   “Lainey, I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”
 
   Ash gives me a congratulatory hug and squeezes my leg under the table.
 
   “Mom, what is your thankful for,” Bradley asks.
 
   “I am so very thankful for my family. You kids are my life, and I can’t tell you how much you all mean to me. I am so sorry your father couldn’t be here today. I’m thankful, as well, for new friends. Tommy, guys—you are the best and I thank you for spending this day with us. Ash, you are the perfect host and turkey carver. Lainey, you and Kellan have made this day so special. The.best.Thanksgiving.ever!”
 
   We all toast to family and friends.
 
   “Awesome fuckin’ news! A baby! Oh, dang, now who’s gonna be the mother of my children?” Todd says.
 
   “Bert, come on, man!” Tommy moans. “Watch your mouth! We’re at the table and its Thanksgiving. Geez.”
 
   We all laugh at him. I think he loves it when people laugh at him. Ash goes into the kitchen and comes back with another bottle of Cristal. “A toast to Lainey and Kellan and new Baby Childress!”
 
   “Hear-hear!” Tommy cheers.
 
   We all lift our glasses.
 
   “Good shit, Mr. H.!” Todd says.
 
   Tommy nods agreement. “Yeah, good shit. My dad knows his stuff. The best champagne.”
 
   After dinner, we all sit totally stuffed and content. Todd stands up, clinks his glass with a fork and says, “Ummmmm attention all young adults! Get your asses up and let’s go clean the kitchen!” My kids look at him like he is an alien. “What the fuck?” he growls. “Don’t look at me like I’m crazy. Get up and let’s get going! Ándale!”
 
   I tell Todd that I can handle it, but he won’t let me win.
 
   “Olivia, you do the math. There are nine of us and two of you. Who are you thinking can get this done faster, hmmmmm? You and Mr. H. go have coffee, more champagne, or whatever the fuck old folks do after dinner and let us handle this. Trust me, we can do it. I’m all over this! Oh, and Lainey, since you got yourself knocked up, I guess you can go hang with the ‘rents. We don’t want you on your feet. You need to relax, little momma, even though you coulda had me. You just don’t know what you’re missing! ”
 
   Ash, Lainey, and I go have coffee out on the covered patio, while the kids take control of the kitchen, thanks to Todd.
 
   “He is a really good kid—in spite of the rough exterior and potty mouth,” Ash says.
 
   “I totally have him figured out, and yes, I agree!”
 
   “Hey! I’m just glad I got out of cleanup because I’m pregnant,” Lainey laughs, “I am milking this for all it’s worth!”
 
   “Let’s spy on them and see how many pieces of china they have broken,” Ash says.
 
   We peek into the kitchen to watch the kids clean up. Tommy and the guys are loading the dishwasher. Brian taps a wooden spoon on the counter and starts counting, “One, two, one-two-three-four!” They all start singing “I’m Yours” acapella.”
 
   “Oh look Ash! How adorable! I had no idea they could sing acapella!”
 
   “I told you they’re really talented!”
 
   My boys are singing along with them having a blast. Lainey, looking left out, says “That does it—I’m going to hang with them, Mom. I love that song. Anyway, they probably need someone to dry the silverware.”
 
   She decides to wander—more like run—into the kitchen. Looks like they are having way more fun than Ash and I are.
 
   Ash and I have another cup of coffee, and I find myself daydreaming and thinking of how this has been the best Thanksgiving I can remember, ever. There was no Alan coming in the kitchen criticizing me, telling me what I did and didn’t do right. Our dinner today wasn’t centered around football. We never sat at our formal dining table in Houston for Thanksgiving, because Alan was addicted to football, so he and the boys and male guests ate on TV-trays in front of the television.
 
   There was absolutely no mention of football today, and it strikes me as odd. Maybe Ash and the guys aren’t into football? Still, my boys didn’t mention it, either, though I suspect they will want to watch their respective college teams play. The Longhorns play tonight and the Aggies tomorrow. Still, the day was better than I could have imagined. Coupled with the news of my grandchild, I am so blessed.
 
   “Liv? Honey, whatcha thinkin about?”
 
   “Oh, I was just thinking of how amazing this day has been. I have never in my life had a Thanksgiving this wonderful.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously. Without a doubt. Ash, do you guys not like football?”
 
   “We do, why?”
 
   “Well, nobody even mentioned football today. No one jumped up to turn on a TV and watch—not one of you guys.”
 
   “Well, in our household, baseball is our favorite game. The Cubs are my team. I have season tickets and I’ll take you to some games when the season starts. As for your boys, I suspect they’ll be huddled around a TV somewhere tonight. Don’t the Longhorns play at seven? And I think I saw in the paper that A&M plays tomorrow. Tommy will probably take them all to the Parkers’ house, tonight. Rest assured, the guys will watch football!
 
   After the kids have everything cleaned up, Ash and I inspect the kitchen.
 
   “Ta-da! Voila!” Todd says. “See, Olivia, I told you we could do this. And not one broken dish, I swear.”
 
   “Well, Todd, we will have to remember this night forever. The night my kids stepped into a kitchen to actually clean up and not mess up!” My kids all nod, admitting that I am right, and I laugh. “Seriously, guys, thank you all so much for cleaning up.”
 
   Tommy says they are all headed over to Seth’s house. Seth is Tommy’s friend from high school. He lives with his parents; about five miles from here, and his folks always have a big Thanksgiving party.
 
   Lainey decides to tag along with the guys as well. “You don’t mind if we abandon you, Mom, do you?”
 
   “No, honey, of course not. Go. Have a great time. Bradley doesn’t Texas play tonight?”
 
   “Oh, you know it, Mom. I’ll find a TV somewhere, believe me! Hook ‘em!” He holds up the sign.
 
   They all head out. Suddenly the house is so quiet. After they have left, Ash comes into the entry way and backs me up to the wall, raises my arms and rubs them softly.
 
   “So, it looks like you and I are alone for the night,” Ash says. “Why don’t we slip into a nice warm bath?”
 
   I tell him that I am afraid the kids will come back soon. “Trust me, no chance of that, Liv. Seth’s house is party central, and they’ll have a blast. Their Thanksgiving party always goes on until the wee hours of the morning. But, just in case you don’t believe me…”
 
   He texts Tommy and asks what time he thinks they will be home. Tommy texts back and tells him not to expect them until really late—probably early morning. He tells Ash that they will take the kids back to their hotel and pick them up again for dinner tomorrow.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “There you go,” he said. “Right from the horse’s mouth. We’re on our own. Why don’t you go get the bath started? I’ll be in shortly.”
 
   I light candles in his room and in the bathroom. The room is dark except for candlelight and the outside lights shining in. The view of the lake is stunning and the candlelight only makes it more amazing. He comes in and takes me into his arms.
 
   “Liv, I didn’t get a chance to tell you my real thankful for. Are you ready?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I am thankful—so thankful—that you came into my life. That you brought happiness to me. You’re my everything and I’ll do everything possible to make sure you’re happy. Forever. I promise, honey. I know life has thrown you a curve ball, but you will rebound, and I’ll be there with you every step of the way.”
 
   “Ash, you complete me. I thank God that we were brought together. Never, in a million years would I have thought someone like you would love me. I’m afraid that you’re my everything, too! I’m falling…no, correction, I have fallen for you.”
 
   “Well then, get out of those clothes and let’s get into this nice warm bath!”
 
   We are quickly undressed and into the bath. Ash sits with bended knees, and holds me close, my back to his front. The music comes on. “Green Eyes.”
 
   “Do you remember that song came on when we were driving home from the airport?”
 
   “Yes, I do!”
 
   “You’re my green eyes, Liv.”
 
   I sit on his lap, and he massages bath oil onto my breasts and kisses the back of my shoulders and up my neck tenderly. My breasts and body are on fire. Every single nerve in my body is in high gear. Feelings I have never felt are happening. What this is all about, I have no idea. I feel like a total woman, desired and sexy. I whisper, “Ash, make love to me tonight…” 
 
   He whispers back, “Are you sure you are ready for this? I know I am, but I don’t want to rush things with you.”
 
   “Yes, absolutely. With all my heart soul, I am ready. I want you so much.”
 
   I turn around to face him and straddle him in the tub in an attempt to take him into me. We are now face to face and I am totally uninhibited. Up until now, I have been totally inhibited about my body and about expressing my feelings. He has made me feel safe, secure, and desirable, and he lets me know that it’s okay to express feelings. I am aroused and ready for him. I can feel that he’s ready too. I flinch slightly as I try to take him in.
 
   “Liv, just take it slowly. Just feel me and let me get in slow.”
 
   He is extremely endowed, length and width wise, like nothing I have ever seen or felt before. I want all of him inside me at once, but realize that isn’t possible.
 
   “Liv, honey, take your time. We have all night. I need you to slow down. You aren’t ready for me all at once. Trust me, I can tell, and I don’t want to hurt you. This should bring you pleasure, not pain, so please let me take the lead. Here I’ll take over and drive, now.”
 
   Shocked at myself for being so wanton, I relax and give him total control. He eases into me slowly, inch by inch. I find that going slow is so very erotic and pleasurable. I am filled with so much passion that I am transfixed, and totally give myself to him. Oh, my God, this is so good…
 
   “Olivia Petersen, you.are.amazing. Do you know that? Your body is so beautiful. I think I love you… no let me rephrase that. I do love you.” Saying that, he sinks nearly every inch of himself into me. I am ready for him, body and soul.
 
   Making love in the bath... I have never done this in my life. It is beautiful, and so is this wonderful, sexy man. I keep thinking I’m dreaming and I will wake up back in Houston. Never in my wildest dreams could I imagine moving away from my hometown, much less letting another man make love to me.
 
   ”Liv, let’s get out and go into the bedroom. You need to ease up on me woman! I am almost sixty years old. I don’t have the stamina that I did when I was thirty.” He winks at me and we both laugh.
 
   He lifts me out of the bath and carries me into his bed, where we resume our lovemaking. He is so skilled, knowing exactly what to do and where to do it and I feel like a novice. Alan and I had plain vanilla, basically one-sided sex, so this whole experience is new to me. He actually cares about pleasing me?
 
   “Olivia, I want you to enjoy sex and making love—truly passionate love. I want to satisfy you in every single way, to show you new things and let you experience what the bond of intimacy really means. It’s an amazing experience with the right person.” He guides himself back into me and I’m in total bliss. As he enters me, my breath hitches. I feel, actually feel him in me.
 
   “Gawwww! Oh, my. God. This is incredible.” He brings me to not one, but two incredible orgasms, and his own was spectacular. My second orgasm is in sync with his. I never experienced this with Alan. Never.
 
   “Oh, my. God! Olivia, you are without a doubt amazing!”
 
   “Ash, I can’t believe I’ve come multiple times. This has never, ever happened to me!”
 
   After we have both climaxed intensely, we fall limp and exhausted into each other’s arms and lie just holding each other, each of us breathing fast.
 
   “Ash, can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course you can, hon. Anything.”
 
   “Were you with a lot of women after Anne died?”
 
   “Well, I can honestly tell you that after she died, I really wasn’t looking for anyone. She was sick for so long it drained me, both emotionally and physically. You can’t even imagine. When she finally did die, I threw myself into my work, and wasn’t looking to find another relationship. Anne and I—well, we had a different kind of relationship. The sex was great, but we just always had other things going on in our lives. She wasn’t my ‘soul mate,’ if that’s what you’re asking. I dated a few women after she died, but wasn’t attracted sexually to them. So, no. I can say, though, that I have been with one woman since Anne died. Ellen introduced me to her. We dated for a year and tried to make it work—she more than me. It just didn’t work out, so that was that.”
 
   “I just assumed that you had played the field. You’re such a good-looking guy, and have a lot to offer. I just thought some woman would have scooped you up by now.”
 
   He winks and taps the tip of my nose. “Some woman, I think you may know her, has scooped me up, so I am really not available. Sorry!” I laugh and run my hands through his tousled hair, and he chuckles. “Are you trying to stir up trouble? Because I may be convinced to get stirred up again. I may be sixty, but I am not dead, and you bring out every desire I have. Lay back and let me see if the sleeping giant will wake.”
 
   It does. We make incredible love again. Geez! I haven’t had sex twice in one night, much less had more than one orgasm—if that—in forever! I can’t believe how my body comes alive with his touch. I have read articles about the G-spot before, and always wondered if what I read was true. Well, I can tell you firsthand, I do have a G-spot and Ash has found it.
 
   I am mortified having sexual thoughts and desires like this at my age. For God’s sake, I’m about to be a grandmother and I’m craving sex from this beautiful man who takes my breath away? And I want it more than once in one day? To borrow Todd’s phrase, “Oh, hell-yeah!”
 
   When we are totally spent from our love making, I sit up and put my hands over my face. “Oh, my God! Holy Crap!”
 
   “What Liv, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Ash, you didn’t use a condom! What if…?”
 
   There is a deer in the headlights look in his eyes, and I can hardly keep a straight face. I sit there staring him, working to look concerned, fighting the urge to laugh.
 
   “Olivia, you can’t get pregnant, can you?”
 
   I stare at him, shrug my shoulders, and then I can’t hide it any longer. I lose it and laugh uncontrollably.
 
   Ash looks confused. “What? Liv, you can’t get pregnant, can you? Is this a joke?”
 
   I have to give in. “Yes! Oh, my God, yes. This is a joke!” I roll back on the bed, look up at the ceiling, and laugh. I laugh so hard I cry. “Sorry Ash, but I just had to do that. I haven’t had a period in forever. You’re totally safe. I think it’s so funny…sorry, but with everything that’s going on in my life right now, this is the one thing I don’t have to worry about.”
 
   Ash takes me into his arms. “Okay. You got me. Good joke, hon! You sure had me scared there for a minute!” We laugh together and he swats me on my behind. “Damn, woman! You scared me there! Let’s get some sleep.”
 
    In the morning, Ash is lying with his front to my back, and he’s holding me. “Mornin’, Sunshine!” he says. “Are you up for some morning love before we start our day?”
 
   I can feel the sleeping giant at my back, and I am again more than ready to take him in. “Oh, you know I am, you sexy, good-lookin’ guy. Pretty please!”
 
   “Well, then, let’s see what I can do for you…”
 
   I can’t believe I am so comfortable bantering back and forth sexually with him. Alan and I would never have talked to each other like this. Alan was a wham, bam, thank you, ma’am kind of guy. As soon as he was satisfied, he got right up. No cuddling at all. I just thought that was the way sex was. Women experiencing pleasure? There wasn’t time for that. We had children to raise, meals to cook, and houses to clean. Wow, did I miss out on a few things!
 
   Ash, the perfect lover, gives me the best morning loving I’ve ever had. My entire body is so sensitive after all the lovemaking we’ve done. I don’t think it can handle another orgasm. I am totally spent—satisfied in every way. Total bliss!
 
   “Come on, my little lover, let’s go get some coffee!”
 
   “That sounds wonderful!”
 
   We head downstairs for our morning coffee and paper. No one is awake, thank God, so our secret is safe…for now, anyway. Ash makes our coffee, and we read the paper together.
 
   “Did you enjoy last night?”
 
   “Oh, my God. And this morning! I have never felt the way I do when I’m with you. You’re the most amazing lover. Tell me what have you planned for today”
 
   “Well, I was thinking that you and Lainey might need some mommy-daughter time, so thought I would take the guys sightseeing around town…if that’s okay with you?”
 
   “Oh, Ash! That would be wonderful!”
 
   Ash takes the guys riding around. They go in to the city, and then out to Evanston to look at the University. Lainey and I decide to veg out at the house for the day. She roams around the house, commenting on how beautiful everything is. Everything is so tastefully decorated. I know she loves it here. I take her up to my room.
 
   “There are two signed Bernard Buffet prints in yall’s room? Do you have any idea how much one of these will set you back?” I tell her I have no idea. “At least five grand each, Mom!”
 
   It doesn’t surprise me. Ash loves art, and I figure maybe Sarah had picked them out for him. I thought they were really pretty, but had no idea they cost that much.
 
   “So, you like my room. Pretty nice, huh?”
 
   “Mom, why do you call it ‘your’ room?”
 
   “No reason Lainey—it’s just a figure of speech. Geez! Why in the world would you even say something like that?”
 
   “It’s just that you seem different, Mom. Dad has never missed a Thanksgiving, and it just seems weird that you haven’t been talking to him on the phone. I figured he would at least call you yesterday. You have hardly said a word about him. It’s like he doesn’t exist. Sorry, but that’s just what I’m feeling, that’s all.”
 
   “Lainey, you’re reading much too much into this. Dad just couldn’t get a flight back here from London and then turn around and have to go right back. Logistically, it just didn’t work. Everything is fine. Stop with the inquisition.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. But if anything was wrong, you would tell me, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Of course, silly!”
 
   Dear God! This child can read me too well. It’s like she has this all pegged—she knows damn well something is wrong. I just hope I can maintain the façade until I can come up with a plan.
 
   “So,” I said, trying to keep to safer topics, “Let’s talk about my grandbaby! I am so excited. Have you been trying long to get pregnant?”
 
   She tells me that a new client contacted her and suggested they meet in San Antonio, where his blow-dry bar business is based. “Kellan had some time off, so he planned us a wonderful weekend on the Riverwalk. He said we could incorporate some pleasure into business, so he booked us a beautiful suite overlooking the Riverwalk. After my meetings, Kellan and I went out to dinner, to a martini bar, took a riverboat ride and, well, things progressed from there.”
 
   “That sounds so romantic Lainey. Who knew workhorse Kellan could come up with a plan like that! So what is a blow-dry bar?”
 
   “Oh mom! You would love to go to one. They are the latest craze out in L.A., and my client is cleaning up on them in Texas. You go in, have your hair shampooed and blow dried.”
 
   “Wow! What a great concept.”
 
   “Hopefully, LPCI will get the exclusive on the design/build for all of them. That’s what I am really working hard on. My client seems to really like what we have to offer.”
 
   “What’s not to like? You probably already have the deal all wrapped up, if I know you.”
 
   We enjoy the rest of the afternoon. It’s bonding time with my girl that I desperately needed. I show her the sound system, and how Ash has music programmed to come on when the lights are turned on.
 
   “Pretty twenty-first century technology, huh?”
 
   “This is amazing. It must have cost the national debt!”
 
   I tell her that Tommy’s friend designed it.
 
   “Would love to have one of these in our house,” she said. “Kellan would just die! Maybe someday.”
 
   Around 4:00 p.m., the guys roll up. Tommy volunteers to take Lainey back to the hotel.
 
   “Tommy, are you sure? I can take her if you want me to.”
 
   “No problem, Olivia, I’d be happy to take her. It won’t take long at all.”
 
   We all agree to meet up at the club at 8:00 to watch Tommy’s band. I decide to wear my UT/A&M T-shirt that proudly reads, “I bleed both ways.” The boys gave it to me for mother’s day a few years ago. It’s always a conversation piece, and I know they will love that I’m wearing it. 
 
   The club is crowded early. Since this is a holiday weekend, lots of kids are in from college. As soon as we get to our table, two girls come over to Bradley and Dalton. They act like they know them, and I nudge Ash. He observes, “They were probably at Seth’s last night. Looks like your boys are a hot commodity,” Ash laughs.
 
   The girls are both really cute, and probably a bit overdoing it with the PDA’s, but I act like I don’t notice. They probably have no idea that I’m their mother. Tommy comes to the table and gives me a huge hug.
 
   “So glad you and your kiddos came tonight. I think it’s awesome that you like to watch our little band. It means a lot to have family and friends here. Oh, and I didn’t get a chance to thank you again for cooking such a fantastic Thanksgiving meal. It meant so much to the guys that you wanted them included too. You’re the best!”
 
   “Tommy, that’s so sweet—it was my pleasure. I wouldn’t miss tonight for the world. Y’all are so good, and I love everything you play. So do all the girls!”
 
   “Olivia, I love how you say ‘y’all! Say it again for me! We were all talking earlier and we love y’all’s Texas accents. Bert—I mean Todd was trying to talk Texan to some girls earlier and we were giving him so much shit! He was cracking us up.” Then, seeing the accessories in my boy’s laps, Tommy says, “Whoa! Looks like Bradley and Dalton have a couple of chicks to keep them company. Very nice!”
 
   I tell him that as long as they go home after the show, I am fine. He gives his dad a big bear hug and excuses himself, saying they need to get setup.
 
   “Y’all have fun tonight, you hear?” Tommy says.
 
   Todd comes over to the table with Brian and gives me a huge hug. “Hey Olivia! How are y’all doin? Is that how y’all say it?”
 
   We all laugh, and Brian tells us all how Todd has adopted our Texas lingo. They ask if we are going to stay until after the show and drink with them. I tell them we wouldn’t miss it for the world.
 
   Ash whispers in my ear, ”Need a potty break before the show starts? I’ll show you where the employee’s only restroom is.”
 
   I nod, and follow as he takes me through the back of the club to a private area. He grabs me and gives me a perfectly passionate kiss.
 
   “Why, Ash! Did you bring me back here to go to the restroom or to hit on me?”
 
   “Liv, God! I just need to hold you and kiss you. It’s so damn hard pretending that we aren’t what we are. Trust me; no one will see us back here.”
 
   About that time, Ashley, our waitress walks back and we startle her as much as she startles us. She casually waves us off and closes her eyes “Hey-hey-hey! Just coming for napkins, folks, didn’t see a thing…nope, not a thing! Carry on.”
 
   Oh, just great. Ash tells me not to worry and we head back to the table, but, geez! That was awkward.
 
   Back at the table, Lainey and Kellan are wrapped in each other’s arms. They are the image of the perfect couple and I am so happy for them. I can’t believe I am going to be a grandmother…Wow!
 
   The band takes the stage. Tommy acknowledges his father and his friends from Texas and tells everyone, “Y’all just sit back and enjoy! Are you ready to rock?” The crowd erupts. “Oh, hell-yeah! Here we go, folks!”
 
   They play a set of rock music—their own songs. Girls are getting up to dance on the dance floor. Lainey grabs me.
 
   “Come on mom—let’s go dance!”
 
   Never one to pass up a dance, I eagerly follow. We get out with all the other girls and get our dance on. The two girls who were sitting with Bradley and Dalton come up and start dancing with us. We don’t mind. They seem nice enough. Tommy and Todd come over to the stage and motion for Lainey and me to come closer. They sing to us and we are on cloud nine. Girls are screaming! Todd winks and motions me closer.
 
   “Olivia, are y’all having a good time?”
 
   “Yep! We are. Are y’all gonna rock the house tonight?”
 
   “Oh, hell, yeah! You know it!”
 
   Ash makes his way to the dance floor and motions for Kellan to come join us. “Olivia, I have no idea how to do this kind of dancing, but it sure looks fun!” he says.
 
   I put my hands on his hip and make him shake his hips. “There you go…shake it, you sexy guy!” We dance—gyrate to the song and savor the moment. The band plays several songs, and we dance to them all. 
 
   Just when I feel I need a break from dancing, Tommy announces, “So, we’re gonna take a short break. We’ll be right back, but please everyone, grab a few drinks, tip your waitresses well, get up on the dance floor, and dance your asses off while we take a short break!”
 
   When the guys break, Ash goes over to the jukebox and selects his plays. Dalton slips in and I guess he makes a selection…Hmmm, wonder what he picked? Ash grabs my hand and takes me out to dance and winks at me with his ever-so-sexy wink. Bonnie Rait Something to Talk About. I wonder where he is going with this.
 
   “God, Olivia, I could just kiss you up!”
 
   “Well, you better keep your hands to yourself and behave. We don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea!”
 
   “Well, let’s just give ‘em something to talk about! Hahaha”
 
   We dance and I love this! Todd comes up to us, taps Ash on the shoulder, and says, “Excuse me—can I cut in and dance with this hot chick?”
 
   “Sure thing, Stud. Think you can you handle it?”
 
   “Oh, you know I can! Just for a minute, dude and I’ll give her back to you.”
 
   Ash tells me he is going over to talk to the owner of the bar, Ross, and will be right back. He and Tommy head over to the bar and I see them talking to a guy I guess is Ross. They huddle around the bar. They shake hands and are immersed in conversation. I sense that Ash knows Ross. They talk for a while. They fist pump and laugh. I have no idea what they are talking about, but they seem to be involved in conversation. Tommy and Ash hug. I am so happy that they are spending quality time together.
 
   Todd is a good dancer. He is easy to follow, and I tell him what a good dancer he is.
 
   “Thanks, Olivia! I’ve been known to bust a move a few times, plus I love Bonnie Rait—she is one smokin’ hot chick! By the way, you and Mr. H. are giving everyone something to talk about, don’t you think?”
 
   Embarrassment has got to be obvious on my face.
 
   “Just kidding—lighten up, woman!”
 
   When the song ends, the next song comes on. It’s Dalton’s pick, and I immediately am ready to dance! Steve Earle, “Copperhead Road.” Yes! Back in Texas we all line dance to this, and it is so much fun. My kids, Kellan, and I get on the dance floor and start the dance. Everyone is curious and comes out to learn and dance with us. I motion everyone to come on. Todd and Tommy immediately come out to dance with us as well.
 
   Dalton says, “Mom, let’s show ‘em how we dance in Texas”
 
   Bradley pulls his gal up to dance. The dance floor is packed. Ash comes out as well. I motion him to come next to me. “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em!”
 
   Everyone is going crazy stomping to the song. God! I’m having so much fun.
 
   “This is actually pretty fun,” Ash says.
 
   “Yep! This is how we roll in Texas!”
 
   “Yeee-hawww!” Todd screams. “This is so fuckin’ fun!” He is in his element, God love him!
 
   Another country song comes on. The dance floor remains packed. These folks love to dance, and they dance to anything. Suddenly, I’m melancholy as I realize that I haven’t been thinking about the fact that my husband of thirty years has just left me. My kids will be leaving in two days and I will have to face the fact that my life has drastically changed over the past few weeks. I look at my kids, and wonder when and how I am going to tell them.
 
   I guess Ash can tell that I am thinking about something, and he lifts my chin, taps my nose and says, “Olivia, a penny for your thoughts. Are you okay, sweetie?”
 
   Before I can answer, Bradley works his way over to me and grabs me from Ash.
 
   “My turn, big guy!” Bradley wraps me in his arms and tells me, “Mom, I haven’t seen you this happy in so long! You look so good!”
 
   I think to myself that Alan’s leaving me has actually made me wake up and start to find my own happiness. “Awww, sweetie,” I say, “thanks. I love you so much!”
 
   “Mom, is everything okay with you and dad?”
 
   “Of course, Bradley! Why?”
 
   “Nothing. Just wondering. Dad just seems…well, like something is wrong. You would tell me if something was wrong, right?”
 
   “Yes, if something was wrong, I would tell you.”
 
   Sensing that I want to move on from that conversation, Bradley says, “This was an awesome Thanksgiving, Mom! I’ve really missed you. I can’t believe Lainey is pregnant! So, what do you want to be called?”
 
   “Well, I am thinking about Gigi. What do you think?”
 
   “Why Gigi?”
 
   “Well, gorgeous Grandma comes to mind. Or should I be Grandma?”
 
   “You are not Grandma! Gigi sounds good to me!”
 
   “You and Dad are coming in when she has the baby, aren’t you?”
 
   “Of course! I wouldn’t miss it for the world! Do you think you and Dalton will be able to come in, too?”
 
   “I don’t know about Dalton, but I’ll be there for sure!”
 
   Another song comes on before the break is over. “Got to Give it Up.” We all get into a dance line and start dancing. First up is Brady. He shuffles down the line. Pretty good rhythm. Next up is Brian, and he struts his stuff, threading the needle like Saturday Night Fever. This is awesome! Todd is next. He gyrates in a very suggestive way that makes all the girls scream. Steve does somersaults down the dance line. Tommy pushes me into the line next and I do my thing. I don’t do acrobats or gyrating, but I manage to put on my best of show. Pretty good for an old lady, if I do say so myself. I pull Ash after me and he does his best. His best is damn hot. Tommy follows, and the girls scream for him.  He sways his hips and is ever the entertainer. My kids follow, and we all are laughing when Kellan tries to gator down the line. Bradley has his girl on his shoulders. What a fun dance!
 
   When the song ends, Tommy and the guys head back to the stage. Break over! The band comes back on and Tommy asks everyone, “Are y’all ready to rock?” They play more of their songs, as well as some classic rock. The whole place is wild, and Ash is the proud papa.
 
   Lainey goes up to the band and asks if they know any Snow Patrol. Tommy asks, “Which song?”
 
   Lainey tells him, “Doesn’t matter…anything!” They play a wonderful acoustic version of “Chasing Cars,” and the crowd goes wild. She and I dance to it and I am uber-happy. I haven’t been this happy in forever.
 
   Tommy comes to the stage and motions me to come over. “Any special requests from you?”
 
   I tell him that I would love to hear some Maroon 5.
 
   “Seriously? Wellll, not really our forte, but okay, then. I think we can pull it off!” 
 
   They play a song I haven’t heard, but absolutely love. Such a good dance song, about being stuck inside your head. Lainey and I go out to the dance floor and start dancing. Todd sings lead in his sexy voice and the girls go nuts and scream when he sings. Lainey and I are in our element dancing. Ash and Kellan are watching us from the table, shaking their heads and clapping for us. I could just freeze this moment forever. I haven’t had this much fun in a very long time—my kids, my “boyfriend.” Is that what he is? I don’t know, but I have fallen head over heels for him and I hope he feels the same.
 
   After the show, we all sit in the bar. Ash introduces me to Ross, the bar owner.
 
   “Great to meet you Olivia! I hope you like our little club.”
 
   “It is the best, Ross. We’re having a blast.”
 
   Tommy tells us that the band has worked a deal with Ross to play every week at the club. Ross has planned on opening some other clubs and wants Tommy’s band to play them. He and Tommy are working on becoming partners in two of the other clubs, so Tommy will have a new business venture. I guess that is what Ross, Ash, and Tommy were talking about at the bar. I’m sure Ash will have a hand in this somehow. He seems so relaxed and content to be playing music and spending time with Tommy. I sense that Anne wasn’t keen on the music scene, and that Ash had to put that hobby on the back burner while she was alive. We haven’t gone into this in our conversations, but I would really like to pick his brain and get him to open up to me about this. I just have to pick the right moment to open the subject.
 
   Sunday comes around too soon, and I am sad and teary-eyed when we take the kids to the airport. Ash is supportive and reassures me that I will be seeing them for Christmas, which is just around the corner. Lainey tells me that they will definitely be in for Christmas.
 
   “Mom, it is less than an month away…chill!”
 
   “Sorry, Lainey, I am just being a mom. I love my kids and just wish you all were close so we could see each other every day.”
 
   “We love you, too, mom! Quit being a baby!”
 
   Dalton hugs me tight. “Mom, you know that I won’t be able to swing coming in for Christmas, but I will call and text you. Malaysia is so far away, but I love my job and hope to get back to the States sooner than later.”
 
   “Son, I am so proud of you and I understand. I am not happy that you can’t come for Christmas, but I certainly understand. Christmas won’t be the same without you.”
 
   “We can Skype, Mom! Have you ever used Skype?”
 
   “No. I will have to get Lainey to help me, but that sounds like a plan!”
 
   Then they are all off and headed home. Ash and I head back to the house.
 
   “You okay, honey?”
 
   “Yes, just a little sad. But Christmas is just around the corner.”
 
   “Sounds like I need to give you some relaxation therapy when we get home!”
 
   Oh yes—that’s just what I need!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   

 
  

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   When we get back home, Ash tells me to go change. “Being in your sweats will make you feel better, Liv. Go change and meet me in the music room”.
 
   I change, and immediately I feel better. There’s something about sweats and how comfortable and secure they make you feel. I walk into the music room and Ash starts playing the piano. He plays some classical music and asks me what I would like to hear.
 
   “I love classical music, Ash. Anything you want to play is fine with me!”
 
   He pats the seat and motions me to sit on the piano bench beside him. I guess I look like I am going to start crying. “What’s wrong, Olivia?”
 
   I tell him that I am just sad that my kids have left and that I have so much to sort out over the next few weeks. 
 
   “I’ve been putting all of this mess on the back burner, and am going to have to face it now. Our things are going to be delivered. I need to find a storage space and find a place to live. My husband wants a divorce, so I am going to have to find a lawyer. I have to support myself now. I’ve never had to make these kinds of decisions, and I am literally freaking out about now. Ash, what do I do? I’m so damn confused! I’m sure when Lainey and the boys find out they’re going to insist I move back to Houston, and if the truth be known, I probably should. I don’t belong here, this isn’t my home and I can’t stay with you forever. You shouldn’t…”
 
   Ash cuts me off mid-sentence and pulls me into his arms. “Olivia please don’t make a decision like that just yet. I’ll admit, I have my selfish reasons for wanting you to stay and not go back to Texas. I care so much for you, and while I know Houston is your home and that you miss your kids, I want you to at least think about staying in Highland Park—with me. You don’t have to decide right now, but I want you to know that I’ll take care of you. Look, this is all new to me, and I just know that I haven’t felt for any woman the feelings I have for you. I’ll support whatever you decide to do and I’ll help you any way I can, but please, please don’t leave; not yet anyway.”
 
   He has tears in his eyes and I begin to cry.
 
   “Olivia, please don’t cry, I want you to be happy—I want to make you happy. I can make you happy.”
 
   “Ash, you do make me happy, happier than I’ve ever been. I just don’t know what to do. What is the right thing to do? I don’t know. My mind is going in ninety different directions. If I follow my heart, it tells me that I belong here with you.”
 
   He kisses the top of my head and in a broken voice whispers “Then follow your heart, Liv.”
 
   “What do I do about finding an attorney? Alan wants a divorce and I have no idea what to do or where to begin. I thought when you married, you stayed married till death do you part, not till someone finds someone else”
 
   “Liv, I will help you through all of this. Just don’t leave me, please. You trust me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Ash, I do, but I don’t want to complicate your life with my mess. This isn’t fair to you. You didn’t sign on to raise me and take on my problems. I need to find a place to live and need to start paying my own way. Alan has always paid the bills and handled everything, so I need to find my own way, now. I am so scared! I’ve never had to do this. I know I can, but I am just flat-out scared. Maybe I should just pack up and go back home. At least I have a house in Houston.” I tear up and Ash takes me into his arms.
 
   “Liv, you don’t need to go back to Texas. You have nothing to worry about. I’m here for you. You have my word, honey. Count on me. I’m not going anywhere and please tell me you won’t either. I need you Liv. You are what I’ve waited all these years for. Don’t leave honey. Stay. Let me show you how good our life can be. Just give it a chance, that’s all I ask.”
 
   “Well how do I tell my kids?”
 
   “You just have to let them know. Tell them and be honest. That’s the only way, Liv. Don’t sugarcoat this. That will only complicate things.”
 
   We sit on the piano bench and he continues to play a beautiful song.
 
   “Ash, promise me that you are not just feeling sorry for me. If that’s the case, I can make it on my own. I don’t want to be someone’s charity case.” Ash reassures me that I am not a charity case. I continue, “I know I need to find a place to live. I need to see what I have to pay for. God, I don’t even know if my car is paid for. Alan has taken care of all the bills”
 
   “Olivia, you don’t have to move out… stay here and we can figure this out.”
 
   “Ash, I have always been taken care of and look where it’s gotten me. I don’t even know where to begin. But I do know that I need to find my independence. It doesn’t mean I don’t care for you, but what happens if things don’t work out with us? I can’t be left like this again. I need to find my own way. How do I find an attorney?”
 
   “Liv, I know lots of attorneys, but I think it would be best if the referral comes from Sarah. She and I know the same people, so if she can refer you to an attorney, I think that would be best, given the situation. Talk to her tomorrow. I will also call her in the morning. That would be less complicated. We can set you up with someone who can handle this.”
 
   “Thanks, Ash, I would appreciate that. I have no idea how to handle this”
 
   “I’ll call Sarah in the morning and we’ll get an attorney lined up. I suspect Alan will be serving you with papers, soon, so you’ll need to be prepared.”
 
   “I hate to have to dump my problems on my boss. I am not used to sharing my problems with anyone. I know she would be more than happy to help, but this is so embarrassing. I don’t want to be a burden on anyone.”
 
   “Olivia, we are here to help. You would do it for me or for Sarah, so what does it matter?”
 
   “I just feel like a failure, Ash. What have I done to make this happen? What didn’t I do? Why has my marriage fallen apart? What did I miss?”
 
   “Honey, you didn’t do anything! Alan screwed this up. Please, don’t put this on yourself. This is all his doing. You held your vows, did what you should have done, raised your beautiful kids, you were a doting wife, and it was his choosing to step out of the vows and cheat. Don’t blame yourself…promise me?”
 
   “I promise and I do trust you, with all my heart.”
 
   Monday morning, I find I am actually looking forward to going in to work. I get into the shop and Sarah tells me that instead of having me do decoration installs she would rather me stay in the shop. “I am going to hire an intern for the holiday season from the Harrington College of Design. I have a few interviews scheduled for today and would like you to sit in on them and help me hire someone. I may just have the intern we choose continue through the school year. The more I got to thinking about it, the more I realized that you are more of an asset to me in the shop than doing the decorating in homes.”
 
   “Of course Sarah—whatever you feel is best. I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”
 
   The first interview is a girl named Emily Evans. I realize she is only the first interview, but she seems like the perfect fit. She is a darling gal with stellar credentials and grades. She wears very little makeup, but is stunning with her long golden brown hair and piercing blue eyes. Sarah feels the same, but we have three more interviews today. At the end of the day, we both still feel Emily is our gal, so Sarah offers her the position. She is so excited and thanks Sarah for giving her the opportunity. She tells us that she can start on Wednesday. I am equally thrilled!
 
   After we close the shop, I look at Sarah, feeling uncertain. “Sarah, have you talked to Ash today?”
 
   “Yes, he called me earlier. I am so sorry you are going through this. I’ve lined up three attorneys for you to talk to. Here, let me get you their cards. They are all very good.  Abby Linderman is probably gonna be your best bet, but you should meet with all of them and see who you feel most comfortable with.”
 
   “Sarah, I promise that this won’t interfere with my work. I need this job badly and I won’t let my personal life affect this opportunity you’ve given me.”
 
   “Olivia, please, take whatever time you need. Your job is safe—no worries.” That makes me feel so much better and I’m glad that Sarah understands. She continues, “I don’t know if Ash told you, but when I first opened the shop, my husband was out of work. I worked my ass off and spent so much time getting my little shop off the ground hoping to make a good living from it. I went out of town to market and worked seven days a week, ten- to twelve-hour days. During that time, my husband felt that I was neglecting him, so he took a walk outside our marriage and it got him a big fat divorce. I just couldn’t forgive him. We had no kids; so it was much easier than what you will go through, but I’ve been there, Olivia, and I understand, believe me. It hurts when someone you love and think you know turns out to be a total stranger. And how they can even think of sleeping with someone else is beyond comprehension. What about all of your furniture? Isn’t it on its way here?”
 
   “Yes, I am waiting to hear from the movers any day now. I have no idea where to store everything. I’ll be glad to get my car, so I don’t have to depend on Ash for transportation. He has been so accommodating and understanding. And by the way, Ash did not tell me that you were divorced. I am sorry for you. It is hard, isn’t it? But you have done so well for yourself. You should be proud that all your hard work has paid off.”
 
   Around lunchtime, a uniformed man comes into the shop and talks to Sarah.
 
   “Is Olivia Petersen here?”
 
   “Yes she is, why?”
 
   “I have some papers for her. Can you please get her?”
 
   Sarah comes to the stock room where I am and I can tell by the look on her face that this is not good. “Olivia, there is a gentleman out front who has some papers for you.”
 
   I feel hyperventilation coming on. Sarah gives me a hug and tells me to take a deep breath. “Deep breath! Go sign for the papers so he can leave. Come on, you can do it! I’ll be right by you.”
 
   I sign for the envelope and my hand is shaking uncontrollably. I take the envelope and stuff it in my purse. I don’t want to look at it now. I just want to get back to work and forget about this. That’s not really possible, but it sounds good.
 
   “Olivia, are you okay? Do you need to go home?”
 
   I laugh hysterically “Sarah, I have no home—remember? My home is on its way here!”
 
   We both start laughing and laugh until we are crying.
 
   “What I really want right now is to just get back to work,” I tell her. “That is what I really need right now.” About that time, a customer comes in, and I thank God. 
 
   We stay really busy the rest of the day. I don’t take a lunch, and have not called or texted Ash. I’ll tell him tonight. On my way home from work, a song comes on the radio. “Everybody Plays the Fool.” Given the events of the day, I lose it and cry all the way home. When I pull up at the house, I see that Ash hasn’t gotten home yet. Good! I can get inside and fix my face and look like I haven’t just been served with divorce papers and been crying. I head into my bathroom, run a brush through my hair and fix my makeup. Fortunately, my eyes aren’t swollen; they’re just in need of a minor fix up. When I hear him pull into the garage and pour glasses of wine for us. I have pulled myself together. I look at him, and am amazed at what a beautiful, caring guy he is.
 
   “Hey beautiful! How was your day?”
 
   “Well, we were really, really busy. It was good. Oh, and I was served with divorce papers today.”
 
   “Olivia, my God! Why didn’t you call me?”
 
   “I’m sorry Ash. I just didn’t want to mess your day up, and I felt it could wait until tonight. Nothing you could have done anyway. I just signed for them and put them in my purse. I haven’t even read them yet. Sarah was there. We went for a coffee after I was served. Then we got so busy at the shop I put it out of my mind.”
 
   He takes me in his arms and I lose it. I don’t want to cry, but I can’t help it. I show him the business cards Sarah gave me. He agrees that Abby Linderman is probably going to be the attorney I will be most comfortable with.
 
   “You need to get in to see Abby tomorrow, Liv. Do you want me to take you?”
 
   “I think I need to do this on my own, Ash. I have to start doing things for myself and this is as good a time as any to start.”
 
   “Olivia, let me put on some music and make us something for dinner. You go relax. Take your glass of wine and I’ll call you when it’s ready.”
 
   “I don’t want to go into another room. I just want to be near you, right now, if that’s okay. Let’s cook together.”
 
   My cell phone rings and I look at the caller ID. It’s Bradley. I look at Ash and he gives me the signal to answer the call. “Hey Bradley—what’s up”
 
   “Mom—what the hell is going on? I just talked to Dad and he said y’all aren’t living together?? What the fuck? I knew something was wrong, but you said there was nothing wrong. You lied to me mom. What happened? We have a right to know. Why did I have to hear it from Dad over the phone?”
 
   “Bradley, look, it’s complicated and I don’t think I can go into everything right now. Basically, your father apparently hasn’t been happy for a long time and doesn’t want to be married to me any longer.”
 
   “Mom, what did you say to him? Why did he just leave?” Dear God, my heart drops fifty feet. I knew that my kids would just assume I had done something. I know Bradley doesn’t really mean it, but it sounds as though he thinks this is entirely my fault and is pointing the finger my way.
 
   “Sweetie, I was totally blindsided by all of this. I had no idea he wasn’t coming home to me until I called him to ask when he would be in for Thanksgiving. That’s how and when I found out.”
 
   “Well, can’t you talk to him and work it out? You guys need to talk and get things resolved. You can’t just give up, Mom.”
 
   “Bradley, it’s past that. I was served with divorce papers today at work”
 
   “Have you even bothered to tell Lainey and Dalton?”
 
   At that, I start to cry and I get a little angry at being grilled like I’m the one at fault. “Look…I am not going to defend myself or my reasons to you! I don’t want to upset Lainey. She is just into her pregnancy and she doesn’t need this. I really don’t know what to do right now, son. If you can offer your expert, experienced advice, I will certainly take it. I’m not really skilled in dealing with this.”
 
   Ash senses I am about to lose it and takes the phone away from me. He asks me to make a pot of coffee and casually walks into his study as if he wants privacy then closes the door. I try not to intrude on him but can’t help eavesdropping outside the door as I listen to their conversation. He’s got Bradley on speakerphone.
 
   “Bradley, hey, it’s Ash. Look, your mom is pretty distraught right now. She has been through so much and wanted to tell you all at the same time. She’s been having a real tough time trying to figure out the right time to let you guys know. Right now, what she really needs is a little understanding. Don’t be rough on her. She doesn’t deserve that.”
 
   “Well, Ash, what the hell happened? Did my dad cheat while he was staying with you before mom got there?”
 
   “Bradley, I have no idea what your father did. I wasn’t his caretaker. I suspect, though, that this has been going on a lot longer than you would think. I don’t want to sugarcoat things, because you deserve to know the truth. Ugly as it is, I am going to let you know about the night your mother found out. She had called your dad to see when his plane would be coming in for Thanksgiving and he flat out told her that he wasn’t coming home and that he had been seeing someone else. She drank herself into a stupor and was here all by herself until I came home. I was in the City for business and your dad called me to tell me what had happened and said your mother wasn’t answering her cell phone or the house phone and he was worried. He asked if I could check on her. I drove about ninety miles an hour to get here and found her drunk, freezing cold, and wet, out on the patio curled up in a chair. You don’t have to share that with your brother and sister, but I thought you should know that this lady is devastated and doesn’t need anyone telling her that she should talk to him and work it out. You didn’t see her like I did—it scared the hell out of me, son. Your mom is a wonderful lady, and she needs your understanding and support, now. Can you give that to her?”
 
   “Well, what do you think I should do? Should I get Mom a ticket to Houston so she can tell Lainey and Kellan? I can get her a ticket to fly into Houston this weekend. I guess they can Skype and tell Dalton”
 
   “She is going to talk to an attorney tomorrow, so can I call you after and we can plan?”
 
   “Of course! Ash, I appreciate your being there for Mom. I had no idea what she was going through. What an ass Dad is! I just can’t believe he’s giving up his family. You’re right, she doesn’t deserve this. This is so fucked up! I just hate my dad right now.”
 
   “Bradley, let’s just make sure your mom is okay. I’m sure she will be, but she is really freaked out about telling you guys. We’ll talk tomorrow. Text me your cell number and I’ll call you and we can come up with a plan. Her boss has arranged for her to talk to an attorney, so we won’t know anything until after her meeting”
 
   “Okay—promise you’ll call me tomorrow and we decide if she needs to go to Houston. We definitely don’t want to upset Lainey, but she and Dalton need to know what is going on. This fucking sucks!”
 
   “I know, son, this isn’t good, but the good thing is that Olivia has three amazing kids who love her dearly. I’m here for her as well. Talk to you tomorrow! Going to give you back to your mom. Don’t tell her I told you about the night your dad called, please!”
 
   “ Sure thing, Ash…no worries!”
 
   Ash opens the door and comes back into the kitchen as I do my best to act like I haven’t heard the conversation and hands the phone back to me.
 
    “Mom, I’m sorry I went off on you.” Bradley says. “I am totally with you. Sorry I reacted like I did, but I had no idea things went down that way.”
 
   “Oh, Bradley, I love you so much! I am so sorry—embarrassed and sorry. I promise I had no idea your Dad was seeing someone else. I feel like a complete failure!”
 
   “Mom, please don’t feel that way…. Dad fucked up, and I am totally pissed! I’ll call you tomorrow. Ash said you are going to talk to an attorney, so I am interested to see what he says. I just wish to hell I could be there with you. This fucking sucks!”
 
   “Yes, son, it sucks big-time, but we will get through this, I promise. Both Ash and my boss Sarah have been so supportive.”
 
   “If you need to go to Houston, I will get you a ticket so you can tell Lainey. Please, just call me after your meeting. I am with you, Mom. 100 percent… I swear. Damn Dad! How the fuck could he do this? This fucking sucks, Mom!”
 
   “Yes, Bradley, it does, and you’ve said that about five times, now! As long as I have you, Lainey, and Dalton behind me, I can get through this with no problems. Life throws curve balls your way, but I think I can handle it as long as I have your support.”
 
   “You have mine, Mom! I love you so much!”
 
   “Okay, Bradley, I will call you tomorrow. I seriously don’t want to mess up your life with this. Good night Bradley…I love you so much.”
 
   I hang up the phone and Ash takes me into his arms.
 
   “Olivia, you’re lucky to have such amazing kids. They’ll be behind you all the way… I will too!”
 
   “That makes this journey so much easier. Thanks so much. I don’t know what I would do without you!”
 
   He has dinner ready for us, and we enjoy our meal of pasta and salad. We sit down to eat in the kitchen.
 
   “Olivia, tell me about special occasions for you and Alan.”
 
   “What do you mean—like anniversaries and birthdays?”
 
   “Yeah. What was a typical anniversary like?”
 
   I pinch at my forehead and look down. Tears are welling up in my eyes and I don’t want to look at Ash. He lifts my chin up with his thumb and looks me straight in the eyes. Tears fall from my eyes. “What is it? Was your relationship that bad?”
 
   I take a deep breath and exhale. “Okay. You asked for it, so I’ll tell you. A typical anniversary was going to a restaurant of Alan’s choosing—somewhere he wanted to eat, not me. Typical conversation at the table? Well, let’s see... Him telling me that I needed a haircut, that I should really wear a different color of lipstick, why was I wearing the outfit I was wearing? On and on. Matter of fact, here is a good one: last year on our anniversary at the dinner table, he said my hairstyle was really outdated and made me look old. Romantic, huh? Totally not prepared for that one! I couldn’t stop the tears and I just wanted to run out of the restaurant, I felt so bad. If it hadn’t been raining and so far from home, I probably would have. I’m sure the people around us heard him, and I can’t tell you how deep that cut. He asked me what was wrong and said that he just made an observation and I was spoiling the whole night by reacting the way I did.”
 
   “Jesus, Olivia, no romantic dinners?”
 
   “Nope. Sorry, no juicy romance tales to tell on my end. It was always just dinner because well, that’s what you were supposed to do on your anniversary. Then we’d hurry home, because Alan was tired and had to get up early. To be honest, I would rather have stayed home by myself, because he made me feel so undesirable. Dear God! Why am I even telling you this? This is really embarrassing. And you wonder why I am not very confident. Well there! You have it—feel better now?” My defensive side is rearing its ugly head and I am suddenly in a really crappy mood.
 
   “Olivia, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I was just curious. Look, Alan was the one with the problem. How in God’s name he didn’t see you as I do is beyond me. Shit. Why did I even have to bring this up? I am so sorry Olivia. Let’s just pretend we didn’t have this conversation okay?” He takes my hands across the table and looks into my eyes. “I will never treat you like that, honey.”
 
   I barely touch my food. My appetite is gone, and I now have a horrible headache.
 
   “Liv, come on, say something, please.”
 
   “Look, you were the one who wanted to hear this. You asked me, and I told you, and now you know! You know why I am insecure, why I feel unattractive, that I have no idea how to please a man sexually, I wear the wrong colors of lipstick, my hair is out of style, and I am a wreck. There, are you happy, now?” I get up from the table and storm out of the room and run up the stairs into my room. I lock the door and start to cry. I go into my bathroom and run a bath. Ash doesn’t come up after me, but that’s okay. I need to be by myself right now. I soak in my bath for a long time, thinking of my life, my insecurities, my lack of knowledge about sex. I wrap my arms around myself for comfort.
 
   When I am wrinkled from soaking in the tub, I throw on a nightgown and go downstairs to apologize to Ash for going off on him. I shouldn’t have vented on him; he didn’t do anything to cause this. I feel so bad for acting like a child. I go into his room and it is dark, so I head to the music room. It is dark as well. Okay, so maybe he is cleaning up the kitchen. When I get to the kitchen, I see a note folded on the bar.
 
   “Am headed into the City to stay at the condo tonight. I think you need some downtime. I am so sorry I upset you. Wasn’t what I was trying to do. Sleep well and call me when you want to talk. Ash”.
 
   Dammit! Why did I act like I did? I know he didn’t mean anything, but reminiscing about Alan just hit a nerve and set me off. I start to cry again. Ash has left a cup and tea bag out on the counter, as if he knows what I need, so I make myself a cup of tea and head up to my room. When I get into bed, my phone goes off, signaling a text. It’s from Ash. “Just wanted you to know that I made it to the condo. Text me when you get into bed so I’ll know you’re okay…didn’t mean to upset you. I.love.you.more.than.you.know!”
 
   I text him back immediately, so he won’t worry. “Hi…sorry I overreacted. Am in bed now. Didn’t mean for you to have to leave your house to get away from me. Love you back!”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 15
 
    
 
   I cry myself to sleep and wake early the next morning. I shower and go down to make coffee. Reba is already there and is cleaning the kitchen.
 
   “Good morning Mrs. Petersen. Mr. Harper called me last night and told me that he would be staying at the condo for a few days.”
 
   There is a beautiful bouquet of sunflowers on the bar next to my coffee cup. In the bouquet is a balloon with a sun shining on it. As if he knows exactly where I am standing at the exact time, my phone goes off and there is a text from Ash. “Mornin’, Sunshine! Hope you slept well.  Missed sleeping with you, but know now that you need some space. Am gonna stay at the condo for a few days to give you time and space. I’m here if you need me. Hope you have a great day! Ash.”
 
   I wonder if Reba had a hand in this—I suspect she did, but she doesn’t say anything.
 
   “What would you like me to make for dinner?”
 
   “Reba, that isn’t necessary, really.”
 
   “Well, I was going to make a pot of soup, so if you want, I’ll put it in the fridge ready for you when you get home this evening. There’s fresh lunchmeat, cheese, and deli bread as well.”
 
   “Reba, you are the best! Thanks so much. And I also wanted to tell you how much we appreciated your Thanksgiving goodies. Tommy was all smiles when he saw your cookies—he wasn’t sharing with anyone!”
 
   “My pleasure, Mrs. Petersen! Tommy is my favorite. I am so happy he liked them!”
 
   I realize that the weather has turned icy, and I ask Reba about driving in ice. “Can you give me a crash course, no pun intended in driving on icy roads?”
 
   “Well, the cars have snow tires, so you are safe, but I am happy to drive you into work and will be happy to come pick you up after if you want.”
 
   “Oh! Reba thanks! I didn’t even think about having to drive in this!”
 
   I am really glad Reba is taking me to work. She drives like a pro in this ice. I know I would have had a wreck just from the anxiety. I definitely need to learn winter driving. As we head to the store, my cell rings.
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   “Yes, speaking.”
 
   “Hi this is Abby Linderman. Listen, Sarah said you would be calling for an appointment and I wanted to let you know that I have some time this afternoon at four. I was supposed to be in mediation, but my client’s soon-to-be-ex had a heart attack last night, so the mediation was pushed back.”
 
   “Oh, how awful! Yes, of course, Abby. I can be there at four. I appreciate your taking the time to see me.”
 
   “All righty! See you then.”
 
   I turn to Reba and tell her that I have an appointment at four. “Reba, I have no car to get to my appointment…what do I do?”
 
   “Well, what-say you let me come pick you up and take you? I have no plans, so I can take you wherever you need to go.”
 
   I suspect Ash had a hand in this. “Reba, did Mr. Harper ask you to do this?”
 
   “Yes, Miss Olivia, he just asked that I take you to wherever you needed to go today. I can’t lie. Look, I am not asking about your personal life or anything, but my gut tells me things in the apple cart are tipped over about now. I’ve had my apple cart tipped over too many times, so I know how all that stuff goes. I’m just saying that I am happy to help out wherever I can. You are good people, Miss Olivia, and I will do whatever I can to help out.”
 
   “Reba, that means more than you know. Thank you so much. I appreciate you.” She squeezes my hand and I know that there is an alliance between us.
 
   “Mr. Harper, he cares deeply for you, you know.” That’s all she says, and her words go deep into my heart. “So, I’ll come back after you about three-thirty—sound okay, Miss Olivia?”
 
   “Perfect, Reba! See you then.”
 
   We are super busy at the shop today. Sarah is okay with me leaving early to meet with Abby. Sarah and I are excited that Emily will be starting tomorrow, since things are really getting busy with the holidays approaching. I’ve made a list of things to go over with her. At three-thirty, I leave the shop and head for Abby’s office. I am totally nervous, not knowing what to expect. This whole situation is beyond my comprehension and I am out of my comfort zone. I so wish Lainey was here with me. She would know what to do.
 
   Reba is parked in front of the shop in plenty of time to get me to Abby’s office. I get in her car and she winks at me. With such confidence, she says, “Gonna be ok, Miss Olivia”
 
   We get to Abby’s office and she tells me that she will be waiting in the car.  I get out and go into the lobby. Shaking, I look on the marquee and see that Abby’s office is on the eleventh floor. I take the elevator up and have to catch my breath. God! I wish Ash was here with me, but I can do this by myself. I find her office and the receptionist greets me.
 
   “You must be Olivia Petersen. I’ll just let Abby know you’re here. Please, have a seat. Can I get you a coffee?”
 
   “Oh yes! Coffee would be great. Black, no sugar please.” Deep breath, Olivia! Remember, you can do this!
 
   After about ten minutes a petite, hell-on-wheels looking lady comes into the reception area. “Hi Olivia,” she says, “I’m Abby Linderman. Please, come in.”
 
   Abby leads me into her office. It’s a really nice contemporary office She motions me to sit across from her desk. I notice a box of tissues next to the chair I’m sitting in. God! I hope I don’t need these today. She takes a seat behind her desk, puts her hands behind her head and says, “So, the bastard wants a divorce, huh?”
 
   “Yep, that’s what’s going down in my world.”
 
   “Well, let’s see what we need to do to get you from point A to point B”
 
   I immediately feel comfortable with her. She is very attractive, with curly auburn hair, blue eyes, probably her early fifties, and she seems like a real fire-eater. Just what I need!
 
   I give her the papers I was served with and tell her about my almost thirty-year marriage and how it has fallen apart.
 
   “Well, first off, we will do an asset search. Do you have any idea what you guys have in regards to money, property, and debts owed? Any idea of what bills are due?” she asks.
 
   I tell her that Alan has always handled everything. “I think the house is paid for. Actually, I’m sure it is. I’m not sure about the cars and credit cards. I guess I’m stupid, but I let him handle everything.”
 
   “Not stupid, Olivia, just over-trusting. Time to stop trusting and start living. We will start by getting some temporary alimony arranged. You do have full time work, right?”
 
   “Yes, I am full time at Sarah’s shop. Our things will be delivered soon, and Sarah is helping me arrange storage for everything. I have no idea what I am going to do and this is freaking me out.”
 
   “Understandably, Olivia, but I will make sure this goes your way. The bastard will have to pay for this. It’s my job to make sure you’re taken care of, so you will have to trust me and not go soft on me, even when you want to. Agreed?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am! I will let you handle everything.”
 
   She points her finger at me. “If the bastard or his attorney contact you, you are not to talk to them under any circumstances. Refer them to me. You don’t need to be talking to the ex. Anything he has to say, he can say to his attorney and his attorney can relay to me. Got it? Are we crystal clear?”
 
   “Absolutely.clear!” I affirm.
 
   “So tell me about this bastard Alan.” 
 
   I begin my history. “Well, we married thirty years ago. We have three grown kids, and I just moved here about three months ago when his company transferred him here. We were lucky enough to move in with Ash until we could find our own place, but I guess this is not going to be our own place, but rather my own place. I need to move out of Ash’s house and become independent, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes, I think that with the impending divorce, it would be better if you did find an apartment and move out on your own. Even though Alan initiated the divorce, it would be best if you found your own place. I know that Ash is very fond of you—and I suspect that you feel the same. He is a wonderful guy. But for the sake of the divorce, it would be best if you were out on your own. We want to get you everything you deserve, money and property, so being on your own is paramount, now. So, if you want me to represent you, then let me get started doing what I do best, and you let me take the wheel…. Do we have a deal?”
 
   “Deal, Abby. Thanks so much. I do trust you, and I will do whatever you think I should do.”
 
   “Very well! So, first, you need to find an apartment and move. I can recommend some places. A small place, just for the time being. After the divorce, you can move back in with Ash if that’s what you want, but for now, trust me, an apartment is where you need to live. You are the wife who was left for another woman, not the wife who is living with a wealthy widower…get my drift?”
 
   “I do, Abby. Thanks. We will be in touch. Oh—one more question. How long does this usually take? When should it be final?”
 
   “Well, we have the holidays coming up, so realistically, given that there are no surprises, I would say that by the end of February you should be a divorced, single woman. That’s just a ballpark estimate, though. You don’t have small children; there is no issue of child support and visitation. So, yes; I think a couple of months are realistic.”
 
   I feel like a huge burden has just been lifted off of my chest. 
 
   I head down to the car and Reba is waiting. She is such a welcome sight! I break down when I get in the car and she takes my hand.
 
   “Miss Olivia, it is gonna be all right. I promise you, you will get through this. Good things happen to good people and you are good people. And I don’t want to overstep my bounds, but I can see that Mr. Harper cares for you deeply. Don’t be too hard on him, honey. He is trying. He was hurt so deeply when Mrs. Harper died. He hasn’t had anyone—found anyone who makes him happy. You bring out happiness in him and I can see that. I see it in your eyes too. Woman-to-woman, I know you feel it too. Let him be there for you. Count your blessings, count on your kids and count on Mr. Harper. You have an army in your court and you will do battle in a fine way!”
 
   “Reba, can we stop at the store for a minute? I want to get a pack of cigarettes.”
 
   “Lordy! I didn’t know you smoked, Miss Olivia!”
 
   “Only when I am stressed. I just need a few right now.”
 
   “Okay, I guess that is okay”
 
   “Our secret, okay?”
 
   “Of course. Our secret.” She gives me a thumbs up.
 
   I cry all the way home. I am so thankful that Reba was with me today.
 
   “Let’s get you inside. I made your favorite pasta and salad and I chilled a bottle of wine that Mr. Harper said you like. Go change. I’ll get your dinner ready.”
 
   When I come down, she has a glass of wine for me and dinner in the oven. “Go out and smoke you a few, take your wine.” She gives me a motherly hug and I hold on to her.
 
   “Oh, Reba, thank you for being here for me. I know you have other things to do and I feel bad that you had to babysit me today.”
 
   “Miss Olivia, don’t you worry. I’m gonna take care of you! Only thing I ask is that you call Mr. Harper and let him know what’s going on. He is worried sick.”
 
   “Of course I will!” I take my cell and go out to smoke and have a glass of wine. I dial his number and he answers immediately.
 
   “Olivia! Are you okay, honey?”
 
   “Yes, Ash, I am fine. Reba drove me today because it was icy. She took me to see Abby and everything is fine. The flowers were lovely and I do love you!”
 
   “Liv, I think you need to tell the kids. I have to go to Seattle day after tomorrow, so I was thinking that I would come back home tomorrow, take you to dinner, and I can help you Skype with Dalton and Lainey. It is easy and I think that would be better than you having to go to Houston alone.”
 
   “Ash, I am willing to do whatever you think is best. Abby says I need to find an apartment for cosmetics sake.”
 
   “Yes, I talked to her and I agree. I called Sarah and she has a few apartments in mind. Trust her, she can find you a temporary place. I want you at the house, mainly, but you do need your own address until after the divorce is final, honey. I arranged for some movers to move your things into storage when they arrive on Saturday. You don’t need to go through your things until I get back from Seattle. I’ll do that with you. Promise me that you will let me handle the logistics.”
 
   “I promise. I miss you so much and am so sorry that I went off on you the other night. You didn’t deserve that.”
 
   “Liv, please, don’t worry about that. Let me take you to dinner tomorrow night, and we’ll Skype the kids.”
 
   “Oh, ok. That would be great. I can’t really afford to go to Houston now anyway. You will be here when we Skype, right?”
 
   “Of course, honey, I’ll be right by your side, I promise.”
 
   “Okay, then, I’ll see you tomorrow. I miss you!”
 
   “Sleep tight, my love.”
 
   “Oh, and Reba was my rock today. She promised to come back tomorrow and teach me how to drive on the ice. I have never driven in these icy conditions. She said she can teach me until you get back.”
 
   “Yes, our Reba is the best. She is there for you. Whatever you need, you just let her know. I’ll see you tomorrow. I love you, Liv! Text me when you’re in bed.”
 
   “Night, Ash. You sleep tight, too. I wish you were with me!”
 
   “Tomorrow, my sweet, I promise!”
 
   I am famished and eat my whole plate of pasta and the whole salad. I have also consumed a whole bottle of wine and too many cigarettes.
 
   “Miss Olivia,” Reba says, “I have everything cleaned up, so think I will head home. You okay?”
 
   “Yes, Reba, thanks so much. I called Ash, and he is coming in tomorrow night. Can you drive with me to work tomorrow and show me how to drive on the ice?”
 
   “I said I would. I will be here bright and early. You’ll be driving like a pro before Mr. Harper gets back!” She gives me a bear hug and takes my face into her hands. “The apple cart is gonna turn your way—I promise!”
 
   Tears well up in my eyes and I hug her back. “Reba, more than you know, my heart appreciates you!”
 
   “Night, Miss Olivia, see you in the morning. I have coffee set to be ready when you get up. I’ll bring some bagels in the morning for breakfast, too. See you tomorrow!”
 
   I drink another glass of wine after she leaves and have a few more cigarettes. I head up to shower before bed. I am empty without Ash. My thoughts are with him, not Alan. Alan has been written out of my life. My next hurdle is telling Dalton and Lainey. I dread it, but it has to be done. Thank God for Skype.
 
   I hop into bed and turn on my music. I text Ash and let him know that I am in bed. “Bathed and tucked safely into bed. Thinking of you—good happy thoughts. I will sleep well and can’t wait to see you tomorrow. ILY! Liv”
 
   I immediately get a text back. “ILY back! Wish my arms were around you tonight, but will see you tomorrow XOXOXOXO! Ash”
 
   I sleep like a baby. I haven’t slept this well in a few nights. Knowing that I will see Ash tomorrow makes me feel safe and secure. I know I have to tell the kids about the divorce tomorrow, but I don’t care, because Ash will be here with me. I am invincible—I can do it!
 
   On Wednesday Emily arrives at the shop. She is adorable, and soaks up knowledge like a sponge. Her look just screams interior designer. She’s wearing a classy pair of skinny pants, a turtleneck sweater with an awesome scarf, a denim jacket, and a pair of knee boots. She’s got a tiny, petite figure and a natural beauty. I greet her as she comes in
 
   “Welcome Emily! We are so excited you will be working for us!”
 
   “Me too, Mrs. Petersen! This is such an amazing opportunity. Thank you so much for hiring me. This is just where I wanted to work!”
 
   “Sarah is a great lady. I know she will take you under her wing and train you perfectly. So, tell me a little bit about you.”
 
   “Well, where to start? I got my business degree from DePaul and then decided that interior design was my real passion. I got grants to go to DePaul and Harrington, thank God!”
 
   “Your parents must be so proud!” I say.
 
   “Well, my parents aren’t really in my life” Her expression turns sad.
 
   “Really? Why“
 
   “Well, my parents aren’t together. Before I graduated high school, my dad lost his job. He was a gambler and lost it all. He left us for a younger lady he met in a bar and my mom totally lost it. She started drinking really bad and just up and left. She moved to Utah, so I went to live with her sister, my aunt, and her family. It was all I could do to graduate and get the heck out of there. My aunt and uncle…they were nice enough, but they had younger kids and I think they just took me in out of a sense of duty. Once I graduated from high school, I got grants and was accepted at DePaul, so I moved out of their house. I got my degree and went on to Harrington.”
 
   “Do you see your family much?”
 
   “Nope. Once I left my aunt’s house, I lost touch. I figured it was up to me to make a go of my life. I don’t see or talk to my parents—haven’t talked to them since I graduated from high school”
 
   “Oh my God! How sad Emily!”
 
   “I can’t think about that. It would drive me nuts. I just focus on my studies and on making a life for myself.”
 
   “Well, you are a better person than them. I admire you so much for taking that attitude!”
 
   “So, Mrs. Petersen, how did you come to work for Sarah?”
 
   “Please, call me Olivia—Mrs. Petersen makes me feel so old! I started working for Sarah about a month ago. I moved here with my husband. He was transferred to Chicago with his company from Houston. Big culture shock!” 
 
   As I take her around the shop and Sarah grabs her. “Emily! Grab your purse; we are going to a client’s! Let’s get your feet wet!!”
 
   “Sure thing Sarah—I’m ready.” Sarah and Emily head off to a consultation and I am left to tend the shop. It’s the Christmas season, so I decide I need to put up a tree at the house. It is slow today, so I text Ash, “Can I put up a tree?” I would love to do that this weekend while Ash was in Seattle.
 
   He immediately texts back, “Of course you can. I’d love that! We can plan it tonight. Hope you’re having a good day and I will see you soon. ILY!”
 
   Oh, yeah! I can hardly concentrate on work, anticipating the night with him. I was so ugly to him the other night, and I feel just awful. I want to make it up to him and let him know just how bad I feel.
 
   Around two, Sarah and Emily arrive back at the shop.
 
   “So, how was it, Emily?”
 
   “Oh, my God! It was so much fun! Sarah is an amazing designer. I am so lucky!”
 
   Sarah tells me to take Emily down to the coffee shop for lunch. Once at the coffee shop, we order.  I can’t help but think this girl is perfect for Tommy.
 
   “So, Emily, do you have a significant other in your life?”
 
   “No, Olivia. In the men’s department, I definitely have struck out. I dated a few guys, but they turned out to be abusive and toxic relationships. I just seem to attract that type of guy. So I’ve decided that I don’t want to even date anyone until I get my life in order.”
 
   “Do you have brothers and sisters?”
 
   “Nope, I am an only child, and that was probably best. My folks just had to abandon one instead of a brood of kids.”
 
   I sense sadness in that comment and wonder how a mother and father could abandon such a great girl.
 
   “I had my heart broken more times than I can count,” she continues, “so I figure it needs to just be me. I need to stay focused on my studies anyway. I managed to keep a 4.0 all through DePaul, and have stayed on course so far.”
 
   “You remind me so much of my daughter Lainey. She got a degree in architecture from Tulane University. She wasn’t in a sorority like her friends, and alienated most of her friends because she was so focused on her studies. It didn’t bother her, because she had a goal—and she achieved it. She has a very successful design-build firm in Houston, and it all paid off. So you just keep doing what you are doing and get to where you want to be!”
 
   “Thanks, Olivia. I feel so comfortable talking to you. I don’t talk to anyone much about my personal life. It isn’t something to brag about!” she laughed, wryly.
 
   “Well, anytime you need to talk, please feel free to do so. I’m a good listener, or so I have been told.” She smiles and I am glad we had this little talk.
 
   We head back to the shop. The rest of the day goes by fast. Reba is there at five to pick me up and take me home.
 
   “Reba, I promise I am going to learn to drive in winter conditions so you don’t have to drive me around town.”
 
   “I know you will! It takes time, though. I really don’t mind at all.”
 
   Once we get home, I rush upstairs and grab a quick shower and freshen up. I hear Ash come up the stairs.
 
   “Liv? You up here?”
 
   I run out of my room into his arms. “Oh Ash! God I missed you. I am so sorry I behaved like I did the other night. I don’t know why I did that. Can I just take it back?”
 
   “Olivia, I know that you just needed some time and space. Please, no regrets! I’m hungry—how about you? Ready for a nice dinner? We can Skype the kids when we get back.”
 
   I realize that the ugly truth has to be told tonight and I am not looking forward to that. I just hope the kids will understand and won’t be upset with me. “Yes, I am famished and am so glad you will be here with me when I tell them.”
 
   Ash has made a reservation, which doesn’t surprise me in the least. They know him in the restaurant and we’re treated like royalty, complete with a nice private table that’s away from everyone. Wine is waiting, and we toast to us. Sitting at the table we gaze into each other’s eyes. God! I could just look at him all night and not even eat.
 
   He brings me back to reality, saying, “Let’s order and eat so we can get back at a decent hour. You have some Skyping to do, little lady! Oh, and so I hear you want a Christmas tree? How big? Ten to twelve feet?”
 
   “Well I think it would have to be twelve feet—don’t you?”
 
   “Yep, that’s what I was thinking. Look, why don’t you go to the nursery tomorrow on your lunch break? Pick out a tree and ask them to deliver it on Saturday. I have an account there, so put it on my bill. Also pick out any lights you need. Jose, my handyman, puts up outdoor lights, so I could ask him if he could come by the house and meet with you to see what you want for the outside. Listen, I’m not trying to be controlling or anything, let me know what you want to do. I have the resources, you have the decorating skills, and so you tell me.”
 
   “Oh, Ash. It all sounds perfect. Yes, I would love for Jose to come do outside lights! I’ll go by the nursery and pick out a tree and then to the store to get lights. Sarah has decorations at the store and I get a discount, so that will be just perfect. Thank you so much!”
 
   “No, thank you, Olivia. It’s been ages since we’ve decorated for Christmas and I look forward to seeing what you can do for this house. I haven’t looked forward to the Christmas season in an awfully long time…I’m actually kinda excited!”
 
   The waiter brings our dinner and we eat so we can get back home. On the drive back home, Ash senses that I am nervous.
 
   “Liv, this is all going to go smoothly—the kids are going to understand, so please don’t worry honey.”
 
   “Do you know how to Skype, Ash?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve Skyped with the boys. Never a three-way though. Bradley called me today and sent me the link to get the setup. He’s talked to Lainey and Dalton and they are setup as well. So, all we need to do is get you on the computer. We set 9:00 p.m. as our time to call.”
 
   “Arghhhhh, I don’t know about this. Will you be in the room with me?”
 
   “Of course, if you want me to be, yes, I’ll be here.”
 
   We still have an hour. The phone rings and the caller ID says its Ellen. Ash answers.
 
   “Hey there, big brother! What’s going on?”
 
   “Well, Olivia and I just got back from dinner. We are messing around on the computer.”
 
   “Hmmmm…what kind of messing around?”
 
   “Ellen, get your head out of the gutter girl! I’m showing her how to Skype, silly!”
 
   “Well, I need to get those serving pieces I borrowed for Melissa’s shower back to you and was wondering if you were gonna be around on Saturday evening.”
 
   “I’m not, but Olivia will be here. I think she’s going to put up the tree Saturday night.” When I nod, he grins and says, “Here, you talk to her.” He gives the phone to me. 
 
   “Hi Ellen! Yes, I’m having a tree delivered on Saturday and was going to decorate it.”
 
   “That sounds like fun! David is out of town on business, so if you don’t mind I’d love to stop by and help. Ash hasn’t put up a tree in…Geez! I can’t remember when. What can I bring?”
 
   “Not a thing. I’ll make dinner—we can have a girl’s night. Was thinking of asking our new intern at work if she would like to come over, too.”
 
   “It’s a date. I’ll see you Saturday evening, then.”
 
   Ash tells me that he has called Jose to do the lights Saturday morning and has asked Tommy and the guys to stop by and put the lights on the tree for me. “I figured that if you got a twelve-foot tree, you might need some help getting the lights on.”
 
   “Oh—I hadn’t even thought about that. Yes, I would probably kill myself getting up and down from a ladder. You think of everything, don’t you? I was going to ask Emily to come over, too. She is such a cute smart girl. She’s had a pretty shitty life, but has made it on her own. I think she and Tommy would get along, too!”
 
   “Well, Miss Matchmaker, don’t count on it. Tommy is really funny when it comes to getting setup. Don’t let him know what you’re planning.”
 
   “Why, Ash Harper, I certainly know that! This has to be unstaged. I’ve got it under control, thank you very much.” 
 
   I look at the clock. It’s time. We get on the computer and I see Lainey and Dalton.
 
   “Hi there, guys!” Lainey begins. “Hi Mom! How are you?”
 
   “Well, Lainey, I’ve been better. Have you talked to Bradley?”
 
   “He called me and said that you had something to tell Dalton and me about Dad. What’s going on?”
 
   “Well, remember when you asked me if something was going on with Dad when you were here?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Well, honey, Dad wants a divorce.”
 
   “Mom—I knew something was going on!”
 
   “Shit, Mom! When did this happen,” Dalton asks.
 
   “Before Thanksgiving. I called Dad to see when his flight would be here and he said that he wasn’t coming home. I had no idea that he had been seeing someone else and had no indications that our marriage was in trouble. Yesterday I was served with divorce papers at work. So, I guess this is the real deal. I have to step out of the box and out of my comfort zone now and face this. I’m so sorry to have to tell you both like this. Dad called Bradley. That’s how he found out.”
 
   “Mom, I don’t know what to say—I never in a million years would have thought you and Dad would divorce.”
 
   Kellan gets on with Lainey and I tell him, “I didn’t want to upset Lainey, with the pregnancy and all.”
 
   “Mom, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. We need to worry about you. This is awful!”
 
   “Well, I went to see an attorney. She’s a little bulldog. She said that I should get myself a little apartment. At least I have a full-time job, so can pay rent. Our things should be here in the next few days, and Sarah, my boss has arranged for storage. I don’t even want to go through our things right now.”
 
   “Mom,” Dalton says, “if you need help paying for the divorce, I will send you whatever money you need. I just can’t believe Dad has done this. Is he having a midlife crisis or something? Who is he involved with?”
 
   “Honey, I have no idea who the other woman is, and I don’t even want to know. I really don’t care. I just want this to be over so I can get on with my life.”
 
   “Are you moving back to Houston, Mom? What about the house?”
 
   “No, I don’t want to move back to Houston. I have a feeling we’ll end up selling the house. Abby, my attorney is researching our assets. The house is paid for, as far as I know—Dad handled all the money, so I have no idea what bills we owe.”
 
   “I’m gonna call Dad and tell him I never want to see him again,” Dalton says.
 
   “Honey, I don’t want you, Bradley, or Lainey to do that. He’s still your father, whether he has messed up or not. Don’t let our failed relationship affect yours. Lainey, he will be your child’s grandfather, so don’t taint that relationship, please! Just promise me that.”
 
   “Mom, we are here for you. You know that, right?”
 
   “Yes, I do. We will all get through this, I promise. Lainey—you’re still coming for Christmas, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes mom of course we are! I’m closing down the office for two weeks, so we’ll come before Christmas and stay until New Year’s, if that’s okay…”
 
   “Damn! I wish I could be there too mom!” Dalton says. “Especially now. It’s just not possible, with my job.”
 
   “Dalton, I do understand, and now that I know how to Skype, you better believe I will be talking to you often!”
 
    “Oh—hi Mr. Harper!” Lainey says, as Ash comes to sit by me.
 
   “Ash…please, call me Ash, both of you!”
 
   “We are so glad you are there with our mom. Did you have any idea this was going on with Dad?”
 
   “No, guys I had no idea—believe me. I would have told your mother if I knew he was cheating.” Ash has his hand on my leg, rubbing it gently. The kids can’t see, thank God. I am so glad he is here beside me!
 
   “So, Mom, when do you think the divorce will be final?”
 
   “Well, Abby says that it should be fairly simple, since there are no child support or custody issues involved. She thinks in a couple of months.”
 
   “So, you may be divorced by your birthday?”
 
   “Yes, could be. Look, I’m sorry to have to tell you this way. I had planned on coming to Houston to talk to you, Lainey, but money is tight now and I can’t be gone from work. I’m a working lady now, you know!”
 
   “Oh Mom! Please don’t worry. The way you handled it is fine. Dalton, let’s plan on Skyping with Mom lots—are you down with that?”
 
   “Yep! I sure am. And, Mom, stay strong. You can do this. We are all here for you.”
 
   “Okay, then. You don’t all hate me, do you?”
 
   “Heavens, no! We are disappointed in Dad—I still don’t know how he could leave you for someone else. But it’s his loss, Mom. Remember that.”
 
   “Okay, kiddos. I feel so much better now. Telling you was killing me, and I’ve been a bundle of nerves ever since before Thanksgiving. I love you—every one of you. You are my life, and I thank God every day that I have such amazing kids. Muahhh! I love you!”
 
   “We love you, too, Mom! Talk to you soon!”
 
   “Okay, bye for now. Love you. Sleep tight and don’t let the bedbugs bite!” That’s what I used to say every night when I tucked them in.
 
   We disconnect, and I start to cry.
 
   “You did so well, Olivia! See, you did it!”  He tenderly puts his hands on my face and wipes my tears with his thumbs. “Come with me.”
 
   We get our glasses of wine and I follow him into the music room.
 
   “Here, sit.” He motions me to sit on the piano bench, closes his eyes, and begins to play. The song he is playing is slow and very pretty. Softly, he begins to sing…he’s singing to me. What a beautiful voice he has and such a pretty song. He turns to me, looks into my eyes and sings the chorus. It’s a song about lights guiding you home and of someone being there. I listen to the words of the song with my eyes fixed on his face.
 
   “Ash, that was beautiful!”
 
   He takes my face into his hands… “I’ll take care of you my beautiful, beautiful Olivia!”
 
   “And I will let you,” I whisper. To lighten the subject, I ask something I have been curious about. “Ash, how did you come into music? It seems so natural for you, and you seem to know how to play so many instruments. Is there anything you don’t play?”
 
   “Well, my dad played the drums. He was a lawyer by trade, but loved playing. Mom played piano and was very gifted. They met in college. Mom went on to teach music. She taught for over thirty years. Some of her students have even gone on to professional music careers. Mom and Dad made sure Ellen and I took music lessons. We both took piano, and I took an interest in guitar in high school, so took lessons. Dad taught me how to play drums, which I haven’t played in a long time, but I can say I do know how to play them. Ellen still plays piano, too, though I don’t think Melissa ever took an interest. Our family…Dad and Mom, Ellen, and I were all about music. Someone was always playing or singing in our crazy, happy household. When we were kids, our friends always liked coming over, ‘cause Dad would play the drums for them and act goofy.”
 
   He laughed, smiling at old times, then continued, “Good memories! Then, after the Air Force…don’t laugh, but I played in a band. We played coffee shops and I really loved it. Matter of fact, I would have been happy making that my career. Anyway, when Anne and I got married I gave it up. She wasn’t into the music scene, unfortunately. There were no musicians in her family—only academics.“
 
   “So, I guess this is where Tommy gets his musical talent?”
 
   “Yep. It’s from me. Tommy went to college for a short time, but dropped out. We never let Anne know that he wasn’t in school. She thought he should go to law school, but he just wasn’t into college. Some kids just aren’t college material, and Tommy was one of them. He felt guilty, but I told him to do what was in his heart. She never knew he wasn’t in law school, so once she got sick we kind of let her think Tommy had been accepted and was attending. We knew she was terminal, so didn’t want to let her think otherwise. I guess she went to her grave thinking Tommy would be a Perry Mason!”
 
   “So, how did all of the guys in Tommy’s band hook up,” I ask.
 
   “They all grew up together, except for Brian. The rest all played their music since high school. Recreational stuff mostly. Brian played in a band in New Orleans, and met them one night on Bourbon Street during Mardi Gras. I’m pretty sure they were all trashed… Tommy convinced him to move to Chicago and join the band. They were mostly a cover band, but they’ve started writing their own music and incorporating that into their sets. I’m really proud of them. God knows, they could have chosen a worse career, huh? So tell me about your childhood. About your folks and growing up an only child.“
 
   “Well, my childhood was pretty mundane. I always wished I had brothers and sisters, but my folks weren’t into kids. They tried for eight years before they had me, and I guess one was enough. Don’t get me wrong, I had a happy childhood, and loved my parents, but my parents just weren’t demonstrative and fun. My dad was a CPA and Mom was a homemaker. Dad had his own business and was pretty successful, I guess. We lived in a really nice house, and I remember Dad always had a new Cadillac. He worked a lot, I remember“
 
   “So, what were they like?”
 
   “Well, my folks were pretty private people. They were affectionate, but in a reserved sort of way. Every day when dad came home from the office, they had cocktails together in the living room. I wasn’t allowed to go into the living room during their cocktail hour. Mom always closed the doors so they could be together just the two of them. That was their time. Period. She had martinis ready every day at five-thirty. Her dinner was already in the oven, so she and dad could have their happy hour uninterrupted. Dinner was served every night straight up at six-thirty. Mom was a fabulous cook and she always had dinner parties for dad’s clients. I remember sitting at the bottom of the stairs in my pajamas when I was supposed to be in bed, to spy on their dinner parties. Everyone was dressed up. The ladies wore cocktail dresses and the men were in suits. Funny, I haven’t thought about that in years.
 
   “My folks were in love and very happy,” I continued, “though I don’t remember ever seeing them display a lot of affection. They had date nights and Dad brought Mom flowers every single Friday. I don’t think he ever missed a week, even when they got older. When Dad retired, they moved to Florida and bought a condo where they lived until they passed away. My mom passed away first; four years later, Dad died. I think he was devastated and just lost the will to go on without her. “Sounds like they were pretty much in love. My folks, on the other hand were over the top affectionate. Dad was always patting her behind and grabbing her, giving her a dip and planting a big kiss on her mouth!”
 
   “That must be where you get your thoughtfulness and charisma!“
 
   “Could be. They definitely had the PDA thing going on!”
 
   The grandfather clock chimes eleven.
 
   “It’s getting late, my dear,” Ash says, “So I guess I’ll head out.”
 
   “Ash, please stay here tonight—don’t go back to the condo.”
 
   He looks at me with a puzzled face. “I would love to stay with you tonight. Are you sure about this? I know you need your space, and respect that. One thing I don’t want to do is crowd you right now, Olivia. And remember, I have to leave in the morning for Seattle. “
 
   “Oh yes, I did forget” I guess I get a sad look on my face, because Ash takes my hand and kisses it.
 
   “I’ll be gone a week, but it’ll go by fast—we’ll talk every night and you can Skype me“
 
   “Uhhhh…Skype you, huh? That sounds kinky and very interesting!” We both laugh and I feel so secure. He carries me into his bedroom and we make love...very passionate love. I still can’t believe that every nerve in my body can be ignited by his touch, but Ash has made that happen. I take every inch of him into me and combust into three incredible orgasms.
 
   “Ash, how do you do that to me? Every time you touch me I just want to explode! I had no idea that breasts were anything other than two things that fit into a bra, but every time you touch them I just…..”
 
   “Like this?” He teasingly touches me there.
 
   “Oh, God, yes! How is that possible? Every nerve in my body is so sensitive to your touch. It’s like I’m on fire and I tingle every time you touch me…even when you look at me!”
 
   “Well, that’s the beauty of intimacy and love,”
 
   I whisper, “Ash, do I please you?”
 
   “Of course you do, Liv! Why in the world would you ask something like that?”
 
   “Well, I just feel… like …well…like...” I trail off. I feel so embarrassed.
 
   “Spit it out, silly! What are you trying to say?”
 
   “Ash, you know I don’t know a lot about sex …I mean I do, but I don’t—you know what I mean? I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m not experienced in some things.”
 
   Ash smiles at me and takes my face into his hands. “Olivia, as soon as this divorce is final, and we can concentrate on us and our relationship, I promise you we will explore, and I’ll show you things you’ve only heard of before. I’ll take you to that next level—and we’ll go there together…deal?”
 
   “Oh, yes! Deal!”
 
   “By the way, when is your birthday? I heard Lainey mention that you may be a single lady by your birthday. We’ve never talked about our birthdays.”
 
   “February 16th is my birthday. When is yours?”
 
   “June 15th. “So, I am Aquarius, and you are…?”
 
   “Gemini.”
 
   “Hmmmm, wonder if we are compatible?”
 
   “I think we definitely are—don’t you?”
 
   “For sure!”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Before we fall asleep, Ash’s cell phone rings. It’s late, so we are both startled.
 
   “Hello?” Ash says.
 
   “Dad? Hey, sorry it’s so late—I just looked at the clock. Crap! Sorry!”
 
   “Oh, hey, Tommy! No problem. What’s up son? Everything okay?”
 
   “Yes Dad, I just wanted to know if I could come stay at the condo with you tonight. Nothing’s wrong, just though I’d swing by.”
 
   “Well, son, if I was there, of course you could swing by. I’m at the house, leaving in the morning for Seattle, but of course you can stay at the condo. Listen, you’re still down with coming over Saturday to put up Christmas tree lights for Olivia, huh?”
 
   “Sure thing, Dad! Todd and probably the rest of the guys are coming, too. Been a long time since we had a Christmas tree, huh? Too long.”
 
   “Yes, son, it has been a very long time. Jose is putting the lights up in the morning and I think she wants to decorate at night. Aunt Ellen is coming over, too. I think Olivia is cooking, so she’ll probably make enough for you guys.”
 
   I give him a thumbs up. Okay. Now I am getting excited. Christmas tree, matchmaking Tommy and Emily, oh, this is gonna be fun!
 
   “Okay, Dad. So…you’re in Seattle for a week? You said you are gonna be working on a case with Hayden and Wes?”
 
   “Yes, it will only be for a week. Let’s do dinner when I get back“
 
   “All righty then…see you when you get back. Love you, Dad.”
 
   “You too, son. Glad you called.”
 
   “Tell Olivia I said hi and I’ll see her on Saturday.”
 
   “Ash?” I ask.
 
   “Yeeessss?”
 
   “What kind of work is it that you do with Hayden and Wesley?”
 
   “Security consulting.”
 
   “Like FBI spy stuff?”
 
   He snorts, amused. “Yes, kinda like that!” He puts his finger up to my lips. “Shhhhh.No more talking. Time to go to sleep. I have to get up early and we both need some rest.” He kisses the back of my neck.
 
   I sense that he can’t or doesn’t want to talk about it, so I drift off into a peaceful sleep, his front to my back, wrapped in his arms. Ahhhh! Maybe, if I’m lucky, the sleeping giant will wake me up in the morning.
 
   “Mornin’, Sunshine! You up for the giant and giving me a sendoff?”
 
   “And a send off for me? Yessssss! Please…”
 
   Morning bliss before Ash leaves for Seattle and I head out to work. He doesn’t disappoint. How am I going to be able to concentrate on work today after a morning like this? Today I am going to pick out the tree and arrange delivery. My plan is to ask Emily to come over Saturday night and help me put up the tree. I’m going to make my famous tortilla soup and cornbread. Looking forward to decorating, seeing the guys and Ellen, and maybe doing a little matchmaking.
 
   Around noon, my cell rings. It’s Abby. She tells me that she has spoken with Alan’s attorney and the divorce is moving forward. The house is fully paid for—no mortgages against it, which I am happy to hear. I didn’t know how Alan paid for our remodel. I just figured he had taken out a second mortgage, but it seems he paid cash for everything. Thank God! As for the assets, she tells me that Alan wants me provided for. I think to myself that if he didn’t, Abby would go after him with bared claws. I feel better knowing this isn’t going to be turned into a War of the Roses scenario.
 
   So, knowing things are progressing, I feel confident that I will be single by my birthday, which is my goal. I want to begin the next year of my life free of baggage and start to build on my own happiness. 
 
   I think of Ash all day, and every time I think about him, my body tingles. I can’t wait for him to get home—it has been less than a day and I miss him already!
 
   Emily and I talk while there’s a slow time in the store. “Emily, I’m going to put the tree up Saturday night and would love for you to come over and help me. I’ll make a pot of soup and have some appetizers, and we can listen to Christmas music and decorate.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful, Olivia! I haven’t decorated a tree in forever. What can I bring? Don’t tell me nothing. I insist on bringing something.”
 
   “Why don’t you bring a couple of bottles of whatever wine you like? Ash’s sister Ellen is going to stop by and return some silver pieces she borrowed, so it will be a girl’s night!”
 
   Ha! I think to myself. I won’t tell her about Tommy and the guys coming over. If I do, she probably won’t come.
 
   “Sounds like so much fun! I can’t wait. Thanks so much for asking me!”
 
   Since it is just Emily and me in the store today, we have to take separate breaks. I head down to the coffee shop to grab a quick sandwich and a cup of coffee. I find a quiet table all to myself, put my ear buds in, and listen to my music. 
 
   “Olivia?“
 
   All the blood leaves my head.
 
   “Huh?” I take the ear buds out. Standing in front of me is Alan. My first thought is to slap him in the face and tell him to get lost, but I don’t want to cause a scene in a public place.
 
   “Mind if I sit down?”
 
   Hesitantly, I nod and motion for him to sit. “How did you know I was here?”
 
   “I went into the shop and the young lady working there told me where to find you.”
 
   Damn! I haven’t told Emily what’s going on in my life, so I can’t blame her, but this is definitely what I don’t need today.
 
   Alan sits across from me and takes my hands. “Olivia, look, I am so sorry about all the pain I have caused you. I really didn’t intend for things to fast track the way they did. I feel like I need to explain a few things to you.”
 
   I feel anxiety coming on and I don’t want him to think that this even fazes me. Just keep your cool, Olivia… Keep your cool…Deep breath!
 
   “Alan, you don’t need to explain anything to me. Your kids are the ones who deserve an explanation. They are devastated and didn’t deserve this. I’ve moved on and will be just fine. I really don’t want to talk about the divorce with you and I definitely don’t want to know a thing about your little play toy.”
 
   “Olivia…, Look she and I have been seeing each other—”
 
   I hold up my hand and cut him off. “Alan, please….not interested…don’t care. You’ve made it clear that you don’t want to be married to me anymore, so there really isn’t anything left to say, or anything that I would care about anyway. Are we clear? Anything you want to say to me, your attorney can convey to my attorney.”
 
   “Believe me, babe, I will make it right with the kids. I’ve talked to Bradley, but not Dalton and Lainey. I will in good time, and all I can hope for is that they understand.”
 
   “First off, don’t call me ‘babe,’ and second, well, you do know that Lainey is pregnant, don’t you? Of course, you missed the formal announcement at Thanksgiving dinner, unfortunately.”
 
   “Yes, Bradley told me. I swear I will make it right with her.”
 
   “Just tell me one thing Alan—was this the first time you cheated on me?”
 
   He looks down and the table takes a deep breath, and I don’t think I want to hear the truth. Ash said he thought Alan had cheated before, but hearing it… Do I really want to know?
 
   “No, it wasn’t. You asked, so I’ll be honest. Look, I have been with other women. It was for sex. Until this time, it was all just physical. Traveling like I did and all….a man has needs after all….”
 
   Okay. Slap in the face…the ugly truth.
 
   “Ahhhh, right, traveling and all. Good thing to blame it on, Alan. Classic excuse!”
 
   Fighting tears, I look over to the coffee counter and I see Jocelyn. Holy crap! The absolute one person I don’t want to see right now. She recognizes me, smiles a totally fake smile and waves. I casually wave back, hoping she won’t get on her phone and blab to Ellen, but I know she is chomping at the bit to do just that. Her friend was the one who dated Ash, so I suspect she will tell Ellen that she saw me holding hands with another man. I probably should call Ash, but decide I’ll do it in private tonight. Surely he’ll understand.
 
   “Look Alan, I have to get back to work…some people have to work for a living.”
 
   “Olivia, whatever you want from our things, feel free to take. I don’t want anything but my guns and coins.”
 
   “Well, how totally nice of you, but my attorney will work things out. I have our things in storage, and I’m sure she will want you to go over and get what you want.”
 
   He looks concerned. “So, are you living at Ash’s house still?”
 
   “For now, but I am in the process of moving into an apartment. I will be on my own soon, so you don’t have to worry about me.”
 
   “I do worry about you. I’ll provide for you financially, Olivia. This isn’t about money.”
 
   “Alan, I appreciate that.” I think to myself...oh you have no idea how you are going to provide for me financially! 
 
   He offers to pay for my lunch, and I feel liberated in telling him that I will pay for my own, as well as his coffee.
 
   I walk out of the coffee shop and back to the store. Emily meets me at the door.
 
   “Hey, Olivia! Some guy came in and asked where he could find you. He said he was a relative.”
 
   “He found me. Thanks. So, were we busy while I was gone?”  I hope she doesn’t ask more. More than that, I hope Alan doesn’t come in here. This is my one place of refuge, and I don’t want him contaminating it.
 
   Later in the day we aren’t busy, so I head over to the nursery to pick out my tree. Ash told me to ask for Sam, so I do. An older black man comes up to me.
 
   “Hi, Miss Olivia! I’m Sam. Mr. Harper said you would be coming in to pick out a tree. I’ve taken the liberty and selected five for you to look at. Follow me, and if you don’t like what I’ve picked, we’ll keep looking until you do.”
 
   We go into the back and there are five beautiful trees… all of them twelve feet tall. My eye immediately goes to the perfect one.
 
   “Sam, I think this one is it!”
 
   “Yes, ma’am, that’s the one I was thinking of for you. It’s a noble fir—the Cadillac of Christmas trees! So, when would you like it delivered?”
 
   “Would Saturday morning be okay?”
 
   “Absolutely, ma’am! I can have the guys at your house by nine. Will that work? They’ll set it up in the stand and get you ready to put those lights on. Do you need lights? If you do, we have some here. I would suggest about twelve hundred lights for your size tree.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you so much, Sam.”
 
   “Oh, my pleasure, Miss Olivia! You’re gonna love this one…she’s a real beauty. And listen, please tell Mr. Harper that Sam says hello.”
 
   I can’t even imagine how much all this costs, but I don’t care. It’s perfect.
 
   On my way back to the office, I decide to call Todd and tell him about my matchmaking plans. I dial his number and he answers.
 
   “Talk to me!”
 
   “Todd, hi. Um, this is Olivia.”
 
   “Yeah, I kinda thought so,” he says.
 
   “How did you know it was me?”
 
   “Well, let’s see—I have you in my contacts, and your ringtone is ‘My Amigo’ by KOL?”
 
   I laugh. “Seriously? Todd, you are too funny! I’m honored to be in your contacts. Look, is this a bad time?”
 
   “Well, uhhhh, actually, it kinda is, I mean……”
 
   Oh.My.God! I am totally embarrassed! Did I call while he was in bed with someone? Ewwww! Awkward!
 
   “Oh, my God! I am so sorry! Can you umm… just… Ummm, can you call me back later, then?”
 
   He gives a shout of laughter. “Olivia! I was just teasing. I’m not really busy. What? Did you think you caught me screwing or something?”
 
   “Something like that, yeah.”
 
   “Well, contrary to what you might think, I don’t screw all the time. Geez! I’m actually by myself right now, so you caught me at a good time and with my pants up for a change. So, what’s up…did you finally decide to get your tattoo and want me to come with you?”
 
   “No… I haven’t decided on that yet. I wanted to talk to you about something else.”
 
   “Okay—shoot!”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if Tommy has mentioned that y’all are coming over Saturday night to help me put Christmas lights on the tree yet, but…”
 
   “Wait! You want us to get on the ladder to put up lights so you won’t fall and bust your ass, but we will?”
 
   “Something like that, yeah.”
 
   “ Just kidding! Yeah, Tommy said we were coming over. Sounds like fun. Got beer?”
 
   “Yes, of course. Beer and food!”
 
   “All righty, then. Will work for food and beer.”
 
   “There’s something else. I have a girl from work coming over. I want to introduce her to Tommy and…uhhhh….”
 
   “And you don’t want me hitting on her, right?”
 
   “Well, again, something like th
 
   “Olivia, I’m sure if you picked her, she is hot as hell, but if you picked her for Tommy, I’ll keep my hands off. Promise”
 
   “Oh, thanks Todd! I think she’s perfect for Tommy, and I hope they get along.”
 
    “Okay, Olivia, I’ll keep my hands to myself and I’ll help any way I can. I think it’s pretty awesome that you found someone for him. God knows, he needs someone special in his life. So is she cute?”
 
   “Of course! I wouldn’t pick anyone for him or you who wasn’t perfect!”
 
   “So, are you looking for someone for me? Here’s the deal…she has to have real boobs, some fine ass tattoos, and a nice tight ass.”
 
   “Okay, Todd. So where do you suggest I go to look for someone with those specifications?” I chuckle, and then add, “I’ll keep my eye out for you, Todd…you’re next to get fixed up, but you may have to bend a bit.”
 
   “Olivia, you have no idea how good I can bend!” He’s having too much fun, snickering mischievously. “Girl! I love to tease you. You do know it’s just fun teasing, right? You don’t get offended, do you?”
 
   “Todd, I totally have you figured out! No offense taken. I take your teasing as a compliment. See you guys Saturday!”
 
    “We’ll be there. Ready to climb up that ladder and bust our asses! The rest of the guys may come too. The more the merrier, right?”
 
   “Absolutely! I would love to have you all come. I’m making my famous tortilla soup and cornbread. Beer too, of course!”
 
   “Sounds yummy, Olivia. See ya Saturday. So, how do you like my ringtone for you?”
 
   “Gotta love it! You’re the best.”
 
   The rest of the day passes quickly and I head home. Thank God there is no ice today, so I can drive myself. When I get in the house, I grab a glass of wine and head upstairs to change. I get a text. It’s from Ash.
 
   “So, just curious as to why you didn’t call and let me know you were with Alan today. I thought I meant more to you than that. Guess I was wrong. Very pissed about now!” 
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Well, damn you, Jocelyn! You conniving little bitch! Ok—so how do I respond to this? I decide not to text, but rather to call Ash.
 
   It goes to his voice mail. I don’t leave a message. I send a text. “Call me please?”
 
   He doesn’t return the text, and my heart sinks. Why do people have to start things? So should I call Ellen? Do I really want to involve her in this? Was she the one who called Ash? I decide to just lay low and wait. Maybe he will call me back soon.
 
   The hours pass and still no word from Ash. I’m beginning to worry. He must really be upset because he always calls or texts right back. At midnight, I decide that I just need to go to bed. Obviously, he’s too upset to talk to me tonight. I toss and turn all night, and then the tears start. I cry myself to sleep.
 
   Around 2:00 a.m., my phone rings.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Olivia? Heeey! Whasss up??” It’s Ash and he sounds like he has been drinking.
 
   “Ash, is that you?”
 
   “Well, who the hell else would be calling you at this hour…Alan maybe? Or, better yet, is he there with you?”
 
   “Ash Harper! You’re drunk! And no, Alan is not here with me! I can’t believe Jocelyn would take what she saw out of context. What a bitch!”
 
   “Heeey, don’t use that kind of language, honey, it’s unbecoming to you.”
 
   I sense that this conversation is going nowhere. He is too intoxicated to carry on an intelligent conversation. “Look Ash, why don’t you get some sleep and call me in the morning? Are you with Wesley and Hayden?”
 
   “With who? Oh, yeah… the boys! Nope, they dropped me off at my hotel after diner and I’ve been in the club. Back in my room now.” I hear something fall and I think he’s knocked something off the nightstand. “Oops! You still there? Sorry ‘bout that. Dropped my glass.”
 
   “Ash, listen, I love you—I will explain everything to you tomorrow when you’re sober. There is no point in us even talking about this tonight. You’re incorrigible! God, I miss you so much—even when you’re drunk out of your mind! I miss you!”
 
   “Well, little lady, I kinda miss you too. Even though I’m beyond pissed at you! I’m really, really pissed! So, do you want to have phone sex or something, while I have you on the line?”
 
   “What? What in the world are you talking about, Ash? What have you been drinking, and why would you even say something like that?” My voice cracks and I start to cry.
 
   Then he realizes he has upset me. Almost immediately, he starts to sober up. “Olivia, look, honey, I’m sorry. You’re right, I have been drinking very heavily. I thought you had gotten back together with Alan. Jocelyn called me and said she saw you two holding hands across the table just like you and I do. I just went nuts. I started thinking all the worst things. I just can’t stand the thought of him touching you or talking to you. Honey, my world kinda fell apart and I had a little meltdown. I’m sorry I upset you. I’ll call you in the morning honey. You still love me?”
 
   “Of course I do! Just get some sleep. I will too.”
 
   “Okay, honey. I’m finished drinking. Nothing left in the bottle… see?” He laughs at his own joke. He’s still slurring his words, and I know he’s going to feel pretty rough in the morning.
 
   “Oh, Ash! Please call room service and get some coffee, then take a shower and go to bed.”
 
   “Hmmmm. A shower? That sounds like fun. I sure wish you were here to hop in with me. I could lather you up and rinse you off.” 
 
   I think he will probably have one hell of a headache in the morning. “Night my love…sleep tight!”
 
   “Night-night to you, too, Sunshine. Don’t forget that I am really, really pissed off at you right now. Really pissed!”
 
   I am so wound up and pissed myself that I can’t even begin to sleep. I go downstairs and fix a cup of hot tea. It’s three in the morning and I’m wide-ass awake. Jocelyn, on the other hand is probably curled up in her nice warm bed, sleeping soundly. She definitely hasn’t heard the last of me! The one thing I am relieved about is that Ellen wasn’t the one who called Ash. I should have suspected it was Jocelyn. Deep down, I think she has a thing for him and resents the fact that he pays her no attention. It doesn’t seem like Ellen to meddle in someone else’s business. I’ll have to see if she has anything to say about it on Saturday. I have no idea what I’ll say to Jocelyn when and if I run into her again. I certainly don’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing that she’s gotten to me. I need to stay one step ahead of the game with her and put her in her place in a clever way. I’ll have to think on that one.
 
   I get what I hope is the last text of the evening. It is from Mr. Intoxicated Ash Harper. “Nkgjight nijgt my love. Goinf to bed now I wuf you! Stlle pisd off!”
 
   Well, toasty texting definitely isn’t his forte, but I feel better knowing that he is in his room safe and going to bed. 
 
   After a really restless night, the first thing to greet me in the morning is a text. It is, of course from Ash. “Mornin’, Sunshine! Guess I have some apologizing to do, don’t I?“
 
    I text back… “Well, maybe we both do. Feelin’ all right today?”
 
   “Of course, why would you ask that? Just kidding. I feel like holy hell! A”
 
   Lainey calls to check in as I’m driving to work. “Hey, Mom! How are things going? You okay?” 
 
   “Hello, my love! Yes. I’m fine. How are you doing? Feeling okay?”
 
   “Doing just great, Mom! No morning sickness yet—keep your fingers crossed.”
 
   “Well, things are good here. I’m in the process of looking for an apartment. Work is great. Our things are in storage. Oh, and Dad stopped by to talk to me yesterday. Guess he’s in town for a while.”
 
   “So, how did that go?”
 
   “Nothing earth shattering. I just told him that I’m ready to move on and that he owes you and your brothers an explanation.”
 
   “And you too, Mom“
 
   “Nope! I don’t want any explanations. Matter of fact; I told him that whatever communication he wants with me needs to go through my attorney. All I want to do is just move on and not look back, Lainey.”
 
   “I just can’t believe this has happened. Never in a million years would I have thought my parents would end up getting divorced.”
 
   “Well, never in a million years would I have thought that either, but it is what it is, my dear.”
 
   “So, you don’t want to continue staying at Ash’s until after the divorce?”
 
   “Well, I would, and Ash has offered to let me stay, but Abby, my attorney thinks it would be best if I moved out on my own and didn’t give the impression I was being ‘taken care of by a wealthy widower” I chuckle.
 
   “Mom, don’t you mean a handsome, wealthy widower? Just kiddin’, Mom! So, do you think after the divorce you’ll date?”
 
   “Oh heavens, child! I can’t even think about things like that now. Geez! I’m not even out of this one yet. Plus, I’m gonna be a grandmother, you know. Can’t be too much of a party gal! Well, gotta go. Just pulled up at work. Love you. Give Kel a hug and take care of my grandbaby.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. Check in with me. I’m on the need-to-know list. I love you!”
 
   I wonder if the kids are expecting me to date. What will they do when they find out I already kinda have? 
 
   I should probably call the boys tonight. I haven’t been very good at staying in touch with the kids, and I know that right now they need me as much as I need them. Strength in numbers, as my mother used to say. Sometimes, though, I just don’t want to talk about it. I don’t even want to think about the bad things in my life. The good thing I have with Ash is not something I can share just yet, and I’m afraid that I’ll let on to the kids the kind of relationship Ash and I have. I seriously don’t know how they’ll react. I don’t know… Maybe they already suspect something. Maybe they’ll hold it against me and think that I should have tried to reconcile with Alan. Or, better, maybe they will be happy for me. I would hope that latter is true. I know they have questions…questions for which I quite frankly don’t have answers. I’m the mom and I’m supposed to have answers, but in this case, I’ve failed miserably. Hell, I wish I had the answers!
 
   When I get to the office, there is a beautiful floral arrangement waiting for me.
 
   “This arrived for you this morning” Emily says. “Boy! Someone must love you!”
 
   There is a beautiful sunflower arrangement and a card. “So, I guess I maybe overreacted. Just my jealous side…Sorry! Love You! Ash”
 
   Shortly after, my phone rings. He always knows the perfect time to call! “Liv? Are you still fuming at me?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know...the jury’s still out on that.”
 
   “Well, I am still upset that you didn’t call and let me know. We definitely need to work on communication skills between us, honey. You’ve got to understand that I’m out of town and things get magnified. Blown out of proportion. Jocelyn, well, you’re right... she is a bitch. I’m sorry that I reacted like I did. I’ve never been the jealous type, but with you, it just goes all over me, for some reason. Did you sleep in your room last night, or mine?”
 
   “Mine, of course! Why would I sleep in your room without you?”
 
   “Well, I had planned when you came home, I’d call you and tell you that I had put a little surprise for you on my—on our bed. So you haven’t been in there?”
 
   “No. So spill the beans, what is it?”
 
   “Just a little something for you until I get back. Maybe tonight you can get it and enjoy.”
 
   “Ash, you totally spoil me! I love that. It’s one of the many, many things I love about you. The flowers are beautiful. Not necessary, but beautiful.”
 
   “Beautiful like you, honey! Have a good day and call me tonight. Did you get the tree?”
 
   “Yes! It will be delivered on Saturday. Sam is such a nice guy. You’re going to love the tree. I can’t wait to decorate it!”
 
   “Jose is coming over Saturday morning to get your outside lights up. Wish I could be there, too, but duty calls. By the way, I feel like hammered crap today. I’m definitely too old to tie one on.”
 
   “Yep, I figured you wouldn’t be on your best game today. You were pretty inebriated last night, my friend. That’s what you get.”
 
   When I get home, I can’t wait to go into Ash’s room and find my surprise. On his bed is a pink Victoria’s Secret bag. There is rose on the bed, a box, and a card by the bag.
 
   “Something sexy for you to wear until I get back. ILY! Ash”
 
   In the bag is a pair of polka dot flannel pajamas. How totally Ash! He wants me to be comfortable, but not too sexy while he is away. I get it! In the box is an IPod. I open it and it is engraved on the back “ILY!” He has programmed a playlist too...
 
   Oh, my God! The playlist is endless! “Green Eyes,” “Come in From the Cold,” “Yellow,” “Sweet Caroline,” “Boogie Shoes,” “Cherry Bomb,” “Something to Talk About,” “Stairway to Heaven,” “Life Ain’t Always Beautiful,” “Love and Happiness,” “Someday We’ll be Together,” “Sexual Healing,” “My Girl,” “Let’s Stay Together,” “Wanted,” “Let’s Get it On,” “In My Life,” “I Wanna Dance with Somebody,” “I Can See Clearly Now,” “The Heart of Life,” “Got to Give it Up,” “Every Breath You Take,” “Cruisin,” “Fix You,” “The Way You Love Me,” “Book of Dreams,” “The Way You Look Tonight,” “For the Longest Time.” All of my favorite songs! I can’t wait to put this on. I dial his number and he immediately answers.
 
   “Hellllloooo! Did you find your surprise?”
 
   “Yes, my sweet man, I did, and I love them all!”
 
   “Have you put them on yet?”
 
   “ The PJs, or the music? Not yet to either, but fixing to. I sure wish you were here with me!”
 
   “Me too, honey, but I’ll be home soon. Looking forward to putting up your tree?”
 
   “Yes. I can’t wait!”
 
   We talk for another hour, and I finally tell him that I need to get to bed, as does he.
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Let’s not do this again. Please? I can’t take you and I being at odds. You are the only secure thing I have these days, besides my kids. I don’t want us to be mad at each other. I love you so much!”
 
   “I love you too, hon! I’ve never been the jealous type, I swear. I don’t know what’s come over me, but I just can’t help it. I just want you so bad! I promise, I’ll work on controlling the jealousy. Being away doesn’t make it easier. I just want you so damn bad, and I don’t want anyone else to be in your life. I want to be the only man you want and need.”
 
   “Oh, Ash! I love you too! When you get back, we’ll talk and work through this. No more drinking tonight?”
 
   “Absolutely! I’m done till I see you again. Let’s tie one on together when I get back…promise?”
 
   “Promise!” I sleep much better tonight, knowing that we have somewhat worked through things. There’s still much to be discussed when he gets home, though. I have never had a man jealous over me, so this is new and foreign to me. No one has ever spoiled, pampered, catered to, and loved me this way. I need to take his feelings into consideration. He’s a sensitive and caring man. Having a guy who actually cares and expresses his feelings is new. I will work very hard to understand this.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   

 
  

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Saturday gets here, and I am elated. Jose is here bright and early, just like he promised, to do the outside lights.
 
   “Miss Olivia, I took the liberty of bringing some large wreaths that I used on another house last year. The homeowners moved, so I have them and thought you might like them.”
 
   He has brought twelve extra-large wreaths for the exterior windows, complete with bows. The bows are red and are exquisite!
 
   “If you don’t like them, just tell me. I just thought they’d look nice on the windows. I can put some spot lights on the windows to accent them if you like.”
 
   “Oh! Jose! They are beautiful! Thanks so much!”
 
   “So, do you want to tell me what you want to do outside?”
 
   “No, Jose, I totally trust you! Just put your magic on it and it will be perfect!”
 
   He does put his magic touch on the outside. After a few hours, the house is transformed into a Christmas wonder. Just as Jose and his guys pull out of the driveway, the guys from the nursery show up with the tree. They put it by the fireplace, next to the windows looking out on the lake. I have never had a tree this big; it’s amazing. I text a picture to Lainey. She quickly texts back.
 
   “OMG! EXQUISITE! How are you gonna put lights on that thing?”
 
   I tell her that Tommy and the guys are coming over tonight to help me.
 
   “Well, you be careful. Don’t get up on the ladder, Mom. Let them do that.”
 
   I tell her not to worry and that I plan to be careful.
 
   I get my pot of tortilla soup going. It’s really cold out today, so soup is the perfect thing for tonight. I make some ginger snaps, so the house smells really festive and good. I also light some of those Christmas-scented candles. Have to get the season started! Tommy comes over early and knocks on the door.
 
   “Tommy, you don’t have to knock…this is your house.”
 
   “I know, but I just don’t feel right barging in, Olivia.” He gives me a hug. “So how’ve you been? I am really looking forward to having a Christmas tree. It’s been waaay to long! The outside looks awesome!”
 
   “Yes, your dad had Jose come over this morning and he did his magic! I sure hope your father will like it.”
 
   “Without a doubt, he’ll love it. Trust me! What smells so good? You cooking?”
 
   “Well, I just put on a pot of soup and made some ginger snaps. I hope y’all like tortilla soup. Have you ever had it?“
 
   “Can’t say I have, but it sure smells good.”
 
   Ellen calls and says she’ll be over shortly, and I get a text from Emily.
 
   “Headed your way soon…got three bottles of wine…anything else you need?“
 
   I text her back “Nope! Got everything we need. Drive safe... see you soon!”
 
   The rest of the guys get to the house before Ellen and Emily. As soon as he walks through the door, Todd gives me a big bear hug. He whispers, “Ready for the hookup?” I slug him in the arm and put my finger up to my lips. Hopefully, Tommy didn’t just hear that.
 
   He leans close, then, and says quietly, “Olivia, can you come into the kitchen with me for a minute? I’ve got something for you, in private.”
 
   “Sure, Todd…what is it?” He’s holding something behind his back, I can tell.
 
   “Well, I did a little shopping today for my Grammy. She collects these Celtic pewter crosses, so I had to go into one of those fancy-schmansy gift shops. So, I saw this in the store and it reminded me of you. It’s not your Christmas gift or anything, it’s a just-because gift. Open.”
 
   He hands me a black shiny bag stuffed with zebra tissue paper and a pretty bow. He motions me to open it.
 
   The guys have gone outside to get the ladder, so it is just Todd and me in the kitchen. I open the bag and am speechless. It is a little hand painted sign with a rusty wire hanger that reads “Doors close, Windows open, Love happens…It just does. Seize the Moment! ” I put my hands over my face and tear up.
 
   “Awww Shit!” he says, embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to make you cry, Olivia. I just saw this and thought of you. I’m sorry!”
 
   “Todd, don’t be sorry…this is the absolute sweetest gift…thank you so much. I love it!”
 
   “Well, if you love it, why the hell are you crying?”
 
   “It’s called being a girl! Humor me a little here.” I give him a huge hug.
 
   “I just thought this might look good in your room and might make you smile. Didn’t mean for it to bring tears.”
 
   “It will make me smile, every time I look at it and every time I think of the special guy who picked it out for me. I’ve just had a lot of things going on in my life lately, and this little sign just pretty much sums it up. Didn’t mean to get emotional. My bad.”
 
   “Things with your old man?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   “You sure do use something like that a lot, girl! Anyway, what could be so damn bad?”
 
   “Well, by February, I should be a single lady!”
 
   “Really…Seriously?”
 
   “Yep. The big D. But, hey... I don’t want to bore you with the trials of this old lady. Let’s quit talking about this, grab a drink, and celebrate the season!”
 
   His elbows are on the bar and his face is in his hands. “Wait…so does Tommy know about it and that you’re hooked up with his dad?”
 
   “Todd! I am not hooked up with his dad! Geez!”
 
   “Olivia, Oh, my God! Yes, you are—and you know it! So just tell me…have y’all done it yet?”
 
   “Todd O’Malley! You did not just say that! Stop it!”
 
   Todd shrugs his shoulders and gives me a wink. “Okay. Just kidding with you, Olivia…chill! I know you guys have, though! I can tell when a woman is satisfied sexually…you should just admit it! Get it off your chest.”
 
   Embarrassed, I reply… “Uh. Hummm. As for Tommy, no, I haven’t told him about the divorce. As for the other subject, if it was true, that should come from his father, not me. And no, I’m not confirming or denying anything, get my drift? Comprende?”
 
   “Affirmative. Gotcha! But I know you’re holding out on me.”
 
   I change the subject. “Beer?”
 
   “Hell-yeah!”
 
   “So? Do I still get a Christmas gift?”
 
   “Yes, Olivia, I’m gettin’ you that tattoo!”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right!” I think I just may take him up on that gift, though.
 
   I hear the guys come in with the ladder, so I quickly put up my gift from Todd, as I don’t want to embarrass him. He looks at me with relief on his face and gives me a wink. Yes, I totally get him.
 
   “Beers for you guys before you get started with the lights?” They all nod ‘yes.’
 
   On second thought, beer, twelve-foot ladder…mistake? Probably.
 
   Tommy motions me to follow him. “Come on. Let’s go up and put on some Christmas music. Do you know how to program the music?” 
 
   I laugh. “I have no idea!”
 
   “Here, I’ll show you. It’s pretty easy, actually.”
 
   We go into the media room and Tommy programs the music while I watch, making mental notes. The sound system is amazing, and having Christmas music playing just sets the mood!
 
   “Oh, and Tommy, your dad put a playlist on my IPod. Can you also show me how to program this into my room?”
 
   “Sure thing, Olivia! What’s on your playlist anyway?” He scrolls through the songs…”Uhhhh..Like this one, Oh! Love this one, this one…definitely an oldie. Well, you’ve got a good variety here.”
 
   We get the music programmed. I actually think I can do this! As we head downstairs to listen for Ellen, my phone rings. It’s Bradley. “Hey Mom! What’s up?”
 
   “Oh, hey Bradley! Just fixing to put up a beautiful twelve-foot Christmas tree!”
 
   “Awesome! So how are you doing? Everything okay with you?”
 
   “Just great, sweetie!”
 
   “Well, I just wanted to check in and make sure my favorite Mom was okay!”
 
   The doorbell rings. 
 
   “Gotta go sweetie,” I tell Bradley. “I’m having company tonight… Ash’s sister and a friend from work are coming over to help me decorate. Tommy and the guys are doing the lights on the tree. Lots of people here tonight! Can I call you back in the morning? I’ll text you pictures of the tree! Wish you were here!“
 
   “Me too Mom. I love you. Talk soon?”
 
   “You know it, sweetie!”
 
   The doorbell rings again, and I hurry to get the door. It’s Emily, and she looks absolutely adorable! She has on skinny jeans with brown knee boots, a cute sweater, and a scarf. Her hair is loose and natural. She’s wearing only a little makeup and some light lip-gloss.
 
   “You made it! Please, come in!”
 
   She has brought some wine, and gives me a little gift bag.
 
   “Oh, Emily, you didn’t have to do that…how sweet!”
 
   “It’s not much, just a little something to get the season started. I really appreciate you asking me over.”
 
   I open the bag, finding a beautiful fragrant holiday candle. In a piece of cellophane tied with some raffia is a little bunch of mistletoe.
 
   “How perfect, Emily! Thank you so much! I love it!”
 
   She gives me a hug. As we walk into the living room, she remarks, “Wow! What a beautiful house! The outside looks amazing. Love the wreaths.”
 
   “Yep. Jose, Ash’s handyman, was here this morning and got us all up and going outside. I think he did a fabulous job! Come on…I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
 
   We head into the kitchen. Tommy and the guys are sitting at the bar drinking their beer. “Guys, this is my friend from work, Emily.”
 
   Emily smiles, and introduces herself to each of the guys. Tommy’s eyes perk up and I can sense immediately that he thinks she’s pretty cute. Call it intuition, but all bets are on that they will be compatible. There is definitely an attraction.
 
   Todd walks behind me to get a beer out of the fridge and puts his arm around my shoulder. He whispers in my ear, “Olivia, you owe me big-time. She’s freakin’-ass hot!”
 
   I hear the front door open, and in walks Ellen. “Hellllloooo? Anyone home?”
 
   “In the kitchen, Aunt Ellen,” Tommy hollers.
 
   “Boy! Something sure smells good! Hey! Tommy! What a nice surprise! How are you?” 
 
   Tommy picks her up and gives her a big bear hug. “Great! You?”
 
   “Well, I heard a vicious rumor that you and your band boys were gonna be here putting up lights on the Christmas tree, and this I had to witness! So glad to see a tree up again in this house!”
 
   “Yeah, you can thank Olivia for that. She is all about tradition!”
 
   I introduce Ellen to Emily, then Emily excuses herself and goes back into the kitchen to talk to the guys. Ellen and I head into the dining room with the silver pieces she is returning.
 
   “So, Olivia, I don’t mean to pry, and Ash hasn’t said too much, but what is going on with you and Alan?”
 
   “Well, Ellen, it totally caught me off guard, but Alan has decided that he wants a divorce—he’s in love with another woman, so that’s it in a nutshell, pretty much.”
 
   “Awww, honey, I’m so sorry! Geez, having just moved here and now having to go through this. Are your kids okay?”
 
   “Yes. My daughter announced Thanksgiving Day that she and her husband are expecting their first child—and my first grandbaby.”
 
   “Wonderful news! Something good coming out of something bad.”
 
   Sensing that Ellen wants to talk more about her brother and me, I divert the subject. “Let’s go grab a glass of wine and check on the lighting project.”
 
   We head into the living room where the guys are getting the lights laid out. Emily sits on the couch opening the boxes of lights, and seems to fit right in. She has taken charge and is letting them know where to put them on the tree. Seeing how at ease she is, you would swear she had grown up in a house full of boys. She is feminine, yet tomboyish in a sense. Hard to explain, but I know now, more than ever, that she is perfect for Tommy.
 
   I wonder if she has any clue what I’m planning. Tommy acts like he doesn’t. The guys are all talking about music. I hear Emily talking about her school and her work with Tommy, who has come to sit by her on the couch to help open the lights. She and Tommy seem to be having their own conversation. That’s a good sign. Todd and the guys are debating who is going to go up the ladder and start stringing the lights.
 
   “I totally think Brady should do this. He is the tallest and oldest, so it just makes sense that he should be the dumb motherfucker to get up on the ladder.”
 
   “Todd! Geez! Come on. There is a lady in the room!” Tommy says.
 
   Emily laughs and said it doesn’t bother her, and I can tell that the guys like her. She seems to feel really comfortable around them.
 
   “So, do you live in the city?” Tommy asks.
 
   “Yes. I have a small apartment close to school. It’s really, really small, but I don’t need anything big.”
 
   “No roommate?”
 
   “Nope, it works out best for me to just live by myself. I study a lot and don’t really go out much.”
 
   “So, do you like music?”
 
   “Oh, God, I love music! All kinds.”
 
   “Then you should come watch our band play sometime. Even Olivia likes to watch us. You could come with her.”
 
   “I’d really love that.”
 
   Brian, a little irritated that Tommy and Emily aren’t paying attention to the lighting process, pipes in, “Hey, guys! Pay attention! Brady needs another strand of lights.” Tommy and Emily shrug and get more strands ready.
 
   “This is such a cool tree,” Emily says.
 
   “Yeah. We haven’t had a Christmas tree in this house for over five years. It’s kinda nice to have one this year. Plus, they smell really good.”
 
   Emily asks Tommy why they haven’t had a tree. He gives a brief explanation.
 
   Ellen and I decide to hang out in the kitchen and let the kids talk. Emily seems to have the project under control, and I can hear her telling them where the bare spots are. 
 
   “Look Brian—there is a whole layer with no lights. Take the strand and move it to the bare spot.”
 
   “How in the hell can you see a bare spot,” Brian asks.
 
   “Well, step over here and I’ll show you what a bare spot looks like...Geez!”
 
   “Okay, Miss Smarty Pants. Yeah, okay, I see it.”
 
   After 1,200 bright clear lights are on the tree, it is starting to take shape. Brady gets down from the ladder and we all clap. He takes a bow and says he is now ready for a beer.
 
   “So where are the ornaments,” Emily asks.
 
   “Oh crap! They’re still out in the garage—we forgot to bring them in,” Tommy says. “Wanna help me bring them in?” Emily follows him out into the garage.
 
   “I think we should go help them,” Todd winks and says. They all start cracking up laughing. 
 
   “Okay, y’all need to stop!” I say.
 
   I can’t wait to take a picture of the tree and text it to Ash. I find that I miss him more and more, but I’m happy to have company tonight. If I were here by myself, I would probably just have a pity party. I start to wonder how Christmas is going to play out. This has been quite a different year. Adapting to the changes seems to be my new M.O. 
 
   The ornaments are being put on the tree and it is taking shape. Emily asks me where the bows are.
 
   “Dammit!” I say, remembering too late. “The bolts of ribbon and wire are in the car. I guess in all the excitement, I forgot to get the gals at the shop to make them for me.”
 
   Emily speaks up. “I’ll go out and get them—I can make bows, so no prob.”
 
   I am so relieved! I can’t for the life of me make a bow that is tree-worthy. Emily tells me that she used to make bows for people during the holidays for extra money.
 
   “I probably made over a hundred bows each Christmas. I think I can even make one with my eyes closed.” She plops down in the middle of the floor Indian-style with the ribbon and wire, and crafts the biggest, most amazing bows like it is second nature to her.
 
   “Damn! Girl! Those are sick!” Brian says.
 
   I still can’t get over the fact that “sick” in young people’s language is “good.” Every time one of my boys tells me something I wear or do is “sick,” I have to remind myself that this is a good thing. I guess in my day, our parents thought groovy was kind of like that. Funny, how words and meanings change over time. Well, the tree is absolutely sick! 
 
   Ellen and I join the group in the living room to help put on the rest of the ornaments. Christmas music is playing, and Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas” comes on. The guys all stop what they’re doing and sing along. Todd hands Emily a candlestick and she holds it like a microphone and sings along with them. She is totally comfortable acting silly along with the guys. Ellen and I, not wanting to be left out, lend our voices as well. She and I start dancing together, and the guys think we are too funny.
 
   “I’m so glad I came over tonight, Olivia. This is so much fun! I just wish Ash were here too. He would really love this! He loves being around the kids.”
 
   Oh Ellen, I think to myself, you have no idea how much I wish Ash were here too. I wonder if she has any idea how much I love her brother. 
 
   “Olivia,” she says, “get your phone. Let’s take a picture of the kids by the tree and send it to Ash!”
 
   We make the kids pose by the tree. The guys move the ladder in front of the tree. Brady, with his shaved head and too many tattoos, adorns the top of the ladder. He is muscular, with good-looking bad boy style. He has on a black V-necked T-shirt, with his arms fully inked. His tattoos are all black, with not one bit of color. It’s a great look for the top of the ladder! The other guys each take a step on the ladder for the pose, all of them equally good-looking. Steve is on the next step, with his messy blondish hair, dreamy eyes, and he’s also totally tatted up. Brian’s next, with equally dreamy blue eyes, sandy, messy hair, muscles and colorful tats. Todd takes the next step. His black hair is short and spiked, his eyes a piercing blue, and his tattoos look sharp. Tommy takes his place on the lowest step. Tommy, of course, is my favorite. He has blondish, messy hair, a gray T-shirt, and his beautiful, equally colorful tattoos covering his chest and arms.
 
    Emily comes to stand over by us, and Ellen pushes her over toward them and tells her to get in the picture too. She is a little reluctant, but Tommy motions her over to stand by him. He props his elbow on her shoulder. She looks up at him and he just smiles at her. They look so damn cute together. I realize they’ve only just met, but I’m just sayin’. She totally fits into this equation.
 
   The picture is too cute. Total bad boys with tattoos and a great looking girl, all next to a beautiful Christmas tree.
 
   I text it to Ash. “This is what is going on at your house tonight while you’re away. Jealous? Sure wish you were here. ILY!”
 
   He quickly texts back. “Wow! Tree looks great! Glad all the guys showed up. Love the picture!! A good-looking bunch. Lots of tats, huh? Where are you and Ellen? And the girl in the pic by Tommy? Call me later and fill me in! ILYB “
 
   After over two hours, 1200 lights, probably a hundred and fifty ornaments and many many bows, the Christmas tree is officially decorated.
 
   “Hey, Olivia, where’s the food? I’m fuckin’ starving! We’ve worked our asses off—time for alcohol and food! You promised you’d feed us!”
 
   Classic Todd. Emily laughs and rolls her eyes—I think he amuses her.  We all go into the kitchen and eat. My soup turned out nothing short of fantastic. I made a few pans of cornbread as well.
 
   “This is some gooood shit! Is this what y’all eat in Texas?” Brian says.
 
   “Si Senor! This is what we eat in Texas,” I say.
 
   After we eat, we drink lots more. I think Ellen’s having a really good time. I know with the wedding plans underway that she needed some downtime and diversion. She calls out, “Hey, Brady, can you bring the ladder to the front door for a minute?”
 
   “Sure, but why?”
 
   “Well, Emily brought some mistletoe and it needs to be hung.”
 
   Brady brings the ladder and gets the mistletoe hung perfectly. Todd, being classic Todd, has to put his spin on it.
 
   “Hey, Bri, come here, man!”
 
   Brian comes over where Todd is standing, under the mistletoe, totally unaware of what’s about to happen. “Look up! Now you gotta give me a big kiss, let me stick my big wet tongue down your throat.”
 
   “Awww, Bert, you know I love ya, man! I love it when you talk dirty to me! Muahhh!”
 
   They all laugh, and Todd pretends to suck face with Brian.
 
   Ellen rolls her eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know how you live around these guys, Olivia!”
 
   Tommy shrugs and Emily laughs. Well, if that didn’t scare her off, then nothing will. Maybe, just maybe, Tommy will catch Emily under the mistletoe later, when we aren’t all watching.
 
   The guys grab more beer and head up to the music room, Emily in tow. Ellen and I go into the kitchen to clean up. We talk about the wedding plans. What an extravagant wedding this is going to be! Ellen says they have two ballrooms reserved at the Breakers. In one of them will be a band for the younger folks. Another will have a band playing big band tunes for the older folks. The ceremony will be outside.
 
   I’ve seen pictures of the Breakers before, and I know it is a very beautiful historic expensive hotel. There’s no telling how much they are spending on this soiree. She said that they have one of the top wedding planners hired. Melissa is having eight bridesmaids, most of them college friends—sorority sisters, I think. Since Trey is from the area, there will be a lot of people there. Ellen said there should be around 350 people there.
 
   “Olivia, I’d love if you would go down with me next time. In March I’ll be going for the weekend to meet with the planner and go to the fitting for Melissa’s dress. You should come! It’ll be so much fun!”
 
   I tell her that I would love to, if I don’t have to work. I really want to ask her about the fiasco with Jocelyn, but don’t know if I should bring it up. I know she is curious about Ash and me, because she keeps looking at me and smiling like she wants to say something.
 
   “What?”
 
   “What, what?”
 
   “Geez-Louise! How do I say this without sounding like Gladys Kravitz? Okay, here goes. Olivia, are you and Ash an item?”
 
   “An item?”
 
   “Yes, an item. I mean, you’re living here. I know he cares for you. I can just tell. I know my brother, and I haven’t seen him this happy in so long. It’s a good thing. I mean, I really think the two of you are great together. I really like you, and I guess I’d just like to know if there’s anything between you two. I’d kinda like to know. There! I said it!”
 
   “Well, Ellen, Ash is a very special man. He has been so good to me, letting me stay here, helping me get a job, listening to my problems.“
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, yes, he’s very special to me. I do care for him.”
 
   She takes me by the shoulders. “Yeah! I knew it!”
 
   “This isn’t for public knowledge, Ellen. I am, after all, going through a divorce. And, more than that, I think Ash should have been the one talking to you about this.”
 
   “Well, I won’t say a word to him that we had this talk. Do your kids know?”
 
   “Oh, heavens no! I wouldn’t want this to get out to them, or to Tommy, for that matter.”
 
   Ellen swears secrecy, and I actually believe her. I don’t think that she knew about Jocelyn’s phone call to Ash, because she probably would have asked me about it. We talk about Anne. Ellen admits that she never really cared for her. She told me that Anne was pretty intense, a bit snooty, and all business. She and David called her “the ice princess.” I find it hard to believe that she and Ash were married if they were so different. Ash is such a laid-back, fun, sensitive, caring guy.
 
   “Wesley and Hayden are just like their mom. You haven’t met them yet, have you?”
 
   “No, they didn’t come in for Thanksgiving. What are they like?”
 
   “Well, both damn good-looking guys. Military types, toned bodies, chisel cut, deep blue eyes, short, military-type hair. Not identical twins, though. Totally different from Tommy. Actually, I’m closer to Tommy, because he reminds me so much of Ash. The twins, well, they’re driven, like Anne was. Hard to put my finger on it … we just weren’t as close as I am with Tommy. Tommy just melts my heart. He is sensitive and caring, just like his papa! And I love that he is a little off the straight and narrow. He stood up for what he wanted to do, and he’s done it. All the boys have a trust fund, so they live pretty comfortably…God! I probably shouldn’t be telling you all this. Am I boring you to death?”
 
   “Absolutely not!” I am glad Ellen is talking to me about this. I want to know all about the family and don’t feel comfortable grilling Ash about it. She tells me that when the twins went off to WestPoint, Anne’s dad was ecstatic. They did exactly what her father had wanted them to do. Anne was equally pleased.
 
   She says that Anne’s folks are still alive and live in Florida, in Winter Park. The subject of Anne’s parents never came up in my discussions with Ash, so I had no idea they were even still alive. She says that once Anne died, Ash didn’t stay in close contact with them. I ask if they are coming to the wedding.
 
   “No, I asked Ash if he wanted them invited and he said he didn’t care one way or the other. So that was all I needed. I doubt they would come anyway.”
 
   We continue to talk about Ash and his life after Anne’s death.
 
   “Olivia, he totally put his life on hold to take care of Annie when she got sick. It broke my heart to see him so helpless and broken. At the end, she was in really bad shape. He barely even called any of us. She wouldn’t allow company—she wouldn’t let anyone see her like that. She was too weak to talk on the phone, so no one got to see her in her final days except Ash and the twins. The twins came in and stayed the last week before she died. I think there was some kind of conflict between them and Tommy. They stayed at the house, but Tommy ended up staying at the condo. They were with her when she passed and Tommy wasn’t. I don’t think Tommy will ever get over that. He didn’t stay at the house because he didn’t want to upset his mom and the twins. He said it was best that he just stayed away. Poor Ash. I think he would have insisted that Tommy stay there, too, if he hadn’t been so out of it.”
 
   I am really curious what happened.
 
   Ellen continues, “The twins don’t like Tommy’s lifestyle. They told him that his tattoos and music are something he needs to get over and get a life. Anne would have just died if she’d ever seen his tattoos. Poor thing, he always kept his arms covered out of respect, so she wouldn’t see them. Even if it was 100 degrees outside, he wore long sleeves. Imagine having to hide something about yourself that you are proud of, because you think you aren’t living up to someone’s expectations or that someone might think badly of you? Have you seen all of his tats? They’re beautiful! He’s got one that is a tribute to Anne. You should ask him to show you sometime. Never showed her, and that’s a damn shame! What mother wouldn’t be proud of her son? It’s called unconditional love, goddammit! Enough of our family dramatics! I’ll give you chapter two some other time!”
 
   Well, this sure has turned out to be an informative night. Never in a million years would I have imagined conflict in the Harper household.
 
   “So, let’s go up and spy on the kids,” I say.
 
   “Let’s do it!” Ellen agrees.
 
   We go upstairs to the music room. The guys are playing music. Emily is comfortable on the couch, and I can tell she’s having a good time.
 
   “Emily is such a cute girl!”
 
   “Shhhhh…don’t let them hear us spying on them. Yes, I asked her to come over so I could introduce her to Tommy. Matchmaking 101.”
 
   “Olivia, you are too funny! I think Tommy definitely needs a cute girl in his life. Good choice. She’s  a darling.”
 
   We go back downstairs and get more beer to bring up to the guys, and wine for Emily. I am thinking that if it gets too late, Emily can just spend the night and not have to drive all the way home. 
 
   Around one in the morning, everyone comes downstairs. Being the moms we are, Ellen and I figure they will be getting hungry and get snacks out for them. 
 
   “Awwwwww, food! I’m starved!” Tommy says when he sees the spread.
 
   Everyone eats, and I am so glad that Ellen is here to help.
 
   “I should probably get going soon,” she says as we finish up. “David is out of town, but I should go before I have too much to drink.”
 
   “Ellen, I can drive you home if you want. You should come over more often. I totally enjoyed having you here tonight.”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine to drive…no worries. I had a wonderful time and I am so glad you are in my brother’s life. Maybe one day you will be my sister-in-law!”
 
   Wow! That was a great compliment. When Ellen is ready to leave, Tommy comes and gives her a huge hug.
 
   “Glad you came tonight, Aunt Ellen. I miss seeing you! Let’s be better about getting together and hanging out.”
 
   “I promise, Tommy!  And let me know next time you guys play. We would love to come watch you.” 
 
   “Well, how about next weekend…you coming? You can come with Olivia and Dad.”
 
   “I’ll be there. David, too, if he’s in town.” Ellen gives me a hug and thanks me for a great time. “So, I’ll talk to you soon! Thanks again. Enjoyed our talk!”
 
   “Me, too! Lunch soon?”
 
   “Definitely!”
 
   I sense that Emily shouldn’t drive into the city tonight. Tommy asks her, “Why don’t you just spend the night here?”
 
   “Well, I don’t have a toothbrush or anything. I should probably just drive home. I’ll be okay.”
 
   Tommy pipes up, “No chance, Emily. We have toothbrushes and I’m sure Olivia has something for you to sleep in. We have four extra bedrooms. Come on, we’re staying here too. It’ll be fun!”
 
   Emily looks to me for approval and I nod in agreement with Tommy.
 
   “Well, okay—if you’re sure you don’t mind if I hang out?”
 
   “Absolutely not, Emily! I feel better knowing that you’re not on the road driving home. It’s a mom thing. Besides, Reba, the housekeeper, has new toothbrushes in every bathroom. And I have jammies for you!”
 
   Emily, I think, is content to spend the night here. Yeah! I bring out some young-looking jammies for Emily and tell her and the guys good-night.
 
   “So, are y’all okay if I poop out and go to bed?”
 
   “Y’all take your ass up and go to bed. We’ve got this under control,” Todd says. He winks and I can tell that Emily is in good hands.
 
   I head up to bed and leave the guys and Emily to do whatever it is kids do. They all seem to be having a great time. I call Ash.
 
   “Hey, hon! How was your night?”
 
   “Oh, Ash, it was incredible. Ellen just left, and the guys and Emily are spending the night. I wish you were here.”
 
   “God! I wish I were, too. A full house tonight? I may get things wrapped up in two or three days, so I may see you sooner than later!”
 
   I tell him about our night…not about the talk I had with Ellen, but that Tommy and Emily seem to get getting along well.
 
   “Well, that’s good! Maybe Tommy can date her and have a little fun for a change!”
 
   “I hope so. They all seem to have had a good time. I’m thinking that tomorrow I will make some chicken and dumplings, and that everyone will stay here all day.”
 
   “Olivia, you never cease to amaze me.”
 
   We talk for another hour or so. I tell Ash that Emily brought over some mistletoe, and that Brady hung it in the entryway. 
 
   “Well, that mistletoe has a place in our room when I get back.”
 
   Hell, yeah!
 
   After I have been asleep for awhile, I wake up and find I can’t go back to sleep. I decide to go downstairs to get some warm milk and run into Tommy and Emily in the kitchen. Emily has her back to the refrigerator and Tommy is in front of her with his elbow on the fridge and they are kissing. I feel like I am intruding on them.
 
   “Oops! Sorry! Just gonna make me some warm milk and honey.”
 
   “No prob, Olivia. We just came down for some beer.”
 
   Emily, markedly embarrassed, quickly heads back upstairs. Tommy stays in the kitchen.
 
   “Olivia, you are the best thing that has come into this house in a long, long time! I hope you know that.” He gives me a big hug.
 
   “Awww… thanks, Tommy. That means so much! I love having kids around and I love all the guys in the band. I feel kinda like I’m their momma!”
 
   “Well, we all feel the same. I can’t even begin to tell you how happy I am! I haven’t felt this in a really long time. I know Dad feels the same. Thanks for being you!”
 
   I tell him that tomorrow I want to chill around the house, that I am cooking and would like to watch “Home Alone,” saying, “Maybe we can rent it on the cable?”
 
   “Oh, my God! That would be awesome! We don’t need to rent, though; we actually have that on DVD. I’m so totally down with that! Thanks for lettin’ us stay tonight!”
 
   “Tommy, this is your house, I am just a guest. I love having kids around all the time. It’s what I live for. If you can’t come home and have a good time, what else is there?”
 
   “Well, thanks again, Olivia! You make coming home actually fun!”
 
   When I have my milk, I tell him, “Going back to bed. Take care of Emily for me?”
 
   “Will do! She’s in good hands. I promise!”
 
   When I walk past the music room into my room, I look in. Todd gives me the thumbs up. Yeeessss!
 
   I get one last text from Ash before I go back to sleep. “Thanks again for putting up a tree and having the guys over. Olivia! ILY sooo much! Sleep well, and call me in the morning”
 
   Before I drift off to sleep, I think of how thankful I am that my life is finally getting some order. 
 
   I sleep until 8:00 a.m., which is late for me. I think that I should get up and get some breakfast going. I pass by the music room on my way to make coffee, and I see they are all still asleep…Emily included. Emily is too cute curled up on the couch wrapped in a blanket. The guys are all asleep on the floor. Tommy is sleeping on the floor by the couch. Must have been a good night
 
   I make coffee and get a text from Ash. “Mornin’, Sunshine! Sleep well?”
 
   “In spite of the fact that you were not sleeping with me, yes I did! fixin’ to make coffee and read the paper. Missing you, though!”
 
   “Call you later! ILY Ash!”
 
   I go into the living room and gaze at the beautiful Christmas tree. I can’t wait for my kids to get here. Hopefully, this Christmas will be good, in spite of the fact that we have been thrown some adversities.”
 
   The day is cold and drizzly. Definitely a good day to stay indoors, watch movies, and veg.
 
   Todd wakes early and comes down, begging, “Coffee pleeeeease!”
 
   “Late night?”
 
   “Arghhhhh! Way too much beer! Need caffeine!”
 
   “So how did it go with Tommy and Emily?”
 
   Todd tells me that Tommy and Emily got along great, and that I am a great matchmaker.
 
   “Yeah, we all like her…Tommy included. Don’t think he got a blowjob or that they screwed last night, though. The fact that we were all in the room wasn’t the best atmosphere for a BJ. I definitely think she’s not the type to blow on the first date.”
 
   “Todd! You’re incorrigible!”
 
   “Yeah, well, that too! Whatever that means. But I’m pretty sure he is into her and I think she is into him, so peace-love-dove.” 
 
   When the kids all wake up, I make them breakfast. Tommy tells them that I want to watch “Home Alone” today.
 
   “Oh, cool!” Brady says. “I love that movie!”
 
   Steve tells us that his family watches it every Christmas. “When it first came out, we all watched it. Mom taped it and she puts it in every Christmas. She says it isn’t Christmas until you watch ‘Home Alone’!”
 
   Emily tells me that she should probably get home to study at some point soon, but Tommy convinces her to stay.
 
   “You can study tonight. Stay with us today. Olivia’s cooking, and we can watch movies all day. It’s too cold and nasty for you to drive home. Come on…lighten up!”
 
   “Well, okay—but I do have to study sometime today!”
 
   “Look, when you need to leave, if you need me to, I’ll follow you home if the weather is still bad.”
 
   This sounds like it is working out.
 
   We have an amazing day. Around dark, Emily tells us that she needs to head back to her apartment.
 
   “Todd, I’ll ride with Emily,” Tommy says. “Follow us to her place?”
 
   Todd, being Todd, in a girly voice asks Brian to ride with him. “Bri, the weather is bad…I’m scared to drive by myself. Ride with me, honey?”
 
   “Okay, baby! You sexy thing! Of course I will! You drive and I’ll ride!” They all laugh and head out to Emily’s apartment.
 
   I’m left with Steve and Brady. Maybe I’ll pick their brains. They tell me Tommy really likes Emily.
 
   “We haven’t seen Tommy interested in a girl in forever. He’s too damn picky! No one is good enough. They wear too much makeup, they are too pushy, they drink too much, dress like sluts, or they smoke.”
 
   “Well, that could be a good thing,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, but he still needs to lighten up and have some fun. I mean, what the hell?”
 
   When the guys get back, they get packed up and ready to head to their apartments. I am gonna miss them. Tommy pulls me to the side.
 
   “Olivia, I really like Emily. She’s, well, different from most of the girls I meet. I asked her if she’d consider having dinner with me sometime. I hope that’s okay with you. I mean, she’s your friend and all.”
 
   “Of course I don’t mind. And?”
 
   “Well, she said yes, so we’ll see. She gave me her number.”
 
   “Well, call her. She’s a really nice girl. I think y’all would have fun hanging out.”
 
   “Yeah, me too! Thanks for the hookup.”
 
   Crap! I hope he doesn’t see that this is what I was trying to do.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The next few days fly by, thank God. Ash comes home on Wednesday night and I am elated. As soon as I hear his car pull up, my heart starts beating really fast. I know there are things that we need to discuss, and I just hope we can get past it.
 
   He walks through the door holding a beautiful tan bag brimming with lavender tissue paper. I suspect it’s for me. I look up at the mistletoe and smile.
 
   “Well?” I say.
 
   His face immediately lights up. “Mmmm! Come here, you beautiful woman!” He takes me into his arms and gives me the most amazing kiss.
 
   “My God! I missed you so much!”
 
   “Me too, hon! Look, I’m so sorry about the other night. Truce?” He hands me the bag. “Here, this is for you. I think you’re gonna love it—matter of fact I know you’re gonna love it!”
 
   The bag is from a shop called Bellefleur, and my curiosity is piqued. He takes my hand, guides me into the den, winks at me, and motions me to sit on the couch.
 
   “Gonna go grab us a glass of wine. Be right back, then you can open your goodies. No peeking!”
 
   I can’t wait to see what is in the bag and I do  try peeking, but can’t see for all of the tissue paper. As if he knows exactly what I’m doing…
 
   “You aren’t peeking, are you?” he calls from the kitchen.
 
   “No, but you’d better hurry!”
 
   He’s back with our wine and gives me the go ahead to open my present. I love getting surprises from him and I’m absolutely speechless when I delve inside and see some of the most beautiful pieces of lingerie I’ve ever seen! Oh, my God! There is a very sexy pair of panties, an equally sexy bra, a chemise that is open in the front except for a tie, matching crotchless panties, and a kimono robe.
 
   “Oh Ash! These are exquisite—fabulous! I’ve never had anything like this. I can’t wait to try them on. How in the world did you know my size?”
 
   He rubs his chin and winks that damn sexy wink at me. “Well, let’s just say that I have my sources, and they are pretty accurate. Bellefleur is the best lingerie store in Seattle, you know, so I hope you like them. Nothing but the absolute best for you!”
 
   “Well, well, well last week, polka dot flannel pajamas—this week these? Do you have an ulterior motive, Mr. Harper?”
 
   “Oh, you know I do. Last week was all about comfort, since I was gone. It’s been way too long and we have some catching up to do. I’m about to burst!”
 
   “Well, Ash you’d better keep the giant down, because I haven’t even put them on yet.”
 
   “Just looking at them and imagining what you’ll look like in them has given me a perpetual hard-on, my dear! I can honestly tell you that I was tempted to buy every damn piece they had. There isn’t one thing in there that I couldn’t picture you in. Matter of fact, once I picked these out, I had to pay and quickly dash out of the store. The giant was letting me know it was definitely time to go!”
 
   In my mind, I can just picture him walking around the store looking at every piece of lingerie, and I honestly wouldn’t put it past him to buy me everything they had. Hell, he’s probably made friends with every saleslady as well!
 
   We get our wine and go into the living room. He motions for me to sit by him on the couch. The lights are out, except for the Christmas tree. Soft music is playing.
 
   “This is heaven. The view of the tree against the windows overlooking the lake is breathtaking. Olivia, I wish we could pretend the other night didn’t happen, but it did. I know I was out of line with the jealousy thing, and for that I’m sorry. The only way I felt I could deal with it was to get drunk. I was hurt, and I overreacted.”
 
   “Well, can I just tell you what happened? First, though, I’d like to know what Jocelyn said when she called you. At first, I thought maybe Jocelyn had called Ellen and that Ellen had been the one who called you.”
 
   “ Honey, Ellen would never have made a call like that. She’s not that type of person. As for Jocelyn, I hadn’t heard from her since the shower, so I was really surprised she would call. We don’t talk, as a rule. She just small-talked, which I thought was odd, and then she asked about you. She said that she had run into you in Starbucks, and that you and some guy were gazing into each other’s eyes and holding hands across the table laughing, having a romantic lunch.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Well, let me just tell you what really happened. I was sitting at the table by myself, listening to music, about to eat my sandwich, when Alan walked up to the table and asked if he could sit down. I was caught off-guard and I didn’t want to cause a scene, so I said yes. He started talking and apologizing and, yes, he was holding my hands. He reached across the table and just took my hands into his. His words were going in and out of my ears like wah-wah-wah, I wasn’t really listening to him. I just sort of went numb. I saw Jocelyn and she smiled and waved at me, but that was it. She didn’t come over to the table, and I certainly wasn’t hiding anything, Ash. What was I supposed to do? He came looking for me. Why would Jocelyn try to cause problems? I’ve never done anything to her.”
 
   “I know that, Olivia. She is just a conniving little bitch. What can I say? Her friend was the one I went out with, and I kinda think Jocelyn had a thing for me too. Maybe she’s jealous of you. I just wish you’d called me and let me know Alan was in town. It hurt me that I found out from someone else, someone that I hardly ever talk to, that’s all. It was like she wanted to hurt me or get a reaction from me.”
 
   “So, what did you tell her?”
 
   “I just said, well you should have gone up and said hello! That’s all I could think of to say because I wanted to just go put my hand through a wall. It went all over me.”
 
   “Ash, I totally see that now. I get it. I didn’t take in to account your feelings and God I’m so sorry. I wasn’t trying to hide anything, I just thought I’d call you that night and tell you. I didn’t want to bother you during the day. Just thought it could wait until later. When I got your text, I knew that someone had made a call to you. I’m glad it wasn’t Ellen. I knew when I saw Jocelyn, by the way she waved and fake smiled at me that she was chomping at the bit to get the word out to you. That night was just awful. Knowing that you got drunk to deal with your feelings and that I couldn’t explain what happened just killed me. When you wouldn’t return my calls, I didn’t know what to do. I promise to be more open and communicate better, okay?”
 
   “And I promise to control my jealousy. I just don’t want Alan near you. He gave you up—it’s his loss, and now you’re mine. So, now that we have that understood, I can’t wait to see you in your new lingerie and in bed with me!”
 
   Thank God we’ve aired the tension. I needed him to hear what happened. We talk for a bit about putting up the tree. I tell him that Tommy and Emily are planning on going out.
 
   “Olivia, don’t be upset if it doesn’t work out. Promise?”
 
   “Of course I promise!” But I know different.
 
   I show Ash the gift that Todd brought me. He’s impressed.
 
   “He’s a good kid, Liv. You know that. All the guys really like you, which makes me love you all the more. You’re their little groupie.” He laughs, and then shifts his focus. “But let’s not waste any more time…making mad love to you is all I’ve been thinking about. I need you so bad!”
 
   We head into his room with my new lingerie, and get ready for some sizzling lovemaking.
 
   “So, what are you gonna model first,” he asks.
 
   “You want me to model them?”
 
   “Oh, hell, yeah, I do! I’ve been picturing you modeling them for me since I bought them. You’re gonna put them all on and let me see!”
 
   I feel like a beaming bride on her wedding night. Ash is actually excited to see me in these. God only knows how much they cost. They just reek expensive! I put the panties and bra on first. Geez! I’m getting turned on seeing myself in them. “Let’s Get it On” is playing on the system. I come out, and start dancing, feeling totally uninhibited. I’m really totally out of my element, but I’m feeling so comfortable.
 
   “Olivia, God! You totally turn me on when you dance like that! Damn, woman! You look amazing, and so damn hot. Come here!”
 
   He gets up and starts dancing with me. Oh, my God, every nerve in my body is in high gear. He rubs himself against me and we dance together, grinding our hips.
 
   “I can’t wait to get you under me, Liv! Go put on the other things. I wanna see! I’m dying here.”
 
   If this were Alan, I would feel cheap and used. For that matter, Alan would never have gone into a store like that to buy me lingerie. I love the fact that Ash takes the time to pick out nice things for me. Putting on lingerie he has picked out is such a turn-on. I actually feel sexy. This is so erotic! I come out shyly in the nightie. It is totally open in front, except for a small silk tie. The panties are crotchless and I love them!
 
   “Your body is amazing, and sooo sexy! Come here.”
 
   He takes me into his arms and lays me on the bed. He gently unties the gown with his teeth. It falls open, revealing my breasts, which are so sensitive. He caresses me gently. 
 
   “You like?” he whispers.
 
   “Yes, I do. Don’t stop…”
 
   He slowly takes off his clothes. I am totally turned on by his beautiful body.
 
   “Ash, your body is amazing. You’re perfect in every way!”
 
   “Flattery, my dear, is getting you everywhere. Let’s not waste any more time…we have some catching up to do!”
 
   He doesn’t disappoint. I find this pleasure is beyond words. I’m glad no one is in the house, because I can’t control my sounds. “I love to see and hear you react to my touch, Olivia. Your pleasure is what I live for!”
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “What honey?”
 
   “Lie back and let me play now.” I push him back on the bed and position myself between his legs.
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, really!”
 
   I suddenly forget that I’m not really skilled in pleasing a man. My desires take over, and I instinctively do orally what I’ve never done before. I’ve never had the desire to do this, but tonight it just seems right.
 
   “Oh my God! That feels so damn good!”
 
   Seeing and feeling him react makes me feel wonderful. He’s pulsing and his hips are moving. I’m in total control, and I continue until he reaches his orgasm. I don’t stop. As awful as that sounds, it was amazing! I never did that to Alan…never, ever, ever! When he has finished, I lie back on the bed and spread my arms…Bliss! I’m completely out of breath.
 
   “You okay, honey?” Ash asks.
 
   “More than ok. That was awesome!”
 
   “I’ll say!” He takes me into his arms. “Your turn,” he whispers.
 
   He lays me back on the bed and begins to kiss me all over. He starts with my hands, which are spread out on the bed, and continues exploring with his tongue over every inch of my body. I’m weak—lightheaded and about to pass out. My heart is beats fast, really fast.
 
   “You still with me?”
 
   “Yes Yes! Yes!” I swear that I have never let myself open up like this. It feels, well kind of forbidden…erotic and mind-blowing at the same time.
 
   When we’re about to both pass out from sheer pleasure, I start laughing.
 
   “What? What’s so funny“
 
   “You know what I want now?”
 
   “Oh God, honey! I don’t think I can go again for a while.”
 
   “No! Not that! I want some hot chocolate.”
 
   “Really? Well, put on your robe and let’s go into to the kitchen. I’ll make us some! That sounds wonderful!”
 
   We run like two teenagers into the kitchen. He swats me on my rear and lifts me up on the counter to sit while he makes us each a cup. I giggle.
 
   “Wanna to know a secret?” He asks.
 
   I smile the biggest smile. “Yes, of course I do. I love secrets.”
 
   “Well, remember when I returned your panties to you?”
 
   “Oh, my God! Yes. I was mortified embarrassed. I couldn’t believe I was stupid enough to have left them in your hamper. Geez!”
 
   “Well, turns out that your little faux pas was the biggest turn-on for me. There I was with this little wad of brown lacey panties in my hands.” He struggled with embarrassment for a moment, and then said, “I was totally turned-on! In my mind, I pictured you wearing them and nothing else for me.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really! I was busting out of my pants standing in your doorway returning them to you. I was just hoping you didn’t look south and see the giant poking out, because he sure was!”
 
   “ Wow! I had no idea. Seriously?”
 
   “Ummmm…totally seriously!”
 
   “Okay. So, since we’re spilling secrets, do you want one of mine?”
 
   “You have one too?”
 
   “Yes, and I think mine is much better than yours.”
 
   “Well, let’s just see. You’re on!”
 
   “So, one night I was heading up to my room and I passed by your doorway. You had just gotten out of the shower and your door was open. It was fair game, because the door was open, right?”
 
   “Mmm? Go on.”
 
   “Well, there you stood, naked and wet, drying yourself off with a towel, and I just froze. I had never in my life seen such a beautiful body. I was so damn turned-on. I couldn’t stop looking! I stood there amazed at what a hot body you have. I would never have admitted it, but since we’re sharing secrets...”
 
   “So, were you stalking me?”
 
   “Oh, God, no! Your door was open, for God’s sake. I couldn’t help but see you!”
 
   “Well, did you like what you saw?”
 
   “God, yes! I could hardly tear myself away to go up to my room. I just hoped you wouldn’t turn around and see me. How embarrassing would that have been?”
 
   “You should have come in and helped me dry off. I would’ve let you dry every damn inch of me!”
 
   We both laugh. Sharing secrets, drinking our hot chocolate…I like sharing secrets with Ash.
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Yes, my little stalker?”
 
   “Do couples our age really do what we do? I mean, is it normal?”
 
   “Yes, honey, they do! It’s called intimacy, and yes, it’s totally normal, silly.”
 
   I look straight into his eyes. “Then where have you been all of my life?”
 
   “Waiting for you!” He scoops me up in his arms.
 
   We go into the living room, put big pillows on the floor and sit on the floor by the Christmas tree, drinking our hot chocolate.
 
   “Can we just stay here all night?”
 
   “Anything you want, Olivia…I’m officially your love slave.”
 
   OMG…
 
   I want so badly to know if he and Anne had this type of sexual relationship. Maybe I don’t want to know, though. I could never bring myself to ask him about it, so I should probably just stop over-thinking things. Something I do so well, and shouldn’t! I don’t want to spoil the night by asking questions that I don’t need answered. Why can’t I just live in the moment and not wonder what his life was like before me? Obviously, he is totally into me. I don’t need to know what his sex life was like with Anne or the other lady he dated. Earth to Olivia: Stop over-thinking!
 
   I fall asleep in his arms on the floor He wakes me.
 
   “Hey my little love bug! Let’s go to bed. You were snoring.”
 
   “I was not!”
 
   He laughs and kisses my head. “I know, but we do need to go to bed. We can’t stay here forever. Come on…I’ll carry you.”
 
   He carries me to bed, and we sleep in each other’s arms totally satisfied. I don’t want to wake up, and I certainly don’t want to go to work in the morning. I would love to just spend the day with my man, loving all day! But, reality sets in and I realize that I do have to work now.
 
   Work is busy. Emily comes in, and is in a really happy mood. I want so bad to ask how things are going with her and Tommy, but I don’t. Sarah is at the market, so Emily and I have the store to ourselves, and I feel like we can goof off a bit. It’s really busy, so we don’t have much time to talk. I notice that she is texting off and on all day. When we’re ready to leave for the day, I ask her…
 
   ”Want to go for happy hour?”
 
   “Oh gee, I can’t tonight, Olivia. I’m meeting Tommy for dinner…hope you don’t mind. He texted me and asked if I would meet him.”
 
   “Oh! Emily, that’s super! No, I don’t mind at all. He’s a super great guy!”
 
   “Yeah, I kinda think so, too. He’s so good-looking…nice, too!”
 
   “Well, have a great time and I’ll see you tomorrow!” 
 
   I head home, so excited that my hookup seems to be working. Ash isn’t in from work yet, so I decide to check in with my kids. I call each one of them. Lainey is good. Feeling a bit sick, but nothing serious. She and Kellan have their tickets to come in for Christmas. Ash has insisted that they all stay here instead of getting a hotel room, and I am so glad. I’ve not gotten my apartment yet. I really don’t care what Alan thinks. Abby will probably go mental that I haven’t moved out yet, but I’ll deal with that later. I call Dalton but forget about the time difference.
 
   “Hello? Mom? Is that you?”
 
   “Yes! Hey Dalton! What’s up?”
 
   “Well, I’m at work. What time is it there?”
 
   “It’s seven p.m. And you should be working?”
 
   “Yep! 9:00 a.m., here. We’re fourteen hours ahead of you. So, everything okay?”
 
   “Yes! Absolutely. Just checking in on my kids. How’s the job going?”
 
   He tells he that work is great and that he has met an engineer who works with him and they are dating. “She’s a great girl, Mom. You’d love her. Her name is Kat and she’s from Oklahoma. She went to OU.”
 
   “Well, that’s great, Dalton! So happy for you. So, how long has this been going on?”
 
   “Since before Thanksgiving, actually. Didn’t want to say anything too soon. We’ve pretty much been hanging out every day.”
 
   I am elated! “Well, at least you have someone to spend Christmas with! I was feeling bad that you would be in Malaysia without your family.”
 
   “No worries, Mom! She’s staying here for Christmas. Everything is good. So, about the divorce; any news?”
 
   “It’s in process, that’s all I can say. Everything should be final by February.”
 
   “I’m so sorry that things went this way. Dad called and tried to explain, but he called when I was on a job site and couldn’t talk. I never called him back. Didn’t want to hear his bullshit.”
 
   I tell him that I miss him and that he needs to call me more often.
 
   “Will do Mom! I love you and I’ll call in a few days.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 20
 
    
 
   When I hang up from Dalton, my phone rings. I see on the caller ID that it’s Todd.
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   “Hey, Todd! What’s up?”
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   I can tell right away that something is wrong. His voice is broken and he sounds upset. “Todd, honey, what’s wrong? You sound upset. You okay?”
 
   “Olivia, awww, fuucck! Can you please come…now?”
 
   “Todd, what’s wrong? Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at my Grammy’s house. I came to pick her up for dinner and I…I think she’s dead! She’s not breathing... Oh, fuck! Can you please come now? I tried calling Tommy but he doesn’t answer! Please, please come now! Oh, my God, Olivia! She’s on the floor. I don’t think she’s breathing... she’s just looking up at me. Her eyes are open. Oh, Grammy! What do I do?”
 
   “Honey, listen to me. Call 911. I’m on my way—give me the address!”
 
   He tells me where he is and I tell him again that I’m on the way. I drive like a bat out of hell, thankful for the GPS. Tommy is at dinner with Emily, so it makes sense that he doesn’t answer his phone. I call Ash while I’m on the road to Todd. Ash tells me that he will try to get hold of Tommy.
 
   “Olivia, call me when you get to his grandmother’s house. You have the address right?”
 
   “Yes, he gave it to me and I’m on the way.” I text Ash the address and he tells me that he is on the way too. I call Todd back. “Honey, I’m on the way. Did you call 911?”
 
   “Yes, but I think she’s dead…oh, my God. No!” His voice breaks, and he starts to cry. “Why Grammy? Why?”
 
   “Todd, listen to me! Check her pulse. The medics will be there soon…don’t panic. I’m ten minutes from you, and I’ll stay on the phone with you till I get there. Is she breathing?”
 
   “No— he’s just lying on the floor. Oh, God, Olivia! She can’t be dead…right? We were supposed to go to dinner tonight. I was gonna give her the gift I bought her. She’s all I have left. Awww, no!”
 
   “Todd! Stay calm. I need you to listen to me! Go out on the front porch and wait for the paramedics! Understand?”
 
   “I can’t leave her.”
 
   “Okay, then. I need you to stay calm. I’m almost there. Ash is trying to get hold of Tommy. When he does, Tommy will come. I promise.”
 
   I arrive at the house. It’s a nice older two-story house, pretty big, with a beautiful front yard. When I walk through the leaded-glass double-front doors, Todd is hovered over his Grammy balling like a baby.
 
   “Grammy! Wake up…please! It’s Todd; I’m here to take you to dinner…Wake up, Grammy!” He nudges her. “Come on!”
 
   The paramedics and police arrive. Neighbors have come out to see what has happened. The police do a good job of sending the curious neighbors on their way, and I’m glad. Todd is so vulnerable right now, I’m afraid he’d go off on one of them if they came into the yard, even though they are probably friends of Grammy’s. Once inside, the medics shuffle us out of the way so they can do their work. Todd resists.
 
   “No! Fuck you! I’m not going anywhere! She’s my Grammy! Make her wake up!”
 
   They check her pulse, shake their heads and I can tell that Grammy is gone. The medics look to me to control Todd and get him into the other room. He’s crying and shaking uncontrollably. I take him into my arms and rub his head. “It’s okay, honey, I’m here. You’ve got to let them take her.”
 
   “No! They’re not taking her anywhere. She’s not dead. Wake up, Grammy! Now!
 
   “Come on Todd, honey, come with me.” I take him into the kitchen. “Honey, she’s gone. It’s not your fault, we’ve got to let the medics take care of her.”
 
   My phone rings and its Ash. “Honey, I’m probably twenty minutes from you. I got in touch with Tommy. He and Emily are on the way. They just finished dinner. You okay till I get there?”
 
   “Yes, but Ash, Todd’s in really bad shape. He won’t let the medics tend to her.”
 
   “Let me talk to him.”
 
   I give the phone to Todd. Ash seems to be able to talk to and calm him.
 
   “Hello?,” Todd says. “Okay.. You almost here? And Tommy’s on the way too? Okay. Yes. Yeah. I understand. I know. I just don’t want them to take her yet. Yes. I know. Umm-hmm. I promise. Okay. I will. Yeah, she’s right here.” He gives the phone back to me. 
 
   “Okay, Olivia, just stay with him and we’ll be there shortly.”
 
   Todd goes into the living room and lies down on the floor curled up like a baby. I can so relate to getting in the fetal position for comfort.
 
   “Olivia, I came to take her to dinner…I came in to get her and she was on the floor, cold. Why?”
 
   “Honey, I don’t know. I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   I take him into my arms. He is crying like a baby. My heart hurts so badly for him. I rock him gently, like I would one of my own kids, and his body relaxes. This tough bad boy of a young man is hurting really bad, and it’s just killing me seeing him in so much pain. Since he’s an only child and already lost his parents, his Grammy was all he had left. He had told me that he and his Grammy went out to dinner, but I had no idea that he came to take her to dinner on a regular basis and was so close to her. Such a rough exterior, with a teddy bear heart and soul.
 
   Ash arrives first. He comes into the living room and gets down on the floor with us. Todd immediately hugs Ash.
 
   “Mr. H., my Grammy’s gone!”
 
   “I know, son, I’m so sorry! Look, Tommy’s on his way. He’ll be here soon. We’ll figure this out. We’re all family and here for each other.”
 
   Tommy and Emily finally get there. Tommy is dressed in a nice pair of jeans and a long-sleeved black dress shirt. He looks so good! Emily is dressed in a short black skirt, black tights, a black turtleneck and black boots. They make such an adorably cute couple! Emily comes into the room with me, not wanting to intrude on Tommy and Todd. Tommy goes straight to Todd.
 
   “Tommy! My Grammy’s dead, man. What am I gonna do now? She was fuckin’ all I had left. I loved her so damn much!”
 
   “I know, man. It’s gonna be all right. I’m here for you, just like you were here for me, remember? We’ll get through this together, man. Look at me…in the eye! You and me, right?”
 
   Todd, with tears in his eyes looks at Tommy 
 
   “Right, Tommy. Thanks, man.”
 
   Tommy puts his arm around Todd and says, “Okay, then. Come on. Let’s do a shot for Grammy.”
 
   Tommy gets a bottle of whiskey out of the bar cabinet, along with two shot glasses and pours each of them a shot. “Here, man. This is for Grammy. Come on, Todd. For Grammy!” He holds up his shot glass and tips his with Todd’s. “Slainte! We love you, Grammy!”
 
   They down their shots and slam their empty shot glasses on the counter. I think Todd feels relieved that Tommy is with him. Todd puts his hands in his pockets and looks at Tommy. “Tommy, you got any cigarettes, dude?”
 
   Tommy looks at him, confused “No, man, you know I don’t smoke.”
 
   “Well, I really need one bad.” Todd says.
 
   “Dude, I thought you quit six months ago…”
 
   “Well, I did, but I fuckin’ need one bad! I’m goin’ to the store.”
 
   Todd starts to go for the door and I get him over in a corner and I dig into my purse and whisper, “Here, I have some. Take the whole pack… here.” I stuff the pack in the pocket of his leather jacket.
 
   He looks at me totally surprised, “You smoke Olivia?”
 
   Not wanting anyone to hear I tell him, “Shhhhh! Well, no…sometimes, yes, but—really no.”
 
   That statement makes Todd laugh. “Olivia, babe, that doesn’t make a fucking bit of sense. You’re a nut! But you did make me laugh, so I guess I gotta give you props. Thanks, though. I’ll keep the pack and we’ll square up later. Do I need to keep this a secret, as well?”
 
   “Something like that, yeah.”
 
   He smiles, winks at me and gives me a hug. “Okay, something like that. Thanks for coming and being here with me. It really means a lot. I didn’t know who else to call. Damn! I sure wish you could have met my Grammy. She was awesome! It was just her and me. She was the only lady in my life.”
 
   “I wish I could have met her, too. She must have loved the hell out of you. What a lucky grandma she was to have you for a grandson!”
 
   He tears up again and goes looking for Tommy. The two of them head outside to talk, and I guess for Todd to smoke. Emily and I sit in the kitchen. I look through the cabinets until I find coffee and filters. I make us a pot of coffee.
 
   “So, how was dinner,” I ask.
 
   She tells me that Tommy took her to an Italian restaurant in the Old Italian neighborhood. “It was great. The food was amazing. He’s so incredibly easy to talk to. At first, I thought I’d be really intimidated by him, but he’s nothing like that. I just figured, you know…being a band guy and all. Musicians are usually pretty stuck on themselves.”
 
   I suddenly realize that the rest of the guys aren’t here, and I wonder if they’ve even been called yet. I go outside and ask Tommy. “Have y’all called the guys? “
 
   “Oh, shit! No, I haven’t. Can you bring me my phone?”
 
   I go inside and ask Emily to take it out to Tommy. When she gives Tommy his phone, he gives her a hug and kisses the top of her head. She sits in his lap and stays outside with them. The rest of the guys all finally arrive together, and I answer the door.
 
   “What happened?” Brady asks.
 
   I tell him and they all hug me.
 
   “Y’all need to go outside and talk to Todd. He’s in pretty bad shape.”
 
   They all go out to be with their friend and band mate. One by one, Todd hugs them and cries like a baby. They all do a group hug, and I know with them, it is strength in numbers. They are really tightly bound by their unique and meaningful friendship. They work together, they have fun together, they hurt together, and they are there for each other.
 
   They stay outside drinking and talking most of the night. I suspect they will probably just crash here tonight. Ash and I stay inside, drinking coffee and talking until the details are settled and they have taken Grammy to the funeral home. I wonder what will become of her house. It’s a really nice, big house and I suspect she has left it to Todd. I ask Ash if he knows anything about what Grammy had.
 
   “No, I have no idea, but I think we need to get someone from Abby’s office to help Todd sort through things if he needs us to. I believe his folks left him pretty financially secure. He doesn’t spend much money. My guess is that he rat-holes it all away. He’s a pretty simple-minded guy. You and I can probably help out, though, since we’ve gone through this with our parents. I suspect Todd is clueless, and will need our help, but I may be wrong. Who knows, he may be a rocket scientist when it comes to his finances. I’m sure Grammy helped with funeral arrangements for Todd’s folks, so we will need to step in and help him out.”
 
   “Ash, I think the guys are probably hungry. Should we get something delivered?”
 
   Ash thinks that’s a good idea, since they’re all drinking pretty heavily. We order some food for the kids, and it is delivered shortly. Surprisingly, they’re all hungry. Knowing Emily is in the midst of finals; I go out to her and ask if she wants me to take her home. Tommy quickly says that he’ll take her. He gives her a hug and asks if she’s ready to go home.
 
   “Well, I really don’t want to, but I have a final tomorrow, and I’ve really got to study for this one. Sorry, Tommy! Olivia said she would take me.”
 
   “No, Em, I’ll take you. I’ll come back after I get you home.”
 
   He kisses the top of her head and takes her hand. Seeing him being so tender and caring makes me feel good. I just knew he was that type of guy!
 
   She gives Todd a hug and a kiss. “Todd, I’m so sorry about your Grammy. If there’s anything I can do, anything at all, please let me know.”
 
   Todd tells her “Thanks for coming, kiddo. I know you have schoolwork, but I appreciate you coming with my man Tommy. Take care of him. He’s good people, Emily!”
 
   “Will-do, Todd. I’ll see you tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure thing, Em. Sweet Em. That’s what you are from now on. Sweet Em.”
 
   I know that the guys all like her because she is in no way threatening to their friendship. She is totally content sitting around with all of them—and doesn’t want Tommy all to herself. That’s what comes when you are secure about yourself.
 
   Ash and I go to the funeral home and help Todd pick out a casket for Grammy. Todd picks one of the most expensive, beautiful ones. He tells the funeral director that he wants the best of the best. He gets out his checkbook and casually writes a check for everything, so Ash and I figure that he has his finances in order. He picks out a dress from her closet that he wants Grammy in. It’s a beautiful, navy blue knit St. John suit. Grammy definitely had good taste. I tell Ash this suit had to have cost a thousand dollars.
 
   Todd tells us, “Grammy loved this suit. She wore it to Mom and Dad’s funeral. I think it’s a good one for her to wear, right, Olivia? And I picked out her diamond earrings that my grandpa gave her”
 
   “Todd, this is perfect!”
 
   I look at the diamond studs and they are huge! Grammy had a husband that really loved her!
 
   The staff of the funeral home asks Todd about music for the service and he stalls.
 
   “Olivia, I have no f’n idea what music to pick. If it were up to me it would be hard rock. Help me pick out something?”
 
   “Of course, honey. Let’s go with some traditional music.”
 
   “Oh, okay, whatever you think. Just pick something nice.”
 
   The funeral is small and private. Grammy, I learn has a name. She is Grace Kavanagh O’Malley. She was eighty years old and died from a heart attack. Todd was given her maiden name as his middle name, which makes him Todd Kavanagh O’Malley. I smile and think to myself that his initials are TKO. A much better nickname than Bert. At the funeral, he is stoic and brave, dressed in a nice pair of jeans, with a button-down long-sleeved dress shirt hiding his tattoos. I’ve never seen him in anything but frayed jeans and short-sleeved, ragged T-shirts. I’m really proud of how he’s holding up. He looks very nice. He’s wearing dark sunglasses, which I suspect are to hide his tears. The guys sit in the family section with him. It’s only natural that the “band family” sits together. Emily, Ash, and I sit a few rows back.
 
   It is a very nice Catholic service. Full mass, but nice. There are beautiful flower arrangements up by her casket. My kids have each sent a small, simple plant. Lainey sent a rose bush, and the boys sent evergreens. I told them how beautiful Grammy’s yard was, so Lainey and the boys all sent something that could be planted in the yard. Lainey told me that she had talked to Todd, and that he promised he would come visit her and Kellan in the spring.
 
   All of Grammy’s friends from her street attend and several family members have come into town as well. After the funeral, we go out to the cemetery. Grammy will be buried next to Todd’s folks, in a very pretty part of the cemetery. There are lots of shade trees, and there is a beautiful bench by the graves. On the bench is the O’Malley family crest. At the casket, before the internment, Todd puts the last pewter cross he bought her into her hands.
 
   “Rest in peace, Grammy. I’m pretty damn pissed that you left me though!”
 
   He loses it, but Tommy is right there by his side.
 
   “It’s okay, man. It’s okay.”
 
   One of Todd’s aunts has arranged with the church to have food for the people at Grammy’s house after the funeral. Ladies from the church have all the food put out, along with coffee and tea. Most of the people attending the funeral stop by the house afterward. Todd comes over and hangs out with Ash, Tommy, Emily, and me, waiting for the guys to get there.
 
   “I have no fucking idea who half these people are. Un-fuckin’-real! Do I even have to stay here?”
 
   I tell him that it’s probably a good idea for him to stay. “We’ll stay here with you. It shouldn’t last too long. These things never do as a rule. These people loved your Grammy, and she would want you to do this. Anyway, the guys should be here soon.“
 
   “Well, how long do these gigs last, anyway?”
 
   I have to laugh at that remark. Poor thing…he looks miserable, and I think he just wants everyone to leave. I suspect what he really needs most right now is his guitar. Ash and I venture out and go talk to his relatives, who seem nice enough. I sense, though, that the family isn’t very close, and that the family members who came did so out of respect and duty more than for Todd, which is sad.
 
   Todd wanders aimlessly around the house with his hands on his hips, totally out of his element. He looks as if he is gonna jump out of his skin if the house doesn’t clear out soon. Emily, sensing that he is about to go off on someone, finds him and, mother hen she is, smiles and puts her arm through his.
 
   “So, will you show me the backyard? It looks beautiful!”
 
   She winks at Tommy, and he follows as they find a spot in the backyard to hang out—just the three of them. I can see Todd and Tommy laughing hysterically; Emily looks embarrassed. She slugs Todd in the arm, and he pulls her over to him and gives her a hug. He’s probably been probing her and Tommy about any sex they may or may not have had…that would be in character.
 
   The guys have made their ways outside to be with Todd. Ash and I go outside to sit with the guys for a while before we head home. They’re supposed to play this weekend, and I’m seriously wondering if Todd will be okay to play with them. This whole ordeal with his Grammy threw the balance out of his life, and I can tell that he hasn’t recovered yet. I want to talk to him and see how he’s doing, but today is not the time. I’ll call him tomorrow. The guys all have their guitars and are sitting around playing. Emily is sitting in a chair next to Tommy with her leg slung over his, which is pretty darn cute. These are such a great group of guys and truly good friends…friends Todd needs right now. They are exactly where they need to be. Brady stands up when he sees us. “Grab a guitar and jam with us, Mr. H., come on! Olivia, sit.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” I reply and salute him.
 
   Ash grabs one of the extra guitars propped up by the chair and sits down. He looks to me…I give him an “okay” sign, so he smiles and sits down. He motions me to sit by Emily. I love watching them play, and I know Ash loves being around them all.
 
   Steve asks if someone needs to be inside with the friends and family who came. “It’s like we’re all outside and left everyone inside to be on their own. It that really rude?
 
    Todd, classic Todd says, “Hey, fuck all those people inside. I wish they’d leave! I don’t even know half of them. They’re not my friends. Shit! Can’t they take a hint? Obviously I don’t want to be around them, or don’t you think I’d be inside with them?” He points to us all… “This is my family. Not them.”
 
   “Todd, do you want me to go inside and kinda let them know the party’s over? I mean, I could start cleaning up the dishes or something. Drop a subtle hint?”
 
   “Olivia, if you would do that for me, you’d be my bestie forever, I swear! I’ve about had enough of all this shit. Right now, if I go inside, I’m afraid someone’s gonna say something and I’ll probably go fuckin’ nuts. So, yeah, I need this to be over now!”
 
   “Okay, sweetie, I’m all over it.”
 
   I head inside and start putting everything up, picking up plates and cups from the living room and asking folks if they’re done with their glasses. That should be a good enough hint, right? When someone takes your plate and glass away from you, I’d assume the party was over…. duh! I smile a lot; make small talk, and head back into the kitchen to throw away the plates and cups I’ve gathered.
 
   Sensing that the party is over, one by one, everyone slowly makes their way to the front door and leaves. I thank everyone for coming, since I know Todd won’t do it. Someone has to at least acknowledge them. I don’t think the little family that’s here will be expecting any goodbyes from Todd, so I am comfortable just handling it myself. Finally, the house is empty. There is so much food left! I package it up for the guys to take home, making little care packages for each of them. There’s a lot to clean up and I’m really glad when Emily comes in to help.
 
   “So, how is everything with you and Tommy?”
 
   She grabs a towel and starts drying dishes. “Oh, my God! He is so sweet! We talk or text every single day. I’ve never had someone who is so caring and sweet. And, yes, I really like him! He asked me to come watch them play this weekend…that is, if they play. Not sure because of Todd and all. But, if they do, I’ll be there. I can’t wait to hear them on a stage.”
 
   So, this seems to be going really well…
 
   After we’re satisfied that everything is cleaned up and put back in order, Emily and I go back outside. It’s late, so Ash and I say our goodbyes and leave the guys and Emily to fend for themselves.
 
   “So, the old folks are outta here, guys!” Ash says.
 
   Todd comes over to both of us and gives us each a hug. He kisses me on the cheek. “Guys, I couldn’t have done this without you—both of you. At the risk of sounding really fuckin’’syrupy, I just want you to know it means a lot.”
 
   “Son, Olivia and I—we’re both here for you anytime, you know that. Just don’t be a stranger…I do know where you live.”
 
   Tommy comes up to Ash to talk about something before we leave, and Todd tells me that on Sunday night he’s going to his tattoo artist Scott to get a tattoo in memory of Grammy.
 
   “So, wanna come with me? I’m gonna get a tattoo for Grammy. Scott’s designed an awesome tribute. It’s so fuckin’sweet! I thought you might want to come and watch or something. And, if you’re up for it, Scott is just the man to put that butterfly on your ass!”
 
   “Where are you getting it? Your tattoo, I mean.”
 
   “On my, ummm, how do you want me to say it?”
 
   He looks down and winks. “Oh, my God! That’s utterly disgusting Todd! You aren’t, you can’t be serious…are you?”
 
   He whooped with laughter. “I just love getting a rise out of you! I’m just jacking with you. Seriously, I’m getting it on my chest. Geez! You don’t get your pecker tattooed, girl! Didn’t you know that? Imagine that fuckin’ pain and having to have some dude lookin’ at your schlong for that long!”
 
   “No, I didn’t know where those things do and don’t go…I only just learned when I met you that guys pierce their penises, for God’s sake! But I’d love to come and watch. Just not sure about my tattoo, though. How about I just come and hang out for a bit? You know, I’ve never been to a tattoo parlor, so guess it would be neat to check it out just to say I’ve been to one. Won’t everyone wonder what an old lady like me is doing in a place like that?”
 
   “Olivia, you should see some of the old, and I mean old, rode-hard hags that come into a tattoo parlor. Believe me, you are Angelina Jolie compared to them!”
 
   Me? Angela Jolie? I chuckle. “That’s funny! So, is Tommy coming too?”
 
   “He’s probably hanging out with Emily. They pretty much spend every waking moment together. Gag! They may swing by, though. If you want, I’ll pay for your tattoo. I have lots of money, in case you didn’t know.” He winks.
 
   “Well, that’s good to know in case I’m in need of some extra cash, but aside from the money, I’m really chicken about actually getting one. I hate needles and I hate pain, notwithstanding the fact that Ash would probably freak.”
 
   “Uhhhh…No, Ummm I’m pretty sure Ash would probably bust a NUT if he saw that on your ass! I’m tellin’ you, tattoos are a fuckin’ball-bustin’ turn-on for guys! Do me a favor, just think about it, okay?”
 
   I tell him that I will. Do I have any reason to be hanging out with a good-looking bad boy in a tattoo parlor? Geez! This is crazy! It’s kind of flattering, though, that the guys think of me as such a good friend and find me easy to talk to. God knows they probably have a slew of gals who would kill to accompany them to get a tattoo! 
 
   We tell Emily and Tommy goodbye. They stand together talking to the guys, turned in toward each other with their arms around each other, like they’ve been together for ages. Emily doesn’t care one flip about being perfect-looking all the time, and I think that’s one of the things Tommy likes about her and is looking for. She’s comfortable in her own skin. It doesn’t bother her hair is messed up or what anyone thinks. I just love that about her.
 
   I hear a phone ring and see Emily answer. I wonder who’s calling her. Not that it matters or anything, but I don’t think she has too many friends here. She looks upset, excuses herself, and walks over to a part in the yard where she can talk in privacy. She’s pacing back and forth with a worried and scared look on her face and I wonder what’s wrong. I wonder if it’s a family member. Who would be calling her at this time of night? She’s not on the phone long before she comes back where we’re all standing. She has a really worried look on her face. When she sees us looking at her, she immediately changes her expression and smiles, but I know she’s worried about something.
 
   “Everything okay?” Tommy asks.
 
   “Yep! A-okay!” She smiles and puts her arm through his.
 
   Call it intuition, but I don’t think everything is A-okay. I’ll have to see if she wants to talk about it tomorrow at work.
 
   Ash and I head home, and I can’t stop thinking about Todd, hoping he’s all right. I’m also concerned about Emily. The look on her face was disturbing at best, and I keep wondering who that caller could have been. Ash tells me that he asked Todd about taking a break from the band for a few weeks to get his head on straight. Todd told him that what he really needs is to keep playing, and that the guys and his music are all the therapy he needs. We talk about Tommy and Emily. Ash tells me that he hasn’t seen Tommy this at ease around a girl in forever.
 
   “She’s a really nice girl, Olivia. I think Tommy really likes her, and it’s nice to see him happy. How did you pair them up?”
 
   “Well, just being around her, and in talking to her, I thought she was such a nice girl… Pretty, but in a natural way. Tommy’s such a great guy and, well, I just kinda put two and two together.”
 
   “Well, you are quite the matchmaker.”
 
   I tell Ash that I’m concerned about the phone call Emily got.
 
   “Olivia, as usual, you’re over-thinking again. I’m sure everything’s okay. Talk to her tomorrow and ease your mind, silly!”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The next morning I pull into the parking lot and see a black SUV with blacked-out windows parked in one of our spaces, with the motor running. Being suspicious and from Houston, Texas, I don’t immediately get out. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from living in a big city, it’s to be aware of your surroundings. I’ve not seen this car before, and something doesn’t seem right. I sit in my car with the motor running and the doors locked, waiting for someone else to get there before I get out. Maybe the security guard will come around.
 
   Finally, Emily pulls up, and I wave to her. Something on her face looks like this isn’t going to be good. She gets out of her car, and I do too.  She walks up to me. Immediately, we see the guy get out of the SUV. He walks toward Emily and she tells me, “Olivia, go in and open up…I’ll be right there.”
 
   “No, Emily, I’m not going anywhere. Let’s call the police.”
 
   “No, Olivia, really, it’s okay. Please, let me just handle this…no police. It’s not necessary.”
 
   This guy comes up to her and grabs her arm. He pulls her over toward his vehicle and I’m afraid he’s going to pull her in and drive off. I get my cell phone and start recording this whole thing without letting him know. I hear her talking to him, so I don’t go inside. She moves away from his car and he follows her. I just act like I’m getting something out of the back of my car. I can hear her clearly now.
 
   “Tony, what are you doing here? I asked you to stay away from me. It’s over. It’s been six months. There is nothing between us. Why can’t you just move on and leave me alone?”
 
   He pulls her into him and says something to her that I can’t hear. She pulls away from him and points her finger in his face. At this point, I hit the alarm on my key fob, and the car alarm starts going off really loud, which startles him. Whatever she’s said to him, he gets really, really angry, gets back into his car and peels out, skidding out of the parking lot. I have the license number, thank God.
 
   “Oh, my God! Is everything okay, Emily?”
 
   “Yes, sorry about that! Everything is fine, really.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t look like everything’s fine. Who is he and why is he bothering you?”
 
   “He’s just an ex-boyfriend, the toxic relationship I told you about. Don’t worry. He won’t bother me anymore. It’s nothing, really. I just want to forget that happened, okay? And, Olivia, please don’t mention this to Tommy, okay? I don’t want him to know about Tony…not just now, anyway. I don’t have anything to hide or anything, it’s just that we haven’t talked about other people in our lives, yet. We’re still just getting to know each other, and it’s kind of nice that way.”
 
   “Okay, but if he continues to bother you, Emily, you should talk to Ash. He knows people in the police department and can get you a restraining order if you need it. You don’t have to put up with this sweetie…really. Obviously, he’s not right and seems to have a hot head, so if you need our help you will let me know, right? He hasn’t followed you anywhere else, has he? And not to be nosy, but was he the one who called you when we were at Todd’s?”
 
   “ Yes, that was him. I hadn’t heard from him in about six months, so was pretty freaked out when he called. And I’ll definitely let you and Ash know if it gets to where I need the law involved.”
 
   I’m really leery about this guy. He was good-looking, but mean, and definitely had a very, very dark side to him. I just hope he leaves her alone.
 
   Emily tells me that she is done with finals, and thinks she aced her final today. To lighten up the subject, I divert the conversation.
 
   “So, now that finals are over, what are you doing tonight?”
 
   “Chilling, for sure! Tommy’s bringing Chinese takeout tonight and we’re gonna hang out at my apartment and watch movies. I’m so looking forward to doing nothing.”
 
   “Well, since you’re done with school, we’ll have do double-date one night and go to dinner.”
 
   “Sounds wonderful. I’m down! I’m sure Tommy will be, too.”
 
   Ash and I go to dinner after work. We have an intimate, romantic dinner, and once we get home we get a glass of wine and sit in the living room by the Christmas tree.
 
   “This is heaven, Olivia. It’s so nice to just have nothing to do!”
 
   We sit on the couch for a while, just cuddling and looking at the beautiful tree.
 
   “So, you up for some play time?” he asks.
 
   “Well, since you put it that way, yes, I am. I love play time!”
 
   We head to his room and he gets the bath running. I just love our bath time! We sit in the tub, wrapped around each other, enjoying the peace and music.
 
   “Uhhhh, you need to shave your legs, honey!”
 
   “Really? Are you kidding?”
 
   “Nope! Feels pretty hairy to me.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Smarty pants, then get me the shaving cream and my razor please.”
 
   He gets out of the tub and I eye his beautiful backside. He gets my razor out of the drawer and his shaving cream and gets back into the tub. “Here allow me.”
 
   “Ash, you’ll cut me…have you ever done this before?”
 
   “No, but there is a first time for everything. I’ll tell you what, if I cut you; you can do anything you want to me. Deal? Come on, just prop your legs up.”
 
   I am reluctant to let him shave me, but he assures me he can do a better job than I do. He puts shaving cream on my legs and begins to shave, being ever so careful.  Actually, he does do a better job than I would do. I am duly impressed! He takes some shaving cream and dots it on my nose.
 
   “Oh, so you want to play with shaving cream?” I squirt it on him and it’s game on!
 
   We splash in the water, smearing shaving cream all over ourselves, just like two kids. I make a beard with shaving cream on his face.
 
   “Oh, now you look sexy!”
 
   He takes the shaving cream and covers each of my breasts.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m making you a bra. Gotta cover those things up! They’re driving me wild!” When he has shaved both legs and my underarms, he asks…  “Okay, what can I shave next?”
 
   “Don’t even go there Ash Harper! What can I shave on you?”
 
   “Not a damn thing! You’re not touching me with a razor, ever!”
 
   I love this!
 
   Just when we’re totally covered in shaving cream and have water all over the floor, the phone rings. We look at each other and start laughing. Of course, we don’t answer. Who would we want to talk to at this hour anyway?
 
   “Do you think you should see who that is?”
 
   “Nope, there’s no one I want to talk to right now. You?”
 
   “Nope! No one!”
 
   He rinses off my “bra” and I rinse off his beard. We turn on the whirlpool and relax in each other’s arms.
 
   The phone rings again and again. “Dammit! Guess I’ll see who that is” He gets out of the tub and goes to the vanity to pick up the phone. His backside is looking so damn good! I could just sit and look at it forever!
 
   “It’s Brady….Hmmmm wonder what he wants? He hardly ever calls.” Ash answers. “Hello? Yes? No, no problem, son, we’re just getting ready for bed, why what’s up? What? When? Are you there now? And he what? Are you kidding? Is he okay? What about Emily, where is she? Okay. Who else is there with you? Okay. All right. Good. Have you called the police? Good. Let me call my friend Dominic. He’s a captain on the force. Is he out cold? Listen; just make sure you tie him up or something. Make sure he can’t get up. And keep Tommy away from him. I mean it, Brady. Don’t let him do anything foolish! I’ll call Dominic now. Yeah, I’m on the way. Call you from the car. Okay. Be there in twenty.”
 
   “Ash, what’s wrong?”
 
   He’s quickly pulling on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He grabs his flip-flops, his keys, his phone, and his wallet
 
   “Some ex of Emily’s broke into her apartment. From what Brady said, Tommy beat the shit out of him. I gotta go, honey. You stay here and I’ll call you when I get there.”
 
   “Ash, wait! I’m coming too…let me get dressed!”
 
   “Olivia, you are not coming with me. I have no idea what this guy is capable of. You don’t need to come.”
 
   “Yes, I do! And I’m coming!”
 
   He looks down his nose at me, dead serious and a bit angry. “Olivia, please don’t argue with me. I’m telling you that you are absolutely positively not coming. End of story. I don’t usually tell you what to do, but in this case, I am. You are not coming. Stay here and I’ll call you.”
 
   I grab a robe and throw it on. “Can you at least tell me what Brady said?”
 
   “Not much, except that this guy broke in and started some shit. That’s all I know, hon. Let me get on the road and I’ll call you, I promise. The sooner you let me go, the sooner I can call and give you an update. Just have your phone on. Call you soon. Love you!”
 
   He kisses me and is out the door. I’m worried sick! I just knew this guy was bad news. Poor Emily, I hope she’s okay. I wait and wait for a call from Ash. I don’t want to bother him while he’s driving, but the waiting is just killing me! I decide to call Todd. I figure Brady would have called him as well.
 
   “Todd? It’s Olivia. Where are you?”
 
   “ Hey, Olivia. I’m with Brady at Emily’s apartment. This goddamn guinea motherfucker broke into her apartment and went postal. Tommy beat the fuck out of him! He’s fuckin’ out cold. He’s in bad shape.”
 
   “How is Emily, where is she?”
 
   “She’s fine. She was in the shower when he broke in. He tried to fight Tommy, but that was a mistake. Tommy’s a black belt and he whooped the shit out of him! Big mistake for that motherfucker!” I had no idea Tommy was a black belt, but it makes sense. Ash probably is as well. I do know they both work out a lot.
 
   “Listen, I gotta go, Olivia. I think Mr. H. just pulled up. He called his cop buddy, so I think they’re on the way too. We’ll call you! Promise. Don’t worry.”
 
   “Todd, will you at least have Emily call me in a few minutes? I’m worried sick.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s pretty freaked out, but yeah, I’ll ask her to call. Just give us a little bit. It’s kinda chaotic around here now. She’s fine, Olivia. Just shaken up. He didn’t touch her, thank God. Tommy’s fine, too. The guinea? Not so sure.”
 
   Ash calls when he gets there. “Olivia, I’m here. Dominic and the police just pulled up. Everything’s okay. Tommy’s fine…Emily too. She’s just badly shaken up. Boy! Tommy did a number on this guy. He’s beaten up pretty bad. I didn’t know he had it in him. Pretty proud of my boy! Those karate lessons paid off!”
 
   “Oh, Ash! I wish I was there…can I talk to Emily?”
 
   “Yeah…here she is.” He gives her the phone.
 
   “Honey, are you okay? What the hell happened?”
 
   “Olivia, I’m fine, really. I was in the shower. Tony broke in and was pissed that Tommy was there. Apparently he’s been following us for a while, and that’s how he knew about Tommy. He pulled a knife and Tommy just went off on him! Oh, my God! I never thought Tony would do this. I’m so sorry! I never would have intentionally put Tommy in that situation. I feel so bad. I just hope you all don’t hate me.”
 
   “Nothing to be sorry for, Emily. It certainly wasn’t your fault. But are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes, Olivia, I’m fine. When the police are done, Mr. Harper thinks Tommy and I need to go stay at his condo. I’ll be at work tomorrow, though, I promise.”
 
   “Well, I have to agree with Ash… the condo is where y’all need to go. Just let Ash handle everything. Who else is there?”
 
   “All the guys are here. Brady got here first, and then Todd brought the rest of them. I think they were rehearsing, so that’s why they were together. They gave Tommy the night off to be with me. Oh, if only he hadn’t been here, and had been rehearsing, this never would have happened!”
 
   “Emily, look, if he hadn’t been with you that creep might have killed you! You should thank your lucky stars that he was there tonight. You know that Ash wouldn’t let me come, or I would have been there.”
 
   “I know, Olivia! Really, everything is fine. There’s nothing you can do anyway. Tommy said he’d call you once we get to the condo. Mr. Harper is gonna follow us over there. God! This is so embarrassing. I promise, I’ll explain everything tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay, Emily. You’re in good hands. Talk to you tomorrow, sweetie!”
 
   Ash finally gets home around three in the morning. He looks dead tired. He tells me that Tony was taken into custody, and that he tested positive for drugs and was over the legal limit for alcohol as well. In addition, he had a knife and a gun on him. He didn’t have a license to carry the gun, and it wasn’t registered, so he’ll be in big trouble for that. Ash said that the gun is probably a stolen gun, so he’ll be in jail for awhile.
 
   I tell him about Tony being in our parking lot today, and that he’s the one who called Emily when we were at Grammy’s. I tell him that I recorded the whole ordeal in the parking lot on my phone.
 
   “Good girl. That could come in handy. We’ll email that to Dominic”
 
   He says that he got Tommy and Emily settled at the condo, and that they’ll stay there for a few days until things settle down. Brady and Brian will drop Emily’s car off at the condo so she can get to work. Tommy calls to let us know they’re going to bed, and Ash gives me the phone.
 
   “Olivia, Emily wanted me to call you and let you know that we’re settled in and going to bed. She’s almost asleep and just forgot to call you. Sorry about that!”
 
   “Oh, Tommy, are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine, but I tore that son of a bitch a new ass! He won’t be bothering Emily again.”
 
   “Well, Tommy, y’all go to bed and sleep good. Geez! This is crazy!”
 
   “Yeah, pretty crazy! He’s a real nut case!”
 
   “Hey, can I talk to my dad again?”
 
   I give the phone to Ash.
 
   “Okay, son, Dominic will call me tomorrow. Just keep the doors locked. You know where the gun is, right? Bullets are in the safe. You should probably get it loaded and keep it by the bed just in case. I let the guard downstairs know and security is tight. This kid hopefully won’t get bailed out, and Dominic will let us know if anything changes. Ok. Love you, too, son. Take care of Emily and call me tomorrow.”
 
   The next few days are a blur. We are super-busy at work. Tommy has been driving Emily to work and picking her up every day, since he doesn’t want her driving her car. He tells me they are still staying at the condo, and that he’s trying to get her to stay for a while longer and not go back to her apartment.
 
   On Wednesday, the guys come in to take Emily and me to lunch. A young college-aged girl who is in the shop with her mom screams when she sees Tommy with his arm around Emily.
 
   “Oh, my God! You’re Tommy, the guy from Avenue, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yep, that would be me!”
 
   “Is that your girlfriend?”
 
   Emily, embarrassed starts to answer, “He’s a good—”  She’s immediately cut off by Tommy.
 
   “Yeah, she’s my girlfriend. Pretty, isn’t she?” Tommy tells the girl in a friendly way.
 
   Emily rolls her eyes and Tommy plants a big kiss on her. I can sense that Emily is pretty embarrassed at Tommy’s PDA, especially since she’s at work. The young girl is stunned and staring at Tommy like he’s a rock star. Todd is leaning on the counter shaking his head.
 
   “Geez! Enough already, Tommy. Can’t you keep your lips off of her?”
 
   I ask Todd what’s going on with Tommy and Emily. He tells me that they are pretty much inseparable. She goes to practice with him, and they stay together every night at the condo.
 
   “Don’t know how much longer they’ll stay there. I think Mr. H. wants her to stay until they know exactly what’s gonna happen to the guinea. Has he said anything to you about it? Oh, and I definitely think they’ve done it by now, don’t you? Still not sure about the blow job though…“
 
   “Todd, you are too much!” I whisper in his ear. “Do you really think they have?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. She looks totally satisfied. Remember how I told you that I could tell you look sexually satisfied?”
 
   Okay, that made me blush. My face feels blood red.
 
   “Don’t go gettin’ all embarrassed. You remember when I told you that don’t you? Well, she’s definitely got ‘the look’!”
 
   As much as I don’t want to listen to Todd, I have to admit that I do think Tommy and Emily have had sex, and I agree about ‘the look.’ It’s a look and a feeling that I have, too. It’s the best feeling in the world. They both seem so comfortable together, and without over-thinking things, as I am prone to do, I have to say honestly that I think they have ‘done it.’ Not that that’s a bad thing, I think it’s good. I just hope these two can keep a good thing going.
 
   “So, Todd, what do you guys think about Emily?”
 
   “We all agree that she’s good for Tommy. Basically, we love her, Olivia. She just kinda fits into our family, and it’s hard to explain. There aren’t many girls we let into our family, but Emily’s different. I got a good feeling about them. I gotta tell you, though, we don’t like her ex. He’s pretty much a scumbag. Hopefully, he won’t bail out, ‘cause I’d hate to see what would happen to him if he showed up around her again. Tommy pretty much let him know that would be a mistake. Anyways, we’d probably all get thrown in the can. Did you know Tommy was a black belt?”
 
   “ I had no idea! Does Ash have a black belt too? Because I’d kind of like to know... we haven’t talked about it.”
 
   “Yeah, they all do. They are a kickass family! You have nothing to worry about. Your man can take care of you!”
 
   I think to myself, Oh, yes, he can and does take care of me! Okay, Olivia, get your head out of the gutter.
 
   That afternoon, before we leave work, I get the courage to ask Emily about her relationship with Tony.
 
   “Ok, Emily, time to spill the beans. I want to know all about Tony.”
 
   “Okay, I guess I do owe you that. So here goes… I met Tony at an art gallery in the city. I was by myself at a showing for a local artist I follow. Tony is an artist, too, and was also there by himself. We met at the wine table and I was just taken by his looks, and he was so nice to me. He swept me away. He was so attentive and complimentary. He loves art, as I do, so that was a definite attraction for me. He took me for coffee after the showing and we talked for hours. For the first few months, we were together literally every single day.
 
   “Being insecure by nature, I couldn’t believe someone that good-looking was actually interested in me. I was flattered, and happy, and I guess I overlooked the fact that he began to get controlling. He’d show up at school every day, and was outside the door when I got out of class. Not in a romantic way. It got to where I felt like he was checking up on me, that he didn’t trust me for some reason, more like stalking me. It really creeped me out, but I kept telling myself that it was just because he cared for me and was just looking out for me.
 
   “Then, there were his mood swings…they were horrible and only got worse! Sometimes the littlest things I would say totally set him off and he became angry. I just figured it was me. No one had ever cared for me as intensely as this, so I thought it was because he loved me.”
 
   “Did he ever physically hurt you?”
 
   “No, not really…not physically, anyway. Emotionally, though, he took everything out of me. He talked mean to me sometimes, and I just thought it was me or something I said. He was always criticizing me and putting me down. Anyway, after a year or so I literally couldn’t go anywhere without him either going with me, or following me and yelling at me for one reason or another.
 
   “The last straw came one day after class, when I went to his apartment to surprise him with lunch. I brought sushi, his favorite. When I knocked on the door it opened, and three really sketchy black guys were in his apartment. Once he saw it was me, he got really mad that I had stopped by without calling first. He yelled at me like I was a piece of garbage and told me to go to my car and wait for him. As I left the apartment, I saw little baggies with white powder on the coffee table. I put two and two together and finally realized that Tony was on drugs. That was the reason for his mood swings.
 
   “I was mad at myself for not seeing it sooner. How did I miss it? For my safety and sanity, I just had to get out of there. I had worked too hard to get where I was, and I didn’t want any part of drugs. I never even so much as drank or smoked in high school or college, and definitely never even thought about doing drugs! So, I got into my car and left. I drove around for hours, just trying to decide what to do.
 
   “He came to my apartment that night and I wouldn’t answer the door. He just stood outside and hollered such mean and ugly things to me. My neighbor finally ran him off. I had a good friend who fortunately let me stay at her house outside of the city for a while so I could get my head in the right place. She had never met Tony and he didn’t know about her, so I felt safe staying there. But, I couldn’t stay there forever. When I finally did go back to my apartment, he had used his key to get in and had stolen some things from me, I guess to get money for drugs. My TV, laptop, camera, and some jewelry I had from my grandmother were gone.”
 
   “Did you ever report it to the police?”
 
   “No. I couldn’t prove anything—it was his word against mine. Since he did have a key, it technically wasn’t a break-in. I did have the locks changed after that. I didn’t have insurance, of course, so it took me awhile to get another laptop. My friend gave me her old TV. I could never replace the jewelry he took, but I can’t think about it. There’s nothing I can do now.
 
   “Anyway, when that all blew over, I finally convinced Tony that we needed to stop seeing each other and that the relationship had to end. I told him that my education had to take priority and that he should just move on. He followed me around for a while, but eventually he came around less and less, until eventually I never saw him again.
 
   “I swear, I hadn’t heard from him in over six months when he called me that night at Todd’s. I thought to change the locks, but never thought about changing my cell phone number. Anyway, when I answered the call and heard his voice, I just wanted to die. All the bad memories of my past had suddenly resurfaced, and it really scared me. I’ve finally met someone who is a good person and here this misfit finds me again. Part of me says I should probably just tell Tommy that I’m damaged goods and that he shouldn’t get involved with me. I don’t want any harm to come to him, Olivia. He’s too good a guy to waste his time on me. But the other part of me says don’t do that.”
 
   “Emily, first off, you need to realize that you weren’t the problem in that relationship. The sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be. I do think you need to be honest with Tommy, though. Talk to him about this. He deserves to know, and I’m confident he’ll understand. Obviously, he cares for you, or he wouldn’t have beaten the crap out of Tony! And I hope you realize that I’m talking to you like a mother. I’m giving you the same advice that I would give to my own daughter.”
 
   “I know that, and thanks, Olivia, I feel really close to you and you are so easy to talk to. I trust what you’re saying, and I haven’t had someone like you to talk to in ages. I tend to keep everything inside me and try to work things out on my own. I haven’t told anyone about the crap I went through with Tony, and it sure feels good to get it off my chest. Do you think I should end it with Tommy though before it goes any further? He honestly doesn’t deserve this, he’s too good a guy to get involved with someone like me.”
 
   “Emily, look, I can’t tell you what to do, but I think in your heart you really care for Tommy, and I think he cares for you. Don’t let your past spoil your future. Believe me, I’m living proof of that.”
 
   I tell her briefly what has gone on in my life over the past four months, how Alan moved me here with the intent to start over, how he had found someone else, and how Ash and I were thrown together.
 
   “Life takes unexpected turns, Emily. Curve balls are thrown your way. I can tell you that having the right man in your life makes all the difference in the world. I would never in a million years have thought I would meet or deserve a man like Ash, but I have. He loves me in spite of all the baggage I carry, and is the best thing that’s come into my life, with the exception of my kids. The reality is, relationships take a lot of work on both ends and everyone has their own set of problems. Just give it time, take it one day at a time and let it happen.”
 
   “Olivia thanks for your friendship. It means so much! I feel so much better after our talk.”
 
   About that time Tommy calls and tells her he’s on his way to pick her up.
 
   “See?” I put my arm around her. “Someone sure cares about you! Embrace it, my love!” I give her a motherly kiss on the cheek.
 
   In a few minutes, Tommy pulls up and she gets in the car. I watch as he kisses her hand and I just know that this is where she needs to be.
 
   “Dinner sometime this week, Olivia?” he asks.
 
   “Would love to, Tommy! Y’all have fun!” I blow them both a kiss and head home to my own Harper man. 
 
   I tell Ash about my little talk with Emily and how she thinks she should end their relationship because of her past.
 
   “She thinks she’s damaged goods and doesn’t want Tommy involved in a potentially dangerous situation. I feel so bad for her. She’s convinced that because of her past, she doesn’t deserve Tommy. She’s such a good kid, Ash, and I think Tommy really likes her, don’t you?”
 
   “Actually, he does. We had a father son discussion the other day and he ‘fessed up that he really cares for her and that she makes him happy. I honestly haven’t seen him this wild about a young lady since…well, since high school, actually. In high school he dated a girl, and they were pretty serious, but once she went off to college it fizzled out. They tried the long distance thing, but she found someone at school, and the long distance relationship took its toll. It took him a long time to come back around. He was really hurt and was also going through the stress of Anne’s sickness. To tell you the truth, it broke my heart to see him so hurt, but I was going through heartache myself, seeing Anne so sick. I just wish I could have been there to support him, but unfortunately, had my own cross to bear. But, Olivia, you’ve got to let Tommy and Emily work through this on their own—together. If this relationship is meant to be, they’ll get through this, believe me. Unfortunately, we can’t interfere. You’ve introduced them and that’s all you can do. They’ll patch things up.”
 
   “I just wish she wouldn’t think this is all her fault. It’s not her fault that she got involved with someone like Tony. Speaking of Tony, do you think he’ll stay in jail long? Surely no one will bail him out?”
 
   “Well, Dominic said he’d let me know if that happens. Since he doesn’t have a prior record, I honestly don’t know. The fact that he tested positive for drugs and broke into her apartment doesn’t sit well for him, but you just never know. It really all depends on the judge and we can only hope the judge won’t be lenient.”
 
   “It’s all up to the judge? What about the fact that I have a video of him on my phone in the parking lot with his arm on Emily? Doesn’t that count?”
 
   “I doubt it, but we’ll just have to see. At least Tommy won’t be charged. Tony did, after all, break in. There was evidence that the lock was compromised, so he didn’t have a key to get in. I still can’t believe how bad Tommy messed him up. I’m really glad I didn’t let you come with me, Olivia. There was blood all over the place. I know Tommy broke his nose, and Todd said he thought the kid had lost a few teeth. Hard to believe Tommy did that to him.”
 
   “So, when you got there, was Tony tied up?”
 
   “Yep. The guys brought rope. I told them to make sure he was tied up good and couldn’t get loose until Dominic and the police got there. Brady was the one who tied him up. They had to keep Todd away from him, as well as Tommy. Geez! Those two still wanted to go at him, even though he was down for the count. Poor Todd, after all he went through last week, he was chomping at the bit to take out his aggression on someone!”
 
   “Speaking of Todd, how is he doing? When will he hear about what his Grammy left him?”
 
   “Well, he’s positive she left him the house. I suspect she had a pretty large bank account and that he was the sole beneficiary.” 
 
   The phone rings. Coincidentally, it’s Todd. Ash answers and talks to him briefly, mostly just chitchat.
 
   “Yeeessss, she’s here. Umm-hmm…Okay I’ll hand you over to her. Oh, by the way, you sure are talking to my gal a lot lately. Anything I need to know about that? Hehe, just kidding. Here she is.” He gives me the phone.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Olivia, did I get you at a bad time?”
 
   “Wellllll, yeah.something like that.”
 
   “Oh crap! I get the something like that again. Really? So, are you and Mr. H. busy? Damn! Sorry!”
 
   “Gotcha!” I laugh. “Just kidding. What’s up?”
 
   “Just wanted to remind you about Sunday night. Going to Scott’s studio around 8:00 p.m. Wanna meet me there? Or I could pick you up, either way. The place is called Rebelution Full Body Art.”
 
   “Okay, yeah sure! But are you really sure you want me to tag along? Hang on.”
 
   I tell Ash about Sunday, and ask if he minds if I tag along with Todd.
 
   “A tattoo parlor—you? Geez! What made you want to go to a place like that?”
 
   I tell him about Todd’s new tattoo and how he had asked me to go with him, since I’d never been to a tattoo parlor.
 
   “So, Ash, you could come with us too if you want to.”
 
   Ash says he thinks he’ll sit this one out, but doesn’t mind at all if I go.
 
   “I’d really rather you go with Todd, though, and not drive yourself. You getting one too?” Ash laughs.
 
   Todd hears our conversation, and cuts in, saying, ” Tell him you are! Come on—get the butterfly!”
 
   I tell Todd to stop with the butterfly talk.
 
   “Look, Olivia, I can swing by and get you if you want, it’s not a problem. Since the studio is in the city, it’d probably best if I come for you.”
 
   “Okay. Then it’s a date. Are Tommy and Emily coming, too?”
 
   “No—you’re not gonna friggin’ believe what they’re doing Sunday night. Fuckin’ ice skating! Isn’t that high school? Just kidding! But they really are going ice skating.”
 
   “Well, that sounds like fun. So, I’ll see you Sunday when? Around seven?”
 
   “For sure! I’ll be there to pick up my date!”
 
   Ash and I talk about tattoos. I casually ask if he has one that I haven’t noticed, or if he ever had one. He tells me that lots of guys in the service had them, but his mother made him promise not to get one, and he lived up to his promise.
 
   “So, do you like tattoos?” I ask.
 
   “On other people, but not myself. Why?”
 
   I tell him that Todd thinks I should get a butterfly tattoo. “Hmmmm, very interesting. It’s certainly your body and I wouldn’t mind it as long as it was in a private place, if you’re asking my opinion. Why, are you seriously thinking of getting one?”
 
   “Well, the thought did cross my mind. Just a little bitty one…and by a private place, you mean like my backside?”
 
   “Yes, Olivia, like on your deliciously sexy little butt! But can I just ask you one thing without you getting bent out of shape?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “Just don’t jump into this without thinking it through. It’s permanent, you know. Don’t let Todd talk you into something you’re not ready to do, just because he thinks it’s a good idea. You know, just make your own decision. Whatever you decide is fine with me, hon. Just no body piercings, okay?”
 
   “You can rest assured I would never even think about a piercing. Promise me you won’t get one either. Deal?”
 
   “Double-deal, Olivia! One Bert in the family is enough!”
 
   “Ewwww! I can’t even imagine!”
 
   Sunday night arrives, and I’m pretty excited to see a tattoo parlor and watch Todd get his tattoo. He ‘s right on time and he’s driving a beautiful vintage white Mustang. I had no idea he had a car. I just hadn’t given any thought to what he would drive, if he did. Ash comes out and tells us goodbye and for us to behave. “So, you get to ride in Todd’s baby! He doesn’t let just anyone ride in it, I hope you know… You guys behave. Todd, take care of my gal, and Olivia, if it gets to be too late and you want me to come get you, just let me know. This isn’t an hour-long process, you know. It’ll take awhile.”
 
   I kiss Ash goodbye and tell him that I’m fine. I have a new book I’m reading, so can always pull it up on my phone and read.
 
   I take a moment to admire the Mustang. “Wow! What a beautiful car! This is so cool!”
 
   “Yeah, it’s my other gal. My dad, grandpa, and I restored it in my Grampy’s garage—piece by piece. You like? It’s a ’65 Shelby GT 350.”
 
   “Incredible. What’s something like this worth?”
 
   “Well, it’s one of only a few hundred produced that year, so I’d venture to guess, if I were to sell her—which I’m not—about two hundred grand.”
 
   “Geez! You don’t drive this every day, do you?”
 
   “Oh, hell, no! I could though. She’s got a 289hp engine and she can kick ass!”
 
   “So, let’s see, you play guitar, drums, keyboard, work on cars…anything else?”
 
   “Well, I skateboard. Does that count?”
 
   “You guys all amaze me. You can all do so much. I have no musical talent, and I guess if I was to say, cooking would be about all I can do really well.”
 
   “Golf? You don’t play golf? Or ride horses? I thought all people who live in Texas play golf and ride horses.”
 
   “Nope to either. I wouldn’t mind learning how to play golf, though, but I don’t think I have the patience and attention skills for that. Do you play?”
 
   “No golf for me…I would never be allowed into a golf course, because I sure as hell would never wear those queery kinda clothes.” He laughed aloud. “Can you picture me in a pair of golfing shorts and a golf shirt—oh, and those faggy golf shoes? Laugh my ass off!”
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right, definitely not golf course material.” I giggle, sharing his joke.
 
   We finally pull up into the parking lot of Rebelution Full Body Art. It’s in an old brick building with neon lights in the window. We walk in and Scott greets us. He’s a very tall, muscular guy with a shaved head and lots and lots of tattoos. Well, duh! He has on a sleeveless T-shirt, and I can tell he works out a lot.
 
   “Todd, My man. How’s it going? Good to see you. Been way too long, buddy! And who’s the lady friend?”
 
   “This is my girlfriend, Olivia.”
 
   “Hey, Olivia, I’m Scott. Nice to meet you.” He shakes my hand.
 
   “Seriously, she’s not my girlfriend,” Todd says. “She belongs to Tommy’s dad. She’s never been to a tattoo parlor, so I asked her to come with me. I told her you were the best in the business, and the only man who inks me.”
 
   “Well, thanks for the compliment. So how is Tommy? He needs to come in—I’ve got some new things I think he’d like.”
 
   “Tommy’s good. He’s got a woman now. She’s pretty ok, and we all like her. Matter of fact, Olivia did the hookup and brokered that deal. They were supposed to come tonight, but she’s got him going ice skating…fuckin’ice skating, can you believe it?”
 
   We walk around the studio and it is really nice. Contemporary décor with dark chocolate brown walls and high ceilings with ductwork exposed. It is pretty dimly lit and actually pretty neat. Not what I expected at all. I pictured a seedy, sketchy hole in the wall. Heavy metal music is playing, but I’m not surprised. There are big screens all over the place showing videos of tattoo applications, piercings, and concerts. I am mesmerized watching how this art takes place. It’s pretty neat.
 
   A dark-haired gal comes up to Scott and gives him a pat on the butt. She has lots of tattoos and piercings, but is very pretty.
 
   “Olivia, this is Scott’s girlfriend Angelica. Angelica, this is Olivia. Olivia belongs to Tommy’s dad.”
 
   “Oh, hey! Nice to meet you, Olivia. Welcome to Rebelution. So, are we doing you tonight as well?”
 
   “Oh, heavens, no! I’m here only as a spectator.”
 
   Todd butts in ,“But she is thinking about getting one. She wants a little butterfly. I told her I think one on her ass would be badass fine. Don’t you think so, Angelica?”
 
   “Absolutely. I can do it for you if you want. Not now, but if you do decide, give us a call and we can definitely fix you up.”
 
   “Well, if and when I do, you’ve got a deal!”
 
   I think that if I do, I would probably rather Angelica do it. I mean after all, a guy working on my butt? Ewwww!
 
   We go into a little private room away from the main customers. “This is Scott’s private room. It’s the VIP section.” Scott and Todd are talking about the tattoo. Scott gets out a beautiful drawing and sits down next to Todd. “So, here she is. You want any changes, or are we good to go with this?”
 
   “It’s fucking perfect man! Let’s do it!”
 
   The drawing is beautiful and colorful, Vines, flowers and a Celtic cross in greens, oranges and turquoise. It’s a beautiful tribute to Grammy. He’s even incorporated her initials into the design. “It’s going on my chest and over above my heart.”
 
   How sweet.
 
   Scott is ready to begin. He has a bandana around his head and is wearing latex gloves. Todd looks totally relaxed. He’s been through this many times.
 
   And so they start. They talk about the band, and Todd tells Scott that he needs to bring Angelica and come watch them play.
 
   “Olivia comes to watch us with Tommy’s dad. You and Angelica should come next weekend. It’ll be fun. Olivia loves to party!”
 
   Scott tells him that if Andy and Will, his managers, are up for taking a long shift, that they may just come.
 
   “We just never know how busy it’ll be, so Angelica and I both being gone at the same time doesn’t happen too much.”
 
   I ask Scott how long they are open.
 
   “As long as we have customers, we’re pretty much open. The bulk of our business is at night, so this is pretty much our life. We have an apartment in the back, so if we need to stay later than usual, we just crash here.”
 
   After about three hours, Scott says he’s almost done. I’ve been watching and can’t believe this. He is fast and very steady. This guy is so talented.
 
   Todd tells me that it’s all about the artist. “I trust this guy with my life, man. You holding up okay? Ready to leave?”
 
   “Oh, absolutely not! Will you be okay to take me home?”
 
   “Olivia, this isn’t my first rodeo—I’ve done this many times before. I may crash at your house though…we’ll see.”
 
   Angelica comes in to see how we’re doing.
 
   “Can I get you a beer or a glass of wine Olivia?”
 
   “Oh—wine? Yes. That sounds great!”
 
   “White or red? I have both.”
 
   “White, please. Thanks!”
 
   I enjoy my glass of wine and start reading my book. Todd, quick to notice, teases me. “So, whatcha reading Olivia? One of those mommy porn books? What’s that one all the girls are reading now?”
 
   “No, Mister Dirty Mind. It’s not!” I say.
 
   I hear three little bings, and realize I have a text from Ash. I totally forgot about him.
 
   “You guys still there?”
 
   “Yes—about finished I think. Todd may stay with us tonight. Is that okay?”
 
   “About finished. Hmmmm…Todd or you?”
 
   “Todd, silly! See you soon—wait up for me? ILY!”
 
   “Waiting and wanting! ILYB!” I smile and let out a laugh. 
 
   Noticing that, Todd remarks…  “So is Mr. H. checking up on us?”
 
   “Yes, that was him.”
 
   “Was he sexting you?”
 
   “Well, of course he was!”
 
   “Did you sext him back?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   He rolls his eyes. “Well, well. Maybe y’all will do it tonight! Do it to it!”
 
   Scott laughs, and Todd tells him how much he likes messing with me. “Yeah, she’s pretty cool for an old lady!”
 
   I roll my eyes and wave him off.
 
   So, at midnight, we are headed home. I had no idea it would take that long, but it makes sense now.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind if I crash with you guys tonight,” Todd says. “I’m kinda sore.”
 
   I ask him how long it will take to heal. He tells me that it will probably take about a week.
 
   “Once we get back to your house, I’ll need to put ointment on it. I’ll let you see, if you want.”
 
   “Do you have the ointment?”
 
   He tells me that Scott always sends him home with the bandages and ointment. “He takes good care of me.”
 
   Even though it’s late, we call Tommy from the car. 
 
   “Tommy! My man! What’s up?” He tells us that they’re at the condo and that they did the ice-skating thing and dinner.
 
   “Well, we’re on our way back to your dad’s casa. Got my tattoo. Olivia went with me. Couldn’t convince her to get one though. She met Scott and Angelica, and I think she had a good time. Her first trip to a tattoo parlor.” He giggled, gleefully, then continued, “Gonna crash at your dad’s house tonight. Just checking in, bro. Catch up with you tomorrow. Tell Sweet Em we said hi. Okay, man, you too. Yeah, I think she had fun. ” I nod yes! Todd laughs again, saying, “Take that back. Hell yeah, she had fun! Later!”
 
   We pull up at the house. Ash is waiting for us.
 
   “So, how did my girl hold up?”
 
   “She was a trooper, Mr. H.! Think I’ll head up and get greased up so I can crash. Thanks for lettin’ me stay. Night guys! Hasta manana!”
 
   I realize that I’m really tired as well. Ash gives me a big hug.
 
   “Its late, hon. Let’s get some sleep.”
 
   I’m getting ready for bed when Ash comes into the bathroom. I’m bent down picking up my clothes and he pulls my panties down.
 
   “What are you doing, Ash Harper? Are you coming on to me?”
 
   “Just checking on the goods. Had to look at your backside and make sure you didn’t get inked tonight.”
 
   “Well, you can rest assured that I did not! Maybe for my birthday, but I’m definitely not ready yet.”
 
   He swats my rear, picks me up and carries me to bed. God! I love this man. If this were Alan, he could be mad because I was gone so long…or, for that matter, he wouldn’t have let me even go in the first place. Another first to add to my list, tonight: a visit to a tattoo parlor. Can’t wait to tell Lainey.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 22
 
    
 
   That lovely Monday morning, I come down into the kitchen. Ash has gotten up before me and has coffee made. He greets me with my favorite morning greeting.
 
   “Mornin’, Sunshine! Sleep well?”
 
   “Ummmm!”
 
   He comes over to me and takes me into his arms. We kiss and kiss and kiss. I could do this all day long.
 
   Todd comes into the kitchen. 
 
   “Ummmm…excuse me? You guys need to get a room! Take it out of the kitchen, pleeeease! Coffee  ready?”
 
   “Yes, it is. How’s the new tattoo?”
 
   “Wanna see?” He unbuttons his shirt and proudly displays it.
 
   “Ouch!” Ash says.
 
   “It’s not so bad, really.  I’ve been through this before. Olivia, how’d you like visiting Rebelution?”
 
   “It was fun. Nothing like I expected—actually much better than I expected. I really like Scott and Angelica. They’re a cute couple.”
 
   “Yep, they’re good people. Angelica’s pretty inked and pierced, huh?”
 
   I ask Todd how he met them.
 
   “Brady hooked me up with Scott. He’d done all of his tats, and once I went to him, I knew he was my man! Angelica is damn talented, too. They met at a tattoo convention a long time ago and have been together ever since. She moved here from L.A.”
 
   “Are they married?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah, he made her an honest woman about three years ago.”
 
   “I am still impressed with your car, Todd. It’s beautiful!”
 
   “Yeah, it’s one of the better things I have. I’ll never sell her. She ranks up there with Grammy.”
 
   My phone rings; its Lainey.
 
   “Hey, Mom. How are you?”
 
   “Hey, sweetie! What’s up? I’m just having morning coffee with Ash and Todd.”
 
   “Todd? What’s he doing there at this time of the morning?”
 
   “Well, let me just tell you what I did last night. I went with Todd to get a tattoo. I spent four hours in a tattoo parlor,” I laugh.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yep! Todd got an awesome tattoo on his heart—a tribute to his Grammy—and he asked me to go. It was so much fun! Can you believe I did that?”
 
   “Ummmmmm…. No, mom, I can’t! You didn’t get one, did you?”
 
   “Of course not! Are you kidding? I just went with him. He picked me up and it was really late when he finished, so he just came back here and spent the night.”
 
   Lainey tells me that she got the contract to do all of the blow dry salons. “Mom, this is huge! I am so excited! I can’t even begin to tell you how much money this means for the company. It will definitely take me to that next level.”
 
   “Oh, Lainey, I just knew you’d get it. There was no doubt in my mind. I’m so proud of you, honey! Congrats! How’s Kel doing? And how are you and my grandbaby?”
 
   “Great. We’re all good. We are so looking forward to coming in for Christmas. We’re shutting down the office for two weeks, and Kellan has taken time off, so we’ll be totally yours for the holidays. Can’t wait! Oh, by the way, have you talked to Dalton?”
 
   “Not lately, why?”
 
   “Well, I don’t want to spoil the news then” 
 
   “Lainey Elizabeth! You can’t just start something and not finish. Spill the beans, little lady!”
 
   “Well, you have to promise to act surprised when he tells you that he got a promotion and they’re moving him to Oklahoma…and soon! He’ll probably be back in the states before New Year’s!”
 
   “Oh, my God! That’s amazing! He hasn’t called….I wonder why?”
 
   “Well, probably because he literally just called me. He’ll call you, Mom. Just act surprised and don’t say I told you…promise?”
 
   “Promise. What about Kat?”
 
   “Well, she’ll still be in Malaysia from what he said. She put in to be transferred to Oklahoma, too, but that could take some time.”
 
   “Are they really serious?”
 
   “Mom, I have no idea…just going by what he said. You’re over-thinking, Olivia Petersen. Stop!”
 
   “Okay, you’re right. Just glad he’ll be in the States! So…have you talked to Dad?”
 
   “No. Obviously, his kids aren’t on his frequent call list, these days. None of us have heard from him lately. It’s his loss though, Mom, I can’t let his screw-ups affect my life. So, how’s the divorce coming? Any news?”
 
   “No, not really. Abby said she still thinks it will be final before or by my birthday. How ironic would it be if it were final ON my birthday? The day of my birth and the day of my re-birth!”
 
   “Wow! Wouldn’t that be something! Mom, I still can’t believe this. I want to ask you, and you don’t have to answer me, but are you and Mr. Harper seeing each other?”
 
   I hesitate for a few seconds. “Lainey, honey, so much has happened in my life. And it’s happened really fast. I’ve had so many things to process, so much to sort through. You know how I am, and how I just don’t process change well. Ash has been a stable force in my life. I don’t have my kids here, so he was the only thing I could turn to for support. He was there with me the night Dad called and told me he wasn’t coming home. God! It was awful! Probably the most awful day in my life. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. This wonderful man was there to pick up the pieces and console me. Get me back on track. I can’t tell you how much that meant. He saw me at perhaps the lowest point in my life.”
 
   “So are you with him now? It’s not a bad thing, Mom, just be honest and tell me. I’m not judging you, I swear! You can talk to me—you know that. We’ve always shared things.”
 
   “Well, Lainey, yes. I care for him deeply. He’s brought me out of the darkness of despair. He’s shown me how to express feelings and has encouraged me to become my own person. So, yes; I would tell you that we are together. You don’t hate me for that, do you?”
 
   “Oh, Mom, no! Absolutely not! I feel better now that you’ve told me. Somehow, I suspected it, and could tell that he cares for you. I think he’s an amazing man. I just wasn’t sure what was going on between you. To tell you the truth, I feel so much better knowing that you have someone. We’ve all been around him and know what kind of man he is. Believe me, we all love him.”
 
   “Wow! That’s a big load lifted off of me. I was so torn as to how and when to tell you about us. I was afraid you’d fault me and think I was doing this as a knee-jerk reaction. God knows it was horrible enough having to tell you about Dad and me. Just wasn’t sure when to talk to you guys about Ash. I know that eventually I’d have to say something, and it was so hard to keep my feelings secret during Thanksgiving. Do you think the boys know?”
 
   “Pretty sure they suspect. We saw Mr. Harper kiss you over Thanksgiving, so, yes, I’m pretty sure they do know. No worries though, Mom!”
 
   “Oh, sweetie, I miss you so much! I can’t wait for you to get here. This will be the best Christmas ever…I promise! Do me a favor, though:  call him Ash, please?“
 
   “Will do, Mom! Gotta go. Talk soon? Love you mucho.”
 
   “You too, my sweet! Hugs to Kellan, and give my grandbaby a rub on the tummy from Gigi!”
 
   Tears well up in my eyes. Todd and Ash come over and give me a group hug.
 
   “Awww Olivia…your kids really love you, and now that your fling with Mr. H. is out, don’t you feel mo’ betta?”
 
   Ash gives him the thumbs up and kisses the top of my head. He laughs, and says, “Yeah, our fling is finally out in the open, so I guess we can suck face in public now!”
 
   “You guys are too much!”
 
   Almost instantly, the phone rings again.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Hey, Dalton.  How are you?”
 
   “Well, got some good news. You ready?”
 
   “Of course I’m ready! Give it to me!”
 
   “Mom, I got a promotion and they’re moving me back to the States. I’ll be working in Oklahoma! Good news, huh?”
 
   “Oh! Honey, that’s wonderful news! When will you be home?”
 
   “Before New Year’s! I can probably come for New Year’s to visit. Aren’t you happy?”
 
   “Very! What about you?”
 
   “I’m stoked! I love living here, but it’s so damn far away. I’m glad I’ll be close, so I can maybe be there when Lainey has the baby. Weekend flights to visit you and you to visit me…damn! I can’t wait. Plus, I got a huge raise and am going to be in a supervisory role.”
 
   “I’m more than happy, son, I’m elated. And so proud of you! Have you talked to Lainey and Bradley?” I don’t let him know that Lainey has already called.
 
   “Yep! Just talked to Lainey, matter of fact. Bradley didn’t answer, but I left him a voice mail.”
 
   “And Dad? Did you tell him?”
 
   “No. Not planning on letting him know. I just can’t talk to him, Mom. After all he’s done; I really don’t think I’ll get past this. I have no desire to let him know anything about my life. He pretty much told us all to fuck off by leaving you, in my book.”
 
   “Awww, honey, please don’t feel that way. Just because your father and I parted ways doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you and want to be part of your life. He’ll always be your father, you know.”
 
   “Mom, you just lie down and let Dad walk all over you. You always have. You’re too good a person. You always see good in people and overlook the bad things. I’m not gonna let him do that to you or us ever again. Please. Don’t try and change my mind. It only pisses me off when you try and make excuses for him, so just stop, Mom! He’s fucking scum in my book, so please stop with the ‘please be nice to your father’ talk.”
 
   I stop trying to reason with him, because it’s going nowhere. Maybe he does have a point. I change the subject, asking, “What about Kat?”
 
   His mood changes for the better. “She’s put in to transfer to Oklahoma. Don’t know yet how that will play out. If there’s a spot in my department, I may be able to request her to transfer there, but I’d be her boss. Wouldn’t that be a hoot?”
 
   “So, how does she feel about your coming back to the States?”
 
   “Mom, she’s a professional. We both love our careers, and we both understand with the work we do, there’s always a chance the job will take us somewhere new at any time. We’ll miss each other, sure, but it’s not gonna be forever. We aren’t engagement-type serious, if that’s what you’re thinking though. I know that’s what you wanted to ask, so thought I’d just put that out there,” he laughed.
 
   “Well, I can’t wait for you to get home to the States. Call me when you have more news?”
 
   “Sure thing! I love you, Mom! Gotta go—my meeting’s about to begin.”
 
   Ash tells me that he’s got some really fun things planned for when my kids come in for Christmas.
 
   “Oh! Please, tell me... I want to know!”
 
   “Well, Christmas in the Windy City is pretty spectacular…lots to see and do. On the fifteenth, which is a Saturday, I’ve planned for us to go to the Christkindlmarket. It’s on Daley Plaza, and is a huge German-themed outdoor market. You guys will love it!”
 
   “Sound marvelous! What else?”
 
   “Well, I’m not gonna tell you everything. I have a few surprises up my sleeve so you gotta trust me. You’ll love it all.”
 
   “I absolutely can’t wait! I’m so excited!”
 
   “You should get online and look up the Christkindlmarket. I’m sure they have pictures and probably a blog site.”
 
   I can’t wait to check it out!
 
   The week goes by really fast. Emily and I can hardly cop a spare minute to talk, as the shop is crawling with customers from the time we open until closing. Sarah says this is probably her best holiday season, and I’m so happy for her. God knows, she’s had her fair share of unexpected romance endings in her life, and has worked so hard to get her little shop up and profitable. 
 
   Emily and I chitchat one day after work, briefly. She tells me that she and Tommy hit a little rough patch in their relationship. Seems she’s still stuck on the notion that she’s damaged goods because of Tony.
 
   “I suggested that we take a break. He got really upset and said that I’m being totally unreasonable. I have a hard time showing my feelings because of the toxic Tony relationship. Tommy’s so open and he communicates feelings well, which makes it really hard for us to move forward. He’s been more than patient with me, but I just can’t open up like he does. I’m afraid to tell him why I’m afraid… does that even make sense? Honestly, Olivia, I really care for him, but after what happened, it scares the crap out of me. What if Tony comes back around? What if when he gets out of jail, he continues to stalk me? That could lead to Tommy getting hurt. He has too much going for him with his band and all. I mean, I would just die if something bad happened. Maybe it’s best if we just end before we really start…you know what I mean?”
 
   “Oh Emily! I told you before that you can’t worry about things like that. That would be letting Tony control your life, and he wins. You just can’t let that happen. You’re too smart a girl to let a man take control of your destiny. Are you back at your apartment?”
 
   “Yeah, I told Tommy that I couldn’t stay at his father’s condo forever. As nice as it is, I have to go home sometime, and it’s just best this way. He was pretty peeved when I told him I was ready to go back home. He just kept asking why. He’s called twice today, and I haven’t returned the calls. He left messages, asking if I’d come watch them play this weekend, but I just don’t know if I can do that.”
 
   “Well, will you at least think about coming with us Saturday night to watch the guys play? Ash and I can come pick you up.”
 
   “We’ll see. Let me think on it.”
 
   “Oh, and I forgot to tell you…my kids are coming in next week—two of them, at least. I can’t wait for you to meet Lainey. You’ll love her!”
 
   “What about your other son? Dalton, right?”
 
   “Well, as I told you, he’s in Malaysia, but good news! He’s been transferred back to the States and will be stateside by New Year’s!”
 
   “Fabulous! I know you can’t wait to see him!” 
 
   We talk in the parking lot for a bit longer before she says that she needs to get going.
 
   “Well, call me once you’re home and inside. Remember to lock the doors. Do you have an alarm?”
 
   “Oh, heavens, no! My place is just a little tiny place in an old building. But, yeah, I’ll let you know when I’m in and safe and sound.”
 
   Tommy calls his dad while we are eating dinner and says they have been practicing every night, putting in some pretty long hours. They’re doing some new songs of their own, as well as some new cover songs. Ash tells him that I’ve asked Emily to come with us. 
 
   “Tell, her I appreciate that, but things are not going my way, Dad. She’s freaked out about that Tony guy, and it’s really messing with my head. I think I just need to play my music and forget about her, but it’s really hard. I finally find someone who I can have a good time with and am really into, and then this happens. Geez! I just don’t get it, Dad.”
 
   “Well, son, if it’s meant to be, it will happen. I’m always here to talk if you need to.”
 
   I feel really bad for Tommy. Maybe I’ll call Todd and pick his brain.
 
   I do just that the next day. 
 
   “Todd?”
 
   “Hey, Olivia, ready for your tat? Please tell me, ‘Yeah, something like that.’“
 
   “Uhhhh…no, nothing like that. Can I talk to you? Ask you something?”
 
   “Let me guess. You’re calling to get me to tell you what’s going on with the love birds, right?”
 
   “Yeah…some—” I’m cut off. 
 
   “Yeah. ‘Something like that.’ Am I right?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   “Olivia, you are too much! Well, seems like the lovebirds have flown south. Tommy’s pretty fuckin’ bummed right now. She’s doing a number on his head. We don’t really say too much about it. I figure if he wants to talk about it with us he will, but he’s really been all about just music lately. We’ve been practicing lots lately.”
 
   I tell him that I asked Emily to come with Ash and I on Saturday.
 
   “Hmmmm, don’t know if that’s a good idea…anyways, she probably won’t come. But, just in case she does, we’ve been rehearsing a song that Tommy’s singing Saturday. It’s called “Emily” and it pretty much sums up their relationship. She may freak if she comes and he sings it. Just giving you fair warning.”
 
   “Well, I hope she does come. They need to work this out.”
 
   “Okay, Olivia, Miss Match.com, we’ll see you guys on Saturday.”
 
   “How’s the new tattoo?”
 
   “It fucking rocks! It’s pretty much healed. I’ll show you on Saturday. You’re gonna love it!”
 
   “Okay, then, see you on Saturday. Keep your fingers crossed that Emily will come.”
 
   “My fingers? Hell, if she’ll come, I’ll keep my dick crossed. Tommy needs to get out of this funk!”
 
   Saturday gets here, and Emily has decided she will come with us to watch the guys play after all.  Ash insists on going to pick her up, but I tell him that I already volunteered that.
 
   “Olivia, you just chill and let the kids work it out…promise?”
 
   “Of course!” I roll my eyes and he swats my head.
 
   “Seriously, Liv, they’ll work it out if it’s meant to be.”
 
   “Okay—Geez! I get it. I didn’t pressure her to come, I just offered her a ride if she wanted to come.”
 
   “Well, just back off a little, hon. I know you want this to work for them, but sometimes you just have to step back and let things work themselves out. I know you mean well, believe me. And that’s one of the things I love about you!” He kisses me and says, “Let’s just work on you and me for now…deal?”
 
   “Deal. I promise.” 
 
   We get to Emily’s and I am surprised at how old the building is. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t this! It’s in kind of a bad neighborhood, and I just hate to think of her coming and going after dark. I text her that we’re in the parking lot and she comes right out. She looks adorable! She has such natural beauty, and I can see exactly why Tommy likes her.
 
   Ash gets out and opens the back door for her. “Ready,” he asks.
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”
 
   He gives her a hug, helps her in, and we drive off. We get to the club early and walk in. The guys are sitting at our reserved table up front by the stage, drinking beer. Tommy is sitting with his back to us, the chair tilted back, with his foot propped up on the table. As we approach, the guys see us and all wave.
 
   When Tommy turns around and sees Emily, his face immediately lights up. He quickly gets out of his chair and walks up to us. Tommy and Emily just look at each other each doing nothing. God, I hope this wasn’t a bad idea! Ash looks at me and I can tell he’s thinking the exact same thing. Arghhhhh! I do not want to hear “I told you so” from Ash! After an uncomfortable amount of time, as I grappled with the uncertainty of whether I should have invited her, Tommy takes the lead, pulls her in to him, and kisses the top of her head. He whispers something in her ear and she nods.
 
   Boy, am I relieved! Maybe this night won’t be so bad after all. I wonder what he’s said, but she doesn’t appear upset. It must have been good. She seems to melt into him, but is still a bit reserved, which is okay.
 
   Ash motions me to sit by him, and I do. He puts his arm around me and pats my shoulder.
 
   “Seems to be okay, Miss Matchmaker!” he whispers in my ear.
 
   I nod and give him a kiss. Todd gets up and put his hands up in a “what the hell” motion.
 
   “Well?? Do I not get a hug, Sweet Em? Come here girl!”
 
   She laughs and gives him a big hug. “Hey Todd! I’ve missed you guys!”
 
   The rest of the guys stand and take turns giving her a hug. We all sit, then, and talk before the show starts.
 
   A girl casually, but not casually (if you get my drift), walks by the table. She’s overly made up and has on skimpy clothes. Skanky I believe is what the kids call that. She walks up to Tommy and whispers something in his ear.
 
   He rolls his eyes, as if disgusted, and shakes his head no, then waves her off. She looks pretty put out. He points over at Todd and nodding a firm yes. She goes up to Todd and sits on his lap. The rest of the guys crack up laughing, but Todd lightly pushes her off his lap, pats her butt and tells her that maybe he’ll talk with her later.
 
   “Who was that?” I ask.
 
   “Just another one of those groupies, Olivia. I’m telling you, they want me bad!”
 
   I tell Todd that I think she went up to Tommy first, and he laughs. “She went up to him to ask how to get to me!” he jokes.
 
   Emily doesn’t look bothered at all by it, and Tommy surely wasn’t interested in Miss Skank. We’re all surprised to see Ellen and David walk in. We wave for them to come to the table.
 
   “Hey, there! Surprise-surprise! We made it! Bet you thought we weren’t coming!” Ellen says with a bit smile.
 
   Ash rises and swoops her up in a huge hug.
 
   “Hey, baby sis! So glad you guys came! And David too? What a surprise! Grab a chair and I’ll get you guys a drink.”
 
   David and Ash go up to the bar and get drinks. Ellen sits in the seat next to me.
 
   “So good to see you, Olivia! David and I decided to do date night, and I told him we just had to come watch Tommy. Oh! Hey, Emily! Good to see you!” She gives Emily a hug, and Emily tells her how good it is to see her again. “So, are you and Tommy officially dating?”
 
   She looks rather sheepish. “Kinda-sorta? It’s kinda complicated, but yeah, yeah, we are.”
 
   “Awesome! So happy for you! Good to see you again!”
 
   The show is really good tonight. The guys sound great, and the house is packed. Emily is having a good time, and I think she’s really glad she decided to come. During their breaks, Tommy comes to our table and is very attentive to her. He makes no bones about the fact that she belongs to him. He is being rather demonstrative in his PDAs, but in a good way. I sense there are a lot of disappointed girls who wish to God they were in Emily’s place. Emily seems fine with his displays of affection, and she somewhat reciprocates, though I sense she is holding back.
 
   Sensing that he should spend some time talking to Ellen, Tommy scoots over to the chair next to her and gives her a hug and tells her that he’s really glad she and David came.
 
   “You guys are sooo good!” she says.
 
   “Thanks Aunt Ellen. Staying for the whole show?”
 
   “You bet. David said he’d make an exception tonight and stay up past midnight. Let’s see if he can do it!”
 
   David looks at them, rolls his eyes and jokingly looks at his watch. “Gonna try and stay up, my man! Ellen said I have to at least try, so I will. Gotta keep the wifey happy!”
 
   It’s so funny. The girls in this club keep walking back and forth by our table, hoping to get noticed—by anyone in the band or at the table, it seems. Ellen and I laugh at how they try to walk by nonchalantly while still being really noticeable. I joke and say they are probably hoping that Ash or David will notice them. She laughs and tells me that’ll be the day! 
 
   Two girls walk over to our table. They seem to know exactly where they are headed. Ash leans to me and whispers that they are with Brian and Steve. They are nice-looking girls. Probably college age and definitely not skanky, like some of the others. Brian and Steve stand when they get to the table, and politely introduce them to the rest of us at the table during the break. Emily scoots over beside them to talk, which tells me that she’s probably met them before, maybe at rehearsals.
 
   At the beginning of the third set, Tommy starts off with the song called “Emily.” Todd has told me about the song, and that Marc Broussard wrote and sings it. He mentioned that Tommy was planning on doing the piece tonight The guys all look at him, and approvingly give him the go ahead. Once he starts the song, Emily gets up to go to the restroom, totally unknowing that this song is about to be sung for her. Todd looks at me with a Where’s she going? look. I grab her arm.
 
   “Be right back…have to pee!” she tells me and she’s off to the restroom.
 
   I shrug my shoulders and nod my head toward the restroom. Todd gets it and acknowledges with a nod.
 
   Tommy starts singing and doesn’t miss a beat, even though he sees she’s gotten up. I really hope she’s not gone too long. After all, this song is both for and about her! He spots her as she’s walking back from the bathroom.
 
   When she hears her name being sung, she comes to a dead stop in the middle of the aisle, facing the stage. He’s looking straight at her. He points to her and cocks his head to the side, singing—asking her not to be mean to him, not fight the chemistry, asking what he can do to find a way to her heart.
 
   She looks completely stunned and just stands there staring at him. He’s staring back at her.  The only difference is that he’s singing and she’s listening. It’s like they are the only two people in the room. Their eyes don’t leave one another.
 
   She finally makes her way back to the table. Tommy follows her all the way with his eyes. I can see that there are tears in her eyes, and Tommy looks concerned, like he’s afraid he’s upset her. She sits in the chair next to me, facing the stage. Tommy is still singing to her, looking straight, dead-on into her eyes. He’s serious—no smiles, just determined to get his point across in song.
 
   We both look up at him. Without a doubt, he’s hurting really bad, and is singing with every ounce of emotion he has 
 
   We’re all equally stunned at the table. Ellen looks confused. Obviously, she doesn’t know what’s been going on between Tommy and Emily, and I don’t even think Ash has told her about the Tommy-and-Tony ordeal. I lean over and ask Ash if he knew anything about this song. He shakes his head.
 
   “No! I had no idea! I swear. All I know is that Tommy said they’ve practiced a lot of new songs over the past few weeks. Guess this was one of them, because I’ve never heard it before. Interesting choice…huh?”
 
   Emily is definitely drawn in by the words. She puts her head in her hands and looks straight at Tommy. When the song ends, she puts her fingers to her lips and then out to him. Then she smiles and he smiles. Without having said one word directly to one another, they’ve talked.
 
   It’s amazing what the power of music does—how much can be said in the simple words of a song. Songs can heal, they can hurt, they can inspire, they can soothe, they can relax, they make us remember, they make us forget, fantasize, they can romanticize; they can do just about anything. I am so in awe of those who write music. A songwriter’s gift of song can find its way into our lives and can fit exactly the mood or situation we are in. It’s like someone wrote it just for us.
 
   I think back to the night I had my meltdown, after Alan’s untimely phone call calling off our marriage. I think about being in the tub with Ash, having him comfort me in silence, and about  just how soothing and apropos the words to “The Heart of Life” were to me. That song is on my playlist, and I listen to it often. It’s as if that song had been written just for me, to fill that very moment. The words depict every damn feeling I was having at the time.
 
   I’m so glad I’ve found someone who truly appreciates music as much as I do. Ash, Tommy, and the guys are all about music, and I just love that we have that in common and can share that. Even though I don’t play an instrument, I have a deep respect for artists and the music they write and play. And now Tommy picks this song to sing to Emily tonight. It’s profound.
 
   The crowd loves the song, too. Todd, being Todd, gets up and takes a bow as if to take credit for it all. He blows Emily a kiss as well, followed by the rest of the guys. They all send a big Muahhh! out to her. She covers her face in embarrassment, and then laughs. It’s good to see her laugh.
 
   Enough said, I think. Todd gives thumbs up from the stage and winks at me. Point taken, Todd!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   

 
  

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   When the show ends, we all stay at the club. Ross tells Ash that we can stay as late as we want. Even David and Ellen stay. Geez! It’s after 1:00 a.m., and David is still going strong. He and Ash are having a great time, something they probably both need. Ellen says that David has been working and traveling a lot lately.
 
   Ash has put music on the jukebox as he always does. “Cherry Bomb,” by John Mellencamp comes on. Ellen and I throw up our hands, grab our dates, and head out to the dance floor. We all do our best jitterbug.
 
   God! Ash is such a good dancer and so easy to follow. We all sing to the song, word for word. The older folks are getting their groove on. Tommy and Emily come out to dance, as does Ross with one of the bartenders, Liz. Of course, Todd has to come cut in on Ash.
 
   “Scuse me, Mr. H., gotta cut in!”
 
   Ash eyes him down and turns me lose into Todd’s arms. He twirls me around and resumes the jitterbug without stopping. He’s really good dancer, too…who knew?
 
   “How do you know how to dance like this?” I ask.
 
   “My Grammy loved to dance. She’s the one who taught me. I’ve been known to cut a rug with the old folks from time to time. I’m cool!”
 
   “’Old folks’? Are you insinuating something? And to think I thought all you did was gyrate!”
 
   “Gyrate and jitterbug!”
 
   After several songs, Todd says he wants to go outside and smoke. I look surprised at him. “Wait…you still smoke?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah, somethin like that!”
 
   “Hey! You can’t steal my line, bucko!”
 
   “I just did! So, wanna go out and have one with me?”
 
   Ash looks at me and nods….
 
   “I’m going outside for a bit with Todd,” I say. “Be right back!”
 
   “Olivia, don’t think I don’t know you’re going to smoke,” he says. 
 
   “Uh-oh! Busted, Olivia! The big guy knows. He’s onto you.”
 
   “Yeah, I know she smokes from time to time.”
 
   “You do? How did you know?”
 
   “I have my sources—go on, have one and enjoy!” He hands me a pack of gum. “Here…this will take the smell away.” He laughs, then. “I know your secret!” He winks that sexy wink at me and then Todd and I head out to the back parking lot.
 
   I wonder if Reba mentioned it to him. She did, after all, stop at the store so I could get a pack. I’ll have to ask her. Her loyalties surely don’t lie with me. Ash is her employer.
 
   In the parking lot we see Tommy leaning back against the wall to the building next door, with his knee up and Emily facing him. He’s keeping her warm and she’s snuggled inside his arms with her face against his chest. They’re talking and kissing. He strokes her face.
 
   “Well, well, well, look what we found.” Todd says.
 
   “Shhhhh…leave them alone. Let’s go over here.” I move us over to a spot away from them. I think they’re oblivious to us anyway, but they definitely don’t need us bugging them
 
   Todd gets out his pack of cigarettes. “We still haven’t squared up from the pack you gave me at Grammy’s. I haven’t forgotten, though. I know I owe you at least ten.“
 
   “Uh, there was more than a half a pack when I gave it to you, buddy!”
 
   “Uh, I so don’t think so.”
 
   We both laugh and light up. We stand, with our drinks in hand. It’s cold and windy out, but it feels so good to have a cigarette, even if it’s only going to be one! It’s been awhile.
 
   “You cold?” he asks.
 
   “No, I’m okay. It’s nice to just enjoy a cigarette. I pull my gloves out and put them on. “I miss smoking, sometimes, especially when I’m drinking.”
 
   He barks out a quick laugh. “Which is what…every day?“
 
   “Yeah, something like that!”
 
   We both laugh. Something in the right corner of the parking lot catches my eye and I let out a gasp.
 
   “Awww!”
 
   “What? What’s the matter?”
 
   “Look, see that black SUV over there? The one with blacked out windows?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Oh, my God! I swear that’s Tony’s car.”
 
   He throws down his cigarette, immediately in full defense mode. “Are you fucking serious?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. Dead serious.”
 
   About that time, the engine is killed and Tony gets out of the car. He walks toward us and sees Tommy and Emily over by the wall. He appears to be by himself, which relieves me somewhat.
 
   “Well, how fucking ass sweet!” he snarls. ”If it isn’t the whore of the century with her little boy toy!”
 
   Before he reaches them, I walk over and attempt to calm things. I stand in front of him with my arms crossed. “Look, son, you’re already in enough trouble. Why don’t you just get in your car and leave while you still can. It’s not worth you going to jail again.”
 
   I have my phone with me thank God, so I set it to record on the video. I inconspicuously hold the phone so it is recording everything he says and does.
 
   I’m startled when Tony shouts at me, “Shut the fuck up, bitch!”
 
   Todd immediately steps in front of me with his chest extended in defense mode. He rears back and tells Tony, “Oh, you did not just say that, you motherfucking guinea, did you?”
 
   “Yeah, boy-band fuck-head! I did! Whatcha gonna do, pretty boy? Huh? Beat me with your guitar? Strangle me with the strings?”
 
   “Well, for starters, I’m gonna fuck you up big time, you slime bag Goombah!”
 
   About that time, Tommy comes over. He is focused and confident and looks like he’s fixing to get another piece of Tony. He just stands there almost in a trance and I believe he is going to do something foolish. Emily is trying to hold him back. I grab her arm…
 
   “Emily, go in and get Ash and Ross, now!” She hesitates and looks at me, stunned.
 
   “Now! Goddamnit, hurry! Run!” I give her a little push to get her going.
 
   She doesn’t move.
 
   “Go!” I scream.
 
   It startles her and she hops to it and runs inside. As she’s running, I can hear her scream, as she’s crying, “I knew this would happen, I tried to tell you!”
 
   Todd takes my arm and tells me to go inside as well. “Olivia, it’s probably best if you head inside as well. This ain’t gonna be pretty, babe.”
 
   I pull away from him. “Todd, Tommy, I want you both to stop it now! He isn’t worth it! Let’s just let the police handle this, really guys. Come on!”
 
   Tommy comes over to me and puts his arm around me. He takes my face in his hands…
 
   “Olivia, we got this. Please, go inside. Todd’s right. This isn’t where you should be right now. Please…go take care of Emily for me. Come on, please?”
 
   Tony wants me gone, too. “Yeah, bitch! Go take care of the whore! Get the fuck out of here!”
 
   I can tell Todd is at his limit
 
   “Oh, you mother fucking piece of shit…you’re mine, now!” Todd says.
 
   Tony pulls a knife, then, and I know this is going from bad to worse really fast. I try one last attempt.
 
   “Look, Tony, please don’t do this. These guys can and will fuck you up really bad. Don’t you realize that?”
 
   Todd shoots me a look at me like, “Wait…you didn’t just say that did you?’
 
   I stare right back at him and glare, ‘”Yes! I fucking just did say that!”
 
   Call it the motherly protective instinct. A mother lion, rearing her ugly head! Don’t mess with my kids!
 
   Todd smiles, cocks his head and gives me the “Oh, hell-yeah” look.
 
   Just then, Ash and Ross run out in the parking lot with Emily in tow.
 
   Emily comes over to me and puts her arms around me. “See, Olivia, I told you this is why I need to let Tommy go! It isn’t gonna get better, it’s only gonna get worse!”
 
   Ash and Ross go up to Tony.
 
   “Give me the knife, son, now!” Ash says. “Throw it on the ground. Do it! I swear you’ll regret it if you don’t!”
 
   Ash is dead serious and isn’t backing down one bit. He’s staring Tony down, and he’s really, really angry. I’ve never seen him like this. He has an intimidating presence and is just waiting for Tony to move an inch. Tommy and Todd are fighting ready, and this is escalating fast.
 
   My heart is beating its way out of my chest, and I’m struggling to think rationally. One wrong move here and someone could get killed. Emily is crying uncontrollably and I’m trying to comfort her while trying to control my own emotions. Ellen and David peek out the back door.
 
   “Oh, my God! What’s going on out here?”
 
   “Ellen, David! Back inside, please!” Ash shouts.
 
   Ellen, sensing her brother is dead serious, does just as he says. Tony starts swinging the knife. Before I know it, Ash does some martial arts move that totally immobilizes Tony and renders him defenseless.
 
   I’m scared to death that someone is seriously going to get hurt badly. Tony is on the ground, helpless, bleeding, and wincing in pain.
 
   “Son, I asked you nicely to put the damn knife down, but you didn’t listen. You left me no choice.” Ash has his foot on him, now, pinning him. He looks at Todd and winks. “Now, here’s the deal...all four of us here are black belts. I really don’t think you realize it, but at this very moment, we could goddamn kill you with our bare hands. Now, I know you’re probably a pretty smart guy, huh? And I don’t think you want to get torn up by four guys just for doing something stupid am I correct?”
 
   Tony nods.
 
   “Okay, then. Good. You just lie there and don’t move, because if you do, you’re gonna be very sorry. Get my drift? Comprende?”
 
    Tommy comes over, joining his father, still hot for a fight. “Dad, just let me fuck him up! Just let me have another piece of him!” 
 
   Todd approaches, too, chiming in, “Yeah, let me cut his fuckin’dick off and stuff it in his goombah mouth. Or better yet, let’s cut his balls off and see if he can grow another set!” He picks up Tony’s knife.
 
   Ash looks really angry. “Todd, put the knife down now!” He sees no humor in this at all, and it would be best if Todd just listened to him.
 
   Todd senses that Ash is dead serious. He backs down and does as he says, but protests, “Mr. H., he’s a fuckin’ piece of shit! We can take him out.”
 
   “I know that. But let’s just wait for the police. Just cool off, son! He’s not going anywhere.”
 
   It takes a little while, but the police finally pull up. Ash has called Dominic, and he shows up as well. He walks over to where Tony is laid out on the ground.
 
   “Well, well, well, we meet again paisano! Cosac’e? Didn’t learn your lesson last time?”
 
   Tony looks up at him and spits.
 
   Dominic bends down and gets right in his face. He’s rubbing his chin. “Hmmmm maybe we should just leave and pretend we weren’t called and let these boys finish what they didn’t finish last time. Capiche?”
 
   “Sounds like a fuckin’ plan, Dominic!” Todd says.
 
   Tony looks scared and defeated, yet still has a defiant look on his face. He spits blood, gets a second wind and spouts off at Dominic “Vaffanculo! You asshole!”
 
   Dominic laughs. “Yeah, back atcha, Stronzo!”
 
   While Ash and Dominic are standing over him, Emily asks, “Tony, why, why, are you doing this? Can’t you just leave me alone?”
 
   “Oh, hell no, bitch! You made my life miserable when you left me, so it’s time for payback! You and I belong together and we had a good thing till you fucked everything up!”
 
   Emily starts to say something, but realizes that there’s no need to say any more. It won’t do any good.
 
   Tommy rushes over after that remark. Ash puts his arm out to stop him. Ash is angry, and I think he just wishes the police would just handcuff Tony and get him out of here.
 
   “Son, that’s enough! He’s a piece of crap and not worth it!”
 
   Emily goes to Tommy. She grabs his arm and hugs him.
 
   “Tommy, your dad’s right…he’s not worth it.”
 
   Todd walks over to Emily. “Em, why don’t you take Tommy and go inside.”
 
   Tommy resists. “Not a chance man! I’m not goin anywhere until this sack of shit is cuffed and back off to jail…you do realize that’s where you’re going, don’t you, you piece of shit?”
 
   “Fuck you, asshole!” Tony belts out.
 
   Tommy kicks him in the face, and Ash gets really angry. “Tommy! Go inside—now! Todd, that goes for you too!”
 
   I’m not sure what to do, so I take Emily and we go stand by the back door.
 
   “Olivia, what am I going to do? As long as I’m with Tommy, this is what our lives are going to be like. He doesn’t deserve this…when are you going to listen to me! How did he even get out of jail? I thought they were supposed to let us know if he made bail.”
 
   “I know, Emily. I don’t know why this happened. All I know is that we need to let Dominic and the police take care of it.”
 
   “Yeah, just like they took care of it before, right?”
 
   I kind of share that same sentiment. How did he get out of jail, and why didn’t Dominic let Emily know?  Things slip through the cracks. I realize that, but, geez! Couldn’t someone at least let her know?
 
   After an hour or so, Tony is hauled back to jail. The police search his car and find drugs. Not surprising. They also find a gun, also not surprising. They confiscate everything and his car is towed away.
 
   I tell Dominic that I have everything on my phone video. He looks at it and looks down his glasses at me…
 
   “Well, yes, you certainly do have everything, but you also have Tommy and Todd here threatening the scumbag’s life, so I suggest you do us all a favor ma’am and just delete that lovely little video. He puts his arm around me and we walk over toward Ash.
 
   “Olivia, I promise you, we have this all under control. Besides, there’s a security camera out here, see it?” He points over to the corner of the building and I shake my head that I see it. “So, we’ll get the tape from Ross and see what’s on it. I suspect it’ll show just what Mr. Tony was up to.”
 
   Ash comes over to Emily, Ross, and me. “Honey, please go inside. Get Emily some coffee or something, and we’ll be in shortly. Let us finish up out here. Please, listen to me!”
 
   Dominic echoes Ash’s request. “Olivia, Ash is right. There’s nothing else you gals can do. Just let us do our job.”
 
   I’m pretty sure Ash is dead serious. I don’t want a confrontation with him, so I reluctantly steer Emily inside. He gives me a hug and a kiss.
 
   “It’ll be all right, hon. Just take her inside. Go on. Scoot!” He pats my butt and sends us inside.
 
   Ellen and David are out on the dance floor, waiting for us to come in and give them an update. They’re dancing like two teenagers totally in love. Ellen is smiling up into David’s face when we walk in, and then turns to me. 
 
   “Sorry, but we figured we’d just dance until you guys came back in. We haven’t been dancing in forever. Had to find some light in this situation. Anyway, what the hell is going on? Is Tommy all right? Emily? And where is Ash? Still outside?”
 
   My answer to all of her questions is yes, yes, and yes. We go to sit at the bar and Liz brings us each a coffee. God, coffee smells so good right now. I wish I had a cigarette too! I give Ellen a little background on what’s going on with Tommy and Emily.
 
   “Wow! A wackadoo ex! Poor thing! What a bummer.”
 
   I tell her that Tommy and Emily are working through some relationship adjustment issues and she comments about Tommy’s choice of song tonight. “Well, then, that explains the song then and the way he sung it. I was beginning to wonder what the hell that was all about. Kinda nice to have a guy sing a song just for you, though, and look right at you while he’s singing? Totally cool!” 
 
   Dominic and the police finish outside and come in the club briefly. Liz has made coffee for them all and gives them to-go cups. Ash disburses the party soon after and tells me that he thinks Emily needs to come home with us tonight. She’s over talking to Tommy, and they look like they’re in pretty intense conversation. He lifts her chin up and makes her look at him.
 
   “Just come to the condo with me tonight Em, please!”
 
   “No! I can’t! I’m fine. I’m going to my place! I’m not running away any more!”
 
   I go up to them and say, ”Emily, Tommy, Ash thinks she needs to come home with us tonight.”
 
   Tommy starts to say something, and then stops. I think he sees the logic in this and tells her, ”Look, Em, my dad’s probably right. Go home with them…please!”
 
   She has her arms crossed and looks frail and scared. I take her over to Ash. She tries to object.
 
   “Mr. Harper, look, I truly appreciate your offer, but realistically, things like this shouldn’t happen to folks like you. This doesn’t happen to people who live in Highland Park, Illinois. I’ve totally screwed up your lives and your son’s. It’s not your problem…it’s mine! I’m fine on my own, really. I can deal with this, I can. I promise.”
 
   Ash looks really perturbed and is losing patience fast. If I were Emily, I think I’d just be quiet and listen to him. I’ve never seen him like this. He takes a deep breath and pinches his forehead, Sternly, he responds, “Look, Emily, the remarks you just made—well, let’s just say that I really don’t think you mean that. ‘Things like this,’ as you say, shouldn’t happen to anyone. Period. But, that being said let me lay the facts out for you. First, as much as you don’t want to accept this, you and my son have something between you. I’m not going to get into your business on the detail, but I do know there is some kind of relationship. Second, you have an ex-boyfriend who is a complete and total whacko. Third, you have people who care about you. Fourth, you have no family here. From what Olivia tells me, you’re pretty much on your own. Fifth, and finally, you really don’t need to be arguing with me right now. I’m tired, I’m angry, I’m very short on patience and all I ask is that you please just listen to me! You and Tommy have to work this out, and I won’t interfere. Neither will Olivia. But, at this very moment, you really don’t need to be Joan of Arc! Tonight, just listen to me and do as I say. Tomorrow, you can do whatever you want. If you want to write my son off for good, then do it. If you just want to give up, it’s fine! Hell, if you want to walk home on your hands, that’s fine too. But tonight, you really, really need to come home with us. You don’t need to go back to your apartment and you don’t need to be with Tommy tonight. You need to be completely removed from the situation and the characters.”
 
   He takes her little face in his hands. “Can you just trust me on this? Just for tonight? Am I right Olivia?” He looks at me and I nod in agreement. He turns back to her. “We’re both parents, Emily. Olivia said you don’t have parents here and I don’t know of anyone else you can call at this point. It sucks, but its reality…am I correct? Is there anyone you want to call at this very moment? Because here’s my phone if you want to use it to call someone.” He holds his phone out to her.
 
   Shocked, she shakes her head and replies, “Yeeessss sir, you’re right. No, no there’s no one I can call.” She starts to cry.
 
   Ash has gotten his point across, thank God. “Well, then, let’s get in the car and go home.” He hugs her, kisses the top of her head and puts her in the back seat, then buckles her in.
 
   My heart hurts for her. Ash has just spit some pretty hard facts at her, and while he was rather stern and unyielding, he was also caring, as is his nature. He has this innate way of commanding respect and being authoritative, while letting you know that he has a teddy bear heart. I think Emily gets it and deep down, I think she’s glad that we’re here for her.
 
   Todd, Tommy, and the rest of the guys come up to the car before we leave. Todd tells Emily, ”We’re taking Tommy to Brady’s for the night. I think we’re all crashing over there, so don’t worry about us. You just go with Mr. H. and Olivia. You’re in good hands. We’ll hook up tomorrow. Night, Sweet Em! Hey, and no matter what, you’re always our Sweet Em!”
 
   Brady goes to the window. “Emily, geez! So sorry about tonight. What a bummer! You know that we’re all here for you. Tommy’s our main man. We’ll take care of him. You just go with Olivia and Ash and call us tomorrow. We’re probably gonna just get trashed at my place, so you got nothin’ to worry about.”
 
   Ash rolls the windows up and we are ready to drive off. Emily puts her hand up to the window and Tommy puts his up to hers. He puts his fingers to his lips just as she did to him when he sang his song. We drive off, headed home.
 
   No one utters a word on the way. No music, no sounds. You could hear a pin drop in the car. Emily is just blankly staring out the window and Ash is concentrating on the road. I don’t know if it’s because we are worn out, coming off of the adrenaline high, or because we just don’t know what to say. Once we get back to the house, I get Emily settled in her room. I’ve gotten out something for her to sleep in, and bring her some face wash and a toothbrush.
 
   “If you need anything, just let us know. You know that we’re here for you, right?”
 
   “I do, Olivia! I’m just so embarrassed!” She puts her hand over her eyes and tears rise.
 
   I put my arm around her. “Just try and get a good night’s sleep. I’ll tell you what I used to tell my kids. Sleep tight and don’t let the bed bugs bite!” She laughs and I tell her “This too will pass, Emily…I promise! I give her a big hug and a kiss.
 
   “Thanks! And Olivia??”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Please tell Mr. Harper that I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect, honest!”
 
   “I will sweetie. No need to apologize! He knows that.”
 
   I slip into our room. Ash is getting undressed.  I come up behind him, wrap my arms around him, and say,“Bad night, tonight, huh?”
 
   “Started out good. Just ended badly. Listen, Olivia, I don’t want to interfere in this ordeal with Tommy and Emily. I’m sorry, but tonight, I just, well, I guess I sort of was short on patience. Tommy was high strung, and keeping him and Todd off that kid was about all I could handle.”
 
   I rub his shoulders. “And you did great, Ash! You handled the situation so well.”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not one of Emily’s favorite people right now, and I’m sorry but she just wasn’t listening to reason.”
 
   I tell Ash that I totally support him. He tells me that this will pass and he has every confidence that Tommy and Emily will patch things up.
 
   “Come on, hon, let’s go to bed…I want you really bad right now,” he says.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The next week flies by. I have a feeling that our Houston home will be put up for sale really soon. I tell Ash that I’m probably going to have to take a trip to get the house listed, and he offers to come for moral support. I can’t even fathom selling the house. It’s so surreal that the home where I raised my kids will soon belong to someone else…to some other family, who will probably re-do everything and make it their own. They will make their own memories and erase those made by the Petersen family.
 
   Ash tells me that this is all part of the process, and that I shouldn’t over-think things. He already knows me too well!
 
   Saturday, Lainey and Kellan will be here, and Bradley will get in on Sunday. I have them for two weeks, and I can’t wait! Sarah has said that I can take whatever time off I need. She has a couple of teachers who do moonlighting design work for her, and she told me they are happy to fill in over the holidays, since they’ll be off from their school jobs. Nancy and Laura have free-lanced for her since she opened the shop, so she’s totally okay with me being off. Emily, God love her, has been at work every day. She hasn’t missed any time, an impressive thing, given the turn of events she’s been faced with. Tony, it seems, is in quite a bit of trouble. They found cocaine and heroin in his car, along with another stolen gun. He violated the restraining order that was placed on him after the first incident, so he’s pretty much in jail for a long time, thank God! Emily says that she’s relieved and has finally started to come out of her funk. She and Tommy are still working through their issues and I haven’t tried to get involved, as per Ash’s instructions.
 
   As for the house, it is decorated to the hilt! I have decorated every room and it is a Christmas paradise! Ash marvels at how beautiful things are, and I can’t believe he is so excited. Tommy has come for dinner a couple of times and I desperately want to ask how things are going, but Ash’s words echo in my head.
 
   “You’ve got to let them work it out, Olivia. Don’t get involved.”
 
   As much as I hate that, I realize that he’s right. He’s always right. That’s one of the many things I love about him. Speaking of the many things I love about him, he has brought me flowers and takeout food tonight.
 
   “Come here, Liv! We’ve had so much going on in our lives lately that we’ve neglected ourselves. I’ve been on edge with the Tommy-Tony-Emily ordeal, and for that I’m sorry. I know I snapped at you the other night. I really wasn’t lashing out at you…it’s just that I was upset about the whole situation. My life has been so routine, but lately routine just hasn’t been on the menu. I just want you to know that I do love you, and I miss us!”
 
   He takes me into his arms, and suddenly I feel so safe and secure. We talk about what we want in our lives. While our kids are our first priority, we both realize that we need to concentrate on the life we have left and the fact that we’re not getting any younger.
 
   “Liv, I know the kids…yours and mine mean the world to us, but dammit! We need to think about ourselves. Our kids are grown, and for the most part don’t need us on a daily basis. Hell, I’m approaching full retirement. You don’t need to be working. I just want to take care of you.”
 
   “Ash, I’ve been taken care of my whole life—well, financially, anyway. I’ve only just now started working and being independent. I desperately need that right now.”
 
   “But I can take care of you, hon. I want to. I want to spoil you and show you how much I love you. You deserve that.”
 
   “But I need this job. It makes me feel like I do have a place in this world. I love you with all my heart and I know you can take care of me—better than I could ever imagine. But “I” got lost in translation for the past thirty-something years and I’m just coming to realize that there is a me to Olivia. Please don’t deny me that, Ash. It doesn’t mean I don’t want or need you, because I do. I need you with every breath I have! I thank my lucky stars every single day that I have your love. You’ve made me feel more in the past few months than I think I’ve ever felt in my whole life. I want to go on this journey with you. It scares the hell out of me, but I know with all my heart that you are the love of my life and we’re destined to be together!”
 
   “I feel the same, Olivia, I swear. No woman has ever  made me feel the way you do. I just pray that we have enough years left to sail off into the sunset together. I can’t wait until the divorce is final, so that we can move onto the next phase of our lives together. I want you to have your independence, and I know you like working. I respect the hell out of you. You are smart, pretty, talented, loving, and the real deal. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to work to be secure financially. I have more money than you know. You have no idea about my finances, I know, but I want you to know that you will never want for anything. I want to share that with you and give you everything you deserve. Once we can move onto the next phase of our relationship, I fully intend to show you, I promise, honey! I just don’t want to lose us! I miss us. I need us. We both need us.”
 
   “Ash, I miss us too! I hear everything you’re saying, and I know what you’re trying to tell me. Your money, it doesn’t matter to me, really. The true wealth lies in our relationship. That means more to me than all the money in the world. I don’t need the money as long as we have each other.”
 
   “Olivia, that’s one of the things I love most about you. You love unconditionally!”
 
   “Yes, I do! Enough heart to heart talk, Mr. Wealthy Ash Harper! I do have an idea, though…you interested?”
 
   “I love your ideas. Whatcha thinking?”
 
   “Let’s grab a bottle of champagne and cop a bath!”
 
   “Uggghhh! Olivia, please don’t say the word cop…I’ve had enough cops for a while!”
 
   We fall into a huge hug and laugh!
 
   “Okay, Ash, no cops! I promise!”
 
   He affectionately swats my behind. He goes into the kitchen and comes back with two champagne glasses and a wonderfully expensive bottle of bubbly. Then he strips down naked. Dear God! Could a man possibly be this beautiful? I take off my clothes and he stands back, holding his arms out.
 
   “My God! Look at you. You are the most amazingly beautiful woman in the whole wide world Olivia. How in the world did I deserve you? Just look at you!”
 
   He takes me over in front of the mirror. I have my eyes closed and I’m embarrassed.
 
   “Open your eyes. Just look at you!”
 
   I keep my eyes closed tight and I wrinkle up my face. I really don’t want to look at myself naked in the mirror. This is definitely uncomfortable for me.
 
   “Open. Come on now! Look at you! Look at us!”
 
   We’re both naked, standing in front of the mirror. There is nothing but candlelight. I’m standing in front of him and he’s rubbing my arms. He moves to the side so that we are standing side-by-side, naked, just staring into the mirror.
 
   “Just look, Olivia! Isn’t this just the most beautiful thing in the world? You and me. Ash and Olivia. Us!”
 
   We stand there, and I do open my eyes. It is a beautiful sight. I can honestly say that it is beautiful. Suddenly, I don’t feel ashamed about my body. He makes me feel beautiful! We stand in front of the mirror and watch each other, touching different parts of our bodies, caressing and kissing softly. He tenderly carries me over to the bath and we immerse ourselves, momentarily forgetting about kids, cops, ex-husbands, work, and life. We just lie wrapped in each other, enjoying our us time. God! I love us time! I could just stay in this bath until I prune!
 
   When we get out and dry off, he rubs me down with my favorite lotion. We brush each other’s teeth—another first for me. I’ve never brushed a man’s teeth. We spit water at each other and get it all over the mirror. I start to clean it off and he reminds me that Reba will be here tomorrow, which distracts me. Oh, how clever! He gets another mouth full of water and sprays me with it.
 
   “Ash Harper, I can spit better than you…you’d better watch out!” I get a mouth full and spew him good. We’ve gotten water all over the mirror. “So, what do you think Reba will think when she sees this, Mr. Harper? We’ve made a blooming mess!”
 
   “She’ll probably think we had an amazing night, which we did!”
 
   He picks me up, swats my behind yet again, and carries me into bed. We lie naked, nothing but skin to skin. Just the feel of him pressed up against me makes me feel so secure, so, so safe. No one can come between us. Soft music plays; the only light in the room is from the outside. I am totally at peace. We lie on our backs, my leg slung over his. I’m lying on his shoulder and he’s stroking my left arm, softly. Our feet rub each other, and I think to myself what soft beautiful feet he has. I smile. Of course he can’t see me, but still I smile.
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I love you more than life itself.”
 
   I smile. “Ash?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I love you back more than you love me more than life itself!”
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I seriously doubt it!”
 
   I smile again, and in my heart I know he means it.
 
   We sleep totally wrapped in each other’s arms. I don’t think either one of us moves all night. We wake in exactly the same position we fell asleep in. I am, without a doubt, the luckiest woman in the world!
 
   Ash gets up before me and, of course, has coffee made and is reading the paper when I come into the kitchen. “Mornin’, Sunshine!”
 
   “Mornin’, love of my life!”
 
   “Paper?”
 
   “Yes please.” As I read, he tells me that on Sunday morning we will be headed into the City to the Christkindlmarket.
 
   “Liv, you and the kids are going to love it! I promise, I’ve got the best day planned for us! I’ve arranged for us to stay at the condo Sunday night, so we don’t have to drive home.”
 
   “You know, we aren’t supposed to be talking kids, but Ash! You think of everything! I love you so much!”
 
   “Me too, hon! I’m so looking forward to having everyone at the house, but you have to promise me something”
 
   “Anything!”
 
   “Well, promise me that we can still have ‘our time.’ Last night, with you sleeping in my arms, skin on skin, was absolutely amazing! I need that, Liv. Don’t ever go back to your room. From now on, my room is our room.” 
 
   “I do promise you our time will be priority!”
 
   “Pinkie swear?”
 
   “Pinkie swear forever!”
 
   We cross pinkies, and he kisses me and says, “Olivia, are you mine? I mean truly mine?”
 
   “Yes, of course, silly! I am yours and you are mine.”
 
   He takes my face into his hands.  “Okay, so from this day forward, you are mine and I am yours. And remember, we did pinkie swear! Mine?” he asks me.
 
   “Yes, Yours?”
 
   “Will you move in and make my room our room, please?“
 
   “Yours, do you really think it’s a good idea for me to move into your room with Christmas coming and the kids coming here?”
 
   “Mine, they aren’t stupid. You said Lainey knows about us. Tommy is bound to know by now. Bradley, well, we can sit them all down and talk to them. I have nothing to hide. This isn’t just a fling or an affair, so I don’t see the point in pretending anymore. Let’s just get things out in the open. I’m game. Are you?”
 
   “You’re probably right, but I just feel, you know…I’m a mother…I’m almost fifty-eight years old. I haven’t been with anyone else besides Alan in thirty years. And telling our kids that we’re an item and sleeping together in the same room while I’m technically still married? Ehhh, not so easy.”
 
   “Well, Mine, I can honestly say that we are more than an item. I think we’ve already established that!”
 
   “Point taken, Yours! I promise I’ll think on it and have my people contact your people.” I wink at him and blow him a kiss.
 
   He grabs me for a hug. “Oh, by the way, Ellen has invited us to her house for Christmas, and she and David are having a New Year’s Eve party. We really do have to go for Christmas, hon. I hope you don’t mind”
 
   “Not at all. I’m looking forward to it!”
 
   “And on New Year’s Eve, I figure the kids will probably want to go and watch the band play, so if you would do me the honor of being my date on New Year’s Eve, I promise to reward you with the most amazing kiss at midnight—a show stopper!”
 
   “I would love nothing more than to be your date, and believe me; I do expect an over the top kiss!“
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Yes, Mine?”
 
   “I haven’t done Christmas shopping for my kids yet. I know what I want to get them, though. Want to go shopping with me sometime this week?”
 
   “Of course! My schedule is actually pretty free this week. How about I take you to work in the morning and I’ll pick you up and we’ll go after work. We can grab dinner after.”
 
   “Awww! Thank you, Ash. How sweet!”
 
   “So, what are you thinking of getting them? Any ideas?”
 
   “Yes, actually. I know exactly what I want to get them. I am thinking about briefcases or laptop cases. Since Lainey landed her blow dry salon account, I’d love to get her a nice leather briefcase. I thought I’d do that for all of them…maybe laptop cases for the boys.”
 
   “I have the perfect place to shop, then. I’ll pick you up and we’ll go to Northbrook. We’ll shop and then grab some dinner. So tell me, have you done any other shopping, so far?”
 
   I tell Ash that I’ve ordered custom designed guitar straps for the guys from a company called Ovation Leather in El Paso.
 
   “Custom designed? Olivia, that’s awesome. They’re going to love that! How in the world did you come up with that idea?”
 
   “Knowing music is pretty much their life made it pretty much a no brainer. And I’ve seen their guitar straps, which don’t appear to be anything special. I wanted to give them something that was designed especially for them and reflected a little bit of who each one is. I did a little research and this company does incredible work. Their designer came up with a design for each of them with their initials and something unique on each one. I told him a little bit about each guy and he sent me drawings of what he came up with for each one, which totally exceeded my expectations. I can’t wait until they get here!” 
 
   “And what, my dear did you come up with for Brian?”
 
   “Oh, that’s even better.”
 
   “Do tell!”
 
   “Well, I don’t know too much about famous drummers, but I wanted to get him something from a drumming rock legend. I just remember that Iron Butterfly did a fabo drum solo back in the ‘70s and it was the best! Remember?”
 
   “Ummmmm, of course I remember.”
 
   “Well, I got Brian a pair of autographed Ron Bushy drumsticks.”
 
   “Seriously? No kidding? Where the hell did you find them?”
 
   “Oh, my dear, you can do anything on the Internet. I also had them authenticated, so they’re the real deal.”
 
   “Liv, he’s gonna love them!”
 
   “I sure hope so.”
 
   Ash cocks his head to the side and brushes my face with his hand. “Once again, this solidifies why you are ‘Mine.’”
 
   Ash is right on time to pick me up after work and we head to the mall to shop. He picks me up in his Mercedes. As we’re driving, I feel much better knowing that I am getting shopping done, since I feel like I’m really behind. We arrive at the mall and begin our shopping quest like we’re on a mission because Ash knows exactly where we’re headed apparently. “Where are we starting out?”
 
   “Just follow me!” He takes my hand as we walk into the Louis Vuitton store and I look at him confused. “What are we doing here?”
 
   “Well, you said you wanted a brief case and laptop cases…”
 
   “Well, yeah, I did, but I can’t afford anything in here, Ash, you know that.” I sort of sense where this is going.
 
   “Let’s just look…come on.” He takes my hand and leads me into the store.
 
   Of course, I would love to have absolutely every piece in this store! I can honestly say that I don’t have an LV bag, but would kill to have one for myself! We browse all the exquisite items and a sales lady comes over to us.
 
   “Mr. Harper! How good to see you!”
 
   “Gabrielle, my friend! Good to see you as well!”
 
   “So, what can I help you find tonight?”
 
   “We’re looking for a lady’s briefcase and three laptop cases for men. Can you help us?”
 
   “Of course I can! Let me just pull some things for you to look at. Please…”
 
   She directs us over to the counter and we sit. I’m not surprised that he knows the sales lady…of course he does! He knows everyone! I wonder what he’s bought here before and for whom. Suddenly, I feel a pang of jealousy, for which I have no basis of feeling. Gabrielle is a very pretty young lady. Maybe it’s the way she looks at Ash. Maybe I should just damn stop over-thinking things. Geez! Sometimes I make myself so mad!
 
   She pulls several choices and he looks at them all, inspecting them with precision. I look at them all, and they are beautiful. She looks to him for his assessment.
 
   “Well, I would say the Cupertino for Lainey and the Steeve for the boys.” Ash says, “What do you think, hon?”
 
   I am speechless. There is no way in hell I can afford these, and he’s put me on the spot.
 
   “They’re beautiful. Just beautiful. Wow!”
 
   He smiles at Gabrielle. “Well, you heard what the lady said I think she likes them!”
 
   “Very good choices, Mr. Harper! So, yes?”
 
   “Yes to all Gabrielle. We’ll take all four!” She takes them to the register to get boxed up. He slips her his credit card, trying to be discreet, but I see him. My face is hot and I am really agitated as I discreetly pull Ash over in the corner.
 
   “Ash, dammit! You know I can’t afford these. No way in hell I can do this! This little transaction is probably no less than nine grand and it definitely isn’t in my budget! I was thinking of spending about eight hundred to a thousand total on their gifts! Can’t we just go to some other places and look around some more, please?”
 
   “Liv, look, the kids deserve this. Please let me do this and don’t fight me.”
 
   “Ash, Hellllloooo? I can’t pay for this! You’ve totally put me on the spot and this is embarrassing! You know how much my independence means to me. I don’t want to be dependent on you to purchase my children’s Christmas gifts. Damn you!” I feel like I’m going to start crying and I’m so mad at myself.
 
   Realizing he’s hit a nerve with me, he laughs and says, “Liv, look, you can pay me back if you want to. Just pay me back as you can. It’s not a big deal, and I seriously don’t know why you’re making this into a big dilemma. Please, let’s just Christmas shop and enjoy the evening, please? Come on. I’m having fun; I enjoy spending money on you and the kids. Look, just wait here and I’ll be right back”
 
   The fact that he’s laughed really makes me mad. I feel as if he is dismissing the fact that he’s put me on the spot. I feel like he is trying to control and take charge of the situation. He leaves me fuming and goes over to the counter and is talking to Gabrielle. They are smiling and laughing. He gets the boxes, which have been put into beautiful shopping bags and comes over to me.
 
   “Ready? I thought our next stop would be at Neiman’s. Let’s get you a knock-out outfit for New Year’s Eve!”
 
   I am totally angry now. I really don’t feel like shopping anymore and have lost the Christmas spirit. 
 
   “Ash, you are not buying me anything and you haven’t heard the last of this yet…I swear! You’re not on my list of favorite people right now. I mean it!”
 
   “Ohhhhh! I’m really scared!”
 
   I know he is kidding but this really doesn’t sit well with me. All the independence I’ve attempted to gain has just been shot to hell. He puts his arm around me and tries to tickle me.
 
   “Come on! Let’s go shopping for you!”
 
   Gabrielle comes to walk us out of the store. “Great seeing you again, Mr. Harper. Don’t be a stranger…I’m sure this beautiful lady would love a nice handbag for herself! Come back and I’ll help you pick out the perfect one!”
 
   He kisses her on the cheek and we head out to shop for me. Arrrrrggggh! This man is incorrigible! I have no idea how I’m going to pay for these! This is totally out of my budget, dammit! I’m mad at myself for letting him do this. Yes, the kids are going to love their gifts, but I didn’t pay for them, he did! This takes away from what I had planned and I feel like he has taken control. I am tired of being controlled. I want to do things on my own. I know he wants to do things for me, but right now I just wanted to buy gifts I could afford. How do I handle this? Why did I even let him purchase these? Arghhhhh! Men!
 
   He tells me we are off to look, just look for New Year’s Eve dresses. Just look, huh? Somehow, I think I’ll end up with an entire outfit, from outside down to the lingerie as we head to Neiman Marcus to look for cocktail dresses. We are in the upscale designer department. God! I’ve never in my life shopped these kinds of dresses. Of course, there is a sales lady who knows him. Why does this not surprise me? 
 
   “Angie! How are you?”
 
   She comes over to him and kisses his cheek.
 
   He sparkles for her. “How’s my favorite sales lady? Great to see you! How are the kids?”
 
   “Very well, Mr. Harper. All graduated from college, with respectable jobs. They’re all functioning members of society. Thanks so much for asking! And just who do we have here?”
 
   “A very special lady, Angie! She’s actually the love of my life. Beautiful, isn’t she?”
 
   He is beaming and proud. He just melts my damn heart! Angie nods, and extends her hand to me. 
 
   Embarrassed, I say, “Ummmm…Pardon him, please. I’m Olivia. So nice to meet you Angie.”
 
   Ash tells her, “We’re looking for an over-the-top cocktail dress for New Year’s Eve. Can you fix her up?”
 
   “Oh, my! Of course we can! Just let me go pull a few things and you just sit here. What are you dear, about a size six?”
 
   “Yes, that’s me!”
 
   “Okay, then, I’ll be right back!”
 
   She pulls several dresses…dresses by designers I have read about, but never actually tried on! After trying on and modeling several for Ash, in blacks, greens, reds and silver, the final one is a fabulous Carmen Marc Valvo navy blue strappy, ruched, to-die-for-beautiful dress. It’s a bit bare for me, but Angie insists I try it.
 
   “You don’t think I’m a bit old to wear something like this?”
 
   “Oh, honey, absolutely not! I think it’s perfect for you.”
 
   I’d just about given up before this one. Each time I put one on and go out to show Ash, he doesn’t seem to feel they are right, and I have to agree, I don’t either. When I put this one on, my body relaxes and I know this is the one I like. I hope he does, too. It is beyond beautiful! Angie comes in to see if I’ve got it on yet.
 
   “Dear God! This was absolutely made for you, honey!”
 
   Angie turns me around to face the mirror. 
 
   “Go on…show him! I have a gut feeling this is going to be the one he likes”
 
   I turn look at myself in the mirror. The dress fits me like a glove. This is absolutely the most beautiful dress I have ever tried on. It is perfect! I walk out to where Ash is sitting. When he sees me, his eyes light up. He stands up and opens his arms.  
 
   “Wow! You are absolutely beautiful. Mine?”
 
   “Yes, Yours?”
 
   “This is definitely it! What do you think?” I guess he can tell by my smile what my answer is.
 
   “Angie, we’ll take it!”
 
   “Excellent choice, Mr. Harper She looks fabulous! Let me put it on a hanger for you.”
 
   “I think we need to go to lingerie, next, and then find her some shoes. Can you fix us up?”
 
   “Of course I can! Let me call Val in lingerie I’ll have her pull some things to compliment this dress and this fabulously beautiful woman, Mr. Harper!”
 
   “Thanks, Angie!”
 
   He squeezes my hand and kisses me. Although I remind myself that I am angry with him, I’m beaming! I can’t believe he is paying for this beautiful dress…a dress I could never, ever afford! I look down at the price tag and I am floored.
 
   “Ash, this dress is so expensive! It’s way too much.”
 
   Damn! I’ve let him do it again! Where is my backbone? I just succumb to him and let him have his big-spending way. Arghhhhh!
 
   “Liv, please, just let me spoil you! I haven’t done this in forever. I love you, and I want to buy this for you. Please! Stop with the bargain thinking. Geez! You take all the fun out of shopping. Shopping’s supposed to be fun, right?”
 
   “Right, but how do I rate this?”
 
   “Well, you just do! The sooner you let go and let me spoil you; the better things will be. Stop being a killjoy! Come on…let’s go get you some sexy lingerie, so you’ll look as great underneath as you do on the outside! That way, every time I look at you, I’ll be thinking about what I know is underneath that hot dress! God! This is so much fun!”
 
   He really is having fun. He is totally into this shopping thing.
 
   We head to the lingerie department and Val is there to greet us.
 
   “Mr. Harper, so nice to see you! And, this must be Olivia. Angie called and told me your dress selection, which I might add is fabulous. Soooo…I’ve got some wonderful suggestions to go under your beautiful dress, so if you’ll come with me…”
 
   I follow her and she tells me that she has in mind a La Perla bra and panties set in navy blue lace, of course to match my dress. I’m sure these are over-the-top expensive as well. She measures me.
 
   “Voila! Exactly the size I thought! Here, love, try this on. I have several others pulled, but seeing you, I do feel this one is perfect for your body. Such a cute figure you have! Oh, and I’ve pulled you the panties to match, too.”
 
   Once I get them on, she comes into the dressing room and gives me thumbs up.
 
   “So, are we going to model them for Mr. Harper?”
 
   I say no, but Ash hears and quickly says, “Yes, Val, she does want to model for me! I’m coming in!”
 
   Ash comes into the dressing room. When Val sees him, she quickly exits the room, giving me a wink and smile.
 
   Ash puts his hands on my hips. “Oh. My. God! Olivia! You look out-of-this-world desirable! What do you think, hon?”
 
   “They’re beautiful of course! Way, way too expensive though. What do you think Mr. Ash?”
 
   He laughs and replies, “Mr. Ash thinks this was made for you, honey! Just like the dress. Wow! I can’t wait for New Year’s! So we’ll take them both! You see anything else here you want? We can go look for a nighty if you want.”
 
   “Absolutely not, Ash! This is more than enough. Remember, I’m still pretty not-happy with you right now!”
 
   ” Mine?” he jokes with me.
 
   “Yes, Yours?”
 
   “The giant is dying about now! I really need to get you home! You’re killing me!”
 
   I hold up my hand “Well, don’t forget, that you did promise me dinner!”
 
   “Yes, I did, and no, I haven’t forgotten! Now, let’s go get your shoes! After shoes, I’m hungry, and then we’re heading home for sure.”
 
   Val packages the lingerie and we head over to the shoe department. Nina in shoes has been called and already has some pulled a variety of dress shoes for me to try on. I’ve never been pampered like this, and I absolutely love it. I could get used to this! She has pulled a pair of expensive silver strappy sandals along with several others. Of course, the silver ones are perfect for the dress. They have almost a four-inch heel, and I wonder if I can pull this off. I’m used to wearing no more than three-inch heels.
 
   “Damn! Those are so sexy, hon!”
 
   “You don’t think they’re too high?” I ask.
 
   “Oh, hell no! They’re perfect!” he tells me.
 
   Nina reassures me that they are perfect with the dress. “Olivia, these are absolutely made for this dress!”
 
   I have to say that I agree. Once I’ve put them on, they are the ones! So, with dress, lingerie, and shoes in tow, along with our leather purchases, we head to the car and off to dinner.
 
   “Have fun tonight?” He asks.
 
   “Oh.My.God! Yes! I’ve never been shopping in the designer section before. I’ve been to Neiman’s, but only in the ‘last call’ section. This was amazing, Ash! I love shopping with you. Thank you so much! How can I ever repay you?”
 
   “Liv, you’ve already repaid me over and over. Don’t you realize that? And, you do realize that you’re gonna be the most beautiful woman at the party, don’t you?”
 
   Not quite as confident as he is, I tell him “Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that, but I do love the outfit!”
 
   He reassures me. “Well, you’re going to make heads turn, believe me! And to think that you’re mine! Going to the party and you are mine! Wow! What more can a man ask for?”
 
   I think to myself, yes Ash, I am yours!
 
   We decide on Italian food and find the perfect place. At the table, Ash playfully takes my hand. “Mine?”
 
   “Yeeessss Yours?”
 
   “Have I told you how much I love you?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe you have…not in the past few minutes anyway!” I say.
 
   “Well, let me just tell you. I friggin’ love you, Olivia Petersen!”
 
   “Yours?”
 
   “Yes, Mine?”
 
   “You sound like Todd with the friggin!”
 
   “Mine?”
 
   “Yes, Yours?”
 
   “I take that as a compliment!”
 
   “And a compliment, it is!”
 
   The waiter has brought us a fabulous bottle of wine. We raise our glasses in a toast, and are enjoying our night, when out of nowhere comes Alan.
 
   Are you kidding me? I totally don’t need this tonight! He walks up to our table with a woman, I suspect is his new significant other, and speaks to us.
 
   “Ash, Olivia. Hello! Wow! What a surprise! How are you?”
 
   Ash looks at me and I look at him. We’re at a loss for words.
 
   Alan introduces her. “This is Kelly. Kelly, this is Olivia and Ash.”
 
   “Cool! So nice to meet you both!” she says, smiling.
 
   Cool? What the hell is that about? Cool certainly wouldn’t be the word I’d use. Awkward, yes, but cool? Oh, I don’t think so. She’s maybe thirty-five, definitely no more than forty. Ash looks at me and it’s all we can both do to keep from laughing.
 
   Alan senses that we really don’t want him and his eye candy at our table and ends this awkward encounter “Well, enjoy your dinner. It was nice seeing you both.”
 
   Ash and I both tell Kelly that it was nice meeting her, and she replies, ”So, maybe we can all do dinner one night when the kids are in for Christmas. That would be fun, huh?”
 
   The kids? Oh, honey, those are my kids, and I really don’t think so. Ash and I look at each other and he is nice enough to reply for us both.
 
   “ Ummm. Kelly, I would say that you and Alan should contact his kids and take them to dinner with just the two of you. I think that would mean more.”
 
   They both get it and head back over to their table.
 
   “Well, that was weird,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, it was all I could do to not kick his butt, Olivia! Can you believe he even had the balls to come over here? You okay, hon?” he asks.
 
   “I’m more than okay. Look, I’m the one who made out like a fat cat in this deal. I have the most wonderful man, who loves me and who I love back, so yes, I can honestly say that I am totally okay. It was just weird and kind of caught me off guard!”
 
   “Cool! Me too, hon! Geez!” he teases.
 
   We laugh and he kisses my hand across the table. I know Alan is watching us, but I don’t flippin’ care! I’m relieved that his significant other isn’t someone I would envy. I’ll have to admit, I was curious what this woman who ended my marriage would look like. Surprisingly, she is not overly attractive, which I had pictured her to be. For some reason, I thought she’d have big boobs, a knockout figure and be very sexy looking. She’s far from it. While she has long pretty hair, she’s actually pretty ordinary looking. They seem to be pretty happy and I sense they’ve been a couple for a good while. I actually pity him, though.
 
   “Well, seeing the two of them together, I can honestly say they deserve each other. She’s definitely not what I expected,” I say. 
 
   “Let’s change the subject. I think the kids are gonna love their gifts don’t you?”
 
   “Oh, without a doubt Mr. Big Spender!”
 
   “So do you have any LV purses,” he asks.
 
   “No, Ash, I can’t say that I do. We bought Lainey one for her graduation, but I just never could justify the expense for myself. They’re beautiful, though. I’m probably the only gal who doesn’t have one!”
 
   I really can’t wait for the kids to open their gifts. They are going to be so surprised! Even though I haven’t technically paid for them yet, I fully intend to pay Ash back. I do feel better knowing that, in my mind, I have a weekly amount I am going to give him. It’s so important to me that I pay for their gifts. I don’t know why, but it is. Once I get him paid back, I’ll feel much better! Let’s see, at a hundred dollars a week, ninety two hundred dollars, I should have him paid back in 92 weeks…which roughly translates into almost two years…geez!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 25
 
    
 
   When we finally get home, Ash’s phone rings, and he tells me that it’s a business call. I give him a panicked look, and he immediately realizes this is what Alan used to tell me.
 
   “Honey, this really is a business call…I promise! Just give me two minutes.” He kisses me, scoots me out of the room and after about two minutes, he’s back. “Ok. I’m all yours now!”
 
   I zone out, because that’s almost word for word what Alan told me.
 
   Ash senses that and immediately tries to defuse the issue. “Liv, honey I swear that was a business call. Please, don’t over-think this! Sorry, I couldn’t help it. It’s a call I’ve been waiting for. You do believe me, don’t you? Because we can call the number back and I’ll let you talk to who I was just talking to, it’s no big deal.”
 
   Realizing that I have no reason to suspect anything other than what he’s told me, I make myself relax. “No, I believe you, not necessary. Sorry…I just had a flashback moment.”
 
   “Well, then, let’s go get naked, you beautiful woman!”
 
   We go into the bedroom and begin to get ready for bed. I wash my face, then go into his side of the bathroom and start to talk.
 
   “So, I was thinking,” I stop at the bathroom door and find that he is peeing. Mortified, I immediately step back. I put my hands up to my mouth. “Oh, my God! Sorry!”
 
   “Liv, come here!”
 
   I step way back and say it again. “Sorry, I didn’t realize”
 
   “Realize what? That I’m peeing?”
 
   “Yes, didn’t mean to intrude. I’m so sorry!”
 
   “Come here!”
 
   I quickly exit the area.
 
   “Come here! Geez! I’m just peeing. Come back!”
 
   I step back, just outside of the doorframe, and start talking to him, but am hiding behind the door. “Liv! Come in…really…why are you acting like that?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t realize you were using the restroom, that’s all.”
 
   “I’m peeing, for God’s sake! Come here!”
 
   I walk to the door and see that he is doing just that. Sexy as hell, he is buck-naked and standing, bent forward in front of the commode; his beautiful body is indeed peeing. Just peeing. “I’m just kinda embarrassed, you know. I didn’t mean to intrude”
 
   “Hey! Come here I said! How many times do I have to say come here before you’ll come here?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, you started to say something and then just bailed. What’s that all about?”
 
   “Well, Ummmm…privacy, please?”
 
   “Honey, if I needed privacy, I’d have closed the door.” He starts to laugh and I am really uncomfortable. “You can talk to me while I’m peeing you know. What did you want to say?”
 
   I suddenly forget everything I started to say. “Geez! I can’t even remember now.”
 
   “So, want to grab hold and help me?”
 
   “Ash, oh my God! NO!”
 
   “Well, you can if you want, I don’t mind. In fact, I’d love it!”
 
   “Ash, you nut! I can’t believe you just said that!”
 
   “What? That I wanted you to take hold of me and help me pee? You wouldn’t do that?”
 
   “No! I would not!”
 
   “Honey, look, I seriously don’t mind if you see me peeing. That’s natural, and a part of intimacy. You didn’t ever see Al?”
 
   I cut him off mid-sentence and say, “No! Never! He always locked the door when he used the restroom! I would never have dreamed of standing there watching him use the restroom.”
 
   “Honey, I don’t ever want you to think you can’t come in while I’m going to the bathroom…please, don’t act like that. Come here, really.”
 
   I walk into the commode and find myself with my hands on my hips, looking up at the ceiling. “Ummmm, I’m down here. Hellllloooo! Look down.”
 
   I look him square in the eye.
 
   “Lower, come on, you can do it…”
 
   I lower my eyes to his privates.
 
   “There you go! Bingo!”
 
   Wow! He is beautiful!
 
   He chuckles at me “See, you can do it! Liv, are you honestly uncomfortable with this?”
 
   “Yeah, I really am. How long are you going to pee anyway?”
 
   “Long enough for you to stand here and help me…here help me shake off!” He smiles that damn sexy smile and winks at me.
 
   Dear God! His body is, without a doubt, perfect.
 
   “Ash, you are too much! Shake this!” I shake my behind at him and, feeling embarrassed, I quickly go into the dressing area to get my nightgown.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m getting my gown.”
 
   “You know you won’t be needing that tonight, don’t you? And by the way, when you have to pee, are you going to lock the door?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah, I usually do.”
 
   “Well, don’t from now on. I’d love to come in on you while you’re peeing and see how you’ll react.”
 
   “Well, don’t count on it, because I’m pretty modest when it comes to my privacy. I can almost guarantee how I’ll react. I’ll probably slam the door in your face.” 
 
   “Really? Well, we’ll just see about that. You need to open up and quit being so uptight. It’s me, Ash…not Alan. And we’re working on intimacy remember? I’ve seen you in worse situations and I would love to see you sitting on the commode peeing!”
 
   “Ash, you’re really perverted!”
 
   “Not perverted, hon, just hopelessly in love!”
 
   “Well, I have to admit, you did look pretty hot while you were peeing!”
 
   “Oh really? You liked what you saw?”
 
   “Yep! I loved it and the man it belongs to!”
 
   “Now that’s what I wanna hear! I think you’re finally getting it. Come here!”
 
   He takes me into his arms and I can feel the giant calling me. And he is all mine for the entire night…bliss, again and again.
 
   After we make love, I turn on my side, wrapped in Ash’s arms and find myself smiling. I think of all the “firsts” I’ve experienced in the past few months and chronicle them…
 
   Let’s see. I’ve met a guy with his penis pierced, I’ve been left by a man I thought I loved, I’ve been bathed by a beautiful man, had my hair washed by same beautiful man, rubbed down with lotion by the same said man, had my teeth brushed by, again, same man, danced with gorgeous man while barely dressed, had my legs shaved by same man, given incredibly amazing oral sex to same amazing man (with no regrets, I might add), received amazingly great oral sex from same said man, been truly loved and felt love from this man, experienced multiple orgasms from same gorgeous man, looked forward to more sex from this man, had said man buy me amazing clothes and lingerie and modeled for him, and tonight, watched said gorgeous, amazing man pee!
 
   Ash, sensing I’m still awake, puts his hand on my face. It’s dark. He can’t see me and I can’t see him.
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Are you smiling?”
 
   My smile becomes wider. “Yes, I am. How can you tell?”
 
   “I just can. Why are you smiling?”
 
   “Just thinking”
 
   “Good thoughts, I hope!”
 
   “Oh, you have no idea what great thoughts I’m thinking!”
 
   “Are you thinking of how hot it was to watch me pee?”
 
   “Ummmm, yeah, something like that!”
 
   “Well, quit smiling, go to sleep and I just might let you watch me pee again in the morning. I love you, Mine!”
 
   “And, I love you back, Yours!”
 
   My firsts, it seems have gone from bad to good and they seem to keep getting better. This man makes me smile no matter what. Deep down, though, I still wonder what the damn call was all about.
 
   Saturday is finally here, and I can’t wait to get to the airport to pick up Lainey and Kel. Bradley will be in later, and said he’s gotten a rental car, so will just drive to the house. I hop out of bed and see that Ash is already up and must be in the kitchen getting coffee ready. I go into the bathroom and damn! He’s brushing his teeth. “Mornin’, Sunshine! Going to pee?”
 
   “Ahhhh, yeah that’s kinda where I was headed.”
 
   “So, you gonna lock the door or let me see?”
 
   “You’re out of luck today, love of my life; I’m closing and locking the door!”
 
   “Olivia! Come on! Leave the damn door open. I won’t bite. Come on, chicken!”
 
   “Ash, you are incorrigible! Why do you want to watch me pee so badly?”
 
   “Well, why not?”
 
   “Okay, sicko, you asked for it!” I leave the door open; sit on the commode and pee. “There, you happy?”
 
   “Totally! You look so damn cute sitting on the pot peeing… you’re adorable!”
 
   “Yeah. Me on the pot…adorable? I don’t think so!” This actually isn’t so bad, but I still don’t get what the big deal is.
 
   “I made the coffee, so finish peeing and we’ll go down for our morning ritual.”
 
   “So, that’s it? You just wanted to watch me? You happy now?”
 
   “Yeah, you just made my damn day!” He winks at me and is gone in a flash.
 
   I go into the kitchen and we have our ritual morning coffee and paper.
 
   “Ready for an awesome weekend?”
 
   “Oh, my God! I can’t wait. I could hardly sleep last night!”
 
   Ash seems preoccupied, so I ask what’s up.
 
   “Just trying to get logistics worked out. I think we’ll head into the city around four. We’ll drive to the condo and drop off the cars, so we don’t have to worry about parking or driving. I’ve got a driver coming to the condo to pick us all up and take us around.”
 
   This man thinks of everything.
 
   I’m cleaning up the kitchen when I hear the front doorbell ring.
 
   “Are you expecting someone, Ash? It’s awfully early for company“
 
   “Nope, not me. Would you mind seeing who it is?”
 
   I go to the door and peek through the leaded glass. I can make out that it’s a guy but can’t tell who it is.
 
   “Mom?” this person calls.
 
   I recognize the voice—it’s Dalton. OH, my God! I open the door and he yells, “Surprise!”
 
   He drops his bags, picks me up, and gives me the biggest, best-est hug!
 
   “Oh, my! What a great surprise, son! Wait! What are you doing here? I thought you wouldn’t be back until New Year’s. Is everything okay? You didn’t lose your job, did you?”
 
   “Mom, no. I didn’t lose my job. Let me come in and I’ll explain.”
 
   He tells me that Ash and Dalton have been cooking this up for a while now…pretty sneaky, guys. Now I’m thinking that is what the mystery call was about last night. This is the best surprise.
 
   “Hon, who is it?” Ash calls from the kitchen.
 
   “Ash Harper, you know damn well who it is!”
 
   “We got you, Mom, didn’t we? The company decided to send me back early, so Ash and I cooked up this little surprise. I had vacation time that needed to be burned up before the end of the year, so here I am! I’ll probably have to leave before New Year’s, though. I have to be at work the day after New Year’s, so I’ll need to get back to my apartment in Tulsa.”
 
   We talk for a while and he says that after the twenty-two hour flight, he’d like to go nap for a bit. “I just need to cop a few hours’ sleep and I’ll be ready to go, Mom, I promise!”
 
   I help him take his bags up, get him tucked in, and go back downstairs.
 
   “So, got any more surprises, Mr. Harper?”
 
   “Not that I’m telling. You happy?”
 
   “More than you know! Ash?”
 
   “Yesses?”
 
   “Thank you!”
 
   We leave Dalton to sleep, and head to the airport to pick up Lainey and Kellan. Once I see them, I just lose it!
 
   “Mom!” Lainey runs into my arms and I am, without a doubt, the happiest woman on the earth right now. She has that lovely mother-to-be glow and Kellan is ever so caring with her. He is loaded down and has all of the carry-on things, her purse included.
 
   “Mom, he won’t even let me carry a friggin’ coffee cup…can you believe him? So, Ash, where do we need to go to get Bradley?”
 
   “Huh?” I ask.
 
   “Well, Olivia, that’s another little surprise we have. Bradley’s plane will be here in about an hour and a half, so I thought we’d grab a bite to eat somewhere in the airport and then we’ll mosey over and meet him.”
 
   All of these surprises are a bit much to take in. I have so many things to be thankful for.
 
   Lainey hugs me and says, “Mom, so I hear Dalton is already here. Pretty slick, he and Ash are, huh?”
 
   “Oh, my God! You have no idea how surprised I was when I answered the door this morning! He’s catching up on his sleep at the house after that dreadfully long flight. We’ll let him sleep until later in the afternoon.”
 
   We have a wonderful brunch at the airport; then, finally, Bradley’s flight is called. I’m pacing back and forth like an expectant father. I see him coming down the escalator and I run really fast to hug him. He runs over to me and, just like Dalton did, lifts me up and gives me the second best son hug I could ask for!
 
   “So, all of your kids are here,” he says. “You happy, Mom?”
 
   “Bradley, you couldn’t get me off of cloud nine right now if you tried! This is unbelievable. I’m just speechless!”
 
   “Well, that’s a first, Mom!” We take Bradley to get his rental car, which he’s decided to keep since they will need the extra vehicle. I tell Lainey that my Lexus arrived, so they are welcome to use that as well. I tell her that our things are all in storage, and we decide to take a day next week to go to the storage unit and have a look around. I haven’t been there since they delivered everything. Ash offered to go with me, but I just couldn’t face going through things and facing those memories. It’s funny how I’ve made do with the few things I have from my old life. Mainly my clothes. All the furniture, dishes, pictures and other material things seem so inconsequential now. 
 
   I would like to go and get the pictures. Lainey said she would love to have a picture day, and go through them. She promised to help me organize them, as I was never one to keep them organized by date or event. I found that it was all I could do to just put the envelopes in a box. Lainey, quite the organizer, promises me she will do just that.
 
   Ash stands against the wall in the airport just looking sexy as hell, watching me with the kids. He’s smiling his ever-so-beautiful smile.
 
   “You guys all go over there and let me take a picture!”
 
   We all line up and he takes a picture of us with his phone. I’m beaming! Some random stranger walks by and tells Ash to get in the picture and that he’ll take one of us all. He hesitates at first, but the kids encourage him. “Ash, get your butt over here and let’s take a family picture with mom and her boyfriend!” Lainey chides. I remind Lainey not to post this on her social network. “You can’t be posting things like this until after the divorce sweetie.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, you’re probably right, Mom, totally forgot about that. Speaking of the divorce, have you talked to Dad?”
 
   “Well, as a matter of fact, we ran into him with Kelly, his girlfriend, at dinner the other night.”
 
   “No! Really?”
 
   “Yes, really! It was so awkward. Kelly said it was cool meeting. Ash and I…!” I dissolve in giggles.
 
   “Cool?”
 
   “Yes, that’s exactly what she said. I swear!”
 
   “She said that we should all meet for dinner one night when y’all get in for the holidays.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think so, Mom.”
 
   “That’s what we were thinking. Ash told them that they should call you guys and arrange to take you to dinner with just the two of them.”
 
   Bradley growls, “OH, hell no! I have no desire to see him or his whore.”
 
   “Bradley, please, don’t talk like that.”
 
   “Well, she is a whore, don’t y’all think so?”
 
   Dalton shrugs his shoulders nods in agreement.
 
   “Well, just think about it. It’s up to you, and I won’t be mad if you decide to meet them. Whatever you want to do is fine with me. Just promise me you won’t be rude to your father if he calls.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever!” Bradley says.
 
   I have a feeling that when Alan does call, he’ll get an ear full from Bradley. He’s the most verbal of my kids and is always first to express his opinion. I can’t worry about that though. I’ve asked the kids to be nice, but I can’t control their feelings, nor do I want to.
 
   In the late afternoon, after we get back to the house and drop off the luggage, we wrangle everyone together and head to the city for our Christkindlmarket evening. Ash has the driver, Rocco, come pick us up at the condo. He is promptly on time and arrives in a beautiful black limousine. He’s got a bottle of champagne for us, and some sparkling non-alcoholic bubbly for Lainey. We are dropped off in style.
 
   The Christkindlmarket is far beyond my expectations. We see vendors selling everything from ornaments to beer steins. It is incredible! They guys find a spot to grab a beer and do whatever it is guys do, and encourage Lainey and me to go do what we do best, of course which is shopping…
 
   And shop, we do!
 
   Ash tells us to meet them back at a certain stand in two hours. “We’re going on a Chicago Architecture Foundation boat tour. It lasts about an hour and a half. After that, we have dinner reservations.”
 
   The boat tour is fabulous. We go up to the top deck, and while it’s cold and windy, it is an incredible tour! The docent knows Ash, and makes sure we’re well taken care of and receive the Cadillac tour. Lainey, of course, is impressed with all the architectural wonders in the old Chicago buildings.
 
   “Tomorrow, you and I will come back and do the CAF tour and some more shopping. You up for that?”
 
   “Oh, Mom! Of course! I can’t wait!”
 
   Ash has reservations for dinner at the famous Charlie Trotter’s. He’s had the boys bring sports jackets and leave them in the limo to wear at dinner. This restaurant is fabulous and world famous! In Ash Harper-style, he’s reserved the whole north dining room for us, which is private and exquisite! The owner and staff, of course, know him well, and we’re treated like royalty.
 
   “Good evening, Mr. Harper! Great to see you again! Your room is ready…if you’ll just follow me.” The Maître D’ leads us into the private room. We walk past the crowd of customers who curiously stare as we walk by. I’m getting used to this royalty treatment thing. Ash is so in control of everything. It’s so nice to let someone else take care of the details. He has impeccable taste and everywhere we go, he commands respect. People love him and go out of their way to please him. My kids are duly impressed and Ash is the consummate host!
 
   “Liv,” he murmurs as we’re seated, “I hope you don’t mind that I’ve invited Tommy, Emily, and the guys. I know this was supposed to be a night for you and your kids, but just thought it would be nice if everyone was here.”
 
   “Oh Ash, no, of course I don’t mind!”
 
   Shortly after, Tommy and Emily arrive. They are brought into our private area and they look absolutely adorable! I stand and introduce Emily.
 
   “Lainey, Bradley, Dalton, Kellan, I want you to meet Emily. She and Tommy are dating.”
 
   “And, your Mom hooked us up,” Tommy smiles and says.
 
   Emily and Tommy both give Ash and me hugs. I’m elated that they’re here.
 
   “Olivia, I hope you don’t mind if we intrude and hang out with you guys tonight.”
 
   “Tommy, you’re family, for heaven’s sake! This is an awesome surprise. I’m so glad ya’ll are here! God knows, I’ve had my share of surprises today!”
 
   “Yeah, Dad said he and your kids had a few up their sleeves.”
 
   Tommy goes around the table talking to the boys and Lainey, catching up. Emily is right behind him, and he’s very attentive to her. It’s so nice to see they all get along and care about each other. Emily sits by Lainey and they strike up a conversation immediately. A few minutes later, the guys show up. I’m totally blown away, because they’re all wearing nice sports coats. Nice jeans, too! Todd comes up to me and gives me a hug.
 
   “Damn!” I say, “You clean up well!”
 
   “You think so, Olivia?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that!”
 
   “Olivia, you are too damn funny! And just to let you know, we don’t dress like this for just anyone. Matter of fact, I can’t remember the last time I wore a fuckin’ sports coat!”
 
   “Todd, I am truly honored!”
 
   The guys all give Emily hugs, and I can tell they are glad she came. Ash has ordered nothing short of the finest wine for us, and a non-alcoholic for Lainey. The sommelier opens and pours our wine. He does the same for Lainey’s. The first taste goes to Ash and he nods his acceptance of the selection. He pours Lainey’s and she signals her acceptance.
 
   Ash stands and raises his glass. “I would like to propose a toast to us all. First of all, thank you all for coming tonight. It means so much! We are all so very blessed to have such a wonderful family that includes each and every one of you. I’m also happy and honored to have this most amazingly wonderful woman sitting next to me in my life, and I just want you all to know that I love her with all my heart. We were brought together in an unconventional way… a way that, unfortunately, has torn apart a family. I’m so sorry for the way this came about. We both had no control over this, but we were thrown together, and I am so thankful that we found each other. I think you all may know by now that we are an ‘item’ If not, then here’s your notice. We are an item! I love Olivia, and I can only hope she loves me half as much as I love her!”
 
   Todd gets up and raises his glass. “Mr. H., I F-ing knew it! You have impeccable choice in women, and I couldn’t have picked a better one for you!”
 
   “Hear hear!” Tommy says. He stands with his glass raised. “Dad, man! You don’t know how long I’ve wanted for you to find someone to make you happy, and I agree with Bert…ummm I mean Todd…sorry, Olivia! Seriously, though, I haven’t seen my dad this happy in a long time. Olivia, you are without a doubt the kindest, most beautiful, most thoughtful lady, and we all love you so much. You share the love of music with Dad, and I think that is so cool! I hope you know that we’ve formally adopted you as our mom. Bradley, Dalton, Lainey, and Kellan, we hope you don’t mind!”
 
   Bradley and Dalton get up to toast. “Tommy, guys, we don’t mind at all! We think she’s pretty damn special, too! Mom, Ash, we want you to know that as much as you think you were hiding your feelings, we did see you kiss her at Thanksgiving. So, consider yourself busted!” They all laugh. Ash and I just shake our heads.
 
   They continue. “We, along with Lainey and Kel, agree that we haven’t seen Mom this happy in a long time, either. Just wanted you both to know that we give your our approval to continue being ‘an item’”
 
   Brian, Steve, Brady, and Todd get up. They all have their arms around each other. Brady speaks for them.
 
   “Ash, Olivia, what everyone has said is pretty much exactly how we feel. Olivia, you are by far the coolest chic ever, and we give you our total approval, which I hope you know means a lot. We don’t approve of just anyone, matter of fact…we’re pretty damn picky! Mr. H., we hope you know that you are one lucky dude. You’re our adopted dad and we just want you to know that we also support you coming out to us!”
 
   We all laugh some more. Then Lainey and Kellan get up.
 
   “Mom, Bradley and Dalton pretty much summed up our feelings. We loved Ash from the moment we met him. Never in a million years did we expect to happen what did, but if there was any man we would want for you, Ash totally fits the bill!”
 
   Lainey has tears in her eyes and I am tearing up as well. Lainey says, “Hey! I’m pregnant…I’m hormonal, okay?” Kellan hugs her and kisses her tenderly. “Mom, Lainey said exactly what I feel. I’m not gonna cry, though. I’m not pregnant and I’m not hormonal, but I do second the emotion that everyone feels. We love you, Mom!”
 
   “Okay, Olivia, your turn!” Todd says. He comes over to my chair, pulls it out, waving for me to stand. “Come on, say something!”
 
   I stand up, feeling kind of apprehensive, but everyone expects me to speak.
 
   “Ah Hmmmm! Okay, here goes…these past few months, well, to say the least, they have been something of an awakening to me. I agree with Lainey, that never in a million years would I have expected the chips to fall as they have. But I can tell you, sincerely, that I believe I have found my soul mate, and a wonderful extended family. I am so blessed and honored that you all have voiced your support. It means more than you know. I love you all so much, and I love this man with all my heart. At the risk of sounding corny, I’ll tell you that he takes my breath away and completes me.”
 
   I am brought to tears and Ash gets up to hug me. “You see what a wonderful woman she is? God! I love her so damn much!”
 
   Tommy and Emily get up and raise their glasses again. “To Dad, Olivia and all of us!”
 
   Emily comes over to me and gives me a hug. “Olivia, if I can ever possibly have half as much of this with Tommy, I would give my life for it!”
 
   “Emily, you will, trust me. These Harper men are absolutely the best!”
 
   “Well, thanks for all you’ve done. I just want you to know that we are working on things. I’m trying to get past my hang-ups and hope to hell we’ll make it.”
 
   “Emily, I have faith. You will!”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Ash has ordered for us all. We don’t have to look at a menu, because he’s taken care of everything. We have the most amazing meal. Dinner is brought in courses, and there are several waiters taking care of us. Alan was never one to take charge at dinner, so this is all new to me. It’s so nice to have a man who knows his wine and fine dining. I wish I could freeze this moment in time.
 
   Realizing that I need to get Ash a Christmas gift, I pull Tommy over privately and pick his brain. “Tommy, does your dad have a twelve-string guitar?”
 
   “No, he doesn’t, why?”
 
   “Well, that’s what I think I’d like to get him for Christmas.”
 
   “Really? That’s so cool! He’ll love that! What gave you the idea?”
 
   “Well, to begin with, he’s very hard to buy for. I mean, what do you get a man who has everything?”
 
   “Yeah, he kinda does have everything and is one to just go buy what he wants. I haven’t gotten him anything yet either. I was kinda thinking of getting him a gift certificate at the golf store. He loves to play golf and said he wanted a new set of clubs. Do you play, Olivia?”
 
   “No, I don’t. I’d love to learn though. Listen; do you think you could go with me to pick out the guitar? I figure you would know a good guitar store and can help me pick out the best twelve-string.”
 
   “Damn straight! I’d love to go with you, and I know the perfect place. When do you want to go?”
 
   “Well, I’m open, so whenever you can go, I’d love it! You don’t mind?”
 
   “Of course not! That’s an awesome idea and I promise, he’ll love it!”
 
   We agree to meet up one day next week.
 
   “I totally can’t believe you’re doing that. He’s gonna be so stoked!”
 
   “Well, I certainly hope so! Like I said, he’s hard to buy for, but I thought that would be something he may like.”
 
   “Oh, you have no idea! Best gift ever!”
 
   I am so happy that Tommy likes my idea, and can’t wait to go shopping with him. After dinner, our limo takes us back to the condo. We are all literally stuffed after a wonderful dinner, and I make coffee for us all, as we stay up talking until really late. The guys are off tonight, so they come back to the condo as well. We talk about Christmas. Brian says that his sister is coming in from New Orleans to spend the holidays with him. I tell the kids that I would like to go to midnight mass on Christmas Eve. They seem to like the idea.
 
   “So, Lainey, think you can stay up for midnight mass?” Todd asks.
 
   “I’m down, how about you?”
 
   “You know, I‘ll probably pass. I don’t think I’m mass material and besides, I’d probably get my ass kicked out! Hell, it was all I could do to sit through Mass at Grammy’s funeral.”
 
   “Well, I’d really like it if you would at least think about it.”
 
   “Tell ya what, I’ll think about it, and that’s about all I can promise.”
 
   “Good enough!”
 
   The kids head out to go listen to music at a club close by. That leaves Ash and I alone.
 
   “So, good night huh?”
 
   “Oh, Ash! It was wonderful! You totally outdid yourself!”
 
   “And, we came out, didn’t we? I think everyone is okay with us, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I can honestly say that I feel totally good about it. I was worried, for some reason. You know how I am…“
 
   “Yes, I know how you over-think things, Liv!”
 
   “Now we just need to hope Wesley and Hayden will feel the same. Do you think they know?”
 
   “No, honey, I honestly can say that I haven’t discussed us with them yet. The opportunity never presented itself, but I don’t see why they wouldn’t be happy and support us.”
 
   “When are they coming in?”
 
   “Well, I am thinking they will be in the day before Christmas Eve.”
 
   I wonder what they are like. I know there is some dissention between them and Tommy, so I just hope it doesn’t carry over and affect the holidays. Hopefully, one day Ash will let me know exactly what happened between these brothers.
 
   “So, tell me about them. What are they like?”
 
   “Well, they are more like Anne. Reserved, military type. They have dark blonde hair and both are blue eyed. Hayden is taller, with a thinner build than Wesley. Quite different from Tommy, personality wise. Tommy is the teddy bear of the three. As I told you, Wesley and Hayden are fraternal twins, so while you can tell they are brothers, they aren’t identical. Good-looking boys, though. You’ll like them.”
 
   “I’m sure I will. I just hope they like me.”
 
   “Oh, without a doubt they will. After all, what’s not to like about you?”
 
   “Ash, you’re just partial.”
 
   “Damn right I am!”
 
   I’m lying in Ash’s lap on the couch and he’s tenderly rubbing my arm. The couch faces the terrace and the view of the city and all the lights is amazing.
 
   “It’s nice that our kids all get along—I mean the guys too. It’s funny how they all just immediately hit it off.” I say.
 
   “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing tonight at dinner. It’s like they’ve known each other forever. I think Todd and the guys had fun, tonight. When I told them I was taking everyone to dinner and that they had to wear a sports coat, I wasn’t sure if they would want to come. I’ve never taken them all to eat at a place like we were tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, I was surprised too. They all looked so nice! I know that’s not how they usually dress, but it was nice.”
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Not to change the subject, but can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course, Ash!”
 
   “Do you go to a doctor for regular checkups?”
 
   I laugh. “Why on earth would you ask that?”
 
   “Well, first of all, it’s not funny. I just wondered. Do you have regular female exams?”
 
   I realize he’s probably asking that because of Anne. Ellen told me her cancer was breast cancer, so I suspect this is a sensitive issue with him.
 
   “Well, I haven’t had a regular checkup or pap smear in probably two years.”
 
   “And a mammogram? Has it been that long since you had one of those, too?”
 
   “Yes, at least that long. Why all the questions?”
 
   “Well, I just think you should find a doctor here and schedule an appointment. Look, I don’t want to sound like I’m trying to be controlling or anything. I respect your independence, and please don’t take this the wrong way, hon. I just, well…I just…. Arghhhhh…how do I say this without it coming out the wrong way?”
 
   “Ash, are you trying to say that you just want me to take care of myself because of what happened to Anne?”
 
   “Honey, that’s exactly what I’m trying to say. Look, please don’t take this the wrong way. Anne wasn’t one to have regular checkups, either, and it totally took the wind out of me when she told me about her cancer. It’s something you never expect, and I would just die if something happened to you. I’ve finally found the woman I’ve been searching for my whole life, my soul mate, and I don’t think I could make it if, God forbid, something happened to you. We’ve never talked about our health. I have no idea if you even take any medications. We’re at a point in our relationship where we need to share that with each other, and know each other’s medical history.”
 
   “Well, I’ve not thought about it, but you’re absolutely right. I do think we need to know these things about each other.” I think to myself that he is thinking long term about our relationship. He’s so damn level headed. “So,” I ask, “how about you, Mr. Harper?”
 
   “I get my annual physical without fail, and no, I’m not on any medications, thank God. I take vitamins religiously, and try to work out as often as I can. There is heart disease on my side of the family, so I have regular checkups.”
 
   “Well, I have no idea about my current health insurance. I would think Alan still has me on his policy. I just haven’t given it much thought, to tell you the truth. I’m hardly ever sick, so to be honest, it hasn’t been something I think about.”
 
   “Olivia, I seriously think you need to call Abby and have her make sure. If you’re not on Alan’s policy, then we need to get you a policy. Just because you feel good and are so young at heart, you still need to take care of yourself. Please, promise me you’ll do that?” He rubs my face and kisses me lightly on the forehead. “You’re not mad at me for bringing this up, are you?”
 
   “Ash, I’m not mad at all. You always are in control, in a good way I mean, and I’ll be the first to admit that I’m the consummate procrastinator. I just don’t take my health seriously. I guess I think that if I’m not sick, things are okay. It comes with our age and the way we were brought up, I guess. You know—the old adage that you don’t go to the doctor unless you’re sick. But you’re right, and I promise, I’ll find a doctor and schedule a checkup and full physical. I do need to get my thyroid prescription refilled anyway, so it’s a perfect time.”
 
   “ So you take thyroid medication?”
 
   “Yes, that’s the only medication I take.”
 
   “And you’ll schedule your Pap smear and mammogram?”
 
   “Yes, I promise. One of the many things I love about you is your absolute level-headed approach to things. I’ll ask Sarah for the name of her OB GYN and will make an appointment.”
 
   “You also need to find a general practitioner and to schedule a physical so they can do a thorough exam and testing. Okay? I can give you the name of mine if you want.”
 
   “Okay. Swear! You have my word! God, I love you so much!”
 
   “Oh, honey! You have no idea how much better that makes me feel. I’ve wanted to talk to you about this for so long, but was afraid you’d take it all wrong and I didn’t want to upset you. You’ve got enough on your plate without aggravation from me. I only want the best for you, and your health is so important to me. You not only owe it to yourself, but to your kids and the grandbaby that will be here very soon. If not for me, do it for them.”
 
   He gets tears in his eyes. I’ve never seen him like this and don’t know how to react except to hold him.
 
   “Look Liv, God willing, we have a lot of years left. I want them to be happy and healthy!”
 
   Deep down inside, I feel so lucky. Alan and I never talked about medical issues between us. We only discussed medical visits and illnesses concerning the kids. I doubt he even knew about the meds I was on, nor did he probably care. He never once asked if I got my pap tests or mammograms, and I never told him when I went. I tried once, and he just dismissed it as not important. We just didn’t have that type of relationship, and I thought that was the way it was supposed to be.
 
   It’s really different having a man with a caring disposition. Having Ash care about my health and his is another first, and another awakening for me. As hard as it is for me to face, we are at a point in our lives where staying healthy and having regular checkups matters. I feel young, much younger than my years, and I consider myself to look young, but the fact is, I am looking at sixty, and really do need to take care of my body. Ash is 100 percent right. But, on the other hand, do I really want to know? Is it better to be preventative and proactive, or to just wait until the worst happens? I’m glad though, that Ash thinks enough of me to insist I take care of myself.
 
   As much as I don’t want to look age in the face, it is happening. I shy away from the fact that it is just that. God! I don’t want to think about my mortality. I still feel like I’m a thirty-year-old woman, and these past few months have brought out feelings I’ve suppressed for way too many years. Somehow, I feel cheated that I’ve missed so much.
 
   Can I make up for lost time? Ash certainly has made me feel more secure about myself, and I just hope that the years I have left can recapture those lost times. I’ve never in my life felt better about myself, I’m beginning to come into my time, and I just pray to God that he will give me this time to enjoy the years I have left. That I can spend these years left with this wonderful man! I make a promise to myself that I will take care of myself, for me, for my family, and for Ash. I think that he and I do have a future, and I will do everything possible to make sure I hold up my end of the bargain!
 
   Sadly, our weekend has come to an end, and I have to get back to work. Lainey and the boys keep themselves occupied by doing Christmas shopping and touristy things. Ash has given them suggestions of fun things to do. Emily and I sneak out and are able to grab some lunch together, which hasn’t happened most of the holiday season, due to the workload at the shop.
 
   “So, Miss Emily, how are things going with the two of you?”
 
   “Very well, Olivia. We are officially an item, I guess you could say.”
 
   “Social network official?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah, we are. It feels so good now that we’ve worked on things. I’ve never dated a guy like Tommy. He treats me so well, and it’s such a good feeling to have someone who truly cares about you, no matter what.”
 
   “Yes, Emily, it is, isn’t it? I’m experiencing some firsts myself. Ash is like no man I have ever been with before. Not that I’ve been with that many men! But, I feel much better now that everyone knows. It was hell having to hide our feelings, thinking the kids wouldn’t approve.”
 
   “Yeah, Tommy and I talked about you and Mr. Harper. He told me that from the first time he met you that he thought you and his dad should hook up.”
 
   “Hook up—you kids are something else. I guess dating isn’t something folks do anymore, its hook up, right?”
 
   “Ha! Yeah that’s what you do now days. Tommy said he’s taking you one night this week to look for Mr. Harper’s Christmas gift. He told me what you’re getting him and I think that’s awesome!”
 
   “Well, he’s a very hard man to buy for. He has everything, and if he doesn’t, then he’s the type to just go buy it for himself.” Our lunch break ends and when we get back to the shop, on the front counter there is a stunningly beautiful floral arrangement done in all pink. It’s got roses, tulips, daisies and lilies all in hues of pink.
 
   “Ahhemmm…Emily, someone sent you flowers!” Sarah says.
 
   “Really?” Her face lights up. She opens the card and gets teary eyed.
 
   “So, read the card to us!”
 
   She collects herself, and reads, “Exactly one month ago, I was introduced to the most beautiful and amazing girl. I just wanted her to know how much she means to me! Dinner tonight? T”
 
    “Okay,” Sarah says, “what is it with these Harper men? I’m really missing out here; you’re killing me, you two! And you do know that these flowers signify romance don’t you? So, are you going to dinner with him Emily?”
 
   “What? Oh, of course!”
 
   “Well, you’d better call or text him. And if you’d like to get off early, just say the word. I’m in a very giving spirit today!” 
 
   I smile to myself, and once again find myself thinking of how lucky I am and how lucky Emily is to have found men like Ash and Tommy. Love has a really funny way of finding you when you least expect it. Lainey has her white knight as well, and I only hope my boys can find women who bring joy into their lives. 
 
   Tommy comes to pick me up after work on Thursday for my Christmas shopping. Ash is still in the city, so I text and let him know that Tommy and I are going to dinner.
 
   “Well, what a nice surprise! What prompted this?” he texts.
 
   “Well, Mr. Harper, your son is just as thoughtful as you! See you later…you okay on your own for dinner?”
 
   “I’ll grab something. No worries. But I’ll be hungry for dessert when you get home! ILY! A”
 
   I smile, reading his text.
 
   “So, are you texting with Dad?”
 
   “Yeah, I am.”
 
   “Hmmm, sexting are you?”
 
   “You kids are too funny! That’s what Todd asks me when I text your dad. What is it with you kids and sexting?”
 
   “Hey! I don’t do that…Todd probably does, though. Don’t want a visual on that!” 
 
   We get to the guitar store. Sam, the owner, is there to greet us.
 
   “Tommy! My man! How the hell are you?”
 
   “Great, Sam! This is Olivia, my dad’s girlfriend, and she wants to look at some twelve-strings. She’s getting dad one for Christmas, and I told her you were the best in the business. Fix her up?”
 
   “Absolutely! So, what’s your price range?”
 
   “I am looking for the best twelve-string I can find.”
 
   “Well, if you’re looking for the Rolls Royce of twelve-strings, I would hands down go with the Martin D1228. It’s got rosewood back and sides, a Sitka spruce top, and an exquisite black ebony bridge. Sound quality is second to none. Martin is by far the best. Don’t you agree Tommy?”
 
   “Damn straight, Sam!”
 
   “Well, then this is the one I would like. Do we need a case?”
 
   “Well, the case is included. Price-wise, this baby sells for around $3,200, but I can give you a musician’s discount and put you at $2,400. Is that in your price range?”
 
   “Yes! I’ll take it!”
 
   “Good choice, Olivia. Dad’s gonna die when he opens it.”
 
   “I can’t take it home. Can it go live with you until Christmas?”
 
   “Sure thing! I’ll take good care of her.”
 
   “So, it’s a she?”
 
   “Oh, hell yeah, it’s a she!”
 
   I am elated, and just hope Ash likes it. I’m actually glad Tommy’s taking it to his house, because knowing me. I wouldn’t be able to wait until Christmas to give it to Ash.
 
   I’ve taken Friday off to have a girl’s day with Lainey. We head into the City to do some shopping and to tour the Chicago Architecture Museum. She is, of course, totally taken with the place.
 
   “Oh, Mom! This is amazing! I can’t believe I’m here!”
 
   We buy some Frank Lloyd Wright scarves for ourselves and some other souvenirs for her staff. I just love our mother-daughter days, and can’t wait to have my grandchild included. Whatever it is, a he or a she, I’ll just love my Gigi time!
 
   “So, are you going to find out the sex of the baby before it’s born?”
 
   “Well, at first, we thought we would, but Kellan said it really doesn’t matter, just as long as we have a healthy baby, so we’ve decided now to just wait and see what God gives us.”
 
   “Oh, Lainey! How wonderful! That will make the waiting all the better!”
 
   “That’s kind of how we feel. I mean, it’s nice to know ahead of time for shopping and decorating the room, but I really don’t care one way or the other.”
 
   “So, any names yet?”
 
   “Well, if it’s a girl, we were thinking Katherine Olivia, and if it’s a boy, Carson David—David after Kellan’s dad and Olivia after you.”
 
   “I love them both! Did you have a hard time picking names?”
 
   “Nope! That’s the one thing we agreed on as soon as I found out I was pregnant.” 
 
   We venture out to State Street and do the window-shopping thing. Marshall Field is famous for their window decorations and today is the perfect day. Cold, not too sunny, and Christmas is definitely in the air. My phone rings. The ringtone is definitely Maroon Five and something about a tattoo stuck on my body. It startles me.
 
   “Mom! Who is that?”
 
   “I have no idea—who put that on my phone?”
 
   I look at the caller ID and it’s Todd. I start laughing as I answer. “Hello?”
 
   “Olivia, so do you like your ringtone for me?”
 
   “How did it get on my phone you nut?”
 
   “Well, you know I have a ringtone for you, so figured you had to have one for me. What’s up, girl?”
 
   “Wait…you put this on my phone? When did you do that?”
 
   “At dinner the other night. Your phone was on the table, so I fixed you up. You like?”
 
   Lainey is laughing in the background and shaking her head.
 
   “Yeah, I do. You’re pretty sneaky, Mr. Todd! You’ll have to show me how to do that!”
 
   “So, Tommy said you and Lainey are in the city today shopping. I’m downtown too—had to do some shopping. Where are you guys?”
 
   “Well, we’re on State Street right now. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m actually at Marshall Field’s. Wanna grab some lunch?”
 
   “Sure! Where and when?”
 
   “Come into Field’s. Meet me on the first floor by Santa. I’m givin’ him my list!”
 
   “You nut! We’ll be there shortly!”
 
   The three of us have lunch, and Todd fills us in on all of the band news. They’ve been asked to go on tour with one of the bigger bands in the spring, which is a phenomenal career move for them.
 
   “So who-all knows?”
 
   “Well, you and Lainey are actually the first to know. I just found out from our agent. I haven’t even told Tommy and the rest of the guys yet. You and Lainey are literally the first to know. We’ll be on the road for six months. Freakin’ awesome huh?”
 
   “Totally! I’m so happy for you.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 27
 
    
 
   The week flies by and its Saturday. Wesley and Hayden are due in today. I’ve made my roasted leg of lamb with Dijon-roasted new potatoes, salad, and my famous shallot vinaigrette. I’m really trying to impress Ash’s sons, and hope they will enjoy the meal. They finally arrive at the house in their rental car. Lainey is upstairs napping, and my boys are out by the dock having a beer. Tommy and Emily are on the way. I hear the front door open. Ash goes to meet them.
 
   “Hey guys! So glad you’re finally here!”
 
   “Dad, who are all these people?” Wesley says.
 
   “Well, it’s Olivia and her kids.”
 
   I go into the entry wiping my hands on my apron. Ash puts his arm around me. “Wesley, Hayden, this is Olivia, my ummm girlfriend.”
 
   I’m expecting maybe a hug, like Tommy did when he met me, or feel-good smiles. The twins just extend their hands. A very cold reception—just a handshake. No smiles on their faces.
 
   “Nice to meet you.” Hayden says.
 
   “Same for me.” Wesley says.
 
   This is awkward. Ash, looking a bit embarrassed, says, “Let’s get your bags in.”
 
   “I thought you said this was a family holiday.”
 
   Feeling very uneasy, I make my way back into the kitchen to finish cooking. Somehow, I feel this is not well received. My heart sinks into my stomach. I just want to find a corner and sit down and cry. At this moment, I’m glad my boys are outside and Lainey is upstairs. I feel totally humiliated, and I have a feeling the twins are not happy to see us all here.
 
   “Dad, are all these people staying here?”
 
   “Yes, they are. Is that a problem?”
 
   “Well, we just thought it was us. When did you start seeing Olivia?”
 
   “Well, it’s kind of complicated. She and her husband Alan were staying with me and they are in the process of a divorce.”
 
   “So, she’s moved in? What’s that about?”
 
   I sense tension, so I can only hope dinner will bring some comfort in their assessment of me. Ash takes the boys into the den. “Let’s get your bags in.”
 
   Wesley speaks up, and even though I’m in the kitchen, I can hear their discussion. “Look dad, I think we’ll just go stay at the condo after dinner. We weren’t expecting other people staying here, so we’ll just go.”
 
   “Wesley, Hayden, you know we have five bedrooms. There’s room for everyone. Olivia has cooked a great dinner for you, so please, just stay. Tommy and his girlfriend will be here soon as well.
 
   “He has a girlfriend? How random! Is he still playing around with music?”
 
   “Yes, he is, and I expect you to not cause any problems. Please, this is Christmas, and I want us all to have a nice holiday. Why are you acting like this?”
 
   “Whatever, Dad. You could have at least told us what was going on.”
 
   At this moment, I just want to get my kids and leave. I feel like an outsider, and I don’t want to put Ash on the spot. What do I do? My inner self tells me to calm down and just get through dinner. I have the table set and have prepared an incredible dinner, hoping to impress these two guys who obviously don’t give a damn about me. Okay. I can do this!
 
   Lainey comes down to help me in the kitchen. I quietly tell her that Ash’s sons from Seattle have arrived, and that I seriously don’t think they are on board with the Petersen-Harper family thing.
 
   “Oh, Mom! I’m so sorry. Please don’t let this spoil your night. They’re probably just not used to their dad having another woman in his life.”
 
   Ash comes into the kitchen. “You okay, hon?”
 
   “Yes, I just don’t want to intrude on your time with your boys. I don’t think they are cool with the idea that their dad has a girlfriend.”
 
   “Well, to hell with them! I don’t give a damn!”
 
   “Of course you do, Ash! You should care about how they feel.  Look, after dinner, the kids and I can head over to Grammy’s and stay for a few nights.”
 
   “Liv, absolutely not! I won’t have you leaving because these two are acting like asses!”
 
   “Nonsense! Let me just get dinner on the table and we’ll talk after dinner.”
 
   I give him a kiss. I can tell he totally didn’t expect this reaction from the twins.
 
   Tommy and Emily arrive and go out to talk to my kids. Wesley and Hayden have isolated themselves in the den and are being completely anti-social. I figure it’s their loss. I wonder, deep down, why they are so cold. They just exude this sense of entitlement, like we are all beneath them. They don’t even talk to Tommy—their own brother.
 
   We all sit down to dinner. I’ve gone to extra lengths to make sure this dinner is superb. My kids and Tommy all comment how good the food is. I try to engage in conversation with Wesley and Hayden, only to have my questions answered in one-word answers. The tension is thick. You could cut it with a knife. Even Lainey can’t break through the barrier of Wesley and Hayden. If anyone can, it’s Lainey, and she can’t make a dent. Ash is markedly uncomfortable.
 
   Hayden makes a comment to Tommy. “So, you still playing around with music, or have you gotten a real job yet?”
 
   It seems like they are all about talking down to everyone. “Still playing music. Going out on tour for six months in the spring. It’s a pretty big deal, something we’ve been really working hard for.”
 
   “Yeah, right. Gotten any more artwork on your body?” Wesley asks.
 
   “Nope, no new tattoos since I last saw you. Well, thanks for the support.” 
 
   No one eats much. It’s a shame, because I’ve gone out of my friggin’ way to prepare this wonderful meal. There are no champagne toasts like we did at Thanksgiving. The only thing that’s prevalent tonight is tension… pure tension. I clear the table and force myself to bring dessert and coffee. I’ve made a crème Brule and have espresso. Lainey and Emily help me serve dessert. We all somehow get through dessert. No conversation to speak of. Everyone is on edge.
 
   After dessert, Lainey and Emily jump up to help me clear the table and go in to clean the kitchen. I’ve never known Lainey to jump up so fast to help clean up. Once we get into the kitchen, Lainey comes up to hug me.
 
   “Mom, what the hell is up with those two?”
 
   “Yeah, what’s their problem?” Emily comments.
 
   “I have no idea. I’m totally at a loss. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “So, do you think we should leave?”
 
   “Lainey, I think that would be best. Just give me a minute, honey.” I get my phone and go into the laundry room to call Todd. He answers on the first ring.
 
   “Hey there, my Amigo! Whas’ up?”
 
   “Todd, where are you?”
 
   “I’m at my place. Why?”
 
   “Well, Wesley and Hayden got in tonight, and I really think the kids and I need to let Ash and the boys have some family time. It’s kinda complicated. Is it okay if we head over to Grammy’s for a few nights?”
 
   “Oh, so the dickheads are in town?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   “Of course you can go to Grammy’s! When are you guys headed over?”
 
   “Well, I have to clean up the kitchen and let the kids get some things packed, and then we’ll head over. I’d say we’ll be there in forty-five minutes. Is that okay?”
 
   “Of course! I’ll head over now, open up and get the heat turned on. You can fill me in when you get there. Those fuckin’guys are a piece of work, aren’t they?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   “Well, you and your ‘something like that’ happy ass can head on over to Grammy’s! We’ll talk. I’m out and over there. No problem, Olivia!”
 
   “Thanks, Todd. You’re the best!”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I’ve been told.”
 
   That makes me feel so much better. I discreetly tell Lainey to let the boys know that we’re headed out soon, and to pack a bag.
 
   Ash comes into the kitchen. “Everything okay, hon?”
 
   “Ash, everything is fine. Look, the kids and I are going over to Grammy’s to spend the night. I think you need a night alone with just your boys, and we don’t want to intrude on a family night.”
 
   “Bullshit! I don’t need a family night. You and your kids are my family. Please don’t do this, don’t leave!”
 
   “Ash, really, it’s not a problem. I’ve got the kitchen all cleaned up. There’s coffee made. Lainey and the boys have their bags packed and I think it will be best if we just go to Grammy’s for the night. Please, don’t take this the wrong way. I’m not trying to be difficult; I just think you need your time with the boys. Honestly, I’m not mad or upset.”
 
   “I goddamn can’t believe they are acting like this. You prepared a wonderful meal and they’re acting like spoiled brats!”
 
   “Ash, please, just go be with your boys and we’ll just sneak out the back door. Emily can go with us and Tommy can come get her later.”
 
   Sensing that he isn’t going to change my mind, he takes me into his arms. “Liv, you do know that I love you more than life, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Ash of course I do! We’ll talk later.”
 
   The kids, Emily and I head over to Grammy’s in our two cars. When we get there, Todd is already there and has the heat on and all the lights on. He’s made a nice fire in the fireplace and has a bottle of wine opened for me. He opens the door for us bows, and waves us in.
 
   “Welcome to Casa O’Malley!”
 
   My kids all laugh. They seem to be okay with all of this. Dalton, sensing this is really bothering me says, “Look mom, Ash probably didn’t tell those two about you guys, so cut them some slack. It’s new to them. They were caught off-guard. Just chill, okay?”
 
   I get a text from Ash after about an hour. “Did you make it okay?”
 
   I text back, “Yep. Everything’s good. Kids are out back talking and having a good time.”
 
   “I’m headed over soon.”
 
   I immediately text back, “Not necessary, really. Please, don’t come. Just enjoy your son time! It’s the holidays, for God’s sake! We’re fine! ILY!”
 
   “No, coming over. WE NEED TO TALK! Be there in an hour. Make a pot of coffee!”
 
   We need to talk in all caps in a text does not resonate too well, and I immediately think the worst. He’s talked to the boys. They definitely don’t like me. Blood is thicker than water and I fear that he’s going to tell me that this isn’t going to work between us. I immediately start to hyperventilate and cry. Todd comes in the kitchen to get a beer and sees me having a meltdown. “Olivia, Holy Crap! What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
 
   “No, I’m not okay! And I don’t want to talk about it. Do you have any cigarettes?”
 
   “Yeah, I do, but you can’t even catch your breath and you definitely don’t need one right now. Here, just calm down, deep breath. Now, just please tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “Not in a talking mood just now and, if you won’t give me a cigarette, I’m going up to my room. Will you just tell the kids that I have a headache and am going to bed?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Please, Todd, just cover for me! I can’t face them right now. Honestly, right now I feel like Cinderella. Its midnight and I have to go back to being me. Ash texted me that he’s on his way over and that we need to talk and I have a feeling he’s coming over to tell me that this isn’t going to work out…that his kids mean more to him than us.”
 
   “That’s fucking bullshit, Olivia, and you know it! So what, are you gonna do, just fucking give up? You just immediately jump to conclusions? Is that what you’re made of? Because the Olivia I know isn’t like that! Look, those two dickheads that are his sons are just like their fucking bitch of a mother! They aren’t shit! I know Tommy doesn’t feel like they do and I would think that he’s about three minutes away from being here too. Come on! Have some balls! Come here. I think you need a big Todd hug.” He takes me into his arms and I cry like a baby. “Olivia, come on, man, please don’t cry. It’s gonna be okay. I promise!”
 
   “Oh, Todd, I just can’t face another family being torn apart. This just isn’t worth it!”
 
   “It fucking is worth it, don’t you see? Mr. H. is fucking head over heels in love with you…he said it the other night. You heard it. I heard it, he is! Come on, babe. Get it together!” He gently wipes the tears from my face.
 
   “Can you just let me have some time alone? I just want to get into my pajamas and go to bed…try to forget tonight ever happened.”
 
   He lifts my chin up. “Okay, here’s the deal…I’ll let you go to bed. I’ll tell your kids that you have a headache, but this isn’t over! Look, you’re one of the most awesome ladies I know and I don’t mean to sound girly, but I goddamn love you, Olivia! Mr. H. loves you, we all do! So go to bed, I’ll run defense for you and I’ll have coffee ready in the morning. I’ll come back over early. Nighty-night! Okay?”
 
   “Thanks, Todd. Love you too!”
 
   He pats my head and gives me a hug. “Go on. Go to bed.”
 
   I can’t wait to get into bed and curl up in the ever-comforting fetal position to cry myself to sleep. Just as I feel myself dozing off, there is a knock on my bedroom door.
 
   “Liv? Honey, are you asleep?”
 
   I cringe. I don’t answer. I can’t answer. I just don’t want to hear what he has to say. My heart is beating really fast. My inner self is telling me, Cinderella, it’s midnight and the ball has ended.
 
   “Liv, I’m coming in…”
 
   I shut my eyes really tight hoping he’ll go away. He doesn’t. He comes into my room and sits down on the bed. “Hey there!”
 
   I pretend to be asleep.
 
   “Liv, I know you’re not sleeping, please, we need to talk.”
 
   I’m lying on my side with my back to him. “Ash, I know that. I know what you’ve come to say, and I understand. Blood is thicker than water. Family is family. Thanks for all you’ve done for me, how you’ve made me feel and have taught me to love. I’ll cherish that always, and I have no ill feelings toward you. I just really need to be by myself now. I’ll get over this, don’t worry. You’ve taught me to be strong. I’ve got my kids and that’s pretty much what I need right now.”
 
   He touches my arm. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Well, you said we needed to talk. I’m a big girl, I can deal with this.” I say.
 
   “Oh, dear God, honey! You thought I was coming over to end us?”
 
   “Yes,” I say.
 
   He laughs. “That couldn’t be farther from the truth! How many times have I told you that I love you and you’re my everything? Come on, how many?”
 
   “Lots,” I answer.
 
   “Yes. Lots of times, and lots more to come, Liv.” He takes my face in his hands and wipes my tears. “Did you make coffee?”
 
   “Yes. Why?”
 
   “I’m going downstairs to get us a cup and I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t move.”
 
   He kisses me, and is back soon with coffee. He turns on the light and we sit on the bed facing each other. He takes my hands.
 
   “Liv, okay…what I’m about to tell you is something that no one else knows besides me. The only other person who knows is in her grave and I swore that I would take this secret to my grave as well. But I just can’t keep this from you. It will explain things, trust me.”
 
   I can’t imagine what deep dark secret he would be keeping and once again, my thoughts go to the worst.
 
   “Okay. Here goes. And just promise me one thing…you won’t think any less of me after you’ve heard the story.”
 
   “Ash, I love you unconditionally, you know that.”
 
   He smiles and begins the reveal. “Well, shortly after Anne started working for the firm she was with in Atlanta, her hours were unbearable. She was working so much in hopes she could make partner sooner than most. She was a woman working in a man’s world. We leased a condo downtown close to her office in addition to the house we had in the suburbs. Kinda the same setup we have here with the condo.
 
   “Many nights, she worked so late that she ended up just staying at the condo. Eventually, she almost always stayed there during the week, just coming home on weekends. We had no kids, so it wasn’t a big deal. I was out of town a lot with my job, so it just worked for us. I had no reason not to trust her, nor did she have any reason to not trust me. We saw each other on weekends. Life was good. Anne got pregnant and we were beyond happy. And when we found out she was having twins; we were all the more blessed. She continued to work grueling hours throughout her pregnancy, and she didn’t take care of herself very well. The last two months she was confined to bed and it was just awful on her. She went into labor at thirty-three weeks, and I’ll tell you, those boys were sure tiny.
 
   ”Hayden had to get blood due to a congenital condition he was born with. I was the first to volunteer to give blood for him. It was then that I received the shock of my life. News that no father wants to hear. I was told there was no way I was the biological father of these boys.” His voice cracks and he takes a deep breath.
 
   “Oh, dear God!” I say.
 
   “I knew I had to confront Anne and find out the truth. She told me that she had an affair with one of the senior partners who owned a unit in the building where our condo was. He was much older, and things just sort of progressed from working late, to working late and dinner, to working late, dinner, and sleeping with each other.”
 
   “Ash, my God, I’m so sorry. You don’t have to do this, really.”
 
   “Please, hon let me finish. I need to get this out. It’s got to be told.” He has tears in his eyes and I can tell this is very hard for him to talk about. “It’s been an albatross around my neck for thirty years, and it’s goddamn killing me.”
 
   My thumb softly rubs the top of his hand, and he continues. 
 
   “So, when Anne came clean with the story, she said that shortly after she found out she was pregnant, they ended the affair. The guy never knew she was pregnant by him, and she never pursued it. I never met nor asked who it was. I didn’t want to know. It hurt so badly. I was devastated. I think deep down inside, she knew they were his babies, because we hadn’t had sex almost that whole month. I had been gone almost all month flying, so we hardly even spent a night together the whole month.
 
   “I never once doubted I was the father until that day at the hospital. So I had to make a decision. Accept them as my own, or end my marriage and tear apart three families. In addition, it could have been devastating for her career. I chose to accept them. Anne and I swore secrecy, and we never once talked about it after that day. I was never the same after that day. I tried to hide my disgust and disappointment from Anne, but she always knew I felt it. It hurt so damn bad, Olivia. I tried hard to just get over it, but you know that’s easier said than done. Anyway, that’s my story. I guess you can tell they’re not anything like Tommy in looks or demeanor. They’re very much like Anne, in fact. Not overly affectionate, very driven and possessive. Classic type-A personalities. And, you’re probably wondering if I love them and accept them. To tell you the truth, I’ve raised them and given them everything they needed from a father, including love. Do I love them like I do Tommy? No, I don’t. I can’t love them the same way.”
 
   He breaks down and is crying hard. Seeing this strong, confident man reduced to tears is breaking my heart. I have no idea what to say, so I just listen.
 
   “When Anne got pregnant with Tommy, I knew he was mine. From the day he was born, we had this connection. I can’t describe it, but he is from me. Tommy is my flesh and blood, and it’s a totally different relationship. We’ve always been close, and have had this unbreakable bond. Anne, I think, sensed this, and she always had this soft spot for the twins. She didn’t resent Tommy by any means, but she always felt she had to do more for the twins because of the situation. I don’t expect you to understand—hell, I don’t understand it sometimes. And seeing how they reacted to you just tore my heart in two. Never in a million years did I think they would react like that. It was totally uncalled for, and for that, I’m sorry. All I can do is tell you that I’m in love with you and you’re my world. I can only hope that sharing this with you will explain things and won’t drive you away. Honestly, I debated not telling you, but I just couldn’t keep it inside. Especially after what happened. So, you’re not going to bail on me, are you?”
 
   “Ash, I thought you were going to bail on me. I’m not going anywhere. You have my word and my love. I can’t even imagine having to carry a secret like that for so long. But, while I’m not going to bail, I’ll admit, I was totally humiliated at the way the twins treated us. What you’ve told me tonight makes me understand somewhat. I understand that they were caught off-guard, but…”
 
   “But it wasn’t right, Olivia, you’re 100 percent correct. What can I do to make this better?”
 
   “Ash, I have absolutely no idea what to do. Look, they obviously aren’t on board with you and I being together. I definitely don’t think you should push us on them. Let’s just let them have time to digest this whole situation. They’re certainly entitled to their opinions. Look, they loved their mom. They miss her, and they aren’t ready for Dad to have someone else in his life just yet. God knows, I don’t know how I’d feel if I was in their situation. I guess I just thought you’d told them about us.
 
   “And for that, I’m sorry Olivia. The right opportunity just didn’t present itself. It’s different with them than it is with Tommy. Tommy was totally on board before I even told him. You see how he is, you see how they are. Night and day. But you do know I love you, and that I’m not going anywhere, right?”
 
   “Yes, now I understand.”
 
   “Well you’d better, because I’m not going anywhere unless you’re with me, Olivia!”
 
   He stays with me until I fall asleep, and then goes back to his house.
 
   The next morning, I head over to Ash’s house to finish some Christmas wrapping. I see that Ash’s car is gone, so just let myself in. As I head into the kitchen, I hear voices. The twins are in the kitchen having coffee.
 
   “I just came by to do some gift wrapping. Gonna get a roll of tape out of the drawer here and I’ll leave you two alone.”
 
   Neither boy acknowledges me, and once again I can feel the tension. It is so damn thick that I’m going to get out my imaginary butcher knife and just cut through it. Okay. I can do this.
 
   “Look, guys, I know we got off on the wrong foot. Not knowing about your father and me before you got here was probably not a good idea. I just assumed that you both knew.
 
   “Well, we didn’t.” Hayden says very matter-of-factly. “We just weren’t prepared for this. I guess we knew Dad would find someone someday, but …just not so soon.”
 
   “Look, I totally understand, I…”
 
   Wesley gets up off the stool, points his finger at me, gets in my face and shouts at me. “No, you don’t  understand, okay? You don’t understand—you have no idea, lady!”
 
   I am stunned. This kid has just gone off on me for no reason! My face gets hot and I’m really pissed! I don’t deserve this. The best defense is a good offense, so I explode and shoot right back at them. They’re not going to get the best of me. I get in his face and I point right back at him. “Look, you little shit! I’ve had just about enough of your bratty-ass attitude. For grown educated men, you sure act like spoiled children! Un-friggin’-believable! You’re not spoiling my Christmas with your crappy, rude, disrespectful attitudes! The two of you owe your father and your brother a huge apology. Shame on you both! You act as if I’m the bad guy here, trying to come into this relationship and take the place of your mother. Let me just tell you that I would never do that. I’m not the ogre you think I am! No one in the world can ever take the place of your mother. You have a wonderful father and a brother who love you so much. Family is second to none. If you don’t have family, you don’t have a fucking thing, buddy, and the sooner you spoiled brats realize that, the happier you’ll be!”
 
   Oh, my God! That didn’t just come out of my mouth, did it? Todd is rubbing off on me, and boy would he be proud!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   

 
  

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   The twins are completely silenced by my remark—silent as the dead. I turn around, hold my head up, take a deep breath, grab my tape, and triumphantly turn to go into the den and gift-wrap. My inner self is smiling and telling me, “Well done!”
 
   After a few minutes, the boys come into the den. I casually ask. “So, where is your father?”
 
   Wesley says, “He went into town to finish his Christmas shopping. Ahhemmm…Look, time out, here. We’re sorry, and you’re right, Olivia, we did get off on the wrong foot. I’ve got an idea though….Hayden, come on.”
 
   Okay, this is weird. They go outside and close the front door. Soon after they ring the doorbell.
 
   How strange!
 
   The doorbell rings again. I think they’ve probably locked themselves out, so I get up to answer the door. When I open the door, there they both stand there smiling.
 
   “Olivia, hi! I’m Wesley Harper, Ash’s son, and this is my brother Hayden. We know nothing about you, but we’re pleased to meet you.”
 
   They both laugh and that breaks the ice. They each have stepped out of their comfort zones, and each one gives me a hug. Each one’s body tenses when we hug, so I’m thinking they aren’t big on affection; but they’ve stepped out of their boxes, and I’ll take that.
 
   “Well, how wonderful it is to meet you boys! I know you’ve got to be happy to be back at your home again…come on in. So, are you hungry? Do you want me to make you something to eat, or get you some eggnog?”
 
   “Yes to both, please!” Hayden says.
 
   “Ditto for me”
 
   After they eat, we all sit in the den. They watch me wrap.
 
   “Olivia, your tree looks really nice.” Hayden says.
 
   I tell them how Tommy and his guys came to put the lights and decorations on for me. I also tell them about Emily.
 
   “So, little brother has a girlfriend?”
 
   “Yes, I don’t know if you got to meet her the other day…she’s darling!”
 
   “Well, maybe Wesley and I can go watch the inked one and his band play one night while we’re here. You know, we’ve never heard them play?”
 
   “Well, I gotta tell you, they’re really good! You won’t be disappointed. In fact, I think you’ll be really proud of him!”
 
   I hear the front door open and Ash walks in with lots of packages. He sees us talking in the den, sets his bags down, and looks confused.
 
   “Liv, what’s going on?”
 
   I’m smiling. “I just made your boys something to eat and they’re keeping me company while I wrap gifts.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really, Dad,” Wesley says.
 
   “We’ve reintroduced ourselves and are trying to make this work.” Hayden says.
 
   “Wow! This is unprecedented!” 
 
   I finish wrapping and put the gifts under the tree. “So, you boys okay for a while? There are a few more things I need to get, so I’m venturing out on a shopping spree.”
 
   “We’re good, Olivia. We’ll help Dad wrap while you’re gone.”
 
   Ash is happy, I can tell. I know he wants us all to get along as badly as I do. I vow to myself that I will do whatever it takes to make sure we have the best Christmas ever! I head back to the mall. I’ve decided to get the twins and Tommy LV laptop bags. After all, what’s another 7 grand in the big scheme of things? I want them all to have a nice Christmas. When I get to the store, Gabrielle is working and immediately comes up to me. “So, you’re back! Something for you today?”
 
   “No, I need three more of the laptop bags please.”
 
   “Wonderful! We can definitely fix you up!”
 
   I present my credit card and hope to God it can stand the sale. I stand there, nervous as hell while my purchase is totaled and rung up. I watch as the screen displays “approved.” Thank God! I’ll worry about how to pay for this later. I collect my huge LV bags, and head back home.
 
   Tomorrow is Christmas Eve and I am anticipating a wonderful night. I call Ellen to check in about Christmas dinner.
 
   “Olivia! Merry Christmas! Everyone in yet?”
 
   “Yes, they all are.”
 
   “Wesley and Hayden as well?”
 
   “Yes, they are.”
 
   “Soooo, how did that go?”
 
   I sense that she expected exactly what happened. “Well, a bit of a rough patch at first, but I’m happy to report that we’ve worked through it.”
 
   “Wonderful! So, we’d love for you guys to come over around noon on Christmas Day. Will that work?”
 
   “Absolutely! What can we bring?”
 
   “Just yourselves, honey. I’ve got everything covered. God! I can’t wait! This is going to be the best Christmas! Melissa and Trey are in, too. It’s been ages since the kids have all been together.” 
 
   I wrap my gifts for the twins and Tommy and put them under the tree. My kids come over that night. Ash tells me that he doesn’t want me cooking, so he has reservations for us all at an Italian restaurant. Tommy and Emily are meeting us as well. Ash tells me that tomorrow, for Christmas Eve, he’s got a car coming to take us to mass and then to dinner.
 
   “Liv, I just want you not to have to be a slave to the kitchen, so you can just enjoy the family.
 
   “Ash, I can cook. I really don’t mind. It’s what I do.”
 
   “Hon, just humor me, please. It’s something I want to do. I figure we can do gifts after we get back from mass, if you don’t think it’ll be too late. There’s a 7:00 p.m. mass, so we can do that instead of midnight mass, if that’s okay with you.”
 
   “That would probably be better on our little mamma. I’m okay with whatever you think, Ash.”
 
   Christmas Eve is finally here, and I just want to freeze this day in time. All the kids are getting along. The twins seem to really like Lainey and Kellan, as well as Bradley and Dalton. I don’t know what they expected. Maybe they thought my kids were a bunch of uneducated boring people. Tommy is a bit reserved about his brothers, and isn’t sure how to react to their sudden rush of kindness and family spirit. I’m thankful Emily is here for him. He comes up to me puts his arm around me.
 
   “Olivia, I don’t know what you said to my brothers, but they’ve done an about face…what the hell happened?”
 
   “Tommy, there are some things that are better left unsaid, and I’m pleading the fifth on this one.” I wink at him and I think he gets it.
 
   We all arrive at the church and take up almost the whole pew. There’s one seat left and I put my purse in it, hoping, just hoping maybe Todd will show up. After the processional and starting of mass, I realize that he’s probably not coming. I understand, though. I’m sure he’ll meet up with us afterwards. Just then, someone taps my shoulder.
 
   “Excuse me, is this seat taken?”
 
   I turn and see Todd. “Yes, sorry, it’s saved for our friend Bert.”
 
   He smiles and whispers, “Well, then, move your ass over and let me in!” Classic Todd. “Oh, and no worries, Olivia. I did the confession thing, so I’m good to go on communion.” He pats my knee.
 
   God is indeed good! 
 
   Todd drove his mustang to church. My kids, who know nothing about it, see it in the parking lot after mass and there is a fight to see who gets to ride with him to the restaurant. “Little Mamma, you win, and you get shotgun!”
 
   Everyone else rides in the limo with us. Once we get to the restaurant, Ash has once again gotten us a private room. Great wine, superb service, wonderful food, wonderful family! Tonight, there is cause for celebration. Ash stands at the head of the table and motions for me to get up with him.
 
   “Lord knows, we’ve done our fair share of toasts lately, and frankly, I kinda like this! Tonight, though, we’re so happy that my other sons, Wesley and Hayden are here with us. This is a coming home of sorts and I’m feeling so darn lucky tonight. Our extended, blended family means so much to me, and I think Olivia shares in my happiness.” I nod my head yes. “So, let’s all raise our glasses and toast to family, good food, good drink and a very Merry Christmas!”
 
   We all raise our glasses. Dinner is wonderful. Stuffed and happy, we all head back to the house to have our Christmas. I have coffee and spirits ready when we go into the den by the tree.
 
   “Mom, so what’s this game we’re playing,” Lainey asks.
 
   “Well, at Thanksgiving, as you remember, we all did our thankful-fors. Tonight we’re gonna spice it up a bit! We’re doing naughty or nice!”
 
   The kids all laugh and their little brains are churning.
 
   “So, to kick this off properly, let’s start with Todd, and you all have to stand up while you’re saying.”
 
   Todd gets up. “Well, contrary to what you guys would think, I chose naughty, of course. It’s naughty what Ash and Olivia are probably thinking right now. They probably wish we’d all go to a club and leave them alone tonight. And naughty, because I got Lainey to ride in my Mustang. Just her and me! She’s freakin hot! Naughty Baby!”
 
   We all laugh. Next up is Wesley. At first, I didn’t think the twins would feel comfortable doing this, but he seems to be warming to it.
 
   “ Ahhemmm. Okay. Nice is what I’m going with. It’s nice that I made nice-nice with Olivia. Nice that she opened the door—she knows what I mean!—and she’s actually pretty cool!”
 
   Hayden, next, says, “I call naughty! We were pretty naughty to Olivia and I’m really sorry, but she can definitely hang, and throw some pretty damn naughty words back. Also glad she opened the door.” He laughs, and sits down again.
 
   Next are Bradley and Dalton as Bradley speaks for them both “We’re doin ours together. Nice, can you believe it? It’s nice that we’re all together. Sorry, don’t mean to sound metrosexual, but we’re really glad we’re having such a nice Christmas! Nice to have Dalton back in the old U.S. of A!”
 
   We all clap.
 
   Okay, Lainey is next. “Nice for me, too. It’s nice that I’m pregnant and can get away with so much. My husband is soooo nice and takes such good care of me!” She giggled as the two exchanged glances. “Nice to be with my extended family, nice that I got to be the one to ride in Todd’s car and y’all didn’t, and nice that I’ve only gained three pounds so far Whew! That’s it.”
 
   Kellan stands up and shakes his head. “Okay. I’m goin’ with naughty. I’m damn tired of being nice, so Lainey, let’s get naughty tonight!”
 
   I laugh and tell them, “Ewwww, TMI!”
 
   Tommy stands up. “I’m going with nice…what, did you guys think I’d be naughty? It’s nice to have my brothers here. Been way too long! And to have such a wonderful family and girlfriend is totally nice. And, did I mention we’re going on tour? Extra nice!”
 
   Emily’s turn. “Okay. I call naughty. I’m gonna promise to be naughty while the guys are on tour and skip out on classes to go see them! Totally not like me, but I think I can do the naughty thing a few times!”
 
   Tommy and Todd fist pump. “Oh hell yeah!” Todd says.
 
   That leaves Ash and me.
 
   “Olivia, call your poison,” Ash says.
 
   “Well, I’m calling nice. Predictable for me, huh? It’s so nice to have all of us together. And I agree, nice that we’ve made nice-nice…twins, you know what I mean, huh? And nice, so nice that I’m looking forward to many nice Christmases to come! Okay, Mr. Harper, your turn!”
 
   Ash stands up. “Callin’ naughty!” Everyone laughs. “Naughty, because…well, because it’s none of your damn business! Let’s open gifts!”
 
   Ash plays Santa and hands out the gifts. The kids all open their gifts from Ash and me. Yes, I say Ash and me because I realize that Ash wants to be part of this, and it means a lot that he be included. Time for me to just give in a little bit and not be so stubborn.
 
   Lainey is first to get hers open. “Mom, Ash, are you totally kidding? Oh, my God! This is amazing!” The rest of the kids are impressed as well. Wesley and Hayden totally weren’t expecting theirs.
 
   “Damn, Dad and Olivia! These are awesome! Thanks so much!”
 
   Tommy and Todd love their guitar straps. Todd gives me a hug. “No one has ever gotten me anything like this! Freakin’awesome!” He’s somewhat emotional. I know he’s missing his Grammy and that, with the loss of his parents, Christmases probably aren’t the best season for him. He brings a box from the entryway.
 
   “I forgot to put this under the tree. Olivia, here, it’s something from me and the guys.”
 
   I open the box, and in it is a beautiful Louis Vuitton Never Full large bag. “Wow! My first Louis Vuitton! This is really too much, guys. Way too much! I love it, though!”
 
   “We thought this would be good for you when you and Mr. H. travel. Lainey said you didn’t have one.”
 
   “I’m speechless!”
 
   Ash and I give Emily her gift from us. Well, from Ash, really, since he paid for it, but I’m trying to relinquish my stubbornness. It’s a very generous gift certificate to Nordstrom. Matter of fact, I’ve never gotten a gift certificate for this much.
 
   “Oh my! Mr. Harper, Olivia, this is way too much. I can’t accept this.”
 
   “You can and you absolutely will.” Ash says. “Merry Christmas dear!”
 
   Emily then opens her gift from Tommy. Inside a little black box, is a pendant specially made from her own signature. “My God babe! This is my handwriting. It’s exactly how I sign my name! How did you do it?”
 
   He tells us he had her write her name on a piece of paper. “She had no idea why I asked her to do it.”
 
   “So who made it,” she asks.
 
   “I have my sources, and I’m not giving out my secrets! Here, open the other one.”
 
   He’s also gotten her an iPhone, with a case that has the Avenue logo on it.
 
   “I’m blown away, babe! I’ve never even had a nice phone. You see what mine looks like.”
 
   “Well, I figured that since we’re going out on tour and everything that you definitely need a good phone to keep in touch. You can even Skype on it. And look, see the wallpaper?”
 
   Emily puts her hand over her mouth. She’s getting teary eyed. It’s the picture we took of them when we did the tree the first night they met.
 
   She’s gotten him a pair of Grado headphones, which I had never heard of, but apparently they are the world’s best headphones.
 
   “Em! What the hell? These are so tight! Damn, babe. I love them! Thank you so much!”
 
   They are both sitting on the floor by the tree. Tommy playfully pushes her over, gets on top of her and gives her a make-out worthy kiss.
 
   “Damn guys! Get a fuckin’ room, already! Geez!” Todd says.
 
   Kellan gives Lainey a diamond bracelet and she’s gotten him an expensive watch.
 
   Wesley and Hayden stand up. “Well, we did a family gift. Our gift to you all is a family portrait. One of our good friends is a photographer, and we thought we’d do a family portrait and we’ll get it framed to hang in the house. Since we’re all a newly blended family we might as well capture it in a picture! Maybe late summer we can get together and have it made. We talked about it and wanted to wait until after the baby comes. He or she needs to be in it too! Oh, and little brother, don’t worry about covering up those tats…display them proudly. It’s who you are and we accept it. Merry Christmas, everyone!”
 
   Tommy and the twins hug, and I’m so happy they’ve made amends. When all the presents are opened, Ash goes over to the tree.
 
   “I’ll bet you were all wondering if I got Olivia anything.” They all nod yes. “All righty!”
 
   He gets a little box off one of the tree branches and hands it to me. I never even noticed that it was on the tree. Pretty sneaky Mr. Harper!
 
   “Merry Christmas to the woman who has brought so much love back into this house. I love you with all my heart, honey!” I open the box; inside is an exquisite pendant. “It’s platinum. See, it’s your initial and mine. O and A.”
 
   I’m so emotional! The pendant is totally covered in diamonds. No telling how many carats it is. It is a beautifully scripted “O” with an intertwined “A.” On the back is engraved “mine and yours.” 
 
   “I had it made especially for you!” Everyone claps.
 
   “Mom, oh, my God! Put it on!” Lainey says.
 
   Ash comes over and fastens it around my neck. “It’s beautiful on you Olivia. Beautiful just like you! Merry Christmas, honey!” Ash says.
 
   This gift is over-the-top gorgeous. The diamonds shine so bright and it is by far the most beautiful piece of jewelry I own. “Ash, this is really too much!”
 
   “Oh, I beg to differ with you. It’s not nearly enough compared with the happiness you’ve brought me!”
 
   The one gift left is mine to Ash. 
 
   “Oh crap!” Tommy says. “I left dad’s gift from you in my car. Be right back!” He runs out to his car and gets my gift to Ash out of his trunk. “Sorry about that dad!”
 
   “Ash, your turn. Open!”
 
   He opens the huge box and falls down on the floor in surprise. “Shit! Are you kidding me? Liv! Oh. My God! I’ve always wanted a twelve-string! Wow! Martin is the best one made! Honey, it’s awesome! How in the world did you know what to get?”
 
   “Well, Tommy was nice enough to go with me. He played it for me so I could see what a beautiful sound it has.”
 
   “Well done, guys! I’m one happy man! Let’s try ‘Stairway to Heaven’ with this baby!”
 
   The sound is incredible. I am so happy that Ash is pleased with his gift. We all sit around having our coffee and everyone is happily talking about their gifts. Around midnight, Ash stands up and yawns. “Well, guys, it’s been real. I think we’re headed to bed. Been a long day. Time for us old timers to turn in. See you in the morning. Ho!Ho!Ho!” Ash takes my hand and winks at me “So, Mine, you like your gift?”
 
   “Yours, it’s amazing! Over the top, but amazing! Merry Christmas! Just pinch me and tell me this is real.”
 
   “Oh, honey, no doubt, this is real!”
 
   We don’t even make love tonight. No need to. We lie wrapped in each other’s arms, warm under the covers, listening to soft Christmas music.
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I love you more than Christmas.”
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I love you more than you love me more than Christmas.”
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I believe you. Night-night!”
 
   We have an amazing Christmas dinner at Ellen’s. Her house is beautiful and she’s gone out of her way to make sure the day is perfect. The kids all get along, which makes me feel so good. Lainey, Ellen, Mellissa and I talk about Melissa’s upcoming wedding. Lainey tells Melissa about her fairytale wedding.
 
   “In addition to the Father-Daughter dance, Mom and I did a Mother-Daughter dance. It was so cool!”
 
   “Really? What did you dance to?” Melissa asks. 
 
   “We did ‘Mama He’s Crazy’ by the Judd’s. It was the best dance ever. wasn’t it, Mom?”
 
   “Oh my God! It was the best! My favorite dance ever with my favorite girl!”
 
   I can tell Melissa’s thinking,
 
   “Hey, Mom, that’s a great idea! I think I wanna steal it! Lainey, Olivia, would you mind?”
 
   “Of course not!” we say. 
 
   “Well, we don’t know how to country western dance. Think you could teach Mom and me how to dance to it?”
 
   “Sure thing! We’d love to.”
 
   “Well, let’s go download it. Want to try it today?”
 
   Ellen quickly interjects, “Melissa, it’s Christmas. I’m pretty sure they don’t want to do this today.”
 
   “Oh, no problem! Matter of fact, I’ve got it on my iTunes.” I say.
 
   Melissa takes Lainey’s hand. “Come on! Let’s go in Mom’s room!”
 
   We go into Ellen’s spacious bedroom.
 
   “This is going to be so cool! I can’t wait! Okay. Show us.”
 
   Lainey and I start dancing. Melissa is beaming.
 
   “Awww…Mom we’ve got to do it! That’s the perfect song, and I’ve never been to a wedding where the mom and daughter dance, too. Way cool!”
 
   Lainey and I teach Ellen and Melissa how to Country Western dance to it.
 
   Ash comes into the room. “What the heck?”
 
   “We’re teaching Ellen and Melissa a dance for the wedding.”
 
   “Uh, okay. Whatever. I’ll just go back out with the guys! I can take a hint.”
 
   He winks at me, smiles, and exits to go back out with the guys. We hear them all laughing and having a good time. Luckily, Tommy and the guys have the day off, so Tommy is able to be at Ellen’s with us. They’re playing tomorrow night, and Ash has made arrangements again for the car to come pick us all up to go watch them. Ellen, David, Melissa, and Trey said they would come too. Ash is sending the car for them first, and then it will pick us up.
 
   I have to admit that I’m really getting used to having Rocco drive us all to and from our destinations! Lifestyles of Ash Harper, I think to myself, as we all arrive at the club.
 
   “So, they’re pretty good huh?” Hayden asks.
 
   “Yes, very. You’ll see. They have a pretty big fan following. This upcoming tour is going to be huge for them.”
 
   Tommy comes over to the table and sits with his brothers. “Really cool that you guys could come. Preciatcha! And hope you enjoy it. After the show, if you want to hang around, we usually party here for a couple of hours. Dad usually feeds the jukebox at least fifty bucks. It’s pretty fun.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, we’re down! Besides, we’re all in one car, remember?”
 
   “Oh, yeah! I forgot.”
 
   Everyone has a great time. The whole family is here, and I can tell it means the world to Tommy. 
 
   I go backstage before they start and give the rest of the guys their Christmas presents to open.
 
   “Damn! These are tight, Olivia!” Brady says.
 
   Tommy explains that I had them specially designed for each of them by a company in El Paso that makes custom guitar straps.
 
   “Ah, each one is different. I see now. I’m stoked!” 
 
   Brian loves his drumsticks as well. “Olivia, no one has ever given me anything like this. These are freakin’ awesome! Thanks so much!”
 
   He gives me a kiss on the cheek and a hug. They all put their guitar straps on.
 
   “Olivia, you nailed it girl! Here, get a picture of all of us,” Todd says.
 
   “So, did you like your bag we got you?” Brian asks. 
 
   “Boy did I! Can you believe that’s my very first Louis Vuitton bag?”
 
   “Seriously? Ha! We thought everyone from Texas had at least one of those!” Steve says. I can’t believe they all went in on it. Wonder who planted that idea in their heads?
 
   Hmmmm…someone with the initials AH?
 
   The guys put on one of the best shows I’ve seen them do. I sense that it is because the whole family is here. Tommy is like I haven’t seen him before, and everyone is having a great time.
 
   Lainey gets a text, throws her head back, closes her eyes and shakes her head.
 
   “What? Who was that?” I ask.
 
   “That was dad. He and Kelly want to take Kel, the boys, and me to dinner tomorrow night. Geez! What should I say?”
 
   “Well, I think y’all should go. We talked about this. He’s still your father. Just go and get it over with. He won’t stop calling until you do, you know.”
 
   She talks to the boys, who are apprehensive, and they come to a consensus, agreeing that they will go.
 
   “We’re meeting them, though. I want to have a vehicle so that we can leave when we want to,” Dalton says.
 
   I’m really glad they decide to go. They are owed an explanation, and hopefully Alan will give them one.
 
   When the show is over, everyone leaves but our little extended family, and Ash goes to drop his wad in the jukebox. Bradley and Dalton follow him, and I’m sure they’ll pick some of their favorite songs as well. Ross comes out from behind the bar, goes back into the stock room, and brings out sunglasses for everyone to put on. How fun!
 
   “Here guys…these were left from a Blues Brothers party we had a few months ago. I’d totally forgotten about them, to be honest,” Ross says. He tosses a pair to each of us.
 
   Ash plays “Got to Give it Up,” by Marvin Gay, undoubtedly one of our family dance favorites. Everyone lines up. Stepping out of the box, I decide to be brave and get it started. I grab Wesley and Hayden and pull them behind me. I’m wondering if they’ll loosen up and have fun, or just walk off the dance floor. Part of me thinks they’ll be really uncomfortable and decline. I start off and sure enough, they’re in.
 
   Yeeessss! They do have rhythm and the ability to let loose and have fun. They have both stepped away from their reserved, military-type personalities and are comfortable with just being themselves, acting silly and totally uninhibited. Ash looks at me, shakes his head and just smiles. He blows me a kiss. Ellen, Melissa, Trey, and even David get in the line, along with my boys, Ash, Emily and the guys. This is absolutely the most fun dance!
 
   “What a damn dancing family we all are!” Ellen says. “Olivia, I haven’t had this much fun in forever! I love to dance!”
 
   “Me too, girl!” I call back, laughing breathlessly. The next song comes on. “Ahhhh! I love this song!” I say. It’s Stoney LaRue singing his version of “Forever Young.” The kids and I saw him at Billy Bob’s in Fort Worth and the kids know how much I love his version of the song. Bradley calls it my anthem as he speaks up.
 
    “Okay, everybody. This song is dedicated to my mom. She’s the most freakin’ awesome lady, and she is forever-young! She makes me so proud, and I just want to tell her how much we all love her!” He points at me and signals me to come over to him. He pulls me out to dance. 
 
   “You do know this is still my ringtone for you... It reminds me so much of you!” We go out on the dance floor. “Love ya, Mom!”
 
   “Bradley, I love you too! Thanks for that! Thanks to you guys, I feel like I’m getting younger every day.”
 
   “Yep! You’re definitely regressing, Mom!”
 
   I’m brought to tears. I don’t know why I get so teary these days.
 
   “Mom, don’t cry. Just dance with me. No tears now. Come on!
 
   The next evening, the kids meet Alan and Kelly for dinner. Ash and I are having a quiet night at home—alone for a change. The twins have gone in to the city to meet up with some old friends. We’re cuddled up on the couch. Ash has a beautiful fire going, and I’m lying in his lap. We’re both reading, listening to classical music. He has reading glasses on and is sexy as hell. I look up at him. 
 
   “What,” he asks.
 
   “What do you mean ‘what’?”
 
   “Well, you’re staring at me, looking like you want to say something.”
 
   “I was just thinking of how damn sexy you look in your glasses.”
 
   He tilts his head down and looks over the top of his cute little half glasses at me. “Sexy in glasses…me? Seriously?”
 
   “Oh, hell, yeah! You look delicious!”
 
   “You’re too funny! Get back to your book. You’re embarrassing me!”
 
   “I’m just stating a fact, Mr. Studious Harper. You look very studious and sexy!”
 
   “Read! Enough with the flattery. It will get you everywhere!”
 
   I snuggle up to him. He gently strokes my arm. “You make it very very hard to concentrate, Olivia Petersen! You may be waking something, so you’d better watch it!”
 
   I smile and continue my reading. I just love our quiet nights alone.
 
   I hear three bings on my phone and I get a text from Lainey.
 
   “OMG! Dad’s gonna to be a father again…EWWWW! DISGUSTING!”
 
   I sit up and laugh out loud. “What?” Ash asks.
 
   “Lainey just texted me. Seems Alan and Kelly are expecting.”
 
   “Expecting what?”
 
   “A baby! For God’s sake. Can you believe that?”
 
   “Well, I can’t wait to see what the kids have to say when they get back. Better get a pot of coffee going hon. My guess is that they’ll be home very soon. Unbelievable!”
 
   Just as I expect, the kids arrive back home shortly. The three of them and Kellan are talking as they come through the door. We all go into the kitchen and I have coffee waiting. “Okay. Spill the beans, guys. I’m dying to know!”
 
   Bradley, my opinionated one, speaks first. “Mom! Can you fucking believe this? This is wrong. It’s just wrong!”
 
   “Not only is it wrong, it’s gross! Gross, gross gross! EWWW!” Lainey says.
 
   I ask when this little addition is due. Dalton volunteers that tidbit. “It’s due in August. So, first off Dad will become a grandfather, and shortly after that a dad again! Unbelievable! So I guess he’s going to marry her, and I’ll tell you one thing, she’s not my stepmother. I’ll never view her as anything other than a bitch home-wrecker!”
 
   “So, speaking of, how did y’all like Kelly?” I ask.
 
   “We don’t. None of us do. And no more questions, Mom. We don’t like her, and we never will.”
 
   “Well, you’ll soon have a little stepbrother or stepsister, you know. That fact remains, so you’d better get used to it. I’m just saying.”
 
   I laugh. And they laugh. And Ash laughs. We all laugh. We laugh until we are crying from the laughter. I know we shouldn’t be laughing, but it’s so damn funny. As much as Alan wanted out of a commitment, he’s now thrust into an eighteen-plus year commitment, emotionally and financially. Geez! The man is going to be seventy-five years old when his child graduates from high school. What goes around comes around, I guess. And, while I’m not the type to ever deliberately seek revenge on anyone, I do find a small bit of satisfaction knowing that Alan has gotten himself in a bit of a pickle after what he’s done to me. Feels good. Very good indeed! He’ll be doing homework and going to little league games or ballet recitals while I’m traveling, enjoying my golden years…hehe!
 
   After all the preparations, Christmas has once again come and gone, as it always does too quickly. The kids will leave the day after New Year’s, except for Dalton, who has to leave tomorrow evening, and I’m pretty bummed. I understand, since he has to get back and is moving into his new apartment, but it doesn’t make it any better. I’ll really miss him!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 29
 
    
 
   New Year’s Eve is finally here. Tonight is Ellen’s party, and I’m so excited to wear my new dress. My new Carmen Marc Valvo designer dress, that is. I’ve taken a long, relaxing bath, gotten into my new over-the-top expensive lingerie, which feels yummy on, and I throw on a robe to cover myself. As I begin to get ready, Lainey is there to help me with my hair and makeup.
 
   “Mom, let me do your hair.”
 
   “Lainey, I was just gonna blow dry it like I always do. You know me; I just like my hair plain. I don’t want anything that’s not natural. Nothing fancy.”
 
   “Mom, just sit down. I’ll fix you up. I know what you like. Relax. Let me create!” She coifs my hair with some gel into a slightly messy, sexy look. Scrunching, she calls it and I actually love it. “Mom, you have such great hair! You look hot. So, what do you think,” she asks.
 
   “You’re too good to me. I love it!” It actually looks very natural and unconstructed. Definitely me. I think back to the day when I would get ready for my dances and parties. I remember my Mom letting me get my hair done. I’d go with my girlfriends to the beauty shop and we would get those ridiculous, over-teased beehive hairdos. Hairdos with way too many bobby pins, teasing and hair spray.
 
   I think our mothers purposely did that to us as a sexual distraction to our dates. Instead of sexy, desirable young ladies, we ended up looking like aliens from Mars. A definite turn-off. Good job, Mom! I remember feeling totally uncomfortable with my hair all done up like that. I was never one to pull off that look and I couldn’t wait to get home and get all of those nasty bobby pins out of my hair. All the girls got their hair done like that, but geez! How God-awful! 
 
   Lainey helps me with my makeup, applying shadow, eyeliner, mascara, and carefully lining the insides of my eyes with a black eye pencil. She has some false eyelashes on the counter.
 
   “I hope those are for you, because I’m not putting those on.”
 
   “You sure, Mom? They would be smoking hot on you.”
 
   “No, thanks. Not going there. You wear them.”
 
   I look in the mirror and am stunned. I actually do look hot, I think! Lainey helps me into my dress and brings me my shoes.
 
   “Mom! You look gorgeous! Your dress is beautiful! How totally En Vogue!”
 
   I tell her that Ash bought it for me at Neiman’s when we went Christmas shopping. She is getting ready in my room too, as she is going with the guys to watch Tommy and the band play.
 
   “I just hate that we won’t be together at midnight. I’ll text you, Mom!”
 
   I’m all dressed and I have my beautiful new pendant around my neck. Lainey stands back and puts her hands on her hips, assessing me.
 
   “Mom, you look absolutely stunning!”
 
   I feel like the roles have been reversed. She is doing for me exactly what I did for her when she got ready for her proms and formals. We used to hang out in her room, doing hair and makeup getting ready. I sure miss those days. My little girl is a grown woman. A woman now helping her own mom get ready for her mom’s date with Prince Charming.
 
   She gives me a kiss, a great Lainey hug, and turns me around toward the door. “Come on, let’s let Ash have a look at his beautiful date!”
 
   We go downstairs. Ash is standing with the boys at the bar, having a drink. He is dressed in a fabulously sexy black tux. His gray hair is styled and he looks to-die-for good! I realize that I would be more than content to just stay here and curl up with him in bed tonight! When I get to the bottom of the stairs, Lainey clears her throat and opens her arms…
 
   ”Ahhemmm….Ta-Da!”
 
   Ash walks over to me with his arms extended. “Whoa! Olivia, you’re beautiful—so, so so beautiful!”
 
   Bradley comes up and twirls me around. “Damn, Mom! You look hot!”
 
   “Nice, Mom! Very nice!” Dalton says.
 
   I feel confident that I do look good, and hearing it from three good-looking guys pretty much confirms it. Hayden and Wesley come up to Ash and I.
 
   “Dad, Olivia, you guys look great! Let’s get a picture of you!” They take pictures of us and Ash tells them that we need really to get going.
 
   “No posting these on social networks, remember guys?” I say. Wesley and Hayden look confused.
 
   Lainey reassures me, “I’ll fill them in mom…no worries! You guys get going.”
 
   Ash takes my hand. “Come on, you gorgeous woman! I can’t wait to show you off!”
 
   He has a glass of champagne for me to take in the car for the ride over to Ellen’s. When we get to Ellen’s, she has pulled out all the stops and the party is so much fun! I’m talking to Ellen and her friends, who seem really nice. They are easy to talk to, and I feel more at ease than I did at Melissa’s shower.
 
   Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I spot Jocelyn. Crap! Of course, she looks amazing. She’s wearing a deep red, slinky, revealing dress that barely covers her breasts. No bra, of course and her nipples can be seen conspicuously peeking through the dress, just like she planned it. Of course, her figure just plays to the dress and every man at the party probably feels sinful sensations when she passes by. She has on very high heels—I think there is a name for those types of shoes—and is dripping in jewelry. She waves her arm over the top of her head.
 
   “Ash! Come here you sexy man! Give me my New Year’s kiss…mmmmmm! You look devilishly delicious!”
 
   Ash, looking embarrassed, has me snugly on his arm walking with him. She throws her arms around him and he tastefully removes them. “Jocelyn, you remember Olivia?”
 
   “Ah, yes! The roommate! How are you dear? It sure was nice of Ash to bring you. Ellen mentioned you’re going through a divorce. What a pity! But, on the upside, I may have a few men I could hook you up with—you know for a dinner date or something sometime. I’ll check my little black book and see what I can come up with. We’ll talk!”
 
   All I want to do right now is slap her silly, but I refrain. Remembering that the best defense is a good offense, I engage in conversation.
 
   “Jocelyn! Happy New Year! It’s so good to see you again. What a great dress. And those shoes…to die for!” (Not!)
 
   She looks at me with a smirk on her face. “So, darling, I need to steal your roommate for a dance. You don’t mind, do you, love?” she comments with a rather shitty smirk on her face.
 
   Ash tells her “We were just headed to get a drink. Maybe later?”
 
   She looks really put off. As we’re walking off, I turn my head around, smile at her, and give her a little wink. Just a little, “How ‘bout them apples bitch?” wink.
 
   “Sure thing, Ash.” she says. “Don’t forget about me though!”
 
   I’m really ticked that she has the nerve to come talk to us, and I certainly don’t want her to think she’s gotten to me. This is so high school, and I can’t believe I’m even letting this bother me, but it does! She’s drop-dead gorgeous and loves to taunt me.
 
   “Liv, you okay?”
 
   “Sure. I’m fine.”
 
   Sensing I’m pissed, Ash tells me. “Look, don’t let her bother you and don’t let her spoil our evening…promise?”
 
   “Okay. I Promise!” Seeing Jocelyn is watching, Ash takes me into his arms and gives me an over the top, so romantic kiss. “There, that should convey to her that we’re more than roommates.”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I should hope so! Wow! What a kiss! More please.”
 
   We walk around, arm in arm, mingling. Ash knows everyone, and I find myself wishing Melissa and Trey were here. I really don’t know anyone else besides Ellen and David, so am pretty much sticking close to Ash. Ellen has hired a fabulous band tonight, and they play just about everything—great dancing music. Ash and I go out to dance, and I can see Jocelyn out of the corner of my eye. She looks like she is just waiting for her chance to dance with my man, and I so don’t think that’s happening!
 
   I decide to reiterate that Ash’s roommate is more than just a roommate. I make it a point to be over the top with my PDA’s, and Ash obliges me. I kiss him whenever the opportunity presents itself and do the touchy-feely thing, which really isn’t me, but serves the purpose tonight for the benefit of Jocelyn. The band is playing a Michael Buble song called “Everything,” and Ash looks into my eyes. He puts his hands on my bare shoulders and I get chills—electrifying chills. Every nerve in my exposed bare skin comes alive. I shiver.
 
   “What’s wrong,” he asks.
 
   “Nothing‘s wrong! Oh, my God! When you touch me, it just gives me chills. Every single time you do it, I swear!”
 
   “Damn! I love you, Liv!” He starts to sing softly in my ear. I could just stay wrapped up in his arms, dancing forever! Just then, someone taps on my shoulder.
 
   “Excuse me love, do you mind if I cut in?” It’s Jocelyn.
 
   “Next one, sorry!” Ash says, dismissing her politely. 
 
   I laugh. I laugh again so she can see me, just in case she didn’t see it right the first time. “She just wants to get you into her arms really bad, Ash.”
 
   “Well that’s not happening, I can assure you! I’m not letting you get away!”
 
   “But you promised her a dance”
 
   “Well, I can break a promise, in this case.”
 
   Ellen comes up and cuts in. “Liv, do you mind?”
 
   Ash interrupts her, saying “Not this one, sis! Sorry, but this is our song. Next one though?”
 
   “Sure thing, big brother!”
 
   Jocelyn is eyeing us and the look on her face is evident. A defeated woman! I love it! When the song ends, David comes out to take me from Ash and we trade partners. “Olivia, you look so beautiful tonight!”
 
   “Thanks, David! I’m having such a good time. Thanks so much for inviting me!”
 
   “I have a feeling we’re going to be spending lots more time together. This family is coming back around full circle. Ellen and I are delighted!”
 
   It’s close to midnight. We all gather around. The band counts us down.
 
   “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one! HAPPY NEW YEAR!” 
 
   We all have our glasses of champagne and toast. Ash takes me into his arms, brushes my cheek with his thumb, and gives me a kiss. Then another. Then another and another.
 
   “Honey, there’s your over-the-top kiss I promised. God! I love you! Happy 2013! To you and me… Ash and Olivia, Mine and Yours!” He puts his hand over my pendant. “You and me, Honey!”
 
   “Awww, Ash, I love you back so much! Happy, happy New Year! You are my everything!”
 
   We dance another song. While we’re dancing, his phone goes off.
 
   “Damn! This is a call I’ve been expecting from overseas. A case I’m working on. I need to go up to David’s office and get online for just a few minutes. Don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Not at all. Just don’t be too long!”
 
   He kisses me again and goes upstairs. I find Ellen. We hug and talk for a while. After about ten minutes, Ash isn’t back. I see Jocelyn heading upstairs.
 
   Okay, now I’m fuming! That damn bitch! I get another glass of champagne and wait before heading upstairs to see what’s going on. The door to David’s office is closed, and I stand outside the door listening. I hear Jocelyn talking to Ash.
 
   “Oh, my God! You’re so friggin’-ass hot, Ash! Ummmm, just do me. Come on, please? No one will miss us. Look, feel how wet I am for you!”
 
   I hear Ash tell her, “Jocelyn, you’ve had way too much to drink. You need to stop it now!”
 
   “Nooooo! I want you so bad. Come on! Just a little fun? Come on…here.”
 
   “Jocelyn, don’t do that. Stop! You’re drunk!”
 
   “Ummm…Just let me touch you…Ummmm, God! I can make you feel so good, just relax and let it happen. Look, baby, you can’t tell me you possibly have a thing with your little roommate, can you?”
 
   “Jocelyn, yes, Olivia and I are together.”
 
   “Seriously?” She laughs. “What can she possibly give you? I mean, she’s a little hick from Houston, Texas, for God’s sake. Ash! Come on! She’s a nobody! Just look at her.”
 
   “Jocelyn, look, you’ve had way too much to drink, and I think you need to go home. You don’t even know what the hell you’re saying. You’re starting to make me really angry.”
 
   “Of course I do! I’ve had it bad for you for so damn long. We could be so good together. Just give it a chance. Sex would be fucking amazing; don’t you see that, baby? God! You’re packing a huge weapon! Let me just show you just how I can rock your world!”
 
   That’s all I can take! I open the door and Jocelyn laughs. “Uh-oh! The roomie is here! Hello, little roommate! Yeee -hawww! We were just getting started. Look, maybe you can come back in ummm, about an hour? Buh-Bye! Go on, now…Adios!”
 
   She flips her hand up at me in a dismissive way. Instinctively, I throw my glass of champagne in her face.
 
   “What the hell? Are you kidding me bitch?” she yells at me. I slap her hard in the face.
 
   “Nope, not kidding one bit, you little tramp! Get the hell out of here!”
 
   Feeling embarrassed, she tries to recover. I know her face must be stinging, because my hand sure as hell hurts. I think I’ve broken a blood vessel. It’s throbbing. Defensively she tries one last attempt. “Ash, don’t you want to tell your roommate about us? About our history?”
 
   I look confused.
 
   “Jocelyn, there is no history and you damn well know that. Look, you’ve had way too much to drink. Don’t do anything you’re going to be sorry for, please. Just go.”
 
   “Jocelyn, you heard the man, get the hell out of here...now! You really don’t want to mess with me, trust me! Comprende sweetie?”
 
   Ash steps in between us. “Jocelyn, why don’t you go get your things and we’ll have Ellen call a cab for you. It’s really time for you to go home.”
 
   “Well, fuck you both! And Ash, you don’t know what you’re missing! Good luck with your little hick bitch. You two fucking deserve each other!” She turns, loses her balance, falls off of her high heels while leaving the room and we hear her stumble going down the stairs.
 
   Ash takes me into his arms. “Honey that was one can of whoop-ass you opened on her! Damn, Liv!”
 
   “Yeah, but she really deserved that. She needed to be put in her place, and I’ve been wanting to do that to her for quite a while. It felt good, and very liberating.”
 
   Ash laughs, “My little kung fu! Coming to my rescue, protecting what’s yours! Have I told you that I love you, lately?”
 
   “No. Tell me, because I really need to hear it about now.”
 
   “Well, you fighting, ass-hot woman, I love you! Happy New Year!” He lifts me up in the air.
 
   Ellen comes up to see what’s going on. “What the hell is going on with Jocelyn? She’s trashed!”
 
   “Yeah, she just made a blooming fool of herself. I think it’s time she goes home. Maybe you can call her a cab?”
 
   “David’s doing that right now. Man! What the hell came over her?”
 
   “She was up here putting moves on Ash. It was disgusting!”
 
   “Olivia almost whooped her butt! You should have seen it, Ellen!”
 
   “Olivia, I’m so sorry. She’s had it bad for Ash for such a long time. He’s never given her the time of day, thank God. She’s a piece of work. We probably shouldn’t have even invited her. We know how she gets when she drinks. Sorry about all of this. I’ll go make sure the cab comes to get her.”
 
   After Jocelyn is carted out in the cab, we all have coffee and dessert. Ellen has a martini ice cream bar set up, and it is fabulous! The band is still playing, so of course we take advantage and do some more dancing. Some of Ellen’s friends are talking about what an ass Jocelyn made of herself.
 
   “Yeah, she’s something else when she gets a few drinks in her.” Libby says. “She’s such a drama queen! Always craving attention. She’s been like that since I’ve known her.”
 
   Ash has the car brought around, and we head home. I have a missed text from Lainey. “Happy 2013 Mom and Ash! Having a blast! Stop by the club on your way home! We’ll be here for a while.” I tell Ash, and he suggests we do stop by for a little bit. 
 
   “You up for it?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   When we get to the club, the kids are having drinks and enjoying the night.
 
   “Olivia! Damn, look at you! You look friggin hot!” Todd says. 
 
   “Well, thank you, Mr. Bert!”
 
   “So, gonna start calling me Bert?”
 
   “No, nothing like that. Just messing with you!”
 
   “So, wanna go grab a smoke?” he asks. “I’ve got a fresh pack.”
 
   “Sure, big guy, that actually sounds pretty good. I’ll have to fill you in on my drama tonight.” I tell him about Jocelyn.
 
   “No shit? The bitch was coming on to Mr. H.?”
 
   “Oh, you have no idea how she was coming on to him. It was disgusting and I went off on her! I threw my drink in her face and slapped the crap out of her.”
 
   “Damn! Wish I could have seen that! Seriously? You really slapped her in the face?” I nod yes. “Way to go, girl! Protecting what’s yours!” He tells me that they had a full house at the club. “You should have seen your daughter gettin’ down. She can fine-ass dance, Olivia! Must be hereditary.”
 
   “So, Tommy and Emily? A good night?”
 
   “Yeah, they were pretty much suckin’ face at midnight.”
 
   “Awesome. So how’d it go with Wesley and Hayden?”
 
   “The dickheads?” he asks. “Ha. Yeah. Well, I think they had a pretty good time. They tried to be all WestPoint at first, but then they kinda got into it. They danced with some girls and I think they had fun, actually. So tell me what you said to them to knock their asses off their thrones.”
 
   I shake my head. “No can do. It’s a secret. It worked, and that’s all that matters!”
 
   This, by far, was one of my favorite New Year’s Eves. I think back over the years and realize that Alan and I almost never went out. He didn’t like crowds or confusion and was content just watching TV and going to bed before midnight. He said he had to go out enough because of his job and staying at home was much better than going out. Matter of fact, I can’t remember the last time I was romantically kissed at the stroke of midnight. Another first for me tonight. Ash and I head home, both of us pretty tired and partied out. I change out of my beautiful Cinderella dress and am in just my panties. I pass by the bathroom and see Ash standing at the commode going to the bathroom. Suddenly, I get an idea.
 
   I can do this, I think to myself. I walk up behind him, putting my arms around his waist, and we are skin to skin. The sensation is heavenly. He remarks, in his sexy voice, “Well, well, well…what a nice surprise! Miracles do happen.”
 
   I smile and think to myself. “Oh, you have no idea!”
 
   He carries me to bed and we are lying in my favorite position, his back to my front, skin to skin. “Liv?”
 
   “Yesssss? Let me guess. You love me more than New Year’s?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, what, then?”
 
   “I was gonna tell you that I love you more than Christmas and New Year’s.”
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Yessss?”
 
   “I love you back, everything you just said and more!”
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I still believe you. Happy 2013!”
 
   I’m getting really sad realizing that the kids have to head back home. And I mean the twins, as well as my kids. What started out as a really ugly situation has miraculously worked itself out. I feel comfortable that everyone had a good Christmas, including as me. My kids have exchanged numbers and social networking with the twins, and swear they will keep in touch. I think this really made Ash feel good. I know it was so hard for him to share his painful secret with me, and he seems to be a bit different, since. In a good way, I mean. It seems as though a load has been lifted off of his heart. I feel so bad that he’s kept this secret for so long. I can’t even imagine what he’s gone through.
 
   As we head to the airport, I realize that the airport has become two things to me. My favorite place and my least favorite place. Favorite because I love when the kids arrive. It brings me such joy and happiness. Least favorite when we have to say goodbye, if only for a few months. It’s really been an adjustment for me to not have Lainey in the same city as me, because we used to talk or see each other every single day. Now, even though we do text every day, our conversations are not as frequent.
 
   So, as I’m staring out the window on the way to my least favorite place, Ash asks me, “Honey, you okay?”
 
   “Hmm? Oh, yes, of course. I was just thinking…”
 
   He whispers, “Thinking of what a bummer it is that everyone’s leaving?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   He takes my hand and squeezes it. “I know, hon. It’s tough, but I think everyone had a nice time. You can take credit for that.”
 
   I smile.
 
   When we get to the airport, Ash drops Lainey and me off. The skycap comes to get all the luggage. He goes to park the car. Lainey and I venture into the airport, and she looks me in the eye.
 
   “Mom, this was a wonderful Christmas! Please, I can tell by the look on your face that you’re getting all ‘Mom’ on us. We’re going home, yes, but you’ll be coming when the baby is born. You and Ash can come in for a weekend before, too. I know he’ll be down for that!”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I just…I’ll just miss you guys so much!”
 
   Ash and the guys find us. My boys both grab arms around me.
 
   “Mom, stop freaking out! Geez! We’re only a flight away. You and Ash are welcome to come visit any time you want.”
 
   “Y’all are coming in when the baby is born, aren’t you?” The way Lainey puts it, it’s not a question, it’s a command.
 
   “Oh, hells yeah!” Bradley says. Dalton tells her, “I’ve already put the office on notice. I’ll be there for sure!”
 
   Bradley has a two-hour wait for his flight, and Dalton leaves forty-five minutes after Lainey.
 
   “So, Dalton, you excited about moving into your new place?” Lainey asks. 
 
   “Yeah! For sure. So glad to be back in the states. Oklahoma is close, so I’ll fly in whenever I can, and y’all have to come visit me. And Lainey, you’re only about seven hours from Tulsa. We can meet in Dallas or Fort Worth. Billy Bob’s Baby!”
 
   “I’m so down, brother!”
 
   They all group hug and at this moment, I realize just how lucky I am to have kids who are so close. I only hope that Ash’s boys will keep in touch and develop or re-develop their relationship. In spite of the nasty secret Ash has kept, they are still brothers. Maybe not biological, but still family.
 
   All the flights eventually leave. It’s just Ash and me.
 
   “So, Olivia, you okay?” He pulls me to his side and gives me a hug.
 
   “I’m totally okay. It’s just that goodbyes are really hard for me.”
 
   “They’re not goodbyes, hon, they’re ‘see you soons’! Come on. Let’s head home. Wanna grab some dinner first?”
 
   “Ummm..I’d love that!”
 
   We have a wonderful dinner at a local chophouse. In my mind, I’m thinking of how fast the holidays have gone by. It seems like just yesterday we were having Thanksgiving dinner!
 
   “Ash, I think the twins had a nice Christmas after all, don’t you?”
 
   “Olivia, to tell you the truth, I can’t believe it. I don’t know what you did, but it worked. What exactly did you do?”
 
   “I’ll tell you just like I told Todd. ‘Not telling’. It worked, and that’s all that really matters.”
 
   “Okay. I get it. Fair enough.”
 
   We talk about the twins and Ash’s secret. “So, since I’ve told you everything, you don’t think any less of me, do you?”
 
   I put my hand through his arm and look him straight in the eye. “Ash, I can honestly say that when you shared your secret, it made me love you all the more, if that’s even possible.”
 
   “Honey, I want you to know that a huge burden has been lifted off me. I’ve been carrying that for so damn long. I was just afraid that once I told you, you would just bail on me!”
 
   “There’s no chance of that, Ash! You’ve got me forever! I promise.”
 
   As we’re waiting on the car to be brought around, Ash says. “Oh, I totally forgot to tell you. I don’t even know if Emily knows yet. Dominic called me earlier today. Seems Tony got into a fight in jail and was stabbed. Fatally, I’m sorry to say. It’s a shame that his life was so messed up. Dominic thinks the fight was drug related.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll let Emily know? Because I know it will probably be a relief to her. Even though it’s a tragic end to his life, she can be assured that he won’t bother her anymore. I think she lives in fear that he’ll get out of jail and come after her again.”
 
   “I’ll call Dominic in the morning and see if they’ve let her know. For sure though, we won’t have to worry about him again.”
 
   We talk about the impending divorce and my health. I don’t know why, but the subject of my health has been something he just won’t back off of.
 
   “So, hon, you promised me before Christmas that you’d make an appointment and get a physical. Don’t mean to hound you, but… “
 
   “Well, you can cross that off your list, because I’ve scheduled appointments for next week. Happy?”
 
   “Totally! Did you find out if you are still on Alan’s insurance?”
 
   “Yes. Until the divorce he still has me on his policy. I also talked to Abbey and she said Alan has to keep me on his insurance until I can get another policy. I’ll start looking for coverage to be effective after the divorce. By the way, Abbey says that Alan has agreed to all the terms we’ve requested, so basically things are moving forward. She thinks we just may get this thing finalized by the first week in February.”
 
   “Oh my God, honey! That’s wonderful! And as far as the insurance, I just don’t want there to be any lapse in coverage. I’m not trying to be a control freak or anything; I just think you need to get these things taken care of.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re being controlling; I know you’re just doing this because you care about me.”
 
   “Ummm, I more than care about you, honey! I want you healthy, so we can spend the rest of our lives together.”
 
   He squeezes my hand and gives me that damn sexy wink. It has me every time!
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 30
 
    
 
   During the night, I wake up and am nauseous. I can’t remember the last time I woke up during the night feeling sick. I lie there for a while, hoping it will go away. I haven’t felt like this in a very long time, and immediately, I think food poisoning. I try to go back to sleep but I can’t. I feel so yuck. I’m never sick. As matter of fact; I can’t even remember the last time I threw up.
 
   Ash is fast asleep, so I don’t want to wake him, but I think I have to throw up. I catapult out of bed and run into the bathroom. Thank God! I make it just in time and throw up the entire contents of my stomach and then some, I think. I have a horrible pain in my side and am heaving. Ash hears me, gets out of bed and comes into the bathroom.
 
   “Hon, you okay?”
 
   “Ummm, yeah, I think so. I don’t know what happened. I just woke up and I feel so bad. I’ll be okay, though. Just give me a minute.”
 
   This is totally embarrassing. I’m puking my guts up, and right now, I just want to be left alone. I stay in the bathroom for a really long time. My face feels hot, and I think I have fever.
 
   “Honey, I’m worried. Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes, Ash! Just give me a minute please!”
 
   The one thing I don’t want to do right now is talk. Geez!
 
   I think I’m finished; grab a damp washcloth, and head back to bed. As soon as I get back into bed, I realize I have to throw up again. I run back into the bathroom and Ash follows on my heels.
 
   “Liv, maybe you have the flu. Here, let me wipe your head.” He feels my head. “Honey, you’ve got fever, you’re burning up! Let me get you something.”
 
   “I honestly don’t think I can keep anything down, Ash. I just feel so bad. I haven’t thrown up in forever!”
 
   I think I’m finished, so I get back into bed and I try to sleep, but my side is killing me. I start shivering. The pain gets progressively worse.
 
   “Liv, did you just start feeling bad?”
 
   “Yeah, kind of. My side has been hurting me for about a week, and I’ve been nauseous off and on for the past few days, but I thought it was just nerves. I’ll be fine, really. If I can just get to sleep I’ll be fine, really.”
 
   Ash lies by me and keeps rubbing my head. I have to throw up again, and run back into the bathroom. He’s right behind me. I try to close the door but he holds it open with his foot. “Don’t close the door, Liv. Obviously, something’s wrong. This isn’t normal. We should go to the emergency room.”
 
   “Absolutely not! I probably just have a virus, or like you said, the flu. I’ll be fine. Geez! Just let me puke in privacy please! Go back to bed. I’ll be in shortly.”
 
   He goes back to bed, leaving me to my misery. I doze off and on, while hugging the commode. The pain is getting really bad. I can feel my fever getting worse and now I’m getting scared. This doesn’t feel like a bug or a virus. I cry out in pain and Ash comes running. “Honey, that’s it. I’m taking you to the hospital.”
 
   “No! I’m fine. Please! Just go back to bed!”
 
   “Well, I tried going back to bed, but you’re in here heaving your guts up and I can tell you’re in pain. This isn’t normal Liv! I know you know that, too. So stop being so stubborn!”
 
   I try to get up, in an attempt to prove him wrong, but dammit! I fall down. The pain is now unbearable, and I start crying. 
 
   “Here, honey, hold on to me.” He props me up on the bed and quickly throws on a pair of sweats, a T-shirt and some flip-flops. He then carefully gets me into a pair of sweats, one of his button down shirts and my house shoes. He carries me downstairs and sits me in a chair. “I’m going to get the car. Just sit here.”
 
   He brings the car, puts me in the front seat and reclines the seat back. I’m hurting so bad; I don’t think I can sit up straight. He’s on the phone while we’re driving. “Malcolm? Hey, buddy, it’s Ash Harper. Yeah, sure has. It’s been a while. Listen, sorry to call you so late. My girlfriend, Olivia, and I are on the way to Highland Park. Something’s wrong with her. I don’t know if it’s her appendix or gall bladder, but something’s definitely wrong. She’s in a lot of pain, fever, and has been throwing up nonstop for a few hours. Can you meet us there? Yeah, we’re probably ten minutes out. Okay, thanks, man! Appreciate it.”
 
   I have to throw up again and start gagging. “Ash, I have to throw up! I’m so sorry! I don’t want to get it in your car! Can you pull over?”
 
   “No worries, hon. Here.” He hands me a little trashcan. “You can use this. If you need me to pull over, let me know. It’s okay. Really.”
 
   Arghhhhh! This is so humiliating! Another first, albeit a crappy one! We finally pull up at the emergency room entrance and the staff has been put on notice and is ready to assist. Ash is there with me all the way. He takes my purse as they put me in a wheelchair.
 
   “Ash, this isn’t necessary, really I can walk!”
 
   “Don’t pull that crap with me, Olivia! It’s not gonna work. Sit still.”
 
   They rush me back into an exam room and ask Ash to wait outside for a few minutes. Ash pulls out my phone to call Alan. They’ve given him paperwork to fill out, and he realizes that he knows nothing about my medical history or how to properly answer the information on the forms. He dials Alan’s number from my phone.
 
   Alan answers.“Hey babe. What’s up?”
 
   “It’s not Olivia, Alan, its Ash.”
 
   “Uhhhh, hello Ash. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Look. We’re at the emergency room. I think Olivia has appendicitis. I’ve got to fill out these medical forms and I need her medical history information.” Alan is silent.. “Alan? Can you answer these questions so I can fill out the forms?”
 
   “Ummm…”
 
   “Well, can you help me out here? They need medical information. You should also probably head over here in case they need authorization to treat. We’re at Highland Park Hospital on Park Avenue.”
 
   “Well, Ash, honestly, I don’t know…what specifically do you need to know?”
 
   “Her goddamn medical history Alan! Does she have allergies? Her birth date? Blood type? Medications? Prior surgeries? You know, the things a husband should know. Help me out here, Alan! I need to get this done fast.”
 
   “Well, ummm let’s see…uhhh”
 
   “Goddammit! Alan… tell me you actually know something about your wife! I’ve got to get these forms filled out and I goddamn need your help!”
 
   “Uh, Ash, I honestly don’t know. I’m sorry, but I just don’t. We just never, well…”
 
   “Forget it! I’ll call Lainey. She probably knows a hell of a lot more about her than you do anyway. I suggest you get your ass over here in case they need next of kin permission. Geez! I can’t friggin believe you’re such a big help! Just get here now!” 
 
   “Okay, I’m on my way!”
 
   Ash hangs up the phone and calls Lainey.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “No, Lainey, it’s Ash. Look, we’re at the emergency room. Your mom is sick. I think it may be appendicitis, but they don’t know for sure yet. She’s in the exam room now.”
 
   “Oh, my God! What?”
 
   “Look, honey, I’ll explain in a bit, but I’m trying to fill out these medical forms. I called your dad first. He’s goddamn clueless, and I just need some help here. Can you help me with this, honey?”
 
   “Of course I will! What do you need to know? Start reading and I’ll give you the answers.”
 
   Ash reads the forms to her and she helps him get them filled out. Of course she knows the answer to every single question.
 
   “Okay, Lainey, let me get these forms turned in and I’ll call you right back. I’ve called a friend of mine who’s one of the top surgeons here, and he’s on the way. Don’t know anything now honey, but I’ll keep you posted.”
 
   “Ash, what can I do? She’ll be okay, won’t she?”
 
   “Honey, just sit tight. Nothing we can do until we know what’s wrong with her. She woke up during the night and couldn’t stop throwing up. She has bad pain in her side and a high fever. She’s exactly where she needs to be and I can promise you, she’s got the best doctors taking care of her. That’s all I know for now. Oh, and could you please call your brothers and let them know?”
 
   “Of course! Just keep me posted. I can get a flight out whenever. Tell her that I love her. Please, call me as soon as you have any news!”
 
   “Will do, honey. Let me go see what’s going on. I’ll be in touch!”
 
   “Thanks so much Ash. Talk to you soon.”
 
   The surgeon comes out to talk to Ash.
 
   “Malcolm, thanks so much for coming. What’s wrong with my girl?”
 
   “Well, first of all, she’s very, very lucky that she got here when she did. Looks like a ruptured gall bladder, and we need to get that sucker out ASAP. Look, Ash, I need to get scrubbed and into surgery. Don’t mean to rush out, but we’ve got to get moving here. I’ll have someone keep you updated. They’re taking her up now to surgery. She’s sedated and comfortable. She’s in good hands, my friend.”
 
   “Malcolm, can I just see her before she goes in?”
 
   “Sure thing, follow me.” He takes Ash to the elevator. Just as they’re wheeling me out, I look up and see Ash. I try to speak, but I’m too weak and lightheaded. I know tears are coming out of my eyes and I’m scared. Everything is happening so fast. He looks so worried as well.
 
   “Liv, honey, don’t talk. Everything’s gonna be fine. I promise. I’ll be here. Remember that I love you!” He kisses my cheek. Dr. Scott gives Ash thumbs up.
 
   “Okay. Ash, we’re outta here! Gotta get this little lady into surgery!”
 
   “Just take good care of her!”
 
   “Will do, my friend!”
 
   Dr. Scott rushes back into the surgery area, where they take me as well.
 
   “Olivia, I’m Dr. Malcolm Scott. I’m a good friend of Ash’s; I say that because I hope he considers me a good friend!” He chuckles. I can tell he is trying to make light of things so I won’t panic. “Anyhow, I promise, we’re gonna get that nasty gall bladder out soon. I know you’re in pain and we’ll make sure we take good care of you. Ash is in the waiting room, and I know he sure loves you.”
 
   “Did he call my kids?”
 
   “He’s taken care of everything. I can promise you. I’ve known the man for years, and he’s a stickler for details.” He laughs again, and then says, “You just relax and you’ll be fixed up in no time.”
 
   I look up at the ceiling. This is surreal. I’ve never had surgery before. Never been in an operating room except for when I had my kids. There is classical music playing. Everyone is doing their job. Running around, getting instruments ready, and talking small talk. Dr. Scott is talking with the nurses. He is reading charts and x-rays, commenting to the nurses and doctors.
 
    “Wow! This is some nasty booger!” Dr. Scott says.
 
   I wonder what that means. The music is soothing. I can tell Dr. Scott is respected by his colleagues. They remove the blankets from me. They pull my hospital gown up and I and totally at their mercy. It’s cold, really cold in here. Nurses start by putting an IV in my hand. I start shivering and one of the nurses bends down to me. “Olivia, I know it’s cold in here. We’re just about ready to get started. Dr. Scott is the absolute best surgeon there is! You’re in excellent hands. Are you ready?”
 
   I nod yes. The anesthesiologist starts the drip.
 
   “Olivia, okay, I need you to count backwards for me, honey.”
 
   Everyone is calling me sweetie or honey. In my mind, I feel at ease and in good hands. They’re going to take care of me. In classic Olivia mode, I start to over-think things. There are so many things I didn’t get to say to everyone. What happens if I never wake up again? I didn’t get to talk to my kids. I didn’t get the chance to tell them how much I love them and just how much they mean to me. I didn’t tell Ash how much I love him. My affairs are not in order. I’m unorganized. Please, please, just let me wake up after this! 
 
   “Okay, Olivia, count with me…Ten, nine, eight…”
 
   I start to count and am immediately under. My life is in their hands. 
 
   I wake up in recovery. My mouth is so dry and I’m nauseous. Why am I still nauseous? Oh my God! I have a tube in my mouth, and I gag.
 
   “Olivia…you’re in recovery, sweetie. They removed your gall bladder. You’re fine now. Try and stay still,” the nurse says.
 
   I motion to her that I need to throw up…I gag again. She comes over and helps me with the tube.
 
   “It’s a reaction to the anesthesia, sweetie. Just relax.”
 
   Somehow, I doze back to sleep, and when I wake up, I’m in my room. Even though I’m pretty groggy, I see beautiful flowers all over the room. Ash and Alan are both there. Ash is at my side, rubbing my head softly. He bends down and whispers in my ear.
 
   “Hey there, Sunshine! You sure had me scared there for a while.”
 
   I shake my head. Alan comes over to the bed.
 
   “Olivia, hi. How ya doing?”
 
   I know I look at Ash with a totally confused look on my face and I wonder what the hell he’s doing here. I realize Ash probably called him.
 
   “Uggghhh. Feel bad. Hurt.”
 
   I start to cry. Ash signals for the nurse to come in.
 
   Alan steps to the door and says, “I think I’ll just step outside. I’ll be in the waiting room if you need me.”
 
   Ash tells the nurse, “She’s really in pain; can you give her something please?”
 
   “Of course, Mr. Harper. Let me call Dr. Scott. He should still be in the hospital somewhere.”
 
   The doctor comes in shortly after they call him. “Olivia, hi. I’m Malcolm Scott. I did your surgery, remember me? That was some nasty gall gladder. It ruptured, but we got it out in time, thank God. You must have been feeling the effects of the bad gall bladder for a while. You’re gonna find that you’ll feel like a new person! Right now, you need to rest. I’ll have the nurse bring you something for the pain. Main thing is, and I can’t stress this enough, you need to rest. Can you do that for me?”
 
   I nod yes.
 
   Ash is by my side. “Liv, I’m here. I’ve called Lainey and she let the boys know. Everything is taken care of, honey. You just rest.”
 
   Dr. Scott bends down to whisper something in Ash’s ear. I can’t hear what they are saying. “Ash? Can I see you outside?”
 
   “Liv, I’ll be right back.” He kisses my head and he leaves the room.
 
   I hear them talking in the hall. I can’t make out what they are saying though. I can’t make myself stay awake to see what they are talking about, so I drift back off to sleep.
 
   “Look Ash. Here’s the deal. Her gall bladder ruptured. It was pretty damn bad. She’s had this condition for a while and probably thought it was just indigestion, ignoring all the other symptoms that come with it. Typical headstrong woman. Anyway, we got the gall bladder out, but we need to watch her very closely over the next few days. As much as we attempt perfection in surgery, there is a chance we didn’t get all of the infection out. Just as a precaution, I’ve called in an infectious disease specialist; Dr. Peter Chen. He’s the very best. What we need to do now is watch and wait.”
 
   “Malcolm, I trust you. I have every faith that you’ll take care of Olivia. She means everything to me, so please, get her better for me!”
 
   “Will do, Ash! I promise you, she’s in good hands. We’re gonna do our best!” 
 
   Ash sits on the couch in my room and calls everyone to give them updates. Lainey and the boys say they are on standby to come in if need be. Tommy and the guys are at my door. They knock on the door to my room. Tommy peeks his head in quietly, and says, “Hey Dad, how’s she doin?”
 
   “She’s resting, son. You guys come in for a bit, but only for a few minutes. Malcolm said she needs her rest.” Tommy, the guys and Emily come into my room. Todd is first to come over to me. He bends down, rubs my cheek with two fingers and whispers in my ear, “Hey there pretty lady! How are ya?”
 
   “Hurt. Bad.”
 
   “Awww, poor baby! I’m sorry.” Todd rubs my head. “You’ll be back up dancing in no time, just rest up. Love you girl!”
 
   I nod and he kisses my forehead. Tommy comes over next, and he looks worried. He bends down and kisses me on the cheek.
 
   “You can’t be sick…who’s gonna take care of our family? We need you!” I wink at him and he rubs my arm. “I know you’re tired and don’t need company but we just want you to know that we love you Olivia. Get better!”
 
   Emily is by his side. “Olivia, feel better! Muahhh!”
 
   The rest of the guys come over to my bed and stand. Brady speaks for them “We just want you to know that we love you, Olivia! Get better! We’ll come back when you’re feeling better and bug you.”
 
   The nurse comes in. She is a petite Middle Eastern woman, who isn’t a bit intimidated by the guys. 
 
   “Okay, guys, time’s up! Everybody out. Doctor’s orders. Scoot!”
 
   They all laugh and file out of the room. Ash tells me he’ll be right back. Ash stays out in the hall talking to them, and I fall back asleep. There’s not much else I can do. The best I can do at this moment is go back to sleep. Ash comes back into the room and I see him sitting on the couch, working on his laptop. He has those damn sexy half glasses on and is focusing on his work. Every time I move, he looks over at me. I wish he’d go home, but I know better. He’s here for the long haul.
 
   Nurses keep coming in, checking every possible vital sign I have. I heard them say that they are watching to make sure infection doesn’t set in. I heard Ash talking with Dr. Scott, saying something about a Dr. Chen coming in to see me tomorrow, and something about infection. I sleep through the night. In the morning, I wake up when several nurses are standing around my bed. “One-oh-four, call Dr. Chen!”
 
   I feel hot. Ash is at my side, and I wake up. “Liv, you have fever. They’ve called Dr. Chen, the infectious disease specialist. Malcolm will be up shortly. Nothing to worry about hon.”
 
   “I feel really hot, Ash…what’s going on?”
 
   “Honey, Malcolm said there may be a chance of infection since your gall bladder burst. Once Dr. Chen gets here, we’ll know for sure.”
 
   “Oh, my God! I feel so bad, what’s happening?”
 
   Dr. Chen walks in. “Hello Olivia, I’m Dr. Peter Chen. Dr. Scott has asked me to take over. It appears there may be some infection, so we’re going to get you on a high dose of antibiotic to fight the infection.”
 
   “Ummm, okay—what does that mean?”
 
   “Well, since your gall bladder in a sense exploded, there is a chance that they may not have gotten all of the remnants. The antibiotics will fight that infection. You’re going to feel really weak, and we will be monitoring you very closely over the next week or so.”
 
   “Week or so? So I’ll be in here for a while?”
 
   “Yes, unfortunately. It’s necessary so we can make sure we’ve isolated and treated the infection.”
 
   “Honey, everything is going to be fine. I’m not leaving. I’ll be with you every day, I promise.”
 
   “Ash, you have work to do. You really don’t have to stay. I’m fine! Go home!”
 
   “No damn chance! Tommy’s brought me clean clothes and I can work remotely, so I am just fine where I am!”
 
   Around four p.m., Todd knocks on the door and comes in. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says “Plays Well with Others,” and he smiles his bad boy smile. I smile back at him. He just makes me feel happy.
 
   “You up for company?”
 
   “Of course! I’ll always see you! So tell me what’s new? Nice T-Shirt, by the way!”
 
   “Well, I do have good news…you up for listening?”
 
   Ash looks at me, as though he’s wondering if I’m up for the company.
 
   “Ash, I’m fine. Really.”
 
   Todd sits down.
 
   “So tell me the good news,” I say.
 
   “Well, a couple of weeks ago I went to Evanston to see a guy about a car I’m thinking about buying. Another vintage Mustang. I went to a coffee shop in downtown Evanston, since I had a couple of hours to kill before I went to his shop. I was sitting by myself drinking a coffee, reading the paper…”
 
   “Wait, you read?”
 
   “Ummm, yes, Olivia, I do know how to read.”
 
   “I meant read as in the paper. You read the paper?”
 
   “Yeah, I read it every day. I also read music, by the way. Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just thought you kids never read the newspaper. Anyway, go on.”
 
   “Well, before I was interrupted, I was saying that I was reading the paper and this chick came up to my table and asked if she could steal one of the chairs from my table. I looked at her, and my God, she was fucking gorgeous!”
 
   “Well, did you let her take the chair?”
 
   “No, I told her she was welcome to sit at my table.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, she plopped her fucking hot ass down at my table and we started talking. We were actually talking. Not like the chicks I usually talk to. She actually has things to say and not like the bullshit talk with the chicks I usually hang out with. She’s getting her masters fuckin’degree from Northwestern, in Business. She’s freakin’ so smart! We talked for a couple of hours until I had to leave. She gave me her number and we’ve been talking ever since. Every damn day. We’ve had coffee a few times since.”
 
   “So, she’s pretty hot? Tell me more about her!”
 
   “Pretty hot is putting it mildly Olivia. She’s smokin-ass hot! Blonde hair, blue eyes, hot ass, brains, the whole enchilada!”
 
   “So, tattoos?”
 
   “Haven’t gotten that far yet. It’s winter Olivia. Her arms were covered, but pretty sure she has some, and I’ll bet they’re hidden, just waiting to be found!”
 
   “Todd, that’s wonderful. So, her name?”
 
   “Kyra. Isn’t that the most beautiful name? Besides, Olivia, I mean. She’s the most beautiful chick I’ve ever met!”
 
   “So…more details?”
 
   “Well, like I said, she’s got this beautiful long blonde, messy, curly hair, no makeup, at least I don’t think so, naturally beautiful. Damn!”
 
   “So, not like the typical Todd woman?”
 
   “Not at all. Polar opposite of what you’d expect to see me with! I swear, when I saw her, I was fuckin’ass blown away! I’ve never met a girl like this. Shit! She’s awesome!”
 
   “Awww, I’m so happy! So when do I get to meet her?”
 
   “Well, just get your ass out of here, and I’ll let you meet her. We’re going to dinner tonight and then to listen to a band she likes in the City. She loves music, by the way, which is another way to my freakin heart!”
 
   “So, nice body?”
 
   “Sinfully fucking so!”
 
   I laugh and flinch with pain.
 
   Ash comes over to my bed. “Son, I think my gal is getting tuckered out. You getting tired, hon?”
 
   Todd stands up and stretches. “Yeah, I should probably head out. Gotta head home and get my special car. I’m picking her up in the Mustang tonight.”
 
   “Well, if she gets to ride in it, she must be special. By the way, thanks so much for the flowers, they’re beautiful!”
 
   “Not half as beautiful as you! Get well soon, and for sure, we’ll all go party big time when you’re well!”
 
   “Todd?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Just remember to be a gentleman. Women liked to be treated well and with respect. Watch the f bombs…not too many of them….just remember that, okay?”
 
   “K! I’ll make you proud! Oh, by the way, Kyra gave me this T-shirt…pretty tight, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that!”
 
   “You, something like that better get your something like that ass out of here and get well!”
 
   He kisses me and he’s off to take Kyra on their date. In my mind, I’m thinking way ahead and way too much into this. Kyra O’Malley…that sounds really good…it works! Todd is obviously taken with this gal, and I can’t wait to meet her. The nurse brings my pain meds and I don’t hesitate. I’m definitely ready for them. It’s been a long day and I’m really hurting bad, but happy, so happy for Todd! Ash comes over and sits on my bed with me.
 
   “Liv, time to go to sleep. You need to rest. I’ll be working on the couch. Sure wish I could be in the bed with you, but know that I’m just over here. I love you, honey!”
 
   “Love you back more, Ash! Gonna sleep for a while!”
 
   I stay in the hospital for another week. The infection has finally been contained and it’s time to go home. I’ll have to make lots of changes to my lifestyle, though. Dr. Chen and Dr. Scott tell me that I have to be on a bland, no fat diet. I can’t drink alcohol or caffeine for awhile, until my system gets used to not having a gall bladder. They tell me it’s going to have to involve me making some changes in the way I eat.
 
   Fortunately, Ash has Reba coming every day now. Really not necessary, but Ash insists. It’s good to have someone making meals for me, though, I’ll have to admit, and I like the company. Ash is working on a case and he leaves for North Carolina tomorrow for a week.
 
   “Hon, I’ll be back in a week. It’ll go by fast, I promise. Reba will be here and Ellen said she’ll come by and visit.”
 
   I’ve taken a temporary leave from work and hope to get back part-time very soon. I love my job, and though Ash wants me to quit, I just can’t. I love working; I love my job and my independence!
 
   I’m sad, because Ash is leaving today. We go into the kitchen for coffee…well, him coffee, and me, decaf tea. “Mornin’, Sunshine! Feeling okay?”
 
   “Feeling fine! Better every day. Gonna miss you though!”
 
   “Not half as much as I’ll miss you!” We say our goodbyes and he promises to call and text me often. I busy myself reading and researching my new diet requirements on the Internet. Reba has been so wonderful getting meals ready for me and I honestly don’t know what I’d do without her!  
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Early in the evening, my phone rings. It’s the Maroon Five ringtone, “One More Night,” and Todd’s name comes up on the caller ID. It makes me laugh every time he calls me.
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   “Yeeessss, hey Todd! What’s up?” I ask.
 
   “Is Mr. H. home?”
 
   “No, honey, he’s out of town for a week. You can call him on his cell though.”
 
   “Well, actually, I was calling for you. That’s why I called your phone.”
 
   I laugh and answer him. “Well, duh. That makes sense. Everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah, have you had dinner yet?” He asks.
 
   “I was just fixing to heat me up some of the bland food Reba made me, why?”
 
   “Well, I was gonna head over to talk, if that’s okay. You can’t have takeout Chinese food?” Wishing I could have Chinese food, I answer, “Unfortunately, no, I have to eat cardboard bland food. One of the perks of not having a gall bladder. But you can grab some and come over, or I’d be happy to make you something.”
 
   “Nawww, I’ll just grab something and head on over. You don’t mind?”
 
   “Of course not! Come over!” I say.
 
   “K. Be there soon!”
 
   I’m sensing something’s wrong by the tone in his voice. When he gets here, he gives me a hug.
 
   “So what are the lovebirds up to, tonight?” I ask.
 
   “They went out to dinner and in to the city to listen to some music.”
 
   “So, your man friend hasn’t been available too much lately, huh?” I say.
 
   “Naw, not much. They’re pretty much together twenty-four/seven. It’s all good, though. They’re spending as much time together as they can before we go on the road.”
 
    I put my arm around him and sense he’s got something on his mind.
 
   “So, what’s new in Todd O’Malley’s world?” I ask.
 
   For some reason, he’s not his usual cocky, sarcastic self. I see that he has tears in his eyes and he immediately sits down on the bottom stair, putting his head in his hands “Olivia, God I think I screwed up big time.”
 
   “What? Why?” I ask.
 
   “I just fucked up really bad!”
 
   “Todd! What happened? Are you in some kind of trouble?”
 
   “No, but I fuckin’ took her virginity Olivia! I’m the worst fucking dick scum bag ever!”
 
   “Kyra? You mean Kyra?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah I fuckin’ took it from her. She was a virgin, Was, and now she’s not anymore, all because of me. Jesus! I had no fucking idea she’d never had sex. She’s twenty-five fucking years old, for God’s sake. I don’t even think I know a virgin. The last one I knew was in junior high school, and I had her. Geez!” 
 
   I sit down on the step next to him and have to ask the question. “You didn’t force yourself on her Todd did you?”
 
   “Oh hell no! It was nothing like that. It was all consensual, but I can’t believe I let it happen. I should have just stopped it before it happened. Once I knew she was a virgin, I should have just gotten the fuck up and fucking ass left. But I didn’t—I let it go too far and it’s all my fault! I mean, shit, Olivia! We’re fixing to go out on tour for months and I have nothing to offer her. God! Why did I do it? Why didn’t I just stop it?”
 
   I put my arm around him and say, “Come on. Get up. Let’s go in the kitchen and I’ll make some tea. You want a beer?”
 
   He says yes to a beer and follows me to the kitchen with his takeout food.
 
   “Todd, look, first of all, you do have a lot to offer. Don’t ever say otherwise. You’re a great guy. Do you have feelings for her?” I ask.
 
   “Olivia, she’s the first girl I’ve ever been with who I actually do have feelings for. I mean, hell for all I know, I could be in love with her, that’s how amazing she is. I want her around me every damn day, but now I’ve scarred her for life and I fucking don’t know what to do. With virginity there are no take-backs”. He slams his fist on the counter “Jesus Christ! I fucking hate myself!”
 
   When he slams the counter, it startles me. “When did this happen?” I ask.
 
   “Three days ago.” 
 
   “And, you’ve talked about it since, I hope?”
 
   “No, see, that’s the thing, I haven’t called her. I’ve tried, I’ve dialed her number so fucking many times, but I can’t go through with it. I feel so damn bad, and I don’t know what to say. I haven’t told anyone but you.”
 
   “Todd! Wait so you just left afterwards? Seriously? I mean why? I thought you said you cared about her!”
 
   “I do care for her Olivia! I left because I was scared shitless. I care for her more than you know! It’s scary, because I hurt so fucking bad for her. I feel awful! And not having her around is killing me. Being with her makes me feel whole. I mean, I know we just met, but she makes me feel like I’m something special. And she’s special and means the world to me. It’s a connection I can’t explain, but I’m a different man around her. Knowing that I was her first, well that’s pretty fucking mind-blowing, too, and it makes me feel that much closer to her. She actually makes me want to be a good person, but I fucking failed that didn’t I? I’ve been a fucked up mess for the past three days. I don’t know what to say to her. I mean, what can I say? I’m sorry I fucked you and fucked your life up? I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, and I’m dying here, Olivia. All I’ve been able to do is write. I’ve been writing for the past three days.”
 
   “Writing, as in a song?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah, it’s the only way I can get my feelings out. I just don’t know what to do, Olivia.”
 
   I stand up and put my hands on his shoulders. “Well, I know exactly what you should do. Before you and I talk any further, you need to take your beer, march your butt upstairs and call her. You’ve got to do this. Make this right, Todd. I can’t believe you just took her virginity and left her hanging out in the cold. You say you’re hurting bad, but think about her? How must she be hurting about now? I’d imagine she’s pretty darn miserable. Look, she gave this to you freely, but it’s up to you to make her realize she made the right choice. She’s probably feeling like the biggest fool in the world about now and you owe it to her to let her know you care about her. She gave you herself—body and soul, which was a gift to you, so accept that gift, Todd. Open the box and cherish what you got from it. Go on! Make the call and we’ll talk after. Go on!” I gently push him out of the kitchen.
 
   “Olivia, I don’t know if I can do that. I’m pretty freaked out and I’m afraid I’ll get emotional…you know that I’ll just lose it. And what if I say the wrong thing?”
 
    I take his face in my hands. “Well, I imagine she’s pretty freakin’ freaked out and emotional right now, as well”
 
   He looks at me and asks, as if he knows the answer and is looking for reassurance, “So you really think I should call her, Olivia?”
 
   I look him straight in the eye, “Ummm, I think you should have called her three days ago, Todd. Let’s just hope she’ll take your call. But you’ll never know until you just do it. Go on.”
 
   I put my arm around him and walk him to the stairs. Reluctantly, he goes up to the music room, closes the door and makes the call. I’m guessing she answered, because he stays up there for over an hour. During that time, Ash calls me. “What’s up, honey? Feeling okay? Missing me?”
 
   “Yes, and yes! Missing you so much! Feeling fine. I just ate, and Todd came over to visit.”
 
   “Well, how sweet. You guys having a nice visit?”
 
   I certainly am not going to go into details right now with Ash. Part of the reason Todd and I have such a good relationship is that we trust each other and I would never breathe a word about this to anyone, just as I know he holds my revelations to him in confidence.
 
   “Yeah, we’re having a great visit! He just stopped by to check on me.”
 
   “Well, enjoy your visit and call or text me when you’re in bed. Did you take your medicine?”
 
   “Yes, I did. And I ate all my supper. Reba’s been taking such good care of me. I’m getting spoiled rotten!”
 
   “Well, save some spoiling for me. I’ve not spoiled you nearly as much as I intend to! Have I told you how much I love you today?”
 
   “No, Mr. Harper, you haven’t…I’m waiting...”
 
   “Well, Olivia, Mine, love of my life, I love you with every bit of feeling I have and I miss you so damn much! Call or text me once Todd leaves and you get settled in for the night.”
 
   “Will do. Oh, and I love you back with every bit of feeling and then some! Oh, and by the way, have I told you lately just how sexy you are? Because you are, you know.” 
 
   When I get off the phone with Ash, I start thinking back to the night I lost my own virginity. The guy I lost it to was by no means a Todd. Though he was my steady boyfriend, I seriously don’t think he gave it one iota of thought as to what it did to me other than hurt. There was no earth shattering, planet aligning moment. He wasn’t tender or particularly gentle. It hurt. Bad. He was satisfied. I bled. I hurt. This is it? I thought. This is what it’s all about? And he certainly didn’t hold me afterwards or tell me I meant the world to him. Or tell me he was glad that he was “the one.” None of that. Nada. I remember lying on the blanket afterwards, looking up at the stars, looking for some justification for what I’d just done and what I didn’t have left. Todd was right. There are no take-backs. I’d let both myself and my mother down. She’d preached to me incessantly about how a girl was supposed to keep herself pure for her wedding night, pure for the man she marries. Unfortunately, now I would not be that girl. 
 
   It was a summer night and I was only seventeen. He was nineteen and already out of high school. We had gone to the drive in movie. I had an eleven o’clock curfew and my folks were pretty strict about me adhering to it. It was nine o’clock, the movie wasn’t over, but we left early and went driving out on a country road by the creek. It was so dark. He got a blanket out of the back of his metallic blue Volkswagen beetle and laid it on the sand by the creek. We started kissing and touching. And somehow, it just happened. I certainly didn’t plan on doing it. Thank God it didn’t last long. When he finished, he climbed off of me and said he should probably get me back home so I wouldn’t get in trouble. Immediately afterwards, I felt so guilty for doing it. I remember staring out the window all the way back to my house and I couldn’t wait to get in my room because my eyes were filled with tears. I couldn’t let him or my parents see me cry. When he dropped me off at my house, he simply asked if I was okay. I lied and said that I was. We didn’t talk about it that night or ever again. I went into the house and straight into the bathroom, took my panties off, saw the blood, put them in a paper bag and threw them in the trash. Thrown away, just like my virginity. And then I went to bed and cried myself to sleep. 
 
   He and I broke up by the end of the summer. He was going away to college and said that he didn’t think we could do the long distance thing and besides, I needed to enjoy my senior year of high school. So that, in a nutshell was how I lost my virginity.
 
   After about an hour and a half, Todd comes downstairs and I can tell he’s been crying. Curiosity is killing me.
 
   “So?” I ask, “How did it go?”
 
   “Olivia, I hope you don’t mind if I bail out on you, but I’m gonna head on over to Kyra’s. We need to talk.”
 
   “Todd, please, if you care about her, just do me one favor and let her know.”
 
   “I do care about her so goddamn much, Olivia.”
 
   “Well, then, make her realize that she made the right decision. Take her in your arms, hold her, and kiss her, whatever it takes to reassure her that she gave it up to the right guy. Promise me?”
 
   He nods his head and puts his arm around me as we walk to the front door. “I will. You’ve got my word. God, I love you! You’re simply the best woman I know. That’s why I can always talk to you. You’re not judgmental. You just get me. No one gets me like you do, not even the guys, and I really appreciate your friendship. You’re fucking amazing, and I mean it!”
 
   “Awwwww, you mean a lot to me too and you’re pretty amazing yourself! Hey, hold on a second.” I go into the kitchen and pluck some pretty blooms from the many flower arrangements I got in the hospital. I tie the blooms with a pretty piece of ribbon, go into the wine room and grab a nice bottle of wine. He’s waiting for me by the front door. I hold them out to him. “Here, you go. Flowers and a good bottle of wine will get you in the door for sure. The rest is up to you, my friend. Call me tomorrow?”
 
   “Will do! Thanks Olivia, for everything…you’re the BEST!” He kisses me on the cheek. I hug his neck. “Just go make it right! Call me tomorrow, and remember, when you’re ready, I’d love to hear your song.” He gives me a thumbs up and drives out of the driveway.
 
   The next day, Todd calls me bright and early as I’m having my breakfast. The ringtone makes me laugh, as it always does.
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   I smile. “Hey Todd! I’m hoping you’ve got good news?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that. Sorry, but I’m stealing your line babe! And, just to let you know, I took your advice.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, she pretty much told me I was a scumbag. She said she always thought guys in bands were assholes and I just proved her point.”
 
   “Ouch!”
 
   “Yeah, ouch. She was right, though. I sat there and let her call me all kinds of shitty things. She pretty much called me every name in the book. Hell, I deserved it though. I just sat there and took it, took it like a man. She said I broke her heart, fucking broke her heart Olivia!”
 
   “Well, what did you expect? I told you she was hurting.”
 
   “Yeah, and I feel so bad because she’s fucking got so much shit going on with her school work and I had to complicate things.”
 
   “Well, I’m hoping your talk made things better?” He sounds like himself again, and I’m so glad.
 
   “You were right and yes, we’re better today. I actually think things are going in the right direction. We talked until about four in the morning. I ended up staying at her place last night. No sex or anything, but I held her all night. It felt so damn good to just fucking hold her. It felt, well, right. I’ve never just held a girl all night before, not that way anyway. And I told her how I feel. I even cried. I cried because she cried and it just fucking tore my heart out. I never meant to hurt her and I promised that I would make it up to her. I told her how sorry I was, and how I want us to work things out, that I want her in my life. I told her things about myself that no one knows, not even you. You don’t mind if I tell you things like this, do you?”
 
   “Todd, no, I don’t mind at all! You can always talk to me, you know that! And hey, maybe sometime soon, I’ll tell you about the night I lost my virginity.”
 
   “Hey, you’d really share that with me?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that. I’ve never told anyone about it before, you know.”
 
   “No one? Not even your best girlfriend?”
 
   “Nope. No one. You’ll be my first!” I chuckle.
 
   “Well, I’m honored that you’d share that with me, and I would really like to hear about it. Jesus, I must be really special, then.”
 
   “You are special! Oh, and just a heads up Todd…if and when you do have sex again with her, just make sure it’s making love and not sex, okay? And, please, I don’t need the gory details!”
 
   “Ha! Olivia! I won’t give you any details. I do have scruples, you know!”
 
   “Scruples, schmuples! Don’t forget, I know how you are. Oh, and whenever you’re ready to introduce Kyra, I’d love to meet her.”
 
   “I’d really like that, Olivia, more than you know.”
 
   I smile. “She’s got a great guy, by the way. And that’s no brag, its fact!”
 
   As the weeks go by, I am fully recovered and D-Day is here. I’ll be going to court on Monday to finalize the divorce. Alan will be there as well. Abbey says that since Alan’s agreed to everything we’ve asked for, going to court is just the formality of having the judge sign the final decree. So, February fourth will be my Independence Day. Ash is taking me to watch the guys play tonight. I haven’t been out too much since my surgery and I’m looking forward to going. He’s been spending a lot of time with Tommy lately and has been going to pretty much all of their practices. He said that Tommy wanted his opinion on their songs, as they ready themselves for the tour. Todd has asked Kyra to come to the club tonight and said that he is really excited for me to meet her. I haven’t told him that Emily and I have talked and that Emily said Kyra is the real deal. Emily’s met Kyra and really likes her. They regularly do lunch and go shopping. Emily tells me that she thinks Todd is basically head over heels for Kyra. She said he’s different, but in a good way. Not slinging the F-bombs as much as he usually does. I’ve kind of noticed that myself. 
 
   So, gonna wear my Avenue T-shirt tonight and represent. Ash is wearing his as well. When we get to the club and grab our favorite table, Tommy and the guys come to sit with us. Tommy gives me a kiss. “Olivia, so are you back in party mode?”
 
   “Yep. Ready to party, sans the gall bladder!” Todd comes up and gives me a hug. “There’s my favorite girl! What? No wine tonight?”
 
   “I may have one glass, but no more. I really have to watch what I eat and drink. Plus, Ash here won’t let me get away with squat!”
 
   Ash shakes his head. “You damn right she ain’t getting away with squat—just let her try! I’ll pull her over my knee and spank her cute little behind!”
 
   Todd laughs, “So, basically you’re the dominant in this relationship Mr. H.?”
 
   “Oh, every bit so!” Ash laughs and says. I laugh and flip them both off.
 
   Just then, Todd stands up, looks toward the door and his whole face lights up. He’s smiling from ear to ear. Emily and what I believe to be Kyra are just walking in. Todd whispers to me “Olivia, that’s her. She’s here. You’re gonna love her! She’s smokin’-ass hot isn’t she? Just look at her. I mean, Jesus! She’s fucking gorgeous and she’s mine!”
 
   Well, I can honestly say that I don’t think Todd has trimmed down his use of the f-bombs. He’s just dropped two in just one statement. However, I do have to agree. Kyra is simply beautiful. She and Emily are two of the most beautiful girls I know—besides my Lainey, who is the most beautiful girl I know. Kyra comes over to the table and Todd takes her in his arms and gives her a tender romantic kiss. He affectionately brushes her cheek with two fingers.
 
   “Hey babe, I want you to meet my family. Well, not blood family, but they’re family. This is Olivia and Ash. Ash is Tommy’s dad and Olivia is his best half. No disrespect, Mr. H., but she really is the best half of this deal!”
 
   Ash nods yes and I smile. “So nice to meet you Kyra. Todd’s told me such nice things about you.” He looks at me and I wonder what he’s thinking. He trusts me one hundred percent, so he knows I would never say anything about our talk. “At Northwestern are you?”
 
   “Yes ma’am, I just started at Kellogg Business School this year.”
 
   Beautiful, with manners, too? Oh, I like her already! Todd gets down on his knees next to my chair, puts his arm around me and whispers in my ear. “So, what do you think? I told you she was amazing!” I whisper back in his ear. “I swear I couldn’t have picked a better one. She’s perfect Todd. You did well!” He leans in and tells me “Remember you said you wanted to hear my song?”
 
   “Yes, and I still do.”
 
   “Well, I’m doing it tonight. I hope you’ll like it.”
 
   “It’s not gonna make me cry, is it?” I ask 
 
   “Yeah, probably something like that. Hell, I cried the whole fucking time I wrote it. But no tears tonight—me or you, capiche?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “I’ll try. That’s all I can promise.”
 
   “Okay. Me too! You’re gonna really love it I think.”
 
   Just before he gets up to leave, I grab his arm. “Does Kyra know about it?”
 
   He smiles that classic Todd smile, “Of course. I sing it to her all the time. She’s pretty stoked about it. And, just in case you’re wondering, she gave me permission to sing it tonight. Guess you think I’m pretty pussy whipped for asking permission, huh?”
 
   I laugh. “Not in the least bit. In fact, I’m really proud of you for that!”
 
   Emily comes over to Ash and I and gives us hugs and kisses. You would think she had been a part of our extended family forever because she just fits right in and is so at ease. Tommy comes up behind her, puts his arms around her, kisses the back of her head, bends down to my ear and whispers, “So, definitely I’ve got the hottest chick, whatcha think, Olivia?”
 
   I laugh and tell him, “Well, Tommy, you know I’m partial; after all, I did broker that deal!”
 
   He laughs and shakes Ash’s hand. “Well, gotta go get set up. Hope you guys have fun tonight. We’ve got a good show planned. Lots of new stuff.”
 
   They don’t disappoint. This is by far the best show of theirs I’ve seen. Kyra is having a good time and Todd; from time to time does his little sexy bad boy wink at her.
 
   After two breaks, I’m wondering just when he’ll do his song. Tommy’s at the microphone. “Folks, this is another new song for us. Matter of fact, tonight is the song’s debut. It’s called Fairy Tale Man and we hope you like it.” 
 
   They start, and Todd, with his high-pitched voice, sings solo. His eyes are closed and he’s totally focused. It’s a slow ballad type song played with acoustic guitars.
 
   You gave something special, so special to me
 
   But I was blind, so blind 
 
   Couldn’t see, couldn’t see
 
   That what you were giving couldn’t be taken back
 
   The hurt that I’m feeling
 
    Abilities I lack
 
   I know there’s no take-backs
 
   But in a perfect world
 
    I’d give it to you, give it to you
 
   And then some, sweet girl
 
   And if I gave it, gave it, gave it all back
 
   Would you take it, take it, take it all back
 
   Cause I’m hurtin, hurtin, hurtin so bad you see
 
   Could you give it, give it, just give it to me
 
   The chance, babe just one chance 
 
   To show you, show you I can,
 
   Be that, be that, that fairytale man.
 
   Cause I took something special that you gave to me
 
    You kept it for so long and I finally see
 
   So if I gave it, gave it, gave it all back, 
 
   Would you take it, take it, take it all back
 
   Cause I’m lovin, lovin, lovin you all I can
 
   Could you just give me, give me, give me the chance
 
   I’ll show you, show you, that babe
 
   I can be, I will be your fairytale man
 
   Oh.My.God! My eyes are filled with tears and I look over at Kyra. She’s smiling at Todd as he points at her and pumps his heart. She stands up and claps, along with pretty much everyone else in the club. They get a standing ovation. That was the most beautiful song I’ve heard in a long time. Brilliant! 
 
   This is the last break and the guys come to our table. Ross brings beer for them and they’re all talking about the tour. Everyone is so excited for them and I suspect, though that in spite of their happiness, Emily and Kyra will be pretty bummed when they leave.
 
   Todd comes over to me and bends down beside my chair and whispers “So, what’d ya think?” 
 
   “Todd, that was the most beautiful song I think I’ve ever heard in my whole life. I loved it!” I say.
 
   “Did it make you cry?” he asks
 
   “Well, put it this way. I had to turn my head away from Kyra so she didn’t see. I certainly didn’t want her to think I had any knowledge of what it was about…duh! And yes, it made me cry, silly! You know how I am!”
 
   He hugs me. “I’m glad really glad you liked it Olivia. Really glad!”
 
   I text Lainey and tell her about it. She texts back. ‘Awesome! So Todd has a girlfriend?? We need to talk!’  
 
   I text back. ‘Yeah, she’s gorgeous! You’re gonna love her. Getting her masters from Northwestern. Yep! Brains and beauty…just like you. ’ 
 
   ‘Picture please?’
 
    ‘Will do!’
 
   The guys do one last song. Tommy is singing lead. It’s a song about waiting for someone, feelings, needs, and waiting until kingdom comes. It’s beautiful. “Is this one of their songs?” I ask.” 
 
   Emily answers, “No. It’s a Coldplay song. It’s called Till Kingdom Come. Pretty, isn’t it?”
 
   “Beautiful!” Listening to the words, I am guessing Tommy is singing this obviously to Emily. I know once the guys go out on tour that relationships will be tested and it will be hard on all of them. I sense that Todd seconds the emotion to Kyra; given the lyrics I’m hearing.
 
   Ash puts his arm around me and is softly rubbing my arm. Obviously he’s been listening to the lyrics of the song because he whispers. “I love you till kingdom come, Liv! I’m waiting for you.” He kisses my temple. God! I love this man!
 
   We all hang out at the club after the show and have a perfect night. Once we get home, Ash takes me into his arms. “Liv, come here! I need to feel you.” He takes me into his arms and I start to cry. “What’s wrong, honey?”
 
   “Nothing, I’m just so happy. Just so in love with you. I love everything about you Ash. Do you know that? Do you know that if anything ever happened to you I would just want to die?”
 
   “Olivia, I feel the same honey. God you’re so damn beautiful! Let’s go to bed and let me just show you how much I feel the same!” We make love, incredible love and he wraps me in his arms. “Tomorrow, we’re going for a nice dinner. I wish to hell I could be here for your court date honey, you know that. But I’ve got to go back to North Carolina.”
 
   “I know that, and I understand, really I do. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry!”
 
   “Well, you know, I’d planned on being with you every step of the way, all the way to court. In fact, I promised you that. I had no idea this case was going to take so long.”
 
   “Ash, really, I’m a big girl. I can do this! Abbey said she’d come pick me up Monday morning and will bring me back home. I have the day off, so I’ll be fine. Really!”
 
   “Just know I’m with you, even though I won’t physically be there. I’m there. You know that right?”
 
   “Of course I do!”
 
   We have a phenomenal Sunday. We go to the country club for lunch and then driving around and end up at Navy Pier in the city. “Thought we’d just have some down time today and do nothing but drive around and look at stuff.”
 
   “Ash, this is the perfect day! I’m having such a good time!” He takes me riding around Wrigley Field. “Liv, once baseball season starts, I’m gonna bring you to some games. It’s so much fun! You’ll love it! Tommy usually comes with me, but since they’ll be out on tour, you’ve got to be my go to gal…. you up for it?”
 
   “Oh my God! Yes! I’d love it! I love baseball. I know the Cubs are probably your team, huh?” He looks at me with a silly face “Is there another team, I mean seriously?” he asks. 
 
   We go back to Charlie Trotter’s for dinner. This time, it’s just Ash and me. The manager comes out to greet us. 
 
   “Mr. Harper! Ms Olivia—so nice to see you again! Follow me please, your table is ready.” He takes us to a fabulous table, secluded and private. We have yet another wonderful dinner here. Ash has had the chef prepare a gall-bladderless friendly meal for me, and it’s over the top delicious! No wine for me, but that’s okay. As we head home, I start to feel a bit melancholy. Tomorrow I will be single. I’ll be a divorced woman. Divorced from a man I’ve been married to for thirty years which is the majority of my adult life. I think back over good times we had, the birth of my kids, little league games, holidays, vacations, birthdays, anniversaries and I lose it. I’m looking out the window hoping Ash doesn’t see me in tears. No such luck.
 
   “Liv, honey, it’s gonna be all right. I promise. I know this is tough. But just know that I am here for you and know that I love you more than life itself. I can’t imagine what you’re feeling, and I won’t pretend to, but I can tell you this. You’re loved by so many people. You just radiate love and compassion. You’re strong, you’re smart, and above all, you’re mine. Forever.”
 
   I start to cry harder. “Ash, I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I’m doing this. I don’t have feelings for Alan anymore, really. I just think the finality of it all has just caught up with me and you know how I don’t process change well. I’ve been putting this day off, thinking it won’t come, but it has. I don’t doubt your love at all and your love is what’s been getting me through my life for the past few months. I can’t even begin to tell you how lucky I feel. I’m without a doubt, the luckiest woman in the world!”
 
   Ash has me a wonderful hot bath when we get home and he’s put candles all around the bathroom. “Liv, just hop in and enjoy!”
 
   “You coming in with me?” I ask.
 
   “Oh, after a bit, but for now, you just sit back and relax! You need to unwind. I’ll be in to unwind you further in a bit…count on it!” I lie back in the tub and get lost in it.
 
   After about thirty minutes, Ash comes into the bathroom and takes off his clothes. “Ready for some company?” he asks.
 
   My eyes light up as he gets in behind me. “Only if it’s you!”
 
   “Liv, it’s definitely me.” We have an amazing bath. He gently rubs bath wash over my whole body. It’s heaven. “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You have the most amazing body. I know I tell you that all the time, but you do. I love absolutely everything about you. Do you even have any faults? Because I don’t think you do. And tomorrow night, just think, you’ll be totally mine, do you even realize that? Even though I won’t be here, you’ll be divorced and free. Free to be with me. Forever. Honey, I can’t wait!”
 
   “Ash?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Make love to me please. I need you so bad right now!”
 
   “Your wish is my command. Let’s get you out of the tub and into my arms!” 
 
   We make love and I realize that after tonight, I will be divorced. Single and ready for the next chapter in my life. After we make love, Ash turns me on my side and lies with his front to my back. It’s one of my favorite ways to feel him.
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Tomorrow, you’ll be legal. And we can go on to the next phase. Are you ready, honey? Because I’m ready to take you there with me!”
 
   “Ash, I’ve been ready. Longer than you know.”
 
   “Night-night, Liv! You need to get some sleep and I’ve got to leave early. Big day for you tomorrow. I love you!”
 
   “And I love you back, Ash Harper. Definitely more than you love me!”
 
   “Liv?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I don’t think so!”
 
   I find that I can’t sleep well. I toss and turn nonstop. Even though Ash has me wrapped in his arms, I am awake with anticipation. Anxiety, anxiousness, doubt, fears, you name it, I’ve got the feelings. I just hope to God I can hold it together and not get emotional. I’m pretty sure Alan will have Kelly there. I unfortunately won’t have Ash there for backup, so I need to be extra strong. I try to go to sleep, but can’t. I keep looking at the clock and I watch as the hours tick away. 
 
   At 5:30, I’m still wide-awake. Ash stirs and asks me. “Sleep good, hon?”
 
   I lie. “Like a baby.”
 
   “I’ll go get coffee ready. I’ve got to leave for the airport soon, but we can have coffee together.
 
   “Sounds good honey! I’ll be in shortly.”
 
   I’m really nervous for some reason. I lay my clothes out. I’ve decided on a black pants suit, with a red silk blouse. Pretty matronly looking, but that’s okay. Okay. I’m going with it. I wear my pendant from Ash. It feels so good against my chest. I go into the kitchen, and he’s got coffee ready. He’s sitting at the table, sexy as hell, messed up hair and those beautiful, God so beautiful feet! I don’t know why I always zone in on his feet. They have the perfect arches and are to die for sexy. Just like every other part of him.
 
   “Mornin’, Sunshine! Ready for your independence day?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so.” I say. He looks up at me over the top of his glasses “You sound scared.”
 
   “Honestly, Ash I am.”
 
   “Well, hon, don’t be. You’ll be fine! Keep the faith!” I go to get my coffee, and there is a beautiful sunflower arrangement over by the coffee maker. “Ash, what’s this?”
 
   “It’s just something for you. You’re still my Sunshine and I want you to know that even though I can’t be here today, I’m with you.” I start to cry. “Awww come on, don’t cry honey, please. Come on. Be strong. You CAN do this!”
 
   My phone starts going off with text messages. “Better check those!” he says. I look at my phone.
 
   First is a text from Lainey. “Mom, I’m thinking of you. You’ll do great! Just pretend that I’m there with you. I love you too much! Call, don’t text when it’s over. I’ll need to hear your voice! You are the most absolutely most amazing mother any daughter could ask for! Love you!”
 
   Immediately, there’s another text. It’s from Bradley. “Mom, kick ass today! It’s almost over! Independence Day! Call me when it’s final!”
 
   Another text. “Olivia, just wanted you to know I’m thinking of you today. If you want to talk, just call me. Love ya!” It’s from Emily. Back to back to back texts of encouragement.
 
   Dalton’s is next. “Mom, big day today. I know you’re prob f’ng freaking out but you can do it! Call me after! I’ll be waiting to hear from you! Muahhh!”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 32
 
    
 
   My phone rings. The Maroon Five ringtone. It’s Todd.
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Big day, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that!”
 
   “Well, I just wanted to let you know that I’m thinkin of you. Be strong! Love ya, girl!”
 
   “Thanks so much! I appreciate it! I’ll let you know how it goes. Ash will be out of town, so I may need company. Maybe you and Kyra can come over tonight, that is if you aren’t curled up in a puddle of love!”
 
   “Well, she’s got a major test, so the only lovin she’s gonna be doing is with a text book and her lips will be licking a Starbucks coffee cup and not me, unfortunately. I’m down to visit if you’re up for it. Call me when it’s over. Promise?”
 
   “I promise! Thanks for calling, means so much!”
 
   Tommy sends a text. “Olivia, kick ASS today! Thinking of you. Celebration time is just around the corner! Love!”
 
   “See, you’ve got so many people in your corner. It’s gonna be okay, Liv. Strength in numbers!”
 
   The house phone rings. Ash answers. “Hello? Oh hey Ellen. Yeah, we’re just having coffee. Yeah, I’m headed out to North Carolina. Yeah, she goes to court today. It will be final. Yeah, she’s a bundle of nerves. Yeah, here she is.” He gives me the phone. 
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   “Hi, Ellen.”
 
   “Look, I know you’re trying to get ready and all. Just wanted to give you my support. I’ll be thinking of you today. If you want to talk, or grab a drink tonight, I’m here for you. I know big brother is out of town. Love you dear!”
 
   “Thanks so much Ellen. I really appreciate you calling. I’ll be in touch!” 
 
   Ash and I go into get dressed. He’s in a suit, sexy as hell. “God! You look amazing!” I tell him. 
 
   “And you? What about you pretty lady? How am I gonna get through this week without you? You look pretty amazing too, soon to be mine!” I walk him out to his car. I could cry now if  I really thought about it. I’m scared to death and I don’t want Ash to leave, but I know he’s got to.
 
   He senses my apprehension. “Liv, honey it’s only for a week. I promise, when I get back, I’ll put everything on the back burner and I’ll devote every waking minute to you.”
 
   “Ash, I understand, really. I’ll miss the hell out of you and I’ll text you when it’s over.”
 
   “No, Liv, no texts. Call me. I want to hear your voice. I want you to tell me it’s over, that the divorce is final and I want to hear you tell me that you’re finally mine!”
 
   “Ash, I’ve been yours, you know that!”
 
   “But I want you to tell me that you are free, legally free to be mine! Promise?”
 
   “I promise, Ash! You’ll be the first call I make.”
 
   “I’d better be!”
 
   After he leaves, I’m a bundle of nerves waiting for Abby to pick me up. I walk around the house and find that if I think about it enough, I could just hyperventilate. I keep breathing. Breathe, Olivia, breathe. I put tissues in my purse, just in case. I’m sure I will be a bawling mess after this is over. I don’t know why, but I know myself enough to know that I’ll probably have a minor meltdown. God! I wish Lainey were here with me. My rock, my best friend in the whole wide world.
 
   Reba comes in. “So, Miss Olivia, big day today, and don’t you just look beautiful! I want you to know that I’ll be thinking good thoughts!”
 
   “Thank you so much Reba! That means so much!”
 
   She takes me into her hefty arms and gives me a reassuring hug. “Honey, you’re gonna do just fine. The apple cart is tipped your way today. I’ll be thinking of you!” She gives me a kiss and goes about her work.
 
   Abby finally arrives. I’m ready. I can do this! She pulls up in the driveway and knocks on the door. Reluctantly I go to it and open. “You ready?”
 
   “Yeah, about as ready I’ll ever be.”
 
   “Well, let’s go get this over with!” I get in the car. My hands are clammy. My nerves are about to explode. “It’s going to be all right kiddo! We’re 99 percent there.”
 
   We speed off in her BMW. I’m just glad that I don’t have to drive myself. We arrive at the courthouse. She parks the car and we walk into the courthouse. As we go through security they check my purse and wave a wand over me. It’s such a formality, but necessary, I guess. After all, someone could have a gun I guess. After we get through security, we go up the elevator to the courtroom.
 
   Abby ushers me in. “Olivia, remember this is just a formality. The judge knows that both parties have agreed to all the terms. It’s just a matter of him giving his final blessing. There will be nothing unexpected. Just formalities, understand?”
 
   I look her in the eye. “Yes I understand.” We go into the courtroom. Alan and Kelly, along with Alan’s attorney are already there. Alan looks over at me.
 
   Abby, my little bulldog nudges me slightly. “Don’t look at him Olivia. Just look at the judge. Keep your eyes over here kiddo. You got it?”
 
   “Yes. I understand.”
 
   My heart is beating really fast. This is it. My thirty-year marriage is about to be declared over. I take a deep breath. I think about my kids. I think about Ash. They’re all on my side. I think about Todd and his F-bombs, which makes me smile. To calm my nerves, I imagine that Todd is sitting here beside me saying, “This is about to be fucking over! Fucking Ass fucking over!” That’s exactly what he’d say!
 
   The judge reviews the pleadings, ask questions of the attorneys, and it’s all a blur. The only thing I hear is his gavel banging down, declaring “divorce granted”! Abby helps me to get up out of my chair. I see Alan and Kelly get up. He makes his way over to me.
 
   Abby stops him cold. “Olivia, let’s go!”
 
   We walk to the elevator. Alan and Kelly come out to where we’re waiting. Crap! Just who I didn’t want to see. I am on the verge of a breakdown and I surely don’t want them to see me cry. When the elevator doors open, Abby motions them in. “Thanks, but we’ll wait for the next one.”
 
   Alan looks at me and mouths the words ‘I’m sorry’.
 
   When the next elevator comes, Abby and I get in. “You okay, Olivia?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. I just need to get the hell out of here.”
 
   “Well, you did just great! It’s all over now. Move forward and have a great life!”
 
   When we get into the lobby of the courthouse, I have a text. It’s from Tommy. “Walk out to the front.” Abby and I walk out front, and there, in the no parking zone at the front of the courthouse is Todd’s shiny Mustang. He and Tommy are standing outside the car, leaning up against the no parking sign with their arms crossed and they’re both wearing blues brothers’ type sunglasses. They have on faded jeans, leather jackets and biker boots. Tommy’s holding a Mylar balloon in the shape of a butterfly. They’re both smiling so big.
 
   “Wow! Looks like you’ve got a fun ride home!” Abby says.
 
   I smile and tell her, “Yeah, they’re the best! That’s Ash’s son and one of his band mates. Gonna ride with them, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Not at all. Call me later?”
 
   “Will do. Thanks so much Abby, for all you’ve done. Listen, I couldn’t have done this without you!”
 
   She kisses me on the cheek and heads to her car. “Stay in touch kiddo.” And with that, she’s gone.
 
   I walk over to Tommy and Todd and they both put their arms around me in a group hug.
 
   “You okay, babe?” Todd asks.
 
   I take a deep breath. “I’m fine thanks. Single, free, and fine!”
 
   “And fine you are!” Todd says. People walking by are staring, but I don’t give a flip! They’re probably wondering what I’m doing with these two young guys. Todd opens the passenger door for me. “Madam, your chariot waits!” He helps me in. “Sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. I just want get out of here, though please!”
 
   “Your wish is our command, fair lady!”
 
   I get in the car, and they have a box of Kleenex on the dash and give me a pair of sunglasses like theirs. “Here, you have to put these on and look…we’ve got a surprise for you. No sad tears though. If you cry, cry happy tears!” They pop the cork and pour me a glass of champagne. “Cristal, baby! It’s Independence Day! To Olivia!”
 
   “Awww! Y’all are so sweet! Oh, my God! This is perfect. Did Ash ask y’all to do this?”
 
   “Hey, ya’ll give us a little credit here—it was all our idea!” Tommy says. 
 
   “So, where are we going?” I ask.
 
    Tommy smiles. “Well, we thought you could spend the day with us. We’re taking you on a picnic!”
 
   “Really? A real picnic?” This sounds wonderful!
 
    “Yep! Reba’s got us all fixed up. We’ve got blankets, coats and gloves in the trunk and we’re gonna find a park. You don’t have to be at work or anything, do you Olivia?”
 
   “No, I’m actually off today and tomorrow.” 
 
   Tommy is sitting in the back seat. He’s sitting crossways and has one leg propped up on the seat and the other on the floorboard. He has his guitar with him and he starts to play. “We’re gonna serenade you Olivia.” He‘s tapping his foot to the beat and plays a song about belonging in wildflowers and about being somewhere you’ll feel free. It’s a drive off in the sunset happy song and it makes me smile.
 
   “Great song, Tommy. I love it!”
 
   “Damn straight! It’s Tom Petty, baby!” Todd says. “Just sit back and relax! Need more champagne? Cause we’ve got more where that came from.”
 
   We ride along Lake Shore Drive, making our way out of town. “I thought we’d head to Evanston and hang out up on the university grounds. It’s really pretty and peaceful. Will that work?”
 
   “Anything is fine with me!” I say. It’s a beautiful sunny day. Sunny and very cold, but I’ll take sunny over dreary for my Independence Day! I turn around to face the back seat. Tommy is singing to me with Todd singing harmony. This is amazing! I couldn’t have asked for a better send off from my divorce. God! These guys are incredible! When Tommy and Todd finish singing, I immediately forget that I was supposed to call Ash and my kids. Damn! “Crap! I need to call Ash and my kids and let them know I’m divorced!”
 
   “I’ll send them a group text…no worries…you just sit back and relax Olivia!” Tommy says. I throw my head back, savor my champagne and realize that I am finally divorced! I’m FREE! 
 
   We get to Evanston and find the perfect spot. Tommy gets the blankets out of the trunk and spreads them out. He brings us coats and gloves, since it’s really too cold for this. “Look, I know this isn’t the best day for this Olivia, just pretend its springtime.” 
 
   Todd gets out the basket Reba made. Inside are sandwiches, fruit and cheese, wine and a red and white checkered table cloth. I get out of the car. Tommy walks over to me, puts a jacket around me, hands me my balloon and says. “Olivia, here, you need to set this off. It’s a testament to your freedom! Come on! We’ll get a picture. Set it off girl! Independence Day!”
 
   “Yeah, Independence Day baby!” Todd says. I stand there very still. I close my eyes and think for a brief moment. Think about my life as it was. I think about my life as it’s about to be. I’m ready to free myself from the hurt and pain. I open my eyes, let the balloon go and it is quickly moved into the sky by the wind. Tommy is jumping up and down. “Whoooo Hooooo! Balls to the wall! Look how fast she’s going. She’s totally outta here! Bye bye butterfly” It sails off into the sky. They both hug me again. This is a hugging kind of day. I’m so blessed to have such amazing people in my life!
 
   We’re all on the blanket. I’m lying down, looking up at the sky smiling. It’s a beautiful day! Todd and Tommy are lying by me looking up at the sky with me. I feel like I did when I used to take my kids to the park. I smile and say “I remember when I used to take the kids to the park. We’d lie on a blanket just like this, look up at the sky and make wishes. Hmmm, I sure miss those days.”
 
   “Well, then let’s all make a wish!” Tommy says. “Come on! You first Olivia!” 
 
   I close my eyes take a minute and make my wish. 
 
   “You good? All done?” He asks. I nod yes.
 
   “Okay, Todd, you’re next!” Tommy says.
 
   Todd thinks for a while then shakes his head. “Okay. I’m good. Great, actually! Tommy, okay, do yours.”
 
   Tommy rubs his chin and smiles. “Fuck man! I know what you’re wishing, you dirt bag! Quit thinking of Emily, man! This is a family affair!”
 
   We all laugh. We’re all lying on our backs looking up at the sky when Tommy gets serious. “Olivia?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Can I tell you something?”
 
   “Of course Tommy!”
 
   “Well, I was just thinking how freakin’ awesome it would be if you and dad were to get married. I mean, just think, you’d be my stepmom! How cool would that be?”
 
   “Awww, Tommy! That’s so sweet! I just got divorced, you know and I’m really not looking to get married again so soon, but thanks.”
 
   “I know, but that would be so uber cool!”
 
   “Uber cool? What the fuck is that?” Todd says.
 
   Tommy replies and spells it out. “Uber. U.b.e r. It’s a word, dumbass. Look it up! It means the best. Over the top. Super!”
 
   Todd cocks his head and laughs “Yeah, I guess that would pretty much be Olivia. Uber …hmmmm, I think I kinda like that word! So, anyone wanna take bets on when the Ashster will pop the question?” 
 
   I roll my eyes at him and immediately he sits up and says “Oh my God! Check this out Tommy. I just thought of something…… Dude, do you know that if Olivia married your dad, her initials would be OH? As in oh! So they’d be OH and AH! Ha-ha  Ha-ha! Now that, dude is what I call uber cool!” He looks at me. “Olivia, I’m gonna start calling you guys oh! and ah!”
 
   The guys laugh hard and then they can’t stop laughing.
 
   I wave my hand at them. “Todd, Tommy, Ha-ha very funny! Y’all are getting way ahead of yourselves though, Geez! Besides, the twins would probably freak out!” 
 
   Tommy laughs again and says “Ha-ha! Wanna know what Todd calls them?”
 
   I giggle and say “Dickheads? At least that’s how I think he referred to them”
 
   He shakes his head. “That and Dicks on a Stick. Ha-ha! If the shoe fits, huh?”
 
   We all laugh. 
 
   “Seriously, though, I think they’d be on board,” Tommy says “You broke through them Olivia. Don’t you see? No one’s done that man. I mean, they’re my brothers and all. But geez! They are so straight laced. Breaking though… that’s gotta mean something!”
 
   Todd interrupts. “Enough about the sticks. So, back to the Ashster, you gotta love him, huh Olivia?”
 
   I smile. “Yeah, something like that!”
 
   He laughs. “See, I told you Tommy. She says that all the fucking time. She freakin does it without even freakin knowing it. Kind of like her yall’s!”
 
   I come back with my own assessment. “Yeah, kinda like you and your f-bombs Todd! You do that all the time without even knowing it too. Matter of fact, you use the word as a noun, an adjective and a verb.”
 
   Immediately after I say that, I realize I’ve just set myself up for a classic Todd comeback when he smiles and says “Yeah, but I much prefer it as a verb though. A very active verb if you get my drift!”
 
   He knocks into me and we all laugh.
 
   “So, do you miss Texas, Olivia?” Tommy asks.
 
   “Well, yeah guess I do. Texas is where I was born and raised, so yeah. But I do like my life here. I’d really love for us all to take a trip to Texas someday soon.”
 
   “So if we did, where would you take us? Dallas? Austin? The Alamo?”
 
   “Well, right off the top of my head, I’d take you to the Hill Country. It’s breathtakingly beautiful! And there’s a little town between San Antonio and Austin called Groene. We used to go there when Dalton was in Austin at college. Lots and lots of good memories. Matter of fact, Texas’ oldest dance hall is in Groene. It’s called, appropriately, Groene Hall. Y’all would love it!”
 
   “Sounds like fun!” Tommy says.
 
   “Oh, you’d have so much fun there! We used to go there and listen to Texas Country musicians. It’s pretty amazing.” I tell them.
 
   Todd comments “Well, tell ya what when we get back from our tour, we should all go and you can teach us all how to country western dance!”
 
   “Oh, you can count on that!” I say. I’m totally starting to feel lightheaded from the champagne. “I probably shouldn’t be drinking so much champagne. It’s so darn good though.”
 
   “Come on Olivia, you deserve it. We’re gonna get you trashed today. Your Independence Day drunk. Besides, you have designated drivers. We’ll take care of you, you know that. Hey..sit tight. BRB!” Todd goes to the car and gets their guitars. “Oh! I get to hear some more music?”
 
   “Sure do Olivia! What do you want to hear?”
 
   “Well, all day, I’ve been thinking about the song Free Bird for some reason.”
 
   “We actually know it! We’ll have to wing it with these though. Sounds much better with the electric guitars, but we’ll give it a try! We’ll have to show you how this sounds balls to the wall with the whole band. Gonna help us sing?”
 
   “Ummm...I don’t think you want that!” As they play, Tommy motions for me to sing along. I’m sitting cross-legged and singing my heart out. I’m probably butchering the song, but I don’t care. I’m having the best day and I just wish Lainey were here with me. She and I used to sing Free Bird all the time. She grew up singing it. Tommy tells me “Okay, Olivia, one more song…name your poison.”
 
   “Do you know ‘Forever Young’?”
 
   “Yeah, sure I think we can pull it off. We know everything good, girl! You gottta help us though.”
 
   As we sing, people who are passing by are watching us. Several people stop by and sing along.
 
   “Damn! Didn’t know we were gonna be doin a concert!” Todd laughs.
 
   “Hey, practice for the tour.” I say.
 
    Tommy gets a text and it’s from Ash. “TELL OLIVIA TO CALL ME! I deserve more than a group text! We all do!” 
 
   He looks like he’s worried. “Uh Oh! Shouty capital letters. I think Dad’s pissed about the group text! You’d better call him. Sorry Olivia! I think I got you in trouble.”
 
    I immediately call Ash and he answers on the first ring. “What’s up with the group text? Goddammit! I wanted to hear from you! Not Tommy! You promised you’d call when it was over.”
 
   “Ash, I’m so sorry. Tommy and Todd were at the courthouse to pick me up after the divorce. They brought a bottle of champagne and they took me on a picnic. We’re in Evanston on the university grounds. Time just got away from me.”
 
   “Geez honey! I’ve been sick worrying about you! I needed to hear your voice. And a picnic? It’s winter for God’s sake! Are you guys totally nuts? Have you lost your minds?”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry you’re angry. I’m fine and I’m in very good hands. No, we’re not nuts. It’s sunny and we’ve got blankets, coats, and mittens. We’re all bundled up.” I sense his anger has died down a bit.
 
   “Arghhhhhh! Dammit, Olivia! Okay, honey, look, I’m sorry I overreacted ……so everything went okay?”
 
   I fill him in on all the details and let him know that everything went smoothly. He’s totally calmed down now and speaks to me in that damn sexy voice. “So, bottom line is that you’re finally divorced and you have this incredibly handsome sexy man who loves you to death and thinks you hung the moon. Call me when you can and just know that I love you.”
 
   Feeling better now that he’s calmed down, I kid around with him. “Hmmmmm, pretty conceited, aren’t we Mr. Harper? You stole my incredibly sexy line. And yes, I’ll call you later after they drop me at home. I love you back!” I walk back over to the guys and our blanket.
 
   “Everything patched up with dad?” Tommy asks. I smile and give them the thumbs up.
 
   Todd gets a text from Kyra. He tells her that we’re on the campus grounds and she asks if we want to meet her for coffee, since she’s just finished with class for the day. His eyes light up. “Wanna go meet Kyra for a coffee?” he asks. I jump up immediately and am the first to answer. “Yeeeesss! Actually, I’m pretty much freezing my behind off and a good hot cup of coffee sounds to die for right about now!” 
 
   We all meet up at the coffee shop where Todd and Kyra met. We walk in where the smell of fresh brewed coffee is divine and we find Kyra at a table waiting for us.
 
   “Hey, babe! Whassss up?” Todd says. She stands up and he wraps his arms around her. I have to say that seeing Todd interact with Kyra in this way as opposed to the other girls who manifest themselves on him is quite refreshing. I always knew that Todd was a caring affectionate guy and he more than proved it to me when we had our talk about Kyra’s virginity.
 
   “Awww, how cute!” Tommy jokingly says and Kyra sarcastically rolls her eyes at him. We all sit down. Kyra starts the conversation.
 
   “So, Mrs. Petersen, did you have fun with these wild and crazy guys today?”
 
   “Please, Kyra, call me Olivia. And yes, I’ve had the best day! These guys are the best and they took really good care of me, although I do think they set out to get me plastered; but I didn’t fall for that!” We all get a coffee and it feels so good to finally get warm. Tommy gets a text from Emily. His smile gives that away. 
 
   “So, what’s Em doin today?” Todd asks.
 
   “Same as Kyra. Goin to class and studying.” Todd laughs and says “Glad someone is an academic, cause we sure ain’t!”
 
   We all laugh. We stay for about an hour and Kyra tells us she has a big test to study for and needs to get to the library.
 
   “There you go, see; I’m gettin blown off for the books. Fuckin-A!” Todd laughs and says.
 
   Kyra punches him in the arm. “God! I love it when you abuse me, babe!”
 
   Tommy and I laugh and walk to the car leaving Todd and Kyra behind. From the car, I see them talking. He’s brushing her cheek and tenderly kisses her. They are wrapped in each other’s arms and it makes me feel so good to know he’s done the right thing and worked it out with her.
 
   Sensing that I’m wondering what the guys think about her, Tommy says, “She’s pretty cool.”
 
   I smile. “Really, so y’all like her?”
 
   “Yeah, we do. She gets along really good with Emily, too, which is pretty cool, because once we go out on tour; they can hang out and travel to see us together. Funny how things work out, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, I was kind of thinking the same thing Tommy. I like Kyra. I really do.”
 
   Todd gets in the car. “Ready to head back to the casa? You’ve had a big day, little lady!”
 
   I yawn and tell them “Yeah, I should probably get home. You’re right; I’ve had a pretty big day.”
 
   “We can stay and help you cook if you want. Not that we know how to cook or anything, but we could try.” Todd says and Tommy nods yes. 
 
   “No guys, I’m sure you’re both tired of hanging with an old divorced lady today. I’m fine, really. Besides, I need to call my kids and Ash.”
 
   Once we get back to the house, they walk me in and make sure all the lights are turned on. We look in the refrigerator. 
 
   “Dang. Olivia! Reba’s sure got a lot of things in here for you. Looks like all you have to do is warm something up.” Todd says.
 
   Tommy walks over to the table “Hey…did you see your flowers? I’ll bet a hundred bucks they’re from dad.” 
 
   I walk over to the table and there is a beautiful huge sunflower arrangement with a card. 
 
   “So, open the card and read it to us!” Todd says. I read the card, hold it to my chest and smile.
 
   “Well?” They ask in unison.
 
   “Well, what? I can’t read this to you!” I say. 
 
   “Why, does it have mature content?” Todd asks.
 
   “No silly! But I’m not sharing it with either of you! None of your business!” They both give me a hug.
 
   Tommy tells me. “Well, if you’re okay, I think we’ll head out. We’re rehearsing tonight.” 
 
   “I’m absolutely wonderful guys! Thank you both again for the best post-divorce day I could ever have asked for. Seriously, I couldn’t have made it through the day without you both and I want you to know it means the world to me! Thanks for the impressive ride, thanks for the songs, the champagne, the balloon and well for everything! You guys are the best! I don’t care what they say.”
 
   “Awww, we’re glad we could help out. We had fun today too! Love ya girl!” Todd lifts my chin up and looks me in the eye. “You, Olivia are gonna do just fine. No regrets, promise?”
 
   “Yes. No regrets. I Promise!” Tommy puts his arm around me and pulls me to his side. “Olivia, call me if you need anything and I mean it! Doesn’t matter what time, you need anything and I’m here!” He kisses me on the cheek. And with that, they’re out the door and off to rehearsal.
 
   As soon as they drive off, I’m by myself and its quiet. Then, suddenly, the reality of what happened today hits me. Divorced. Status: single. I’m no longer a married woman. Thirty years of my life has just gone down in the record book as having been declared over. I sit on the bottom stair, put my face in my hands and cry. I cry because, well, I really don’t know why I’m crying to be honest. I realize through all of this that my heart doesn’t ache for Alan.
 
   Am I sad that we’re not still married? No. I’m honestly not. Never, until I met Ash did I realize how wonderful a relationship could be and how my marriage was lacking is so many ways that hold two people together. I just never took the time to think it could have been so much better. With Alan, we just kept drifting farther and farther apart and neither of us knew how to stop it. It’s actually sad. Sad because he found someone to connect with, to make him feel alive. I wonder what our life would be like at this very moment if he hadn’t been transferred and we were still in Houston. Would he still have divorced me? I’ll never know the answer to that, and I can’t dwell on what I have no control over, but I can thank God for Ash. I think to myself that Alan really did kind of push us together. I mean, after all it was his absence that did in fact bring Ash and I together. So in the big scheme of things, did I really come out so bad after all? I stand up, smile and tell myself that it’s time to stop thinking, leave my pity party, but on my big girl panties and call my kids, starting with Lainey.
 
    “Mom, how did it go? You okay?”
 
   “I’m fine sweetie. It’s over and I’m relieved. Spent a wonderful day with Tommy and Todd. They came to pick me up in Todd’s mustang and we went for a picnic!”
 
   “How totally cool! Isn’t it too cold there for a picnic?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much but they had blankets, coats, gloves and several bottles of Cristal!”
 
   “Well, that certainly works!” I call Bradley and Dalton and fill them in as well. My next call is to Ash, the love of my life.
 
   “Awww honey! Damn! I wish I were with you right now! It just kills me that I can’t be!”
 
   “Well, your amazing son and Todd made sure I had a good day. Ash, your son is definitely his father’s son.”
 
   “Yeah, he is. You and I know that is totally true! Gotta love him!”
 
   “Yeah, I do!” I say. “Well, honey, get some sleep and I’ll see you soon. Oh, by the way, I won’t be in until late Sunday night.”
 
   Disappointment is evident in my voice. “Sunday night? I thought you were coming home on Friday…”
 
   He tries to reassure me. “Honey, I just can’t, but I promise you, my calendar is totally blocked off for weeks to come. I’m getting everything wrapped up so I’ll be completely yours until after your birthday.”
 
   Wondering how he remembers that, I ask, “You remember when my birthday is?”
 
   “Of course I do! Just bear with me and I promise you the best birthday ever!”
 
   I settle into bed as a changed woman. Divorced, independent, and getting stronger by the day. I’m coming into feelings I have never felt. Experiencing things I never have and stepping out of my comfort box on a daily basis. I’m on a journey that is like a fairytale. Blessed, loved, confident and wiser.
 
   Ash gets home on Sunday night late. I have dinner ready for him when he gets home. He comes through the front door and my heart is beating out of my chest!
 
   “Oh, my God! I’m so glad you’re home!” He lifts me up and takes me in his arms. “Honey! I missed you so damn much! Are you mine?”
 
   “Yes! My God Yes! I’m totally yours!” Needless to say, we skip dinner and head straight to matters at hand. He takes me into our, yes our bedroom. “Olivia, are you ready to go to the next level?”
 
   “Oh. yes, Ash! I’m very ready. Help me get there?” 
 
   He smiles and takes me into his arms. “Well, you’ll have to get out of those clothes first…” He gets a bath ready for us complete with candles, music, and soft lighting. “Come here, honey. Let me love you. Tonight, we’re gonna kick it up a notch. You’re free. Free to be mine. You’re mine tonight…with no strings!” 
 
   He begins by kissing me softly. “God Liv! I’ve been waiting for this night forever! Let me show you just how much I love you, how much you mean to me. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met…I swear, ever!” 
 
   My whole body is about to explode. I feel no inhibitions and I’m ready for this amazingly beautiful sexy man to take me to the next level of our intimacy. After our bath, he takes me into his bed, our bed. He has the music playing and candles lit all over the room. 
 
   “Lie down and relax honey. I’m going to take you all the way to heaven. You’re safe with me. I’ll never ever hurt you. I’ll give you pleasure, I’ll love you, I’ll adore you, you’re my everything! God I love you so damn much!” He explores every inch of my body and ignites nerves and sensations I swear I’ve never knew I had. I thought I’d experienced it before with him, but tonight, he takes me higher, so much higher. We do things I’ve never done before, never even thought of doing. I’m confident, I’m secure and I totally trust him. 
 
   “God Olivia! I can’t wait for you to go on this journey with me. This is a journey we’re going on together. I’ll make love to you in ways you haven’t tried before but I want you to trust me. You do trust me, don’t you? There are so many things we can do. We’ll take it slow, I promise. I won’t ever ask you to do anything you’re not comfortable doing, I swear it. Oh my God! If you could only know how damn much you make me want you. It’s incredible!”
 
   “Ash, I totally trust you. I trust you with my heart and soul and I’m ready to start that journey”
 
   We make love like I swear I never have in my whole life. I take him in ways that I would never have before with Alan, but I feel loved, totally loved and I give myself to him completely, in every way. He is my lover, my friend, and my everything. I’ve totally surrendered myself and I have no regrets. Not a one.
 
   My birthday’s approaching. My goal of being divorced before my birthday has been achieved, thanks to Abby and who she knows in the courts system. “Liv, the guys are playing at the club this weekend. I thought we’d go watch them play for your birthday…only if you want to.”
 
   “I’d love it Ash!”
 
   “Well, I thought we’d go to dinner first and then go to the club.”
 
   “Sounds wonderful!”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   
Chapter 33
 
    
 
   On the day of my birthday, Ash has a beautiful flower arrangement on the counter when I go to get coffee. It’s his usual sunflower arrangement only this one is huge! “Happy Birthday love of my life!”
 
   “Ash, thanks so much! I love you!”
 
   “So, we’re going to dinner and then to the club tonight. You okay with that?”
 
   “Of course! That sounds wonderful!” 
 
   When we arrive at the club, Tommy and the guys immediately come over to me with hugs and kisses.
 
   “Happy Birthday Olivia!” They all say.
 
   “Thanks guys!” We sit at the table talking and I see Emily and Kyra walk in making their way to the table. They give me hugs and they’ve each brought me flowers.
 
   “Ready to party?” Todd asks. “Yes! Totally!” I say. 
 
   “Well, just get ready, cause we’re gonna rock your world tonight babe!” Just before they go on to start playing, I look toward the door for some reason and see Lainey, Kellan, Bradley and Dalton walk in. I put my hand over my mouth. 
 
   “Oh.My.God! Are you kidding me? What? How in the world? Ash! How did you arrange this?” He winks and smiles at me. “Happy Birthday, hon. Surprised?”
 
   “Oh, my God, yes! You’ve just won me over forever, Ash!” The kids all run up and give me a hug. “Happy Birthday Mom, are you surprised?”
 
   “More than you know! God! This is amazing!” The guys all come and give me hugs. “Gotcha, didn’t they Olivia? Happy Birthday! We’re gonna make sure this is your best birthday ever!”  They excuse themselves and hop on stage to play. They start out by playing Free Bird. “This song goes out to a Free Bird we happen to know—and she knows exactly what we mean!” Tommy points at me and starts it off. Lainey and I are singing with them.
 
   “Awww, Mom! Makes me think of when I was a kid…remember when we used to sing it together?”
 
   I hug her tight. “Oh, Lainey I certainly do remember!” Oh my God. This is amazing! The best night ever! They sing several of their original songs, including Fairy Tale Man, which I love! Ash excuses himself and says he’ll be right back. After a few minutes, he’s not back and I start to get worried. The stage goes dark and then the lights come back on. Tommy comes up to the microphone. “Folks, this is the first time we’ve done this song, and it’s a special song for a very special lady, someone we all love and who’s family! It’s called “Something like Olivia.”
 
   Tommy sings lead. I look to his left and oh, my God! Ash is on stage and is playing his guitar. That must be where he went. I realize they’re singing a song about me. Olivia. And she’s taken. I’ve never heard this song, but it’s great!
 
   “Mom! That’s so cool!” Lainey says. 
 
   Tommy is singing to me. Todd and the guys all point at Ash as they sing the words and shake their heads yes, that only this one guy gets to sleep with Olivia by his side. Tommy introduces Ash. 
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, give it up for my dad, Ash Harper!” Everyone claps and Ash plays a short solo guitar part. He’s so damn good!”
 
   He’s got his Cubs baseball cap on, turned around backwards. I look at the guys and they all have on the same caps, turned around backwards, rally style. 
 
   “Mom, did you know about this?” Bradley asks.
 
   I shake my head “Had no idea son!”
 
   Ellen and David come in late and hurry over to our table. “Happy Birthday Olivia! So sorry we’re late! Damn, David is worse than a woman when it comes to getting ready on time…arghhhhh!” She looks up on stage surprised “Oh, my! So big brother’s performing tonight?”
 
   “Yes! Isn’t he amazing Ellen? And I can’t believe my kids and everyone is here for my birthday. This is all your brother’s doing I hope you know!”
 
   “Yep, he’s a pretty amazing guy Olivia!”
 
   After their song, Ash comes back to the table. I stand up and throw myself into his arms. “Hey rock star of a boyfriend, you’re pretty darn sneaky!”
 
   He winks that damned, sexy-as-hell wink at me. “Did you like it?” He asks.
 
   “My God, yes! Did you have to rehearse a lot?”
 
   He looks at me and makes a silly face. “Well, yeah! Of course I did! That’s where I’ve been for the past few weeks! Remember I told you I was at their practices giving them advice?”
 
   “Yeah.” I answer. “Well, we were learning this, honey!” 
 
   During the break, the guys all come to the table and give me hugs. “So, Olivia, what did ya think of the Ashster?” Todd asks. “I loved it guys! My guy Ash sure rocks, doesn’t he!”
 
   “Hell yeah he does! We’re trying to get him to go out on tour with us!” I shake my head and point my finger at Todd. “Oh hell no! That ain’t happening and you can believe that!” I say. Ash just shrugs his shoulders and does that sexy wink again at me.
 
   They are into their last set and Ash excuses himself again. “Be right back hon. I just saw Ross and I need to talk to him for a minute. Just a minute and I’ll be right back. Promise.”
 
   “Uh, sure, okay.” I respond. Emily, Kyra, Ellen and Lainey all come up and give me hugs. “Having a good birthday Olivia?” Kyra asks “Oh, man without a doubt, this is the best!”
 
   “Folks, it’s about that time.” Tommy speaks into the microphone. “We’re gonna wrap it up with one last song. Sure hope you had fun, cuz we sure did. Remember to drive safe, and we hope to see you back rockin' with us real soon! Thank you all!”
 
   Everyone claps and then the lights go off, and come back on. Oh, my God! Ash Harper is up on the stage again. One single light comes on and is shining down on him. He’s sitting on a stool by the microphone. “This song is for a very special lady, who just happens to have a birthday today. It’s a song by Phillip Phillips and I think you all know it…it’s called Home. Olivia, I love you and I hope you’re having a Happy Happy Birthday!” He fists his heart, points out at me and starts singing.
 
   Immediately I get tears in my eyes. He’s singing about knowing you’re not alone and about making this place my home.
 
   “Mom! Are you crying?” Bradley asks. 
 
   “Awww, Mom, don’t cry. You should be happy!” Dalton says. 
 
   “I am happy—that’s why I’m crying silly!”
 
   As Ash is singing, Hayden and Wesley walk in. They hurry over to the table.
 
   “Damn! Sorry we’re late! Our flight was friggin’ delayed!” Wesley squats down beside me, puts his arm around me and whispers. “Happy Birthday. Olivia!”
 
   Lainey, trying to listen, isn’t going to let anyone talk while Ash is singing. “Guys…Shhhhh! Look—your dad’s up on stage singing! We’re trying to listen!” 
 
   Wesley and Hayden sit next to me and listen to their dad sing. “Damn! He’s pretty good—who knew?” Hayden says. 
 
   This has, without a doubt been the best birthday I’ve ever had. Ash gets a standing ovation after his song and he points at me as he’s getting off the stage. Tommy and the guys all point to me and blow me kisses. Okay—I’m embarrassed. Embarrassed but happy. Uber happy, as Tommy would say! After the show, we stay at the club, as we usually do. I’m blown away by the fact my kids are here. Ash’s kids are here. His sister is here. Girlfriends of boyfriends are here. The picture is complete. Ash, in his style, goes over to the jukebox after everyone but our group has gone, starts to drop his wad of money into it and Ross stops him.
 
   “Mr. Rock Star, put your money back. It’s no good tonight my friend. Tonight the tunes are on me. It’s open jukebox! My birthday present to Olivia!” He says.
 
   Ellen bends down and whispers to me “Come on Olivia, let’s go to the bathroom.” 
 
   We head to the bathroom and she’s being very chatty, talking about the wedding. When we’ve been in the bathroom for a while, her phone dings and she gets a text. “Oh, that’s Melissa. She said to tell you Happy Birthday.”
 
   She takes my arm and we go back out to the table. Geez she’s acting weird! As we’re walking toward the table, everyone is sitting at the table staring at us. 
 
   “What?” I ask. 
 
   “Nothing. We’re all just looking at you two pretty ladies and we were saying how young you guys look.” Lainey laughs. Ash pulls my chair out and I sit down. In front of me is a turquoise square cake, done in fondant with a beautiful fondant white bow. It looks like a Tiffany’s box. I think how cute this is…what a cute idea for a birthday cake! Before I can read the writing on the cake Ash drops to his knees. He has tears in his eyes and he looks nervous, really nervous. He takes a deep breath. 
 
   “Olivia, okay…here goes…Look, from the very first time I saw you, I knew you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. We’ve been through so much together. You’ve brought love and life into me and I love you more than life itself. I love you so bad, it hurts. Honey you complete me; you’re my everything, I Liv you and I want to spend every damn remaining minute of my life with you. So would you please, please, please do me the honor of being my wife, my soul mate, and my love for the rest of our lives? Please, honey, just answer yes.”
 
   I’m totally caught off-guard. He opens the black box. I look inside and gasp.
 
   “Would you accept this ring, Olivia, knowing that I love you unconditionally for the absolute amazing woman you are?” 
 
   Everyone at the table is looking at me. I’m speechless and I feel huge tears building up in my eyes. 
 
   Lainey takes my arm. “Mom! What say you? This is an over the top proposal and you’d better say yes!” 
 
   Still unable to speak, I look at Ash. He looks worried. 
 
   Tommy and Todd are looking worried as well. 
 
   Todd breaks the ice. “Olivia? Come on! Fuckin say yes already! Geez! You’re killin’ us girl!” 
 
   I look at Ash and we’re both crying. “Ash, Oh, my God! Yes, Yes! Of course I will!”
 
   “Really? Seriously? You’ll be my wife?” 
 
   I nod my head. “Ash, yes! Yes, of course I will! I Love you so so much!”
 
   He fist pumps into the air “YEEEESSSSS!” Ash says.
 
    I look at the beautiful cake and read the writing. Scripted in the middle of the cake in white are the initials OH & AH, and then under that reads Marry Me? 
 
   Wow! This truly is an over the top proposal. I’m shaking. I stare at the beautiful ring inside the little black box that simply says Tiffany & Co. inside the top. Dear God! This ring has to be over two carats. It is the timeless classic Tiffany engagement ring and is breathtakingly beautiful.
 
   Ash takes the ring out of the box. “May I?” he asks. He takes my shaky left hand and slips the ring on. Of course, it fits perfect. 
 
   Everyone claps and Ross brings out the champagne. “Congrats lovebirds! Let’s get a little bubbly going here.” He pops the cork, pours our glasses and makes a toast. 
 
   “Ash, Olivia, you are without a doubt two of the most in love people I’ve seen in a very long time. I’m honored Ash, that you chose to make this beautiful proposal here, in my little club. Olivia, I’ve known Ash a very long time and I don’t believe I’ve seen him this happy in so long! Here’s to many years of love, and happiness!” We all toast and empty our glasses. Even Lainey has a taste of champagne. Wesley gives me a hug and instead of shaking Ash’s hand as he usually does, he gives his father a very affectionate hug. Hayden follows and they motion for Tommy to come into their group hug. 
 
   The boys all kneel down beside me. “Olivia, we couldn’t have picked a better woman for our dad! You’re awesome.” Ellen and David come for hugs as well. Ellen is smiling so big and she’s getting emotional. “Soooo, I just knew one day you’d be my sister-in-law Olivia. I just knew it! Big brother, you sure did good. Congrats honey! We love you both!” Ash hugs her and David. The guys all come up. Todd holds up my hand to show them my ring. “Damn! This sucker is friggin’ huge Mr. H.! Jesus!” Lainey and my boys kneel down by my chair. “Mom, we want you to know that Ash did ask for our permission before he did this.”
 
   “He did?” I say. 
 
   “Yes Ma’am! We all met in Dallas last weekend. He wanted to make sure we were okay with this. He’s so old-fashioned, but of course that’s one of the things we love about him. Of course, once he asked us, we immediately said yes! He and Tommy even flew out to talk to the twins too.” I think to myself that’s why he didn’t come home as soon as he had planned. He took a detour to talk to my kids and his kids. What an amazing man! Tommy tells me that he met his dad and the twins last weekend in Billings, Montana, which they figured was half way to Seattle. “Dad wanted us to meet half way and talk to us all before he asked you. He wanted my brothers and me to be together and not do this over the phone or by Skype.”
 
   “Tommy, I didn’t even realize you went out of town. My gosh! Your dad never ceases to amaze me.”
 
   “Yeah, Dad’s definitely one of a kind.” Ross starts the music playing. “Green Eyes” comes on and Ash takes my hand 
 
   “Dance with me?” He takes my hand, my beautifully adorned left hand, and leads me out to the dance floor. “So tell me Olivia, are you happy?”
 
   “Oh Ash, I’m happy beyond words! This has been the best birthday I’ve ever had! I love you so much!”
 
   “And I love you too honey. So what did you think about our initials on your cake? Tommy told me that we are now officially Oh and Ah, and oh! I love it! And ah! I can’t wait until we’re married, until you’re legally mine, soon-to-be Mrs. Harper.”
 
    I look into his beautiful eyes with tears in mine “Ash, this day has been, without a doubt the best day in my life, with exception of the births of my children. There are no words to describe it and I’m the luckiest woman in the world. Please don’t let this day end!” 
 
   When our song ends, Todd comes up and asks to talk to me. He takes me aside and we talk privately. He cups my face in his hands and looks me dead in the eye 
 
   “See babe, I told you things would work out. I told you that when I first met you, remember? Remember that night in the kitchen at Thanksgiving?” 
 
   I nod my head, indicating he’s right. 
 
   “He’s friggin head over heels for you and has been for a long time. The Ashster! He proposed. Can you fuckin’believe it? And on your birthday! Fuckin awesome!” He gives me a hug. “Oh, and by the way, I still want to hear your story about losing it. I haven’t forgotten, you know and you said I’d be your first…remember?” 
 
   I have to laugh at him as I put my arm around him. “Believe me, that story is another chapter in another book, but yes, of course I’ll tell you about it sometime—I haven’t forgotten and yes, you’ll be the first!” He smiles and gives me his thumbs up. 
 
   Kyra comes looking for him. Seeing her walk up to us, he’s beaming. “Isn’t she fuckin’ beautiful Olivia?” 
 
   Kyra rolls her eyes at him and I grab his arm. “Todd, I’d say she’s absolutely beautiful minus the f-bomb.” Kyra and I both laugh and she takes my left hand 
 
   “Let me see this huge ring! Wow! Congrats Olivia, it’s beautiful. He did so good don’t you think?” I wink at Todd “Yeah, something like that.” He winks back at me then kisses Kyra and they start to dance.
 
   Lainey comes and pulls me out to dance with her. Someone has put on our favorite Judd’s song and I suspect that would have been Ellen. I, of course immediately start bawling. Lainey hugs me and wipes my tears. “Mom, I’m so happy for you. Stop crying already! Oh.My.God! Do you realize?”
 
   “Realize what?” I ask. “Mom! We’ve got a wedding to plan!” After Lainey and I dance ‘our song’, another song comes on and Wesley quickly cuts in taking my hand. “Come on Olivia, dance with me.” He smiles, gives me a hug and says “What a night huh? Olivia, look I know we got off on the wrong foot, but I hope that like me, you’ve moved past that and realize how happy I am for you and dad.”
 
   “Wesley, I moved past that as soon as I opened the door and we reintroduced ourselves. No worries!” He hugs me and gives me a kiss. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Ash at the table smiling, so proud of his son and it makes me tear up. I realize that Wesley has taken a huge step out of his comfort zone and is making the commitment to what is about to be our blended family and I’m so touched by his gesture! The next thing I know, all of the men left in the club come out to the dance floor forming a circle around me and nudge me into the middle. Boy I’m in trouble now! “Girl on Fire” by Alicia Keys is playing, and Todd laughs. “Okay, Olivia gotta dance for us! Show us whatcha got!” 
 
   All the band guys, Wesley, Hayden, Dalton, Bradley, Kellan, Ross and even David are dancing around me; which makes me laugh. Todd pushes Lainey and Ellen out into the circle and we all start acting goofy and dancing. Tommy lifts me on top of his shoulders dancing around the circle and I think to myself that I sure hope he doesn’t drop me! The fact that I’ve just consumed an absurd amount of champagne tonight makes me have the courage to sit still on his shoulders. Things are moving fast and before I know it Brian lifts me from Tommy’s shoulders without effort and puts me on his shoulders dancing in the circle. How they’ve made this transition without dropping me bewilders me! I lean down and tell him to be careful; Brian looks up at me and says, “Don’t worry! Just hang on Olivia! I’ve got you. I won’t drop you I promise!” Ash is now standing at the edge of the dance floor with his arms crossed watching in awe of this moment. To say the very least, it is priceless!
 
   Toward the end of the song, Ash invades the circle and takes me into his arms. He whispers in my ear. “Liv, this is the perfect song for you tonight….you are truly on fire. You’re the fire that fuels me and you never cease to amaze me! Let’s make a promise to keep the fire going forever!” I just melt into his arms and it is then that I realize my life has absolutely come full circle. If you would have told me last year on my birthday that today, exactly one year later I would move out of state, become a grandmother, have major surgery, get a divorce, fall in love with a beautiful man, and get proposed to by same beautiful man, I would swear you were on some sort of hallucinogenic drug. I am without a doubt blessed beyond words. I’m ready to go into this next phase of my life and I’ve finally come to realize that I’m a person who has needs and feelings. I’m now comfortable in my own skin and I’m no longer afraid to step out of the box, my box that for most of my life has been my comfort zone.
 
    Awakening is the word that immediately comes to mind. I looked it up in the dictionary and find it pretty much sums up the turn my life has taken. As a noun, it means to become aware of something. That something for me would be feelings. I do have them. Physical and emotional. As an adjective, it is a sense of coming into existence. Throughout this journey, I’ve come into those feelings. They are an awakening to me. I’ve woken up revived and determined to live my life from this point on with feeling and not just merely exist…I am, without a doubt the luckiest woman in the world!
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   About the Author
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Jennifer Theriot hails from the Great State of Texas. She is a career woman, working as CFO of a Texas based real estate investment firm. Working in her capacity as CFO, she felt something was missing and discovered her passion for writing novels – mostly at night and on weekends. 
 
   In her limited spare time Jennifer enjoys being outdoors; preferably somewhere on a beach curled up with a good book.  Spending time with family and friends, watching a baseball game and enjoying a good bottle of wine are usually on her to-do lists.  Jennifer is also ‘MiMi’ to two beautiful grandchildren and a mom to three grown children, all of whom she adores.  Theriot is an admitted music junkie, loving every type of music, which takes up most of the memory on her iPhone. She listens to music from sun up to sun down and her love of music is reflected a great deal in her books. 
 
   Jennifer took a chance that there could be an interest in romance with middle aged couples who are finding themselves at a crossroads and wrote her debut novel Out of the Box Awakening, which centers on the hope of finding happiness and passion through unexpected heartache.  It emphasizes the need for family and friends as Jennifer has learned in her own life.  The book has been described as "Mature Sexy" by one reviewer.
 
   She is currently working on her second book in the series, Out of the Box Regifted, and she has book 3 planned as well with a book 4 from another character’s POV. Jennifer also has plans to co-write a new series, with a good friend, who shares her same passion for a good romance novel in the near future.
 
   For more information or to contact Jennifer, please visit:
 
   www.jennifertheriot.com
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
 
    
 
   Wow! Where to start. How do I even begin to thank everyone?
 
   First off, having the love and support of family and friends has made this journey amazing! Never in my wildest dreams would I have ever thought I’d end up writing a book! I do accounting for God’s sake!
 
   To my teddy bear hearted husband—without sounding too corny and emotional…thanks for putting up with my neglect for these past few months. You were pretty much on your own every night, since I totally ignored you while doing my writing! I know that there were more than a few loads of laundry that didn’t get folded on the first (or second, or third for that matter) dryer run and I thank God you are the wonderful cook you are. Since I am not, nor do I profess to be a culinary diva, I salute you! I probably would have starved, as you would, had you not taken bull by the horns and made us dinner every night. And even though I did not take your suggestion on the book title, I do appreciate your throwing it my way. It just came a few days too late…sorry honey! 
 
   Thanks for the wonderful anniversary gift—my MacBook Air, which made writing a breeze! And the romantically over the top way you gave it to me (private inside joke) is priceless.
 
   To my amazing kids. I couldn’t have done this without your constant support and encouragement. Lauren, thanks for your talents in document formatting and for letting me constantly bounce ideas off your head—you are a lifesaver—my Lainey! 
 
   Ben, thanks for encouraging me to keep on writing—our late night texts I will treasure forever. Each night I gave you a word and page count, you encouraged me to keep at it.
 
   And Dale thanks so much for creating my phenomenal website and all of your help in formatting and uploading my book. Your patience with me is golden!
 
   You have all grown into the most wonderful adults and I love you oh oh too much!
 
   To my friend girls, Lorrie and Kelly—you are the BEST! From the very start, when I told you that I was thinking of writing a book, you didn’t laugh, but continually encouraged me to do it! You’ve been there for me every step of the way. Thanks for putting up with countless edits and re-reading for me in a word document on your IPhones….not the easiest, I realize now without page numbers…hehe! Our OOBA wine nights on the patio brainstorming and listening to music are the some of my best memories! I am so lucky to have your friendship and will never take it for granted I promise! For the record Lorrie, you and I are some pretty fantastic dancers!
 
    To Travis Drake Creative Design…..Travis—you are—without a doubt the BEST graphics design artist I could have asked for! I am partial, because I’ve known you since the day you were born, but the fact remains…you are so very talented! Your mom is up in heaven proud as hell of you, as we all are. Thanks for putting up with my constant changes and plethora of annoying emails requesting changes and edits. I appreciate it more than you know and you have given me just what I asked for….an amazing cover!
 
   My new found friend and author Mary Reason Theriot – you’ve been such a huge help and inspiration to me and I owe you big time!  You take time out of your busy schedule to answer my many questions and always lend an encouraging word. Much appreciated! Though we aren’t related, I feel we are kindred spirits.
 
   Those who did beta reading, thank you all for your honest words. I took every comment; good, bad and indifferent and digested them with sincere appreciation.
 
   I set out to write an age appropriate romance novel, addressing issues facing women in their late fifties—emotions and life changing events. To all the over fifty moms out there, who like me are regressing, still love to listen to music and bust a move dancing, I salute you! While we are aging, we are by no means dead and are forces to be reckoned with. We just happen to be women who are young at heart, living in older bodies enjoying life as it is thrown our way.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   My playlist and inspiration for writing:
 
    
 
   Chicago … Frank Sinatra
 
   Green Eyes …. Coldplay
 
   Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries … Rudy Valee
 
   The Way You Look Tonight … Frank Sinatra
 
   Let’s Stay Together … Al Green
 
   Ballade in C Minor … Chopin
 
   I Wanna Dance With Somebody … Whitney Houston
 
   The Heart of Life … John Mayer
 
   Come In From the Cold … Marc Broussard
 
   I’m On Fire … Bruce Springsteen
 
   Stairway to Heaven … Led Zeppelin
 
   I’m Yours … Straight No Chaser
 
   Something to Talk About … Bonnie Raitt
 
   Copperhead Road … Steve Earle
 
   Got to Give It Up … Marvin Gaye
 
   Chasing Cars … Snow Patrol
 
   I Can’t Lie … Maroon 5
 
   Everybody Plays the Fool … Aaron Neville
 
   Fix You … Coldplay
 
   All I Want for Christmas Is You … Mariah Carey
 
   One More Night … Maroon 5
 
   Emily … Marc Broussard
 
   Till Kingdom Come … Coldplay
 
   Fairytale Man … Jennifer Theriot
 
   Mama He’s Crazy … The Judds
 
   Everything … Michael Buble
 
   Cherry Bomb … John Mellencamp
 
   Wildflowers … Tom Petty
 
   Free Bird … Lynyrd Skynard
 
   Forever Young …  Stoney Larue
 
   Something Like Olivia …  John Mayer
 
   Home … Phillip Phillips
 
   Girl on Fire … Alicia Keys
 
  
  
 images/00003.jpeg
JENNIFER THERIOT





images/00001.jpeg
Out of The Box

Awakening





images/00002.jpeg





