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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Jade Lopez was about to leave her husband. Just the thought of it filled her with fear. Her knees grew weak and she dropped the pile of toys she was carrying from her daughter’s dresser to the empty suitcase on her small canopy bed. She sank to the soft pink carpet Isabella had picked for her room. It reminded Jade of Pepto-Bismol and right then she had all the symptoms it was touted to cure.

She now had no job, but one of the perks of being married to a famous musician who had always been more than generous, was that money would never be a concern. But she had plenty of other things to worry about, like their seven-year-old daughter. She was tearing her little world apart, but it was in hopes of giving her a better one.

It had taken one look, just one look of pure anger in Gabriel’s beautiful green eyes, for her to decide to leave. That look was the summation of a history of abuse she couldn’t let become her child’s future.

She’d never seen Gabriel that angry before. The look in his eyes had been one of pure murder, and he’d come close to doing just that.

Her stomach twisted in knots as an image of her co-worker Brian’s bloody, twisted face came to mind. It was her fault he had spent the night in the hospital with a broken nose and fractured ribs. She shouldn’t have taken advantage of his interest in her, especially since she’d never had any intention of cheating on her husband.

But Gabriel was the reason why she’d been drawn so close to Brian in the first place. Gabriel was not an easy man to love. He had a bad temper, and a wall she still hadn’t been able to completely demolish after almost two decades together.

Brian’s gentle nature had been a balm on the wounds Gabriel had inflicted with his mouth and hands. She’d been able to hide her bruises with clothing and makeup, but she hadn’t been able to conceal the pain in her eyes from Brian.

Once they’d started having lunch together, Jade had convinced herself that it was harmless. They were just co-workers and friends. It felt so good to confide her problems to someone who didn’t have the heart to judge her. Brian had encouraged her to leave Gabriel, but she’d never had the courage until now.

She supposed any man would have reacted the way that Gabriel had if he’d caught another man kissing his wife. Brian had initiated the kiss. Jade had tried to gently push him away, but he’d surprised her with his strength and persistence. She hadn’t even known Gabriel was there until he’d yanked Brian away from her.

Gabriel had at least six inches and fifty pounds over Brian who had tried to be her knight by gallantly throwing the first punch. Gabriel’s size, coupled with his rage, made for a David and Goliath rematch that Goliath was sure to win. Jade could still hear her screams, begging Gabriel to stop, telling him it wasn’t what it looked like.

She’d grabbed his arm. For a split second, he’d turned to stare at her. In his eyes, buried deep under the layers of anger, she’d caught a glimpse of the pain; the pain of loss and betrayal. She’d seen that look before, a long time ago, but the memory and pain of it were still raw. His eyes said that he’d lost her to another man. His worse fear had been realized.

He’d pushed her when she’d tried to pull him away from Brian. The force of it had sent her reeling back into the lunch table. She slammed into the table with enough force to knock the wind out of her.

Gabriel loomed over her, the anger in his eyes replaced by guilt.

“Jesus, Jade, I’m sorry.” 

He’d tried to help her up but she’d pushed him away. “You’re always sorry,” she’d screamed at him. 

The sound of sirens pierced through to her brain. She’d been disconnected from everything except the emotions she’d seen in Gabriel’s eyes; anger, abject pain, and utter betrayal.

In his mind, she had betrayed him again with another man. The other times were with his father. Every time she’d tried to reconcile Gabriel’s relationship with his father, it had resulted in a fight between them. She had intended to heal his family, but she’d only caused him more pain. She’d sought only comfort from Brian, but once again, she hadn’t taken into account how her actions would affect her husband. 

She was angry at Gabriel for not being able to move beyond his past. It was always something with him, and she was tired of trying to figure him out. But she was equally as angry with herself for not seeing what a hopeless mess her life had become.

It was that anger that had propelled her into action. While Brian spent a couple of hours in the hospital and Gabriel spent the night in jail, she’d spent hers packing. She’d decided to take only her and their daughter’s clothes. She wanted nothing else of the fifteen years she’d shared with Gabriel.

Earlier that evening, she’d visited Brian at his home after he was released from the hospital. He had a bruised cheek and bloodshot blue eyes which were usually sparkling but now were dulled with pain. “I don’t know what else to say, except, that I’m sorry,” she told him through her tears. “I should never have brought you into this mess.”

“It was my decision,” he assured her. “I knew you were married and that your husband was a bastard.”

“Is that why you kissed me?” She was piqued. “I confided in you exactly how Gabriel is. How did you figure kissing me would make my life any easier?”

There was a flash of anger in his eyes, but it came and went so quickly, Jade wondered if she’d imagined it.

Brian gave a self-deprecating little laugh. “I thought I could save you; be your knight in shining armor. Instead, I got the shit kicked out of me.”

“I was really afraid he was going to kill you.”

“I thought so too,” Brian admitted. “But trust me; I will press every charge that I can get away with against him. With his criminal background, he won’t be able to use his celebrity status to get out of this. He’s going to pay for what he did to me.”

Jade was surprised that she suddenly felt so protective of Gabriel. He’d more than made up for his past by helping other at-risk youths and he would never use being a celebrity to get out of anything. He’d never really been comfortable with being a celebrity, but it came with living his dream. Besides, Brian had thrown the first punch. What did he expect?

“How could you stay there and take that shit from him for all of these years, Jade?” Brian asked softly.

She shrugged helplessly. “It wasn’t always like that. We had some very good times. I really hurt him and some people may say that he was justified.”

Brian scoffed. “There you go defending him again. What more does this man have to do to make you realize how demented he truly is?”

Jade’s spine stiffened. Gabriel was a lot of things, but he was far from demented. Brian didn’t know about his terrible childhood, the loss of his mother, and the burden of being attuned to the dead. He could’ve been a lot worse, and he was capable of more, but she and his child deserved better. 

“Look, I am under no delusions about my husband. I know what kind of person he is, and now, finally, I am prepared to leave him. But you and I should never have gotten this far. We work at a private Christian school. How do you think this will look to our students and their families? Teenagers are so impressionable.” Her voice softened. “I got a call from the principal’s office this morning. I’ve been put on suspension until further notice. I guess word travels fast thanks to the tabloids.”

“God, Jade, I’m sorry.” Brian reached out to take her hand but she pulled away from him.

“I feel like I should be walking around with the scarlet letter pinned to my chest. And they suspended me, not you. That pisses me off, but in a way, I’m grateful that you may still have a job to go back to.” She started to tear up and swiped angrily at her tears. “I don’t think I could ever go back there even if they did want me back, which I doubt.”

“You are a good teacher, Jade. You shouldn’t have to give up all your years of hard work just for one mistake. You can fight to keep your job. Your personal life is nobody’s business but yours.”

Jade smiled and reached out to take his hand in hers. He did not pull away. “Thank you, Brian. You have always been a good friend, so understanding. That’s how we got into this mess in the first place.”

“I will never regret the times we spent together, Jade, and if I have influenced you in any way to leave that bastard, then all of this will be worth it.”

Jade squeezed his hand. “You have. I’ve decided not only to leave Gabriel, but also L.A. I’m going to move back home and try to put the pieces of my life together again. Hopefully, Saint Francis will give me a good recommendation and I can go on from there.”

“So this is goodbye,” he stated.

She shook her head. “I will never forget you, Brian. You have shown me that there are still some wonderful men out there. I hope you can find a woman who will appreciate all that you have to offer.”

“I hope you do the same. Have you seen him yet?”

“No, one of his band members probably bailed him out of jail and persuaded him to lay low for the night. He has a business meeting in the morning, so that will keep his mind off me. That’ll give me enough time. He was so hurt and angry. I’m afraid of what will happen if I’m still there when he comes home.”

“What about reporters? Have they started hounding you yet?” Brian asked and Jade closed her eyes and groaned. “It’s a good thing you haven’t seen any of the magazines or videos.” 

Jade’s eyes flew open. “There’s a video?”

“Everyone has a camera phone these days and a few people were only too happy to document a celebrity beating the shit out of me. It’s all over social media, but at least I will have evidence. They’re calling Gabriel an abusive crooner and you a Catholic adulteress. They’re having a field day with this one, Jade, and it’s only a matter of time before they come after you.”

Jade clamped one hand over her mouth as nausea tumbled in her stomach. “God, it’s such an invasion!” she shouted angrily. “I suppose I should be used to it by now, or at least expect it as part of the deal, but I don’t think I ever will. But then again, what can I expect when my husband makes such a public spectacle, right?”

The worse thing about being married to a celebrity was having the paparazzi hound them for pictures of Isabella. One of them had even gone to her school a few times. It had scared Jade to death. She’d known that a certain loss of privacy came with the territory when marrying a musician, but the lack of boundaries had become more than she could deal with. Any displays of a temper would only land her on the front page of some trashy gossip magazine, so a lot of times Gabriel had withstood the worst of her frustrations.

“Things will get better, honey. As soon as another celebrity messes up you’ll become yesterday’s news. Until then, you take that little angel of yours and get the hell outta Dodge. You need your family to protect you right now. But can we be friends enough to keep in touch once in a blue moon? I really want to know that you’re okay.”

Jade bit her lip. “Okay, we can keep in touch. I promise.” She got up and kissed him on the good cheek with lips that trembled more than she wanted. Kissing him had left her life in shambles.

Even now, she couldn’t will herself to get up off the floor. Though she knew she was doing the right thing by leaving, it was proving to be the hardest thing she’d ever had to do. She glanced over at the rocking chair in the corner. How many nights had she nursed Isabella in that thing? How many times had she sung her to sleep? The room was perfumed with her little girls’ scent. This was the only home her child had ever known; how could she take her away from it?

Resolutely, she got up and stuffed the remainder of the toys into the suitcase. She had no time to wallow in sentimentality. She had to get out before Gabriel came home looking for reconciliation. He was very good at melting her defenses. If she waited, she might never leave.

But outside of Isabella’s room, there were even more temptations. There were memories of the lovingly prepared meals in their gourmet kitchen and the late nights in front of the fireplace with wine and music. She’d spent countless hours sitting in the window seat waiting for Gabriel to come home to regale her with stories of his night. 

She heard laughter coming from their upstairs bathroom. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d had to tell Gabriel and Isabella to stop splashing water all over her antique towels. To them, Isabella’s bath time was more like playtime. When they were together, Jade often felt as if she had two children instead of one.

She could remember the first time she’d walked into the house. Gabriel had asked her to describe her dream home and then had gone out and built it for her. She hadn’t known about it until her twenty-sixth birthday. They’d moved out of their little studio apartment with only a futon and an impressive music collection. They’d slept on that futon in the living room in front of the fireplace for two months until they could afford to buy a proper bed. The living room had been their favorite place to make love and they’d taken advantage of it whenever Isabella had a sleepover at a friend’s house.

She didn’t go up to their bedroom. They had made their daughter there. Had planned their life there, had laughed and cried there. But every room of the house was pulling at her, the memories begging her to stay. The walls only talked about the good times and she had to admit that there had been a lot of them.

But there had been too much heartache, and she clung to her pain with a fervor born of desperation. Most women would say that she was lucky to be married to one of the most successful musicians of all time. Gabriel’s funky blend of jazz, soul, rock, and Latin flavor had catapulted him to the top of the charts. His last album had gone triple platinum. Despite his success, he still played at the club that had given him his start.

He’d given her anything she wanted, but all the clothes and jewels couldn’t make up for the times when he was away from her. She and Isabella had toured with him a few times during the summer months, but she couldn’t deal with the hordes of crazed female fans vying for his attention. 

It always bothered her that her husband was surrounded by so many other women. There had been reports here and there linking him with a beautiful model or singer, but Gabriel had gone out of his way to try and convince her that he was faithful. Sometimes her jealousy had gotten out of hand though. Still, she had to swallow her feelings because a camera was never far from them. She had to smile and look pretty on Gabriel’s arm.

She held tightly to that feeling of resentment. It forced her out the front door with the last of her bags. It helped her to leave the short note she’d written to Gabriel on the hall table. There was so much that she needed to say to him, but now was not the right time. She had too much emotional information to process first. She could only focus on getting away from him. She would deal with the consequences later.

She’d decided to drive down to Florida instead of flying. She needed time to figure out exactly what she would tell her parents. Thankfully, no one in her family watched or read anything resembling gossip, so she didn’t have to worry about them reading about her latest tragedy while shopping for groceries. Their friends knew not to call them with anything either.

Slowly, she drove to her daughter’s school. She’d instructed Isabella to say goodbye to all of her friends. She’d explained her abrupt withdrawal to the school and the parents of her daughter’s friends as a family emergency down in Florida which needed her immediate attention. Though their curious looks told her they knew what had happened, no one asked too many questions and she was grateful.

Isabella left the school with tears in her eyes. She refused to even look at her mother once they were on the road. God, Gabriel, how could you do this to our baby? Jade asked silently. There was so much she was too young to understand. Still, she would make new friends. What worried Jade most was how she would react to losing her father.

* * * *
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Gabriel knew they were gone the second he stepped into the house. There was a sadness; an emptiness that cut him to the core. He dropped his keys beside the note. He picked up the pink envelope and touched it to his lips. It smelled like Jade, clean and yet earthy—a good girl with a bad side. How he loved making that bad side come to life.

He ran one hand through his hair in frustration. God, man, how did you screw this up so royally? he asked himself. For so long Jade had been the one good thing in his life. He hadn’t really been born until he’d met her. She’d left her family, followed him, and his dreams to Hollywood. At one time, he had believed with all his heart that he could conquer the world as long as she was at his side.

But she was gone now. How the hell had they come to this? He’d thought nothing was stronger than their love. They’d both done their part to destroy it.

But Jade had been cheating on him. For how long? And why, when they couldn’t keep their hands off each other? That was the one area of their marriage that had always been perfect. How could she dishonor their marriage bed? And for that little prick Armstrong? He didn’t look like the kind of man who could satisfy a woman like Jade.

He knew he’d hurt her. Was this her way of getting back at him? He’d always feared her leaving him for another man. He knew it wasn’t easy to love a man like him. He demanded a lot, maybe because he’d been given so little love in his life. If Jade had wanted out, she should’ve said so. He didn’t want to have to beg for her love as he’d done with his father. If she didn’t want to love him, fine, but she shouldn’t have deceived him. Leaving would’ve hurt less than her having an affair right under his nose.

God, how many lies had there been? How many times was she with Brian when he’d thought she was out with a girlfriend? They worked together for Christ's sake! Were they working each other all those times when she’d told him that she’d had a meeting? They had been working him, that’s for sure. He’d been screwed and hadn’t enjoyed a minute of it!

He crumpled the letter as an almost unbearable thought entered his brain. Had this bastard been around his daughter? Had he bought her ice cream and listened to her prattle about one day being president? How could she involve their child in her sordid affair? They’d always kept their problems away from Isabella. They didn’t want her to have the kind of childhood he’d had. He knew how badly a parent could scar a child. Somehow they’d managed to keep their fights from her. But now, thanks to Jade, Isabella was a child from a broken home.

He sank to his knees onto the cold hardwood floor. Had they scarred her already? Leaving her family and the only home that she’d ever known certainly wouldn’t be easy for her. Whatever pain his little girl was feeling now wasn’t his fault, he thought bitterly. Jade shouldn’t have left, and more importantly, she shouldn’t have cheated. She’d not only cheated on him but she’d cheated Isabella out of a happy life.

They’d always been able to work through their issues, but how could they get beyond betrayal?

Fighting back the tears that were threatening to overwhelm him, he tore open the envelope. The note was simple but it spoke volumes on Jade’s pain. He wiped his eyes and tried to concentrate on her words:

Gabriel, I’m sorry but I have to leave. I’m driving down to Tall Pines. Please don’t call my family. I need time to figure out what to tell them. I need time away from you. Please wait to hear from me. Jade.

As he stewed in his pain, Gabriel turned to his old familiar friend to buffer him from the gut-wrenching agony which seemed intent on tearing him apart. Anger had always given him the courage to move beyond the pain, to do what he had to do to make the hurt go away. He focused on that anger now, the image of Jade kissing Brian.

This was the second time that she’d betrayed him with another man. She hadn’t cheated physically with his father, but she had communicated with him on the phone. She’d told him about their child and even invited him to see Isabella. His father was a monster. Jade communicating with him behind his back was the ultimate betrayal.

Yet again he would be the one to pay. Brian was going to press charges and he would spend more time in jail. He felt locked in his private prison of pain. The hours he was forced to sit in jail only made him want to beat Brian again. Jail didn’t bother him. He’d served time before.

Prison had saved his life once. The first time he’d picked up a guitar had been behind bars. It had quickly transcended the ranks of musical instruments to become a part of his soul. He’d found himself and his God in the solitude of confinement, but he hadn’t known true freedom until he’d met Jade.

How the hell had he gotten right back to where he’d started from?
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There were times when Jade felt she’d been out of her mind to even think about driving from Los Angeles to Florida with a seven-year-old. Children didn’t appreciate the concept of holding their bladder until the next rest stop, which led to frequent stops along the side of the road and silent prayers from Jade that some maniac wouldn’t suddenly spring from the bushes and kill them.

Still, the long journey allowed them to rediscover each other. Jade realized how much she loved her daughter’s voice; the clean sound of her girlish laughter. She was feeling better already and Jade was grateful for the resilience of childhood. With time to spare, they indulged in conversations their busy lives had abbreviated. After four hours of non-stop chatter by Isabella about school and her friends, Jade made the rather startling conclusion that her child led a far more connected life than she did.

Jade couldn’t remember the last time she’d had an honest conversation with one of her girlfriends. She’d kept up the illusion of the perfect life. There was always something penciled in on her social calendar, from Isabella’s extra-curricular activities, to her weekly spa and shopping sprees. She preferred talking about the rise and fall of hemlines rather than the fall of her marriage. How had her life become such a façade? Did she even know who she was anymore?

That night, after Isabella had fallen asleep in their nondescript motel room, Jade tried to recall the last time she and Gabriel had been on a date, or when she’d worn anything other than sweats to bed. Not that it cooled their passion, but she’d been so busy trying to fill her life so she wouldn’t have time to think about things like that.

Now, away from all her usual distractions, she had no choice but to spend time with her thoughts, and they were not pretty. She hardly recognized the person staring back at her in the bathroom mirror. 

Most people would say she had a pretty face, though it was her younger sister Katherine everyone had labeled beautiful. Jade’s cheekbones and nose were a little too flat, her face a little too round; her dark brown eyes were kind but nothing spectacular. Rich, brown highlights in her black hair complemented her eyes, but she had the typical face of a thirty-five-year-old Chinese woman. 

She didn’t turn heads like Katherine with her high cheekbones, cat-like eyes, and sculpted legs that went all the way up to her armpits. Jade had to work hard to maintain her figure, whereas a busy surgeon, Katherine lived on junk food but still managed to look model perfect.

She’d stopped looking at herself after she’d noticed the tell-tale signs of wrinkles around her eyes. Her skin was flawless thanks to her spa treatments, but the stress of her marriage was evident around her eyes. Even her older sister, Audrey, who preceded her by five years, didn’t have wrinkles as yet. But then Jade had done everything before her sisters: marriage, motherhood, and soon, divorce.

The soft sound of “Mommy” gave her the strength she needed to turn away from the pain reflected in the mirror. She wiped the tears from her eyes and made her way to Isabella who was now sitting up in bed. Being in a new bed had disrupted her sleep patterns.

Something about Isabella made Jade stop. Isabella’s eyes were still closed. She was so still it didn’t even seem as if she was breathing. Jade felt a chill down her spine and spread throughout her entire body. Suddenly, Isabella’s eyes and mouth flew open and she let out a harrowing scream. Her eyes were glazed and feral with fear.

Galvanized by motherly concern, Jade rushed to the bed and grabbed Isabella’s shoulders. “Isabella, wake up!” Jade shook Isabella. “Wake up baby you’re just having a bad dream!”

As she thrashed about, Isabella’s hair covered her face. Abruptly, she went still again. When Jade pushed Isabella’s hair away from her face she looked like her little girl again, though scared out of her mind.

“Mommy!” she cried.

Jade wrapped her arms around her. “It’s okay baby, you were just having a bad dream.” She caressed Isabella’s head with trembling fingers. What kind of dream could be so horrible it could transform her daughter’s face? Isabella whimpered against her. “It’s okay, baby. Mommy’s here. You’re safe.”

After a few minutes, Isabella started talking. “There were spiders all over me,” she revealed.

Jade caressed her back. “I’m sorry baby. It was just a dream.” She pulled away and lifted Isabella’s chin. “See, mommy is right here and there are no spiders.”

Isabella wrapped her arms around Jade who sang to her until Isabella looked up at her and smiled. Jade didn’t have Gabriel’s talent and her voice cracked with emotion but Isabella didn’t seem to notice. Jade knew the spiders were just a representation of the stress in Isabella’s little world, stress caused by her and Gabriel. She bit her lip to try and keep her emotions in check. She pasted on a smile and ruffled Isabella’s mass of dark brown hair. She looked so much like her father that sometimes it hurt just to look at her.

“Can I watch TV, Mommy?” Isabella asked.

“Sure.” Jade flicked on the television and flipped through the channels until she came to an episode of I Love Lucy. 

Isabella smiled and clapped her hands. Lucy was a favorite in their house. As usual, Lucy was in trouble and Ricky was venting his frustrations in Spanish. They both laughed, understanding exactly what he was saying.

Growing up in Tall Pines, Florida, Jade had been exposed to Spanish as much as English and Chinese. But it was only after she’d met Gabriel, who was born in Cuba that she’d focused on speaking it fluently. It had been important to them that their child embrace both their cultures and create her unique sense of self.

Jade was proud of her daughter. She often displayed a perception beyond her years and Jade wondered now if she knew more than they thought she did. She’d certainly felt the tension between her parents but Jade could only hope Isabella didn’t have any permanent scars. Gabriel was a cautionary tale on how deep and far-reaching childhood traumas could be.

“Mommy?” Her daughter’s voice brought Jade out of her musings.

“Yeah, baby?”

“Why didn’t Papa come with us?”

Jade knew that they would be having this conversation and she’d prepared the best answer that she could come up with. She gathered Isabella in her arms. “Honey, your father and I are having some problems. All married people have problems. We just need time apart to think about how to solve them. But your daddy and I both love you very much and we will do anything to make you happy.”

“Will you get a divorce like Amy’s mommy and daddy did?” 

Jade heard the fear in her voice. She debated whether, to tell the truth, or lie. She knew in her heart that they were headed for divorce. There was nothing that could save their marriage now. Lying would only delay Isabella’s pain and fill her with false hopes. In the long run, it would be easier if they could prepare her as much as possible for what lay ahead.

“Yes, honey, your father and I probably will divorce just like Amy’s parents. I’m sorry.”

Isabella started to cry. Softly at first, but as the reality of her mother’s words sank in, the soft cries turned into a full-blown out wail. Jade tried to comfort her but Isabella pulled away and scooted to the far side of the bed.

Helplessly, Jade watched her child tremble in pain. At that moment she wanted to go back. She wanted to get on her knees and beg Gabriel to try harder to make their marriage work. She was willing to do anything to take that pain out of Isabella’s eyes.

But a small part of her knew that going back would cause more pain. Isabella could grow up to be like her father and the cycle of abuse would continue. No, she had to be strong for both their sakes.

Jade moved to the end of the bed and tried to take Isabella in her arms again. This time she was too weak to resist. She snuggled into her mother’s breasts and eventually simmered down to a few whimpers. Jade simply held her. There was nothing that she could say that would take her pain away.

“Why couldn’t I at least say goodbye to Papa?” Isabella finally asked.

Jade sighed heavily. “I’m sorry, baby, but we had to leave as quickly as possible. I will let you call him as soon as we get to Grandma and Grandpa’s, okay?”

“Were you afraid that you and Papa would get into another fight?”

Jade’s blood went cold. “When did you see Papa and me in a fight?” she asked in a squeaky voice she barely recognized as her own.

“I don’t remember—it was a long time ago. I don’t know what you were fighting about, but I saw you hit Papa and he pushed you. I was scared so I hid in my room.”

“How come you never told me about this? Remember, I always said you could tell me anything?”

Isabella shrugged. “I was scared.” Her eyes turned hard and accusing. “Why did you have to fight with Papa?”

Jade stared at her child and in the face of her innocence; she saw what she hadn’t allowed herself to ever see before. It had been so easy to blame Gabriel. If there was abuse in a relationship it was always the man, right?

But Isabella’s eyes told her she’d used violence as much as he had, probably more because she’d felt that she could get away with it.

Jade felt bile rising in her stomach. “Oh God!” She leapt off the bed and ran to the bathroom. Her head was barely over the toilet before she became violently ill. She couldn’t believe that Isabella had seen them fighting and now blamed her for it! 

Rationally she knew she was bearing the brunt of Isabella’s anger because she was the one who had taken her away, she was the one who had to pick up the pieces of her shattered innocence. 

She was too young to have seen what she did. She was supposed to have been asleep. How many times did she see more than they’d thought she did? 

Jade began to tremble when she remembered what they had been fighting about. It had been their first big fight. She’d gotten sick then too. Afterward, she’d learned to tolerate it. She now found it amazing what people would accept just to survive.

When Gabriel’s father had first contacted her, she’d seen it as a chance for Gabriel to heal. He had so many unresolved issues stemming from his childhood. But Gabriel hadn’t wanted to talk with him; said he could see through his father’s lies. But she hadn’t listened and had invited his father to Isabella’s third birthday party. She’d hoped to force Gabriel to confront his feelings, but he’d confronted her instead. He’d been devastated at what he thought was her betrayal. She’d only been trying to help, but as usual, he’d reacted in anger.

Now she knew the true extent of his anger. It had affected the one person they’d tried so hard to protect.

When her stomach finally settled, she sat on the cold tiles with her legs curled under her. Isabella came into the bathroom and sat down beside her. She wrapped her small arms around Jade’s waist. “I’m sorry I made you sick, Mama.”

Jade smoothed her hair. “It’s okay, baby. You know how sometimes throwing up makes you feel better? Well, Mama feels better now.” She took a deep breath. “Do you want to talk about the time you saw me and Papa fighting?”

Isabella looked up at her. “Were you fighting about me?”

The tremble in her voice broke Jade’s heart. “No, honey, we weren’t fighting about you. Parents sometimes just have a lot of problems. But it doesn’t change how much we love you.” She wouldn’t damage Isabella any further by talking bad about her father. She already knew more than she needed to.

“Grandma and Grandpa don’t have any problems. Why can’t you and Papa be like them?”

“Every marriage has problems honey; some just have a lot more than others.”

* * * *
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After her talk with Isabella, Jade decided to turn their road trip into a time for them to reconnect. She wasn’t yet ready to talk to Gabriel, but she text-messaged him every night letting him know they were okay, and that she would call him when she arrived home. She didn’t answer her phone or read his messages. She didn’t want him in her life right then. She needed time to think and to make sure Isabella was okay.

When they arrived in New Mexico, they stopped at a local Spanish restaurant for lunch. The owner was particularly friendly, and by the sympathetic look in her eyes, Jade knew she’d tagged them as a woman and child on the run. When Jade asked her about a motel for the night, she invited them to stay at her family’s neighboring ranch.

“My little girls would just eat you up!” She looked adoringly at Isabella.

Jade flashed a grateful smile. “Thanks, Maggie, I’m sure Isabella would love some younger company for a change.”

Maggie’s ranch was like an oasis. It was a working horse and cattle ranch as well as a farm managed by her husband Ernesto. The food at the restaurant had a farm-to-table deliciousness Jade had thoroughly enjoyed. Maggie found Ernesto and their seven-year-old twins, Ava and Eva, feeding the horses. It took about a minute for the girls to get comfortable with Isabella, and then they were showing her how to take care of the ponies.

Ernesto had kind eyes and an easy smile that said he was used to his wife bringing home strangers. While he manned the grill, Jade watched Maggie teach Isabella how to ride a horse. It surprised Jade how quickly she took to it.

Maggie had an accessible nature and Jade found her easy to talk to. Maggie did not indicate that she knew or cared who Jade was married to. Maggie had an aura of peace about her, like she couldn’t be bothered with the mundane things of the world like celebrity gossip. Jade took note of how Maggie dealt with her girls. She was very affectionate, always caressing their heads or backs and complimenting any little thing they did right. Jade knew she and Isabella were close, but she was beginning to realize that they needed a little help.

Isabella’s life was filled with creative classes or schoolwork. At home, they were always on a timetable. That was fine during the week, but the weekends should’ve been different. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d just watched the evening’s sun kiss Isabella’s skin as she did now.

The day before, they’d pulled over to the side of the road and spent an hour taking pictures of interesting flowers. Isabella had fallen asleep in her arms and her feel and smell had put Jade in heaven.

Maggie walked over and joined her by the fence. “They’re angels, aren’t they?”

Jade nodded. “Your girls are delightful.”

Maggie smiled proudly. “They are miracles, is what they are. We never thought we would have children, but we kept trying.” She laughed. “Now I’m a fifty-five-year-old mom with two seven-year-olds. And they are my life, as I’m sure Isabella is to you.”

“Yes, she means the world to me.”

“Is that why you left your husband?”
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