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Synopsis

Paloma and Deanne Vargas thought they were destined
to grow old together. But after fourteen years together and two
children, Paloma finally accepts she has based her life on the
foolish dream of two passionate high school sweethearts.
Heartbroken that Deanne seems more devoted to being a cop than a
partner, Paloma tosses her out and tries to move on.

But Deanne is determined to get their marriage back
on the road to happily ever after, by way of Memory Lane—and
Lover’s Lane...
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Chapter One

From Paloma Vargas’s journal, Saturday, September
1

 


I don’t know if Iris’s impending commitment ceremony
is pushing me to this point, or if I’m just tired of feeling like
an orphaned wife. But I can’t take it anymore.

Deanne forgot our anniversary.

Again.

And, thanks to the ever-available excuse of a “work
obligation,” she wasn’t here to wish the boys well on their first
morning of school. Considering it’s Teddy’s first year of all-day
school, well, I can’t tell you how it hurt to see the
disappointment on his little face when his mommy didn’t show.
Pobrecito.

Not to mention Deanne and I still haven’t made
love…

Damn. Fourteen years of love I’ve given to that
woman. If you count the time we dated, we’ve been together more
than half my life. (Scary.) I have never loved a woman other than
Deanne Vargas. I always will—she’s our boys’ mommy, too. But I need
more than a wife and so-called breadwinner. I need a lover and a
best friend. If that makes me selfish, so be it.

I wish I could figure out when things changed and go
back. Make things turn out differently. But I can’t, any more than
I can go on living like this. A woman’s gotta do what a woman’s
gotta do, no matter how terrifying. And I’ve never been more scared
in my life.

 


Thunder rolled, and fat angry raindrops slapped the
windows of Paloma and Deanne’s west Denver home. The dreary
slate-colored sky gave the impression of day’s end, though it was
only a few minutes after four o’clock. Paloma set aside her journal
and released a long sigh, her eyes fixed on the water-blurred
grayness outside. Just perfect. The day might not be over,
but a long chapter in her life was. The dismal weather seemed to
reinforce the awful, inevitable step she needed to take.

One hot tear slid down her cheek, and she smacked it
away, determined to discourage any of its followers. She rarely
cried. No sense blubbering now. Standing, she crossed to the
antique iron bed and resumed her awful task, folding the last of
her wife’s clothes and placing them into the suitcase.

She glanced down, fingering the cream-colored note
card with their vows printed on it:

 


Sometimes when we say “I love you,” we forget
it isn’t a simple thingor a sentiment we
can take for granted.

As we join hands, hearts, and lives, may we always
remember where we’ve come from to reach our “I love yous,” how
lucky we are to be here now, and exactly where we’re headedin order
to whisper more of them against each other’s skin, always.

May we forever cherish the you…and the me…and the
us.

 


Jesus. If this was being cherished, Paloma would
hate to experience being taken for granted. So help her God, this
was the last damn time Deanne would bring storms to her life or
pain to her heart—

“Mama?” Pep blinked at her from the doorway, his
perplexed gaze ping-ponging from the open suitcase to her
undoubtedly ravaged face. Hesitant, Pep stood on one tennis
shoe–clad foot, the second shoe resting atop the first. Flour
dusted the Denver Broncos T-shirt that was almost too small for
him. His innocent eight-year-old face was smeared with the
chocolate he’d been using to make cookies with his little brother.
“Are you leavin’?”

Pain unlike anything she’d ever felt shot through
her.

The us had become far more than Deanne and
her alone.

Their sons.

Dear God, their sons.

Paloma wobbled toward Pep and knelt, pulling him
against her until she could feel his heartbeat on her face. She
might have told herself she was trying to comfort Pep with the
gesture, but the opposite was closer to the truth. His warm
little-man body made her feel like, somehow, she would find the
strength to get through this horrible task of ending the marriage
she’d thought would last forever.

“No, m’ijo. I’m not going anywhere. Mommy—”
Paloma’s words caught, and her heart pounded a funeral dirge. How
could she explain a failed marriage to the boys when she’d hardly
grasped it herself? Would they understand without hating her,
blaming her?

“I’m staying right here with you and Teddy. But
Mommy has to…go on a trip,” she finished, clearing her throat. A
trip to Get-A-Clue Land, where absentee moms and wives realized
they couldn’t continually put their families last or they’d find
themselves alone.

Knowing that everyone assumed she and Deanne had the
perfect life hurt almost as much as admitting to herself that the
so-called high school sweetheart, fairy-tale romance was finished.
Hell, Deanne had barely touched her for…she didn’t even know how
long.

Sigh.

Okay, she did know.

Six months, one week, three days, and—she checked
her watch—four hours.

Lesbian bed death in a big way.

Paloma knew because she’d written it down, along
with every other important detail in her life. Keeping journals as
she had since she’d been a young girl was a double-edged sword.
Yes, she had a chronology of the good times, the memories, the
milestones. But lately, every time she reread the entries from the
past few years, she also faced the black-and-white reminder of all
that her fraud of a marriage lacked.

 


Deanne missed dinner tonight and didn’t call. I was
worried.

Deanne forgot Pep’s birthday party today. Pep
cried.

Deanne forgot our anniversary. Again. Fuck it. I
don’t care anymore.

 


Paloma fought the urge to sob. Perfect life? Ha! As
long as she could remember, she’d been the one to accommodate, to
compromise, to make things better. Smile and the world smiles
with you. Damn, she was sick to death of it.

Now, if not making love for six months was the only
rock on their marriage path, she could maneuver around that. She
certainly wasn’t so shallow that she’d give up a fourteen-year
commitment over six sexless months. But, if she were completely
honest, things had started changing when Pep was born.

Yeah. Pep was eight.

The lack of physical intimacy was clearly a symptom
of a much larger underlying rift. It wasn’t that Deanne treated her
badly or abused her in any way. She had simply forgotten Paloma
existed, which was, frankly, a deal breaker. One Paloma couldn’t
overcome. Whoever said apathy was worse than hate was a damned
smart cookie.

“When’s Mommy comin’ back?”

Pep’s plaintive question yanked Paloma back to
reality. She blinked several times, unsure how to answer. “I don’t
know, baby.” She smiled tenderly. “Where’s Teddy?”

“Downstairs watchin’ cartoons,” Pep said about his
six-year-old brother. “We’re ready for the oven. We did all the
dough balls on the cookie sheet.”

“Good boy.” Paloma ruffled his soft crew cut, a
style both he and Teddy wore and loved. “Any problems?”

“Nuh-uh.” He scratched his chin, where some melted
chocolate had dried and cracked. “Teddy dropped a few chunks of
dough on the floor, but he picked ’em up and ate ’em, so the floor
is still clean.”

Paloma cringed at the mental image of how her
kitchen probably looked right now. That, and the fact that her son
had been scarfing raw cookie dough straight off the floor. But,
what the hell. She’d mopped the day before. The boys couldn’t do
permanent damage to themselves or to the kitchen by spooning cookie
dough onto a sheet—or eating it off the floor, for that matter.
Besides, she had desperately needed the time alone to think.

And pack.

Letting them do the cookie prep had been the perfect
solution.

Paloma took Pep’s hand and stood. “Come on. After
the cookies are done and you yard monkeys take baths, I’m driving
you over to spend the night with Aunties Emie and Gia.” Emie
Jaramillo wasn’t a blood relative, but she, Paloma, and Iris Lujan,
the third musketeer in their little band of pals, had been the best
of friends since high school. As far as Pep and Teddy were
concerned, Iris and Emie—and now the women in their lives, Torien
and Gia, respectively—were familia. And Paloma couldn’t
agree more. “How’s that sound?”

“Cool!” Pep brightened. He loved his Auntie Gia, due
in part to Gia’s big, rumbly black truck. Paloma’s sons were
hard-core vehicle freaks. Just like their mommy.

As though a fresh and amazing idea had popped into
his head, Pep sucked in an excited breath. “Can I—?”

“Yes, beetle bug.” Paloma chuckled, answering
patiently. “I’m sure if you ask politely you can sit in Auntie
Gia’s truck.”

Pep’s face lifted into a mask of amazement. “How’d
you know I was gonna ask that?”

“I’m your mama, little man.” She bent and kissed him
on the head, then smacked him lightly on the rump. “I know
everything.”

They started down the stairs. “But…you don’t know
when Mommy’s comin’ home, do you?” Pep’s little voice sounded
searingly grave and much too wise to the reality of the modern
family.

Make that broken family.

Damn, Pep was only eight years old. Teddy, just six.
This is going to be sheer hell.

*

“Hello!” Paloma called out before shutting the
unlocked front door and entering Emie’s and Gia’s house in
Washington Park. She stomped the rain off her shoes onto the mat
and peered around the lamplit hallway. The house felt so warm and
welcoming, as opposed to her home, which lately had seemed about as
inviting as a body bag. Pep and Teddy, toting sacks of oven-warm
cookies, took off at a run to find their favorite truck-owning
auntie.

“Don’t run, boys! Your shoes are wet.” They
continued unheeded, and Paloma didn’t have the energy to scold
them.

“We’re in here,” called Emie from the vicinity of
the kitchen. Muffled laughter danced through the house, waltzing
with the aroma of fresh coffee. Iris and Torien were also there.
Happy couples whiling away a bad weather Saturday together.
Probably discussing Iris and Torien’s impending commitment ceremony
in P-town, something Paloma didn’t think she could stomach
discussing at this point.

Maybe I should’ve called first.

She sighed, feeling so out of the loop. For the
longest time, she and Deanne were the only ones living in happy
coupledom. Now Emie and Gia were expecting their first baby in
November—something Emie had always wanted and never thought she’d
have. Iris and Torien were so much in love, it literally hurt to
look at them. Paloma was the consummate fifth wheel.

The divorcee.

The failure.

Soon, anyway.

She set the boys’ overnight bags aside, then
shrugged listlessly out of her raincoat and shook it over the mat
before hanging it on the bent wood hall tree. For the first time in
her life, she didn’t look forward to seeing her friends. She
dreaded their shock when they learned she was leaving Deanne.
Leaving Deanne. So surreal.

“There you are.”

Paloma spun around, hand on her chest. Beautiful
Iris, who had recently retired from her long, successful modeling
career, peered around the corner of the living room, luminous green
eyes smiling down at her. Considering the foot of height difference
between five-eleven Iris and Paloma, Iris always smiled down
at her.

“You scared me,” Paloma breathed, her voice too
airy, too brittle. Oh, God. She was teetering on the
brink.

Iris tilted her head in curiosity. “What’s taking
you so long, girl? You forget the way to Emie’s kitchen?”

“No. I just…I was…” Paloma’s nose burned, her throat
ached, her muscles sagged, heavy and inept. She’d managed to stave
off every potential crying bout since she’d made peace with her
decision, but right now, she had the overwhelming urge to fling
herself face down on the floor and bawl like a baby. But she was a
grown woman and a mother.

Soon to be a single mother.

Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

Unable to stop the torrent of pain, Paloma slumped
onto the bottom step of the staircase and surrendered to the
tears.

“Pea? Jesus, what on earth is wrong?” Alarmed, Iris
squatted in front of her. “Did you have a car accident?”

Paloma shook her head.

“PMS?”

“No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t c-cry.” Paloma felt the
comfort of her friend’s arms encircle her. Resting her face on
Iris’s shoulder, she reached up and smeared at the tears blurring
her vision in time to see a very pregnant Emie waddling into the
hall.

Emie stopped short and nudged up her fashionable new
eyeglass frames. “What happened?” Fear laced her voice.

“I can’t believe it has c-c-come to this,” Paloma
slurred.

“Mama?” ventured Teddy’s tiny, quavering voice. All
three women glanced toward where he stood tentatively in the
archway to the living room. “What happened to my mama?” Tears
cracked his words, his eyes round and serious. His little chest
heaved with frightened breaths.

“Oh, hijito, it’s okay,” Iris soothed,
beckoning him over. “Your mama just…”

“Stubbed her toe,” Emie blurted, “and she’s being a
big whiny baby. That’s all.”

Teddy glanced from Emie, to Iris, to his mama,
questions in his troubled eyes. “Mama? You have an owie?”

She struggled to give him a reassuring smile. “I’m
okay, baby. It doesn’t hurt much.”

God, how it hurts.

“Want me to kiss it?” he asked in a solemn tone.

Paloma sniffed loudly and held out her arms for her
big, brave boy. She didn’t know what she’d do without these kids.
“Come here, you. Kiss me, instead.”

Teddy scampered into his mother’s arms, and she
showered his face with tear-moistened kisses. He settled onto her
lap, nestling his head in the crook of her neck. She could smell
his wind-whipped little boy scent and the chocolate chip cookies on
his breath. It didn’t surprise her they’d dug in already, and
really, what did it matter? The cookies would spoil their dinner,
but no more than finding out their mama and mommy weren’t going to
live together anymore.

“See?” Iris tucked a lock of long black hair behind
her ear and flashed him a Colgate smile. “Mama’s all better.”

“Mama looked like she was gonna cry earlier when she
was packin’ all of Mommy’s clothes up, too,” said Pep, who had just
come into the hallway. His tone was matter-of-fact, far too wise
for such a little guy.

“Pep,” Paloma chastised, softly.

Blotches of red stung his cheeks, and he darted
glances at the adults before hanging his head. “Well, you did.”

Paloma cast a furtive peek at Iris and Emie before
lowering her gaze to the floor as well. Leave it to Pep to bust her
in front of her friends.

After a moment, Emie leaned into the living room,
bracing her lower back with a fist. “Gia?” she called. She turned a
falsely bright face to the boys. “You guys want to go outside with
your other aunties and look at the truck?”

“Nah. We’ll stay here with my mama,” Pep said, ever
protective.

“Yeah,” Teddy chimed, snuggling closer to Paloma’s
warmth.

Gia’s sculpted form darkened the archway, and one
glimpse of the smoldering, love-wrought look she exchanged with
Emie caused Paloma’s tears to come anew. Paloma remembered the
heated glances Deanne had given her when she was pregnant, brimming
with pride and excitement over the children they would raise
together.

Those were the good days, the memories that made the
stark reality of today so goddamned unbearable. Now, when Deanne
spared a glance in Paloma’s direction at all, she seemed to look
right through her. Clearly, Deanne wasn’t attracted to Paloma
anymore—that much was obvious. Granted, Paloma did weigh twenty
pounds more than she had when they’d fallen in love, but she’d also
given birth to two freaking sons. Didn’t that earn her the leeway
of a few extra curves?

Maybe she repulsed Deanne.

Maybe Deanne would be thrilled to know Paloma wanted
out.

Maybe this whole thing was some cruel twist of
destiny.

She sniffled against Teddy’s soft hair.

“¿Qué pasó?” Gia asked Emie, her worried gaze
on Paloma. She reached back and pulled her sleek black mane into a
ponytail, securing it with the spare band that always seemed to be
on her wrist when it wasn’t in her hair.

“Ah, Paloma stubbed her, uh, toe.” Emie’s words were
light, but she told Gia so much more with her eyes. “Can you take
the boys outside while Iris and I tend to her?” Iris, meanwhile,
spoke in low, urgent Spanish to Torien, who nodded with
understanding.

Gia grabbed Pep around the neck. “Did one of you
guys kick your mother in the toe?”

Pep laughed and squirmed. “No, Auntie Gia.
Stop.”

Gia moved toward Paloma and scooped up the younger
boy as well. “Come on, Teddy my man. Let’s go outside.”

“It’s rainin’,” Teddy reminded them, in a tone that
clearly said he thought the grown women in the house were more than
a little dense.

Gia looked momentarily stumped.

Torien stepped forward. “I need some things from the
garden store. Perhaps you boys would like to come along?”

Gia set Teddy and Pep down in the archway. “Great
idea. And I happen to know there’s an ice cream shop right next to
your Auntie Toro’s favorite garden store.”

As always, Gia had the magic touch with the boys.
They bounced and clapped their hands at the prospect of yet more
sugar.

“Not too much,” Paloma said, her voice dispirited
and wan. “They just had cookies.”

“We all did, and they were great,” Gia said, patting
her flat abdomen. “But Mama’s the boss. Just two scoops instead of
three, guys.”

“Gia,” Emie scolded, playfully.

Gia gave Emie a quick air kiss, then winked.

Teddy took Auntie Torien’s hand and grinned way up
at her. Pep followed suit, entwining his fingers with Auntie Gia’s.
In a wave of excited little-boy chatter and a cacophony of
footfalls, they headed toward the back of the house where Gia
always parked her truck.

Paloma stared unseeing at the gleaming hardwood
floor until she heard the back door slam. The house fell silent but
for the tick of the grandfather clock Gia’s mentor, Mr. Fuentes,
had given her and Emie as a housewarming gift.

Paloma released a long breath and wished she could
fall asleep there.

Wake up later and find out it had all been a bad
dream.

“Talk, Pea,” Iris said gently.

Paloma hated that she’d broken down, especially in
front of her sons. She didn’t even know how to start. “I’m fat,”
she mumbled. “I’m fat and ugly.”

“Hey,” Iris said, settling cross-legged on the floor
in front of Paloma. “Stop that. You are neither fat nor ugly, and
what does that superficial bullshit have to do with anything
anyway?”

“Iris’s right.” Emie indicated the distended middle
of her normally pixie-thin figure. “Besides, this right here
is what you’d call fat.”

Paloma rolled her eyes. “You’re pregnant, Em. That
doesn’t count. But the point is, I’m through.”

Iris and Emie waited for more.

Paloma gulped back her misery. She tucked her
naturally curly hair behind her ears and felt the wet ends drip
against her upper back. “I packed Deanne’s stuff today.” The
grandfather clock chimed once; to Paloma it sounded like the
punctuation at the end of a sentence.

Divorced.

Period.

“That much we got, thanks to Pep fronting you, as
little boys will. And?” Emie prompted.

“And I’m asking her to leave.” Paloma swallowed. She
squeezed her eyes closed. “For good.”

Emie and Iris remained hold-your-breath silent so
long, Paloma finally opened her eyes and searched their faces for
some reaction. “Did you hear me?”

“Oh, honey, yes. We did, but—” Emie said, the
expression in her intelligent brown eyes sincerely distraught. She
moved closer and smoothed her hand over Paloma’s hair. “That’s such
a big step. Maybe you just need some time apart to work things
out.”

“No. I’m tired of trying to keep things together.
I’m killing myself to make life perfect for everyone but me,
and it isn’t even working.” A short laugh devoid of any bit of
humor escaped Paloma’s lips. “Trust me, it’s over.”

Silence.

Clock ticks.

Sadness.

“God, Pea. I don’t know what to say,” Emie
whispered.

“Me, neither,” Iris added. “You and Dee have always
been, like…the perfect couple.”

Paloma ran her hands over her chilled upper arms.
Her now-dry eyes stung from all the crying. “You know, what the
hell? Truth is, Deanne left me long ago. She just forgot to take
her physical presence along. I’m just finalizing the split.”

“Wow. I had…no idea.” Emie cleared her throat. “I
mean, have you two talked about it?”

Paloma shook her head, slowly, exhausted from the
misery. “Not really. We stopped talking a long time ago, too.
Lovely when the sordid truth comes out, huh?”

“Pea,” Iris said, reaching out to hold Paloma’s
hands. “I’m so sorry. But I do understand. Yes, we knew you’d been
unhappy, even with you putting on a happy face. Trust me, that much
was clear.”

Startled, Paloma blinked. “And here I thought I’d
been hiding it well.”

“We know you better than that,” Iris said. “We’ve
known you forever.”

“True.” A pause. “That’s both cool and it
sucks.”

“When will you tell her?” asked Emie, absentmindedly
stroking the mound of her baby-swollen belly.

“When she gets home from work tonight, whenever the
hell that is.” Paloma gestured to the matching duffel bags slumped
against the hall closet door, and her chin quivered. “I brought
overnight bags for the boys, if that’s okay. I don’t want them to
hear—”

“Of course,” Emie said. “Don’t give it another
thought.”

A mournful silence ensued. Paloma leaned her head
against the newel post on the stairway. “You know what yesterday
was?”

Emie’s eyes widened and she furrowed her fingers
into the new spiky-pixie hairstyle that perfectly complemented her
gamine features. “No, sorry. I’m pregnant. I can’t remember my own
name at this point.”

Iris sucked in a breath. “Damn Deanne,” she
muttered, anger brightening her cheeks.

Paloma nodded, her tone flat. Defeated. “Yep. August
thirty-first. Our fourteenth anniversary. And it passed just like
any other unimportant day.”

“Oh, Paloma,” Emie said on an exhale. “I’m so, so
sorry.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Paloma said, her resolve returning.
“But, trust me, it’ll never happen again.”

*

Dee Vargas heaved her black canvas work bag into the
trunk of her prized Chevelle and waved good-bye to a couple of
shift-mates in the fenced parking lot of the Denver Police District
Four substation on Clay Street. The rain-dampened cement lent a
chalky, raw smell to the air and washed her skin in goose bumps.
She reached for a wadded jean jacket and shrugged into it, her
motions slowed by exhaustion. Swing shift had been slammed with
calls right out of the chute and straight until end of watch. Bar
fights, domestics, traffic altercations—why couldn’t people get
along these days?

She shut the trunk, then lowered herself into the
driver’s seat of the pristine restored 1970 muscle car. Off
duty, at last. She closed her eyes. God, she was tired. All
this overtime might be padding their family savings and making her
look good for the upcoming sergeants’ promotion, but damn. It was
killing her. She just wanted to go home and veg out.

Good luck with that goal.

An elusive but distracting presence in the form of
unspoken tension seemed to have invaded their home life like an
occupying force. Paloma had withdrawn into a dangerous kind of
quiet in the past…Jesus, had it been a year already? More? They
never fought, but it was as if Paloma gently boiled just below the
surface. Never having had a good role model as far as committed
relationships were concerned, Dee figured she’d best just shut up
until it blew over—whatever it was.

Dee moved uncomfortably through the motions of
living, always feeling like she’d made some grave misstep where her
wife was concerned. Small talk didn’t work, because Paloma didn’t
go for it. Neither did sex, if Dee even remembered correctly. She
didn’t dare initiate sex when Paloma’s GO AWAY vibes flashed so
incredibly strong. Instead, Dee threw herself into work, hoping the
extra household money would melt the ice that had seemed to form
around Paloma’s heart where their relationship was concerned.

God, she didn’t know what else to do.

The thought of facing that radiating tension made
Dee hesitate to turn the key in the ignition, and that made her one
hell of a shitty partner. But why wasn’t Paloma the affectionate,
easygoing woman Deanne used to know? Instead, Paloma remained
polite, in a tight-lipped, conspicuously silent kind of way that
made Dee’s heart pound with trepidation.

Because something was wrong.

Something was horribly wrong.

What had changed?

Dee should ask. She knew that. But right now she
just didn’t have the energy—and the plain truth? The idea of
hearing the answer terrified her. She remembered feeling exactly
like this around her mother, so afraid of hearing verbal
confirmation that Mom was unhappy with her for this particular
transgression or that one. So she’d walk on eggshells whenever she
sensed something was wrong with Mom. Staying out of sight,
deflecting verbal blows, and hoping to God things would get back to
normal. As a coping mechanism, it wasn’t the best. But she didn’t
know anything else, and it had always worked. Eventually Mom would
transform magically back to her old self, and Dee would breathe a
sigh of relief.

Waiting out the storm, however, wasn’t working as
well with Paloma.

It wasn’t working at all.

It had to be Dee; that was the rub.

Something she’d done.

Said.

Something she hadn’t.

Try as she might, she couldn’t figure out what on
earth had gone awry. She worked hard—damn hard—and took care of
Paloma and their sons in the only way she knew how. She grabbed as
much
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