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      SABINA REIGNS: (her maiden name); mother, soon-to-be ex-wife, and frustrated entrepreneur

      JONATHAN MILLER: Sabina’s husband of twenty years, partner in a law firm

      JULIE BAXTER: a caterer, divorced single mom, and Sabina’s best friend

      MARISA MILLER: Sabina’s college-age daughter
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      TODD FOREMAN: purports to be Sabina’s new assistant; formerly worked for Charles Patterson, but left under suspicious circumstances
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      CHARLES PATTERSON: owner of the largest interior design firm in the area

      GEORGIA WILCOX: curator of the Parkview Manor and in charge of its renovation
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      “Divorcing? You and Jonathan?” Sabina Reigns Miller’s best friend, Julie Baxter, wailed, her voice distorted by the phone’s tiny speaker. “Oh, honey, why didn’t you call me sooner?” Julie had been Sabina’s best friend since third grade. They’d weathered good times and bad, including Julie’s daughter trouble, and Sabina’s somewhat strained relationship with her own daughter; Julie’s divorce, and now Sabina’s. No matter what crisis either of them faced, they had always depended on each other as a cheering squad, a source of tough love, or a shoulder to cry on. This was no different.

      “I was going to—but I knew you had catering jobs up the wazoo for the last couple of weeks. Besides, I needed to get a lot done in a short span of time,” Sabina said and plopped onto the comforter that covered the queen size bed.

      “Like what?”

      “I wasn’t about to spend another night with that stinking serial cheater. First, I moved into the guest room. But more importantly, I’ve been invited to bid on a big redecoration project. I’ve already started work on my presentation.”

      Julie smacked her lips, reminding Sabina of some mid-forties Jersey mom. “You’re holding up too well,” Julie sang. “When Larry left me, I was devastated.”

      Sabina snorted. “Jonathan’s not miserable, he’s got a much younger version of me now—so, why should I be bummed? And sorting through my clothes and things has been good therapy. I’ve got my own attorney and the settlement details are already being hammered out. They say possession is nine-tenths of the law, and I wasn’t about to leave the house until I had an idea of what I could expect.”

      “Good for you,” Julie cheered.

      As Sabina talked, she stared down at a pile of clothes she was going through, unsure if she was even going to bother taking them. They all had some sort of emotional memory involving Jonathan. A specially bought anniversary dress, gifts, and outfits from more frivolous occasions like vacations and holidays. Sabina couldn’t help but shake her head at the way she, and every other human, attached memories to the strangest things.

      Shrugging, she started filling a bag. “Jonathan might be a philanderer, but so far he’s been fair. Or maybe he’s just desperate to get me out—fast. He agreed to advance me a bundle to ‘start a new life.’ We’re negotiating for the furniture I’ll take, and what he wants to keep. It’s all been very civilized.”

      “But where will you go?” Julie asked.

      “An apartment, for now.” Sabina didn’t have the time or the energy to look for a house, although she already knew exactly what she wanted—an old farmhouse outside of Rochester. She wanted to look out on pasture or woods, a place far enough out that she could see the stars clearly at night. A place of peace and quiet, and maybe even solitude. A haven from the city, but not so far out that the commute was unreasonable. Finding her slice of paradise would take a while. And she was willing to wait.

      “I don’t even care where I live for the time being. I have more important matters to think about.”

      Julie huffed. “Isn’t getting a divorce enough?”

      “I’ve had my DBA for years. Now I’m finally going to officially start my own business.” Sabina stopped and grinned, forgetting she hadn’t yet told Julie. Well, they’d spoken about it for years—but she hadn’t told her it was now going to be a reality.

      Julie sounded almost sad. “Good grief, you are moving on.”

      “I called a real estate agent to find me an apartment and a retail space.”

      “Don’t you think you’re rushing into things?” For some reason, even considering all Julie had been through herself, she still sounded far more nervous than Sabina felt about the big change in her life.

      “No. I’m not. Life is short, and I’ve wasted far too much of mine catering to Jonathan. Now, it’s my turn.” Sabina stood and reached for the frame sitting on top of the dresser, tossing her wedding photo in the wastebasket.
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      Later that afternoon, Sabina sat primly in the uncomfortable gray upholstered chair, dressed in her most conservative navy linen suit, matching leather purse, and shoes, feeling like she was going on a job interview—which, she guessed she was. She brushed at her strawberry-blonde bangs and waited expectantly for the good news, waited as Jason Stone, the loan officer, shuffled through a pile of papers on his desk. Finally, he took off his glasses and tapped them on his open palm.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Reigns, but Mr. Miller has decided not to co-sign the loan.”

      If only the man had whipped out a digital camera right then and there, Sabina was sure he would have captured the hysterical image of her bulging eyes and gaping mouth when she heard the news.

      “What?” Sabina yelped. “What?”

      Stone squirmed. “Err, it seems he’s had a change of heart. If you could find some other friend or relative who’d be willing to—”

      Every sound in the room muted and Sabina was left in a whirlwind of thoughts and an expanding rage.

      No loan.

      She was about to give up her beautiful home and was sitting on orders for thousands of dollars’ worth of merchandise to stock her new business venture, all on her soon-to-be ex-husband’s promise that he would co-sign a business loan.

      Sabina had no real money of her own. Jonathan’s insistence that she remain a stay-at-home mom had made sure of that.

      She rose from her chair and was about to thank Stone when she reconsidered. Why should she thank another man who was content to keep her from achieving her dreams? Instead, she walked out of the office without even mumbling goodbye. She was too numb to speak. But behind the numbness boiled anger. She’d been brought up never to use four-letter words, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know them, or how to use them for that matter. At that moment, Sabina wanted to hurl every foul word she could think of straight at Jonathan and watch them simmer like acid on his skin. In that singular moment, she wanted to hurt him in every way she possibly could. She had attempted to keep things civil despite his barbaric showing of hedonism when choosing to stray from their marriage, but that restraint was quickly slipping through her fingers.

      Sabina had spent her life living under the thumbs of far too many people—mostly men. Divorce could be devastating, sure, but it could also be freeing, powerful, and filled with motivation for the future. Her entire plan revolved around the idea that she could have a fresh start. And sure, the co-signer would be her ex, but he at least owed her that. After everything he had put her through, he should have been absorbing the cost, instead of co-signing the loan.

      Nonetheless, a promise was a promise. Besides, he got something out of it, too. He got silence. Her silence. The amount of damning information she had collected on him through the years would easily knock him right on his butt.

      Sabina frowned; she didn’t have that kind of malice within her. She was already scorned and angered by what Jonathan had done to their marriage, to their future, and to their daughter. So, trading a silence she had already planned on keeping was a no brainer for her.

      The silence wasn’t for him though, it was for their daughter, Marisa. It was a way to keep her from seeing the hurtful truth of how terrible her father was—incapable, really—when it came to loving people. How he had thrown away years of marriage for what felt good at the moment. It was a barrier preventing Marisa from discovering her father’s true nature.

      Sabina stomped out of the bank and onto the sidewalk, walking swiftly through the crowd of office workers on their lunch hours. She mumbled to herself in anger as her feet slapped the pavement. She was an angry woman, one with purpose and determination. One with a very large, very heavy axe to grind.

      “Apparently Jonathan has never heard of the old saying,” she grumbled as she turned into the parking garage. “A woman scorned,” she huffed loudly, making a high-pitched laughing noise. “The woman scorned is talking to herself in the dang parking garage. That’s what she’s doing.”

      She slowed her pace a bit, feeling a stinging sensation beneath the soles of the sensible flats she had slipped on to go to her meeting. Sure, the other woman pranced around in four-inch designer heels. So far, she didn’t have battle wounds from pregnancy and childbirth. She was freaking perfect.

      Well, that wouldn’t last.

      The keys slipped from Sabina’s hand and fell to the concrete as she approached her car. She leaned her head back and let out a deep sigh, feeling the weight of the situation almost burying her. Reaching down, she picked them up and silently got into her car. Carefully, she shut the door and gripped the steering wheel. She sat there in complete silence for several moments before shaking herself forward and back, her hair flying everywhere, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      When she was finished, she patted down the wild hair and shook her shoulders. Giving herself a firm nod of satisfaction for getting it out of her system for the moment, she glanced over at a guy getting in his car. She didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but from the look of his frozen posture and startled expression, he was likely to have witnessed the entire show.

      Sabina laughed nervously and gave him a wave before starting the car and tearing out of there. She knew that was not where she needed to be scaring unsuspecting innocents. Where she needed to be was obvious, and Jonathan wasn’t going to like the not-so-surprise visit he was about to receive.

      Completely flustered, Sabina reached down and jabbed her finger against the stereo knob. The sound of classic pop hits pumped loudly from the speakers, the soundtrack she had played as she was on her way to the bank just an hour before. She’d felt exhilarated, singing along with the music, feeling as though she was finally freeing herself to chase her dreams.

      An hour later, she couldn’t turn the happy beats off fast enough. Her fingers strummed against the steering wheel, trying to calm herself. Her phone, vibrating in the center console caught her attention. Without taking her eyes off the road, she rummaged around, finally pulling it out. She hoped for his sake that it wasn’t her ex, because there was no restraint in her whatsoever.

      She stabbed the accept-call icon and speaker. “Hello?”

      “So, are you the happy owner of a big fat check?” Julie asked with glee.

      “I am going to rip his arms off, shove them up his ass, and then dance around him shaking a stick like he’s being sacrificed to the infidelity Gods,” Sabina replied evenly.

      There was silence for a moment. “He didn’t show up, did he?”

      There was that laugh again, shrill, malicious, and hoarse in her throat. “Oh no, of course he didn’t show up. I was literally sitting there in front of the loan officer who had to be the one to tell me.”

      Julie hissed through her teeth, and Sabina could picture her friend wincing. “And where are you going now?”

      “Where else would I go? To his office so I can kick his butt,” Sabina said.

      “Sabina,” Julie warned.

      Sabina let out a long deep sigh. “Don’t worry, I won’t resort to physical violence. Not yet anyway. I will, however, march my rear straight in there and demand that he do what he promised. I will no longer stand down in this situation. If he’s going to wage war on me, I will defend myself and redeem what is rightly mine.”

      “Good lord,” Julie said and giggled. “You sound like a nobleman whose beloved was just stolen by a ferocious dragon hiding in the mountains. Will you be wearing armor?”

      “Mental armor,” Sabina replied. “And I know that’s not something he ever dons, especially when he doesn’t know I’m heading straight for him.”

      Julie laughed. “I mean, he has to have an idea you’re coming though. He knows you have a temper and he knows this is important to you.”

      “And he’s going to know that if he doesn’t treat me fairly, I will bring hell down around his shoulders,” Sabina added. “He miscalculated if he thinks I’m just playing around with plans to open a business. That I’ll sit back and just let him take my marriage, my house, my furniture, and my daughter without a fight. He has royally screwed up this time. Royally.”

      Julie smacked her lips. “Well, I wish you luck. Don’t forget to breathe. And try not to hit the big-shot attorney in front of witnesses.”

      Sabina scoffed. “Please, he’s a business regulation attorney. The nerds of the big boys. Besides, words hurt Jonathan far worse than physical pain. Trust me, I know, I’ve spent the last two decades married to him.”

      “Deep breaths, just like we practiced,” Julie told her. “In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

      Sabina took a right turn down a side street and pulled over to the curb. Shifting the car into park, she did as Julie instructed, closing her eyes for a moment to collect her thoughts. After about a dozen breaths and her anger coming in and out like the tide, she was finally in a calmer state.

      “Thank you,” Sabina told Julie, grateful that she had someone to help her keep her head on her shoulders. “Jonathan actually owes you, as well. You’ve kept him from death who knows how many times.”

      Julie smirked. “I’ll bill his office. Now, try to walk in there with a level professionalism that he hasn’t seen from you. Remind him that you aren’t playing games with your company, that this is for real. You don’t have to put up with him demeaning your dreams anymore. If he wants out, then let him out, and show him everything that includes. A calm and adult Sabina, ready to tackle the world on her own.”

      “It’s either that or I tackle him, and I would much rather put my life exactly where I want it instead,” she replied. “I’ll call you later with an update. Thanks again, I appreciate having a best friend with a modicum of understanding of just what I’m going through.”

      “You got it,” Julie replied. “I’ve been a single mom for a long time and there’s been more than one moment of weakness where I wanted to track down Zoey’s father and shove him in the garbage disposal. And whoever this boy is—well, I won’t get into that right now. Just know that if Zoey even mutters his name in her sleep, we’ll need tarps, a shovel, and some bleach.”

      “Got it ready in the shed,” Sabina said and laughed. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too,” Julie said and sighed. “Go be you and remind him how much he’ll hate his life with the tart.”

      “Easy,” Sabina scoffed, ending the call.

      How much would he hate his life with the tart? It would happen, but not for a while. And trying to compete with a woman that young was just about impossible. Then again, there was no competition. Sabina had gotten a taste of what her life could be and if Jonathan wanted out, he could walk right out the door. Right after signing his name on the dotted line, whether she had to force him to or not.
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      If Sabina could have held her head any higher as she entered the firm, she would have been staring at the ceiling. She knew pity when she saw it but didn’t want it. Walking with purpose through the hallway, she could still remember the first time she visited Jonathan at work. Back when he was actually happy to see her, instead of cringing in apprehension.

      Bypassing Gretchen, his secretary, Sabina entered Jonathan’s office, closing the door behind her. She dramatically swung around and marched up to his polished cherry desk. She didn’t bother with the niceties. She held the loan papers in her hand and slapped them down hard on the desk in front of him. Up to that point, he hadn’t even looked up, and even with the breeze from the pound of paperwork she threw down, he only glanced at it for a moment.

      Sabina knew Jonathan was ignoring her on purpose, it was one of his games. He knew she hated it, but this time she didn’t take the bait. Instead, she went straight to the meat and potatoes of it all. “Where the hell were you?”

      He finished his signature on one of the pieces of paper and placed the pen in his center desk drawer before sitting back, finally looking up at her. He looked distinguished with his silver temples, salt-and-pepper hair and pinstripes. She should have known he was cheating on her when he started dying his mustache. “I was in court,” he answered simply.

      Sabina pressed her lips firmly together and continued her noisy breaths. “Don’t give me that bull—the loan officer said you’d had a change of heart. And if that’s true, you lied to me. In exchange for your freedom, you promised me money to help me start my business.” She pulled another stack of papers from her bag and waved the copy of the agreement he’d signed in front of his nose.

      “I will.” He reached over to toggle his mouse, concentrating on his computer’s monitor, attempting to avoid eye contact.

      Sabina leaned across the desk, staring right into his face. “When?”

      Jonathan took in a breath and stood up, tapping a stack of papers on the edge of the desk. “Soon.”

      Sabina shook her finger at him, giving an irritated frown. “Now.”

      “Now isn’t a good time.”

      “Well then maybe I should just start unpacking all my stuff,” she shrugged, looking down at her fingernails.

      Jonathan rolled his eyes, moving around the office to stand at the window to take in the grassy frontage on Linda Avenue beyond—the window he’d coveted for so long. “Don’t be so melodramatic. Besides, Courtney’s already packing to move in.”

      Sabina pursed her lips and cocked her head with sass. “And it’s my name on the deed, not hers.”

      Jonathan stood back behind his desk, shuffling some papers around, not touching the loan paperwork. “Look, we’ll reschedule time for the meeting with the bank,” he glanced at his desk calendar. “Next week.”

      Sabina jammed her finger down on the calendar. “Tomorrow. I mean it, Jonathan. I will take you to court, I’m fine with that. But I’ll go to the media, not to mention social media. That won’t endear you to the partners. Remember, I know where the financial bodies are buried.”

      Jonathan had only made partner the year before, and he still tended to tread softly. His lips pursed, fire igniting behind his hazel eyes.

      “All right, tomorrow then. I can clear my schedule after lunch.”

      Sabina straightened. Victory. But Jonathan wasn’t entirely off the hook. She made sure to keep the same intensity, wanting him to know how important their daughter was in all of this.

      “Have you told Marisa yet?”

      This time he did wince. “I told you, I’d prefer to do it in person.”

      Sabina let out a growling sigh of frustration. “And I told you it’s unfair to spring this news on her when I’m about to move out of the house.”

      “You could tell her. That kind of news ought to come from her mother,” he replied, not even trying to look at her.

      Sabina hoped her cold glare froze him right down to his boxers. “Really? The news that you asked for a divorce? That you asked me to move out so you could move your little chippy in, who happens to be only eight years older than her? That’s she’s going to be a big sister?” Sabina shook her head and straightened her skirt. “No way in hell.”

      He winced again. Good.

      Jonathan sighed. “I’ll tell her. Perhaps this weekend.”

      Sabina raced around the side of his desk. “No, Jonathan, tonight.” She grabbed his arm as he stood and turned him so he faced her. “I’m giving you everything you asked for. The divorce, the house. You can at least hold up your end of the bargain. You need to tell her before she hears it somewhere else, and you need to make sure that she knows she’ll still be welcome in the only home she’s ever known. This shouldn’t affect her any more than is necessary. We already talked about all of this.”

      His head sank. Marisa had always been daddy’s little girl. It served him right that he had to shatter her illusions of him as being supremely perfect.

      “I’ll see you at the bank tomorrow, Sabina.”

      Sabina pulled down her suit jacket. “Call her.”

      Jonathan reclaimed his seat and picked up the phone. “Gretchen, can you get me the Dawson file?”

      As she walked to the office door, Sabina remembered the financials. She turned back around, too exhausted to keep up the snarly attitude. “We need to figure out the bank situation soon, as well.”

      “I already took care of it,” he replied, his pen back in his hand, trying to ignore her once again. “You aren’t on the accounts anymore.”

      Sabina stopped in her tracks, her eyes narrowing as she took a step toward him. “You did what?”

      “It’s easier that way,” he replied exhaustively. “But I’m sure you’ll make a big deal about that, too.”

      “You’re darn right I will,” she said, anger slamming back into her. “You had absolutely no right to do that. They are joint accounts and since New York is a community property state, are rightfully half mine.” Arms akimbo, she shook her head. “Why am I even having to tell you this? I know your mind has been swimming with dreams of grandeur with your cheap little mistress, but you are an attorney. You of all people should understand that. Why are you making decisions like you’re completely in the dark?” She threw up her hands and shook her head. “You know what? Never mind. I am not going to fight with you over this. I’ll just get my attorney to handle the financial parts. I printed out the statements yesterday, so I know exactly how much was in every one of those accounts.”

      “You act like I’m trying to starve you,” he snarled under his breath.

      “Aren’t you, Jonathan?” she asked. “End a marriage, take the house, refuse to abide by the contract you signed, take my name off of the accounts, neglect your daughter. Shall I continue?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll see you later, Sabina.”

      “You bet you will, because I’m not leaving our home until I get what you promised me. You and your hot toddy can just stay in her cracker-box apartment until that baby she’s carrying is ready for retirement.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “You better believe it.”

      Jonathan’s mouth tightened—and so did his voice. “Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow at the bank.”

      Sabina nodded curtly and left the office with her head held high. She walked past the open doors of some of the other attorneys, knowing every eye was on her. She knew full well that all of them knew what Jonathan was up to long before she did.

      What did they think of her now? That she was the poor dumped sap who’d let the office trollop steal her husband? Courtney could have him, but Sabina wanted what he’d promised her to secure his freedom. A bribe perhaps, but a deal was a deal. There would be no negotiation and he was going to start understanding that she wasn’t working off of his timeline anymore. She would have what was promised and he could either fall in line, or she was going to run him right over, and his little piece of arm candy, too.

      When she got to her car, she sat there in the parking lot, dialing her lawyer. Tonya was a friend of hers and was her family law attorney to boot. Since they’d known each other since they were kids, she was more than happy to help through calls and emails without charging Sabina an arm and a leg.

      “Tonya Harbor’s office, how can I help you?” the secretary asked on the other end of the line.

      For some reason her voice made Sabina cringe and she wondered if she had developed a hatred for young tarts.

      “Yes, this is Sabina Mill—um, Sabina Reigns. May I speak to Tonya?”

      “I’ll see if she’s available,” the girl replied.

      A moment later, “This is Tonya.”

      Sabina waited, assuming that the very pretty but completely dimwitted secretary didn’t know how to work the hold button. She could hear the girl rattling around her desk until finally the other phone was hung up.

      “Hey, it’s Sabina.”

      “Oh boy, what’s the idiot done now?” Tonya asked, having known Jonathan as long as Sabina had. “Let me guess, he didn’t sign the loan.”

      “Why did everyone see that coming except me?” She shook her head. “No, he didn’t, but I pushed him a bit and he rescheduled for tomorrow so I’m not sounding the alarm on that part just yet. He did, however, find the time to take me off of all of our bank accounts.”

      “Uh, how did he even do that?” Tonya asked. “Banks don’t usually agree to that unless you’re there to sign.”

      “Yeah, well, apparently not our bank,” Sabina said and groaned, staring at the bags under her eyes in the visor mirror.

      Tonya sighed. “All right, well, give it a couple of days and if he doesn’t give you something, I’ll send him a letter. He doesn’t want to go to court. He knows that.”

      “I know,” Sabina replied, slamming the visor up and starting the car. “I just wanted to keep you up to date. I’ll call you tomorrow if he doesn’t sign the deal.”

      “I’ll be here,” Tonya replied.

      Stabbing the call-end icon, Sabina tossed her phone into her purse, she pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road, heading back to the house. It was almost painful to go back there. It wasn’t because of the memories or the nostalgia of her perfectly curated designs within. It was the reminder that she had to find a place, afford that place, and get her stuff out so her younger replacement could seamlessly step right in and take over as though time inside the home had been rewound by eighteen years. Though, Sabina really didn’t see Courtney as the kind of girl—and she deliberately used the word—to stick it out through the monumental amount of crap a man like Jonathan put a wife through.

      Sabina drove the familiar route back to the house, almost on autopilot. She pulled up to the garage and got out, standing there staring at the house for just one emotional moment. When she was done, she sliced her hands through the air and nodded astutely. “That’s it, that’s all I get. It’s just a house, I’ll own another one day.”

      She felt lucky in a way. The stench of Jonathan’s deceit was so thick in that house it was hard to be forlorn about leaving. Except for the fact she still didn’t have another place to go. She wasn’t worried though, Sabina knew it wouldn’t take long to find a temporary spot to stay, especially since Marisa would continue living at the house. All she needed was a kitchen, a bathroom, and somewhere to rest her head. The décor would be easy, that was her specialty.

      Once inside, Sabina roamed through the living room, feeling almost uncomfortable in her own home. It felt like rejection. As though she was being balled up and tossed out. She stood at the fireplace staring at a picture of her family, the three of them when Marisa was just a little girl. She picked up the frame and held her thumb over Jonathan’s face, smiling at how Marisa used to cling to her. It was a photo of a trip they’d taken to Niagara Falls. Simpler times, good times. At least they had that… once upon a time.

      The question that lingered in the back of Sabina’s mind was if she would ever have that again. Or had it ever really existed at all?
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      “I’ve met someone else.”

      Those four simple words had unceremoniously ended Sabina’s twenty-year marriage. Not that they came as a surprise. Jonathan had been working late nights, early mornings, and weekends for quite some time now. And he had ‘met someone else’ two or three times before during the years they’d been together. This time was different, though. There was a finality to it that was very quickly summed up in just two words with no further explanation required.

      “She’s pregnant.”

      Sabina’s stomach lurched and she nearly dropped her coffee cup as she stared at Jonathan across the breakfast table. Her eyelids blinked at a rapid pace and she pouted, pulled back, and then pouted again, feeling as though her body was moving without her consent. It was a twitch, a discombobulated reaction to two sentences she didn’t know what to make of.

      Her eyes shifted up toward the ceiling, not wanting to see Jonathan watch her as though she were going to have a stroke right there at the table. After her nerves had finished dancing the samba, she stared back at him, lips tight and very little expression behind her eyes. “Who?”

      He took a deep breath and glanced down at his plate. She wished he would be more assertive. If you were going to cheat, knock a girl up, and leave your wife for her, you had better damn well be sure that’s what you want.

      “My associate, Courtney Sullivan.”

      Pretty, blonde, and twenty-something, Courtney worked as a paralegal in Jonathan’s law office. Sabina had met her once or twice. Even entertained the bitch in her home. The little hussy.

      “I want to be with her—and the baby.” The latter part of that statement almost sounded like an afterthought. Their own daughter was in her first semester of college. Marisa had always been closer to her father, so it was with a sense of relief that Sabina had carefully packed for her daughter and taken her to the airport just the day before Jonathan’s announcement. No doubt he’d been waiting for her to leave to drop his bomb at breakfast.

      Before Sabina had time to digest the first salvo, he launched another. “I want to keep the house.”

      Well, he was just full of little announcements. Probably more requests than he had made in their whole twenty years of marriage. Too bad they were for some other woman. But the house? Her showcase of a house? The same house he did nothing but complain about because Sabina used it as her canvas, constantly updating the décor? It was her muse, her blank slate with each and every change of season. She had done more practice in that house for her interior design work then she had actually done work for clients.

      She only had one question.

      “Why do you want the house?”

      Jonathan shrugged, sipping his coffee. “It’s conveniently located near the office, and I don’t want to live anywhere else. Besides, it’s perfect.”

      A compliment. She hadn’t expected that.

      “I promise,” he continued. “I’ll give you your share of the full market value. Call in whoever you like for the appraisal.”

      But she had a more important question on her mind. It was funny to her that after twenty years her thought process on what he was saying was very short, pretty emotionless—though that could be shock—and rather uncaring. They were sitting there, sipping coffee, conversing as though they were discussing what restaurant to go to for dinner. Or at least he was, Sabina was holding everything inside like she usually did. She knew he could smell weaknesses like a wild animal.

      “What about Marisa?” Sabina asked. “Who’s going to tell her?”

      He glanced nervously at her for a moment and then back down at his cup. “Well, naturally, I assumed you would.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not the one asking for the divorce. And, you can’t expect me to tell her about her new little brother or sister, either.”

      Jonathan frowned. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll get to it in the next couple of days.”

      The blinking started again, this time slower and more purposeful. “Do I need to remind you that this is Marisa’s home, too?”

      He shrugged. “Now that she’s in college, I’m sure she’ll—”

      Sabina interrupted him quickly, not even allowing him to go there. “Be home for holidays and summers. You don’t expect her to just up and find another place to live, do you?”

      “Of course not. She’ll always be welcome here.” He spoke about his own daughter as though she were some guest or a family friend.

      There was a silence between them for several moments. Sabina leaned back in the chair, her eyes narrowed, her arms crossed in defense. “And how does Courtney feel about sharing her home with your college-age daughter.”

      “We’ve discussed it.”

      They’d discussed it? He’d apparently discussed a lot more with Courtney than he had with Sabina. Maybe that was why he was talking to her as though he hadn’t just completely turned their world upside down.

      When Sabina didn’t have any more questions, Jonathan finished his coffee and put the mug in the sink. Suddenly everything about him made Sabina want to vomit. The handsome man she had once thought of as her husband had been replaced by someone else—a complete stranger.

      He grabbed his briefcase and for a moment she thought he was going to pause for his usual goodbye kiss. Instead, he glanced at the refrigerator and the papers stuck to it with Marisa’s cheerful and quirky Mary Englebreit magnets.

      “Do we have to have all this crap up here?”

      Sabina didn’t even care to look back at the fridge, wondering why he even felt the need to comment on it. She stood and followed him to the door, standing several feet back as he walked out. She stayed put, watching him walk down the sidewalk, key fob in hand. He entered the garage and the big double door rose. He pulled his car out and revved it up. His getaway ride.

      Sabina closed the door, not particularly angry and not even all that numb. As she cleared the table and stood over the sink scraping an egg-stained dish, Sabina thought about her feelings. Or lack thereof. By the time the dish was in the dishwasher she had decided that ‘oddly detached’ would be a more accurate assessment of her emotional state. Like clockwork, she reached down and picked up Jonathan’s dirty dish and turned the water on. The soiled plate in her hands was yet another reminder of how Jonathan and she had never really meshed. He liked his eggs poached—runny; she liked hers hard.

      She was still pondering his request to keep the house and move Courtney into it. What a strange feeling it was to be told by your husband that your replacement had arrived and it was time for you to move on. He said it as though it was a normal part of life. Like he had gone to the wife store and ordered the next round, this one younger, firmer, and livelier than his ‘older version’ had been.

      Part of her wanted to spite him—and make him fight tooth and nail for the platform of her talents. The house she had put her soul into more than once, sometimes more than once a day even. The place she always felt comfortable, and the place where she got her best ideas. Sabina thought she loved it as much as she loved Jonathan. Now, she wasn’t so sure. It was a toss-up really, especially with the sudden haze of surprise and dismay that lingered in the air like fog.

      As she loaded the dishwasher on that gray morning, Sabina glanced at the papers littering the front of the fridge. Most of them were Marisa’s school lists. She took them down, carefully folding them, not that she needed them anymore. A ray of sunlight broke through the gloom and shone upon a note she’d almost forgotten she’d tacked up there. An invitation to bid on the Parkview Mansion renovation. Sabina hadn’t seriously considered it—until that very moment.

      A bit of Irish pique erupted in her. If Jonathan was determined to start a new life, why shouldn’t she? Maybe this was the golden opportunity she’d been waiting for. Could she take the lemons he handed her and make lemonade?

      Jonathan had always resisted the idea of Sabina having her own business. Staying home with their daughter was her job; he’d insisted on that with fervor. Playing Mommy was fine for the first five years, but when Marisa started kindergarten Sabina had gone back to college and earned her post-graduate degree in interior design. Over the years she’d worked part-time for several firms in the area but hadn’t yet developed a clientele of her own. She didn’t think the opportunity for her own clients would surface for quite a long time.

      One day though, she’d promised herself, she would have a shop of her own. Natural light, a sumptuous showroom with living and dining room sets, crystal chandeliers, fabric samples filling cubbies on the back wall, and a fabulous drawing board. It would be everything she had pictured in her mind and more. The place that had grown and changed, matured over time and eventually became perfected in her brain over the last twenty-some years. That was one hell of a long time to hold onto a dream and still have some sort of hope for fulfillment.

      She pushed the dishwasher’s on button and found her mood lightening as the possibilities for her future burst before her mind’s eye in complete and exquisite detail. And the crown jewel would be the Parkview Manor renovation. It would be her first substantial client, her golden egg. It would be the showcase to preserve her place among the affluent in the vicinity. She would be the woman they went to for a creative and comfortable home, one of a kind, structured and shaped just for them.

      She snatched the paperwork off the fridge. Yikes! The deadline was only a week away. Could she pull something like that together in such a short period of time?

      Sabina took the stairs two at a time, heading for the shower. There was a lot of brainstorming and creating to do and not very much time. She’d show Jonathan that she could be a success. That she really didn’t need him.

      Lemonade never sounded so good.
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      Parkview Manor faced the broad boulevard within spitting distance of Highland Park, home of one of the world’s largest lilac collections. In better times, the once-elegant home was considered a fine example of a Greek Revival. Now the rotting shutters, missing downspouts, peeling paint and cracked, stained or missing slate tiles on the roof, said a lot about the exterior. As she stared up at the rotted soffit, she cringed at the thought of what she’d find inside. She was glad she’d taken the time to research and begin planning.

      The door was unlocked. Sabina stepped inside the old house and felt a pang of regret at the noticeable neglect. Water stained ceilings, faded wallpaper, and old crown molding missing from near the ceiling reinforced her initial assessment. The threadbare, ragged carpets were probably older than her parents.

      An elderly woman, wearing a bulky knitted sweater, dark wool skirt, and sensible shoes, entered the foyer. “I thought I heard someone come in. May I help you?”

      Sabina held out her hand. “Sabina Mi—” she stopped herself. Miller was her married name. If Jonathan was going to give it to
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