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I am the second Mrs. Roberts, much to the disapproval and chagrin of Harold’s three adult children. I use the word “adult” loosely to describe his thirty-something progeny who had never heard the word “no” in their short lifetime thanks to their mother, Calliope Brentworth-Jones Roberts, the first Mrs. Roberts.
Harold’s sons, Orion and Volans, and daughter Lyra, enjoyed a privileged life, growing up in West Chester on a property larger than Monaco but with more trees and less sun. The monstrosity of a mansion was a grotesque blending of baroque and gingerbread architecture to which was attached a Romanesque tower with surprisingly few windows and fewer froufrou details than the main structure. 
The mansion’s interior inundated the senses like a knife stab to the eye, the décor a disharmony of styles, a lawless celebration of Calliope’s eagerness to adopt every new decorating trend and unwillingness to edit. The waterfall fountain in the grand entry roared louder than Niagara Falls. Even the bathrooms smelled like money. 
The living room was the size of a football field and just as cozy. And who wouldn’t want a kitchen the size of Wisconsin? Seems luxurious until you discover that you put in enough steps baking a pecan pie to have walked from New York City to Baltimore.
I doubt Calliope or the children spent any time in the kitchen except to pop by for a snack or to give the chef orders for their next meal. According to Harold, Calliope could cook but preferred to spend her time decorating. 
“Cooking for five would be an endless task,” Calliope had insisted. “It’s so much more efficient to hire a chef.” 
To double the efficiency, she had hired two: Nick and Judy McAlister, a husband-and-wife team, graduates of the Cordon Bleu, who still manage the daily menu even though the kids rarely eat at the mansion since their mother’s death. Harold kept the McAlisters on the payroll in case he took a second Mrs. Roberts who didn’t cook. 
For the record, I make a mean paella and a decent manicotti, but baking is my passion. I’ll sit back and enjoy the McAlisters’ cooking until we move into the tiny house that Harold is building for us with a proportionately tiny but efficient kitchen. The appliances won’t be out-sized and professional nor will they be the scaled down mini refrigerator and stove installed as space-savers in tiny homes. My tiny house appliances will be just right. Call me Goldilocks.   
When my dear Harold announced to the Terrible Trio, his affectionate name for the children unbeknownst to them, that we were getting married, their icy stares of defiance would freeze a bonfire of desiccated wood in August. 
With a barely disguised look of disgust on his face, Orion set down his after-dinner drink on the mahogany credenza with the abalone shell-inlaid surface in Harold’s study where we had retired to after feasting on the McAlister’s au Provence menu. He boldly stepped toward Harold, crossing his arms defiantly.   
“Father, you should take time and think this over.”
Lyra and Volans nodded in tight-lipped agreement. 
“Live together for a while and see how it works out.” Orion faltered over the word “how” and suppressed the word “if” that would have more accurately articulated his feelings.
Harold toasted them with his scotch, both the crystal tumbler and his eyes his eyes twinkling in the reflection of the cut glass chandelier that appeared too heavy for the ceiling.
“I’m glad you agree. She’s moving in tomorrow. We’re planning a June wedding.”
For a split second the room went deadly silent as the three exchanged exasperated glances. Lyra dropped into the dark brown paisley velvet armchair choking back a sob. Volans rushed to her side, stooping to pat her shoulder. 
“Father, this should have been a private discussion between you and the three of us,” Volans said, his posture and tone stiffening “We should be part of any decision about the house.” He pulled a crisp white linen handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Lyra who was unsuccessfully dabbing away her tears with her fingertips. 
“We love this place,” Lyra sniffled. “Mother created this home for our family.”  
I bit my tongue, literally, to keep from shouting “this is not a museum.” Instead, I squeezed Harold’s hand in support. The Terrible Trio could live in the house, for all I care.  
“You can speak freely,” Harold said. “She will be family soon.” He slid his arm around my waist, pulling me closer to his side.
“She’s not moving into the . . .” Lyra stopped short, her eyes wide and begging. “I mean, which guest room is she moving into?” She fussed with the handkerchief, refusing to look at me. 
She clearly didn’t want me in the master bedroom sharing the bed that her sainted mother Calliope had shared with her father. She and her brothers had no clue that he had sullied that shrine with the arm candy he dated after his wife’s death. He had mentioned it on our third date when he stayed overnight at my place. 
I have no intention of replacing the memory of their mother in Harold’s heart or in the master bedroom. His heart has room for both of us and the master bedroom has room for three families, a kennel of dogs, and a herd of cats. 
I explored the room alone once, a few weeks after Harold and I had ventured up there after dinner with the intention of spending the night in each other’s arms. When he threw open the double doors, the flames of desire that had licked deliciously only moments before had extinguished immediately.  
“Did you redecorate the bedroom?” I asked, leaning against the doorframe lightheaded from the kaleidoscope of patterns and colors.
“No, this was all Calliope’s doing,” he said walking back to my side. “It needs to be redone, but I didn’t have a clue where to start.” 
I nodded, grateful for the low light. The salmon brocade wallpaper, a definite buzzkill, would be the first to go and the massive canopy bed would be the second. Then I would bag the blue and black satin comforter embroidered with enormous roses in glittering gold thread, punt it down the stairs, and donate it to a thrift shop. 
I didn’t have a plan for the ornate gold sconces that clung to the wall over a cobalt writing desk, its sculpted legs detailed in gold and silver. 
“The sconces are missing lightbulbs.” I pointed to the offending fixtures, not moving from the threshold.
“They have a gas flame. Calliope thought it was romantic.”
“You were very generous to give her carte blanche to decorate.” I assumed he would extend the same license to me, although my tastes are more simple. Give me a fire, a glass of fine wine, and a view of the constellations, and I’m a happy camper. 
When he had described the house to me over shrimp scampi on our third date, I was surprised that he couldn’t describe the master bedroom in any more detail than “it’s a lot”. Now I understood. Like a solar eclipse, Calliope’s over-anxious decorating style could cause permanent eye damage if one stared too long.  
I know the children want Harold to be happy. After a respectable time as a widower, they had encouraged him to date, but they hadn’t counted on him finding a soulmate and forcing them to share him, the mansion, and their inheritance. They were counting on a three-way split. As the second Mrs. Roberts, I would be gobbling up a piece of their pie. 
If I made a list of all the things I love about Harold, money wouldn’t be in the top ten, top thousand, or top million. I’m not a liar or a saint. Likewise, I don’t want to be penniless and living under a bridge, but I operate from an attitude of abundance and my needs are simple.  Reassuring the kids that I’m not interested in their father’s money won’t ease their anxiety, so I’ll stay silent and let them stew over it. It’s good exercise.
“Did they call me a cougar?” I teased as I emptied my suitcase into the sleek brushed nickel dresser in a guest room in the Romanesque tower.
Harold shrugged. “Frankly, I’m flattered that an intelligent, gorgeous woman finds me attractive and sexy.” He pulled me away from my task to plant a kiss on my lips. “They asked me if I had thought about eldercare.”  
“For you?” The topic seemed rude, but admittedly, one that most people don’t think about until the situation becomes urgent.
“They think I’ll live forever. I’m their fountain of cash.” His fingertips gently brushed back long strands of silvery hair that had fallen onto my face. 
“When I started dating after Calliope’s death,” he said, “they were vehement about me guarding my heart. You’d think there were gangs of gold-diggers waiting in the shrubs to jump out and pounce on poor, dumb, unsuspecting me. They should be delighted that I found a soulmate who shares my love of astronomy and fine wines.”
“They didn’t want you to marry some young hottie, but they don’t want you with an old crone either.”  
I am six years his senior which, at our age, is an invisible difference. His worldly-wise offspring didn’t mind him dating arm candy as long as he didn’t get serious about one of those delicious, young confections who would marry him for his money. 
Well-meaning friends had set him up with a couple of accomplished, ambitious forty-something ladies. Perfectly nice, he had told me, but he felt like he had been there before. The same place he had been with Calliope.    
When it came time to choose our temporary quarters, the master bedroom was never an option. I could not bring myself to cross the portal into an explosion of seventeenth century England meets Louis XV meets Bombay marketplace. The room was anything but restful and intimate. 
I also passed on the gold-leafed guest suite where King Midas had touched every item. And the green suite? With all the natural shades of green available in paint and fabric, Calliope had chosen a yellowed green that looked like vomit. 
“The rooms in the tower have tiny windows,” Harold said as our footsteps fell silently on the thick hallway carpeting.
“No problem. It’s temporary,” I assured him.  
In the great castles of Europe, prisoners and outcast family members were held in the tower. That irony wasn’t lost on me or Harold. Mercifully, decorating had been an afterthought. The cozy charcoal and silver room lacked the fussy details that cluttered the rest of the house. Maybe Calliope ran out of steam after decorating the mansion.
The tiny home that we were building on a remote corner of the property was another source of disapproval. The Terrible Trio were horrified at the thought of me moving into the master bedroom, but couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live in a shoebox especially when they could reside in style in the mansion. As long as the décor remained untouched, that is. 
Harold told them more than once to take anything they wanted from the mansion. Furniture, artwork, exercise equipment. The entire movie theater on the lower level and the commercial popcorn machine.
They could gut it for all he cared so he could hire an interior decorator to make the house look like a home. It was time to move on, but his kids and the house were stuck in time. 
I understand that they miss their mother, but keeping a shrine the size of the Taj Mahal won’t bring her back. I





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Author of the Award Winning
The King of Lifts

Susan
Burkart _

58
% 7 -
= , ~

P ™
) ‘m\
The 2nd Mrs. Roberts

For love to thrive, everything must change
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