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If only she’d closed the bedroom door, this might never have happened...

Claudia lugged two paint cans up two flights of stairs and set them down outside Mark and Jason Paul’s flat.  With her newly-cut key, she unlocked the door and propped it open with her foot as she bent to grab the paint.  Out of the blue, Terry bounded for her, yapping his silly little head off.  

“Get back inside,” she hissed, hauling the paint cans over the threshold.  If Terry escaped, Jason Paul would slaughter her.  Mark would slaughter her twice over.  As it stood, he was looking for any excuse.  

Careful not to bop Mark’s little terrier on the nose, she slid the paint tins across the entrance rug.  Turning quickly, she closed the door behind her.  Escapee detained!  

“Better luck next time,” she chuckled, kneeling on the floor to pat his head.  

Terry was actually quite adorable when he wasn’t trying to ruin her life.  

Slipping off her shoes, Claudia tiptoed past every open door until she was satisfied no one else was home.  She wouldn’t have minded seeing Jason Paul, of course, but if Mark had been around she would have...what?  What would she have done?  This was her home now.  She couldn’t very well run away every time Mark looked at her queerly or made some snarky comment about breeders.  

If she wanted to live near Jason Paul again, she’d have to take the good with the bad.  

“The bad” meaning Mark, naturally.  

The room that would be hers already had quite a chic look about it, but she wanted to destroy even the most subtle reminders that it had once been Mark’s lair.  Yet another reason for him to despise her: she’d displaced him.  Though, after the vast upheaval he’d caused in her life, why he detested her remained a mystery.  If anything, she should detest him.  And, of course, she did.  After all, he stole her husband.

Setting the paint tins on an old towel, she opened one with the back end of her key.  Terry must have mistaken the sound of metal on metal for a can of dog food being opened, because he barreled in at full speed.  When he tried to stop on the hardwood, his paws slipped and he slid across the room.  

Leaping toward the dog, Claudia managed to grab him by the haunches just before he knocked over her paint.  

Thank God!  Mark would murder her if she ruined the flooring.  Strange, how easily that man claimed ownership of things that didn’t belong to him.  According to the lease, this flat was Jason Paul’s.  And according to their marriage license, Jason Paul had been hers.

“Come on, you,” she said, scooping Terry into her arms.  He licked her cheek as she carried him across the hall.  “You be a good boy and stay out of trouble.”  She felt quite clever, shutting him up in the bathroom.  No chance he’d be a nuisance in there.  

When she heard the gritty metallic chink of a key in the lock, a chill coursed up her spine.  Jason Paul would be at work all day.  It had to be Mark.  

On stocking feet, she slipped into the bedroom and pulled the wide paintbrush from her back pocket.  

“Terry-Berry!  Daddy’s home!”  It was Mark, all right.  Jason Paul was never so asinine.  “And he brought you giftie-wifties!”  

When Terry barked, a nervous sweat broke in the small of Claudia’s back.  Holding her paintbrush, she froze in place as Mark clomped down the hallway.  “Where have you got to, precious?” 

He stopped outside her door like a fox on the prowl.  He could sniff her out, it seemed.  

An overwhelming sense of dread came over her as he turned his head in her direction.  

When he spotted her, he simply stared.  

She stared back.  What else could she do?  

Waving her paintbrush, she said, “Hi.”  The word came out of her mouth tiny and fast, like a rabbit turd.

“Hi,” he said in return.  Turds abound!  

She couldn’t think of a single thing to say to break the silence.  Standing there in her naked bedroom, she simply looked at him—at his kinky black hair and his bag from Doggie Treat Heaven.  There was an indescribable quality about his pretty-boy face that made him appear eternally smug.  His perfectly pressed and ever-stylish clothes didn’t help his case.  They made him seem unapproachable.  

If only Jason Paul had taken the cues and stayed away from this arrogant queen, he and Claudia would still be living happily ever after in their storybook marriage.  

Bad enough the economic downswing had killed her job.  Moving in with her ex-husband and his boyfriend added insult to injury, but it was the only way she could possibly afford to stay in the city.  Rents were preposterous.

“Where’s Terry?” Mark asked, looking up and down the hall.  

It begins.  

“What have you done with my dog, you rueful cow?”

Gripping her brush, Claudia pointed across the way.  “I only shut him up in the loo,” she replied, trying to keep her disdain in check.  “And I’ll thank you not to call me names, you viperous bitch.”  

Mark dropped his bag of dog treats to the floor.  “He’s not allowed in the bathroom.”

“Well I didn’t want him splashing about in my paint tins, did I?”

“There are certain items Terry can’t be trusted with,” Mark said, swinging open the bathroom door.  

There sat Terry in the middle of the tile floor.  He had a perfectly innocent look on his face, but in the two or so minutes he’d been alone in there, he’d managed to destroy a set of plush hand towels and a facecloth.  

Mark moaned, “Oh, Terry.  What have you done now?”  At Claudia, he snapped, “This is your fault.” 

“I’m sorry,” she shouted.  “How was I to know?”

“Exactly!” he replied, scooping Terry into his arms.  Even the dog’s fuzzy little body didn’t seem to calm him.  “You don’t know anything about the way we live.  You’ve come into our home to disrupt our lives—and now you’ve even ruined our good hand towels!  I’ve had it with you.”

“My sentiments exactly!”  Claudia clutched her paintbrush so hard she thought she might snap it in half.  Her face felt red-hot.  “This was about the stupidest idea I’ve ever come up with.  I don't know how I expected to live in the same flat with you.  You’re a horror!”

Mark didn’t seem to be listening.  He stepped into her new bedroom, gazing down at her paint and then up at her walls.  “What have you done?” he asked.  His tone was critical, as usual.

She looked around the room, perplexed.  “I haven’t done anything yet.  I’ve only just arrived.”

Terry licked his chin as Mark shook his head in seeming disbelief.  “You were planning to paint like this?  No drop cloth on the floors?  You’ll ruin the hardwood!”

“Oh.”  Her stomach sunk.  He was absolutely correct.  She should throw some sheets down before getting started.

“And look at this colour you’ve got here!”  He tapped the edge of the paint can with his flamboyant hound’s-tooth sock.  “What shade do you call this?”

Her shoulders locked in defense. She wanted to shout, “What do you care?  This isn’t your room anymore.  It’s mine now and I’ll paint it whatever colour I bloody well please!”  

But shouting would only lead to more shouting, and then he’d only be in her room and in her face longer than she wished.  

Swallowing her anger along with her pride, she said, “It’s called Steel Blue Winter Scene.”

Terry squirmed in Mark’s arms as he nodded.  Her muscles grew tense as she waited for him insult her choice.  “And what do you think your Steel Blue Winter Scene is going to look like painted over my Pumpkin Patch Golden Orange?”

Setting Terry down in the hallway, Mark quickly slipped inside and closed the bedroom door.  He obviously didn’t want Terry getting into the paint either.  Plucking the brush from Claudia’s unsuspecting hand, he dunked it inside the canister.  While Terry scratched at the door, Mark brushed a strip of Steel Blue Winter Scene over his dark orange colour.  The result wasn’t at all what she’d envisioned.  

“Oh.”  Claudia could feel a grimace breaking across her lips.  “That’s not so hot, is it?  I suppose I’ll have to do two coats, or maybe even three?”  

Mark breathed out sharply, like he couldn’t bear her lack of common sense.  “When you’re painting light over dark, you must prime the surface first.”  Handing the paintbrush back to her, he muttered, “I don’t know why Jason Paul wouldn’t let me handle the overhaul.  You’re obviously set on turning my sanctuary into a DIY disaster.”

Her blood boiled, even if he was right.  “Well, excuse me if I haven’t spent the past two years of my life glued to the home decor channel.  I’ve been out there working to earn a living while you’ve been sitting in front of the television all day and night.  What good are you?  Jason Paul works.  He pays for everything you have, and what thanks do you show him?  You can’t even be civil toward his wife when she needs a place to stay.”

“Ex-wife, I think you mean.”  Mark grabbed hold of the door handle.  “He left you, sweetheart.  I’m his wife now.”  

She didn’t have time to fume.  When Mark opened the bedroom door, Terry coursed inside, heading straight for the open tin of paint.  With visions of ruined hardwood dancing in her head, she lunged at the dog.  Her paintbrush went flying from her hand as she caught him.  Mark looked on as it struck the wall and fell to the bare floor with a thud.  

“Look what you’ve done!” he snipped, rushing across the hall to wet a torn up hand towel in the bathroom sink. 

“Don’t blame me!” she cried, clutching Terry to her chest.  “If it weren’t for your bloody nuisance of a dog, I wouldn’t have been forced to drop it.”

Turning off the tap, Mark wrung out the towel.  She watched him.  His hands were lovely and large.  Jason Paul had probably fallen in lust with those hands before he’d even seen the rest of Mark’s body.  

“How can you blame Terry?” Mark asked.  His tone was a little more sensible now.  He seemed calmer as he strode across the bedroom.  “He’s an animal.  He doesn’t know any better.”

Mark picked up the brush and washed off the traces of paint its bristles left on the hardwood.  

“Sometimes I think you’re the animal,” Claudia muttered.  

She felt less angry than hurt now.  There’d always been a sense of disbelief around Jason Paul’s departure.  It seemed to her he’d been seduced by Mark’s wild nature, and stolen off to a jungle of male sexuality.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mark finally asked.

She was beginning to feel utterly defeated.  Why had she come here to live?  She knew very well it would be like this.  Was there any hope she and Mark would ever get on?  They didn’t need to be confidants, only civil housemates.  Could they even be that?

“I don’t know,” she relented.  “You appeal to Jason Paul in a way I never did.  Back when you first met, he’d get so excited when you had a boy’s night planned.  Now I know why, I suppose.  He
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