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	“Clearly, you do not know chess. The Queen is always the strongest piece on the board. She sacrifices herself to protect the King, so he can save them all.” 

	-Sacha Dominic LeFleur, Tainted Love c. 2015

	 

	
 

	One More Night 

	 

	 

	Carter Kennedy’s art was abstract and intense. He saw the world vividly. Carter was indifferent to it, often choosing to live on his own terms. Until Samantha Clarke. She was a delicate beauty with a fragile innocence. Carter was drawn to her. Their passionate affair started on a cruise to tropical paradise. Days couldn’t change years of what already was. Samantha wanted one more night. He wanted forever. Carter was left with only her necklace, a note, and a promise. 

	 

	Months passed with bittersweet memories. Carter was in trouble from the moment she walked into his art gallery. Samantha was legally separated. Healing requires effort and sacrifice. A pending threat will attempt to pull her back into an unhealthy marriage. Carter will risk his heart and privacy. His responsibility was only to her. Only for her. Carter will put his all into making sure Samantha feels safe and loved. 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Carter Kennedy 

	 

	 

	Beauty’s Gone

	 

	 

	Morning sunlight filtered in through the balcony doors, not quite reaching the bed. Traces of her were everywhere. In the sheets, lingering on my skin. The delicate scent caused a sharp pang in my chest. Her necklace and note felt heavy in my hands. I slowly traced the elegant loops of ink. 

	Carter, every kiss and caress will be cherished. I won’t say goodbye. This isn’t the end, not for us. This necklace is special. Please hold onto it for me. I will come back for it. 

	Samantha sent her love before signing the note. 

	We should’ve ended after last night’s fiasco. I tried pulling Samantha into my life. Forcing something she wasn’t ready for. I tried to take what wasn’t mine to keep. Samantha could’ve honored my request. She outright refused. 

	“I’m not saying goodbye. You can say it, and we can be done. The decision is completely up to you because I’ve waited my entire life to experience what I have with you. I’m falling in love with you. Maybe I’m too naïve or too overwrought to know the difference. I’m allowed to feel hurt about leaving you. I’m allowed to cry if I want. I lost my voice years ago, but I’m rediscovering Samantha Clarke, and she’s pretty amazing. So, are we finished?”

	My eyes locked on hers. “No. You spoke of love.”  

	“Yes. I did. I’m falling in love with you while still being married. This is very scandalous, so guard your reputation carefully. Actually, you’re right. I’m not good for you at all. Not one bit. I’m not saying goodbye because that’s not what I want. You say it. Oh, if this isn’t love, I’ll try to fall in love again, and it will feel like what we have. It has to.”   

	Lovely said that with so much conviction. She would be loved. If not by me, then whom? The thought of her being with another man was more than I could bear. 

	“Samantha, are you trying to make me jealous?” 

	She started the cruise, delicately shy. 

	Now, Samantha was a fierce beauty. 

	I slowly moved closer to her.

	She defiantly stood her ground, not changing course. 

	“No. I’m not doing anything of the sort. I’m telling the truth. My truth for how I know it to be. I’m still getting divorced. I’ll open my little art studio, and I’m going to do all the things we talked about. Everything Carter. I want to dream again. I want to believe in love again. Send me away. Go on. Do it. This won’t be my first heartbreak or my last.” 

	I pulled her close, not asking for more than she could give. I had already fallen, first and completely. It happened before she had even knew or needed to express her feelings. 

	Samantha wanted to be forgiven. 

	I wanted her, always. 

	Samantha was cared for in ways words couldn’t express. Her gentle ramble was silenced with a passionate kiss. 

	Crashing back into the present came with frustration. Everything could’ve been handled swiftly. Her divorce. Their division of assets. Her move into another home. Anything and everything Samantha desired could’ve been hers. 

	She didn’t ask for help, emotionally or financially. 

	Samantha only wanted one more night. I had given it, willingly. Every kiss, every caress. Every borrowed moment that wasn’t truly ours. The silence in my stateroom felt suffocating. Remnants of our night were everywhere. 

	The rumpled bedsheets. 

	Scattered black roses from her hair. 

	Shredded fabric from her torn dress.  

	I staggered to the bathroom. My skin was bruised. The bite marks had turned dark purple. Taking a shower didn’t help my mood. I threw on loungewear and crossed my stateroom to stand at the balcony doors. The ship was docked. People were onshore. The harbor’s water looked less blue. Everything faded to moments, carelessly thrown together.

	None of it mattered. 

	Only her. 

	Losing Samantha, even temporarily, caused emotional pain. It relentlessly twisted in my chest without respite. 

	She promised to come back. Samantha had whispered it against my neck with lingering kisses. 

	I closed my eyes to recall her delicate cadence. 

	My thoughts were of her and nothing else. 

	Dominic called. His tone was calm as always. “She and her friend left with the first of the passengers.” 

	Samantha was gone.  

	My heart was aching. 

	Dom was speaking. “What do you need?” 

	“Nothing. My mood is to be expected. Make sure Ainsley St. James is taken to the private airfield. She and her assistant will be alone on the flight back to Los Angeles.” 

	“I told Grier to expect changes to your schedule. She’s available to go over everything during our trip to New York. Elaine will know to expect us for an unforeseen timeframe. Your message will be relayed to Ainsley. She’ll invite guests.” 

	“They’re not permitted to board, passport or no. Ainsley’s mood is linked to her environment, similar to mine but external. Ainsley will make do without the entourage.” 

	Dom ended the call, chuckling. Ainsley would no doubt explain ways her creativity will suffer without the proper stimuli. Dom was private security and my closest friend. He wouldn’t hesitate to change tactics. Ainsley wouldn’t be the first artist to demand security protocol be adjusted for her.  

	I relaxed with whiskey. Announcements were constantly being relayed through the loud speaker. The Captain and I always spoke before my departure. It was another successful journey for Jacques-Pierre Benoit and his crew. 

	Right now, I was caught in memories from last night. 

	Samantha needed space to untangle her life from her husband’s. She deserved to choose her future without being pressured. Her autonomy and agency were important.

	Samantha’s needs and wants had been suppressed for too long. Even if she didn’t come back, she needed to be free. 

	 

	

	

	 

	 

	Art Gallery District, Chelsea, Manhattan

	 

	 

	The city looked the same. The buildings, the streets, even the traffic. Everything was familiar. New York didn’t change. Everyone was expected to adapt to it. Business, leisure, or pleasure. I was a true Californian. Still, fall, winter, and rainy days in New York weren’t to be missed. This city was all about living well from lifestyle to luxury brands to liquor. There were iconic locations, and a variety of food. Deliveries were damn near around the clock. The East Coast had its appeal.

	We reached West 24th Street after sunset. My gallery was closed. Elaine was finishing up. Security was nearby, waiting.

	We walked in to use the private hall. Dom was quiet in the elevator. The doors opened. We parted ways. 

	Dom would check in with Security at both galleries. He would make his rounds before calling it a night.

	I was caught between the past and the present. 

	The thought of walking into my loft annoyed me. 

	My irritation wasn’t unreasonable or avoidable. 

	Samantha didn’t rearrange my life. Returning to it without her felt unbearable. I slowly walked in. My duffle was cast aside to relax near the glass panes overlooking the street. 

	We were in the same city, yet, far apart. Samantha went home to him. I disliked it, enviously so. For now, all I could do was wait impatiently with only thoughts of her. 

	 

	

	

	 

	 

	My reputation was built on discipline. My creativity demanded it. Obligations were handled from scheduled meetings to gallery responsibilities. Ainsley came to New York to collaborate with Elaine on setting up her exhibit. I fulfilled my social commitment with a collector’s dinner. 

	My low mood stayed with every passing day. Nighttime hours came with a burst of energy. I used it to push through. 

	My feelings were equal to my concerns. Samantha was used to taking responsibility for other people’s choices. She worried about everyone else’s comfort without considering her own. Kindness without limits can exhaust even the strongest person. 

	Samantha wanted to reclaim her life. 

	Mine was consistently in shambles. 

	Not in the realistic sense.

	Emotionally, it felt like dying.

	Dom knew Samantha’s whereabouts. I had been hellbent on keeping my promise to her. I honored that by waiting.

	Anders agreed with my approach. He kept up my loft and Dom’s. Anders was supportive. Dom wasn’t. He hadn’t promised anything. Dom compiled a dossier on Samantha’s husband. Clarke was her maiden name. She had used it when we met. Lovely had already started distancing herself from her husband. Letting her leave was difficult for me. 

	Weeks passed in a vicious cycle of bittersweet memories. Painting was therapeutic. It was my lifeline. A cathartic way to deal with my demons. It was my pain that turned blank canvases into sought-after art. The emotion behind it couldn’t be replicated. 

	Now, my creative intuition felt locked. 

	The used canvas was ditched. 

	The paints were switched.

	Hours later, another canvas was discarded. The next painting felt hollow. My patience with it quickly waned. The charcoal was thrown across the studio. It shattered, leaving a smoky pattern against the brick wall.  

	 

	

	

	 

	 

	A month in, my emotions felt wire thin. I was in ruins and impatient. It was a terrible combination. The result was an endless cycle of creativity and crashing from exhaustion.

	Canvases were broken and tossed for scraps. Others were set in the storage room. Most of my time was spent in my studio. I had been having it out with these auction paintings for damn days. The composition worked, but I kept adding more detail. 

	Everything could be improved on. Ending a project meant it was finished. My deepest heartache or darkest emotions stayed even after my paintings were sold. I’d start another, opening up the same wounds that barely healed. 

	Authenticity has always been the secret to my work. 

	Specific to me. 

	My life experiences. 

	My pain. 

	The constant cycle was emotionally exhausting. There weren’t any shortcuts or operating on habit. My creativity happened with deep processing. The ability and vulnerability were consistent. My work was about being in crisis and meeting my pain exactly where it was. 

	Fighting with it and against it.  

	Sometimes, the pain left me broken. 

	Sometimes, I broke through it.  

	Either way, something remarkable came from the chaos. And I embraced every dark thought and every fractured emotion to create, and to keep creating. 

	The industrial fans were on low. Three canvases were on mechanical easels. Each depicting a different scene. 

	Ash and embers. 

	A fiery blaze. 

	A total aftermath. 

	Various brushing techniques were used. 

	The paintings would be cured in a day or two. 

	Sudden low noise happened. Next was clanging from the metal door brushing the polished cement floor. 

	My lofts and private studios weren’t accessible to collectors, curators, or buyers. The main gallery was toured often. Most hoped to see me. Much to their disappointment, a sighting was rare. My current state didn’t matter. No one would see my disheveled hair or work grade jumpsuit. 

	Except Dom. 

	Well, the person walking into my studio should be him. We restricted access after two of his men sustained injuries. 

	Everyone was warned not to enter the studio without notice or a mask. All paints and solvents let off fumes, toxic or no. The industrial grade fans can clear the entire studio within minutes. They would have to be running to capacity. 

	Both men assumed they were physically strong enough to handle the fumes. They weren’t. They were rendered unconscious almost immediately. Dom called emergency services after seeing the breach on camera. 

	Currently, my senses were on high alert. The person needed to come into view. Or I would go check on them. It was necessary given the prior situation. Dom walked into view with a respirator mask. I turned away to keep working. 

	Dom calmly looked at the dwindling stack of blank canvases. Business still needed to be handled. He spoke. 

	“Hayden Buchanan called. You were thanked for your generous donation to the wildfire relief fund. He also appreciates your participation in Sören West’s fundraiser.” 

	“Thanks wasn’t needed. California is my home state. Los Angeles is my county same as Sören's. My understanding is Hayden is working on a commissioned piece for him.” 

	“He is. Hayden reminded Sören not to bid on paintings.”  

	“I highly doubt Sören will listen. Hayden’s work is remarkable. Raw and unfiltered as is mine. Sören is used to getting what he wants. Hollywood aside, he’ll place bids.” 

	Dom chuckled, “Following up with the auctioneer will be wasted effort. Ethically and legally, Sören is allowed to bid.”

	“Morally, he shouldn’t. I agree with Hayden. Not only for transparency’s sake, but to give others a chance to own.” 

	Dom stood next to me. 

	He studied the paintings. 

	Quiet contemplation shouldn’t be interrupted.

	Time was given before speaking.   

	“Lena Alexander is a contributing artist.” 

	“I’m aware.” Dom’s gaze didn’t leave the canvases. “Our paths crossed in Milan, years ago. Her work is excellent.” 

	“Your identity wasn’t familiar to her then.”  

	Dom’s eyes switched to a deeper gray. “The girls are in mourning. They need time to grieve, to accept what is.” 

	“How are they?” I asked, knowing Dom kept track of them.  

	“Business is exceptionally well at Guilty Pleasures. Sacha Sophia looks like her mother. The resemblance is uncanny.”

	Dom always spoke of Sacha and her mother with awe. 

	Sophia Bleu was a famous Louisiana based singer. She was shot and killed outside a blues club. There had been stories over the years. The mystery surrounding her murder was never solved. The killer had never been caught, allegedly. 

	Dom was still staring at the paintings. “Sacha Sophia looks and sounds like her mother, but she has her father’s eyes.”  

	“Yours are the same. You are truly your father’s son.”  

	Dom didn’t disagree. “Sacha Sophia is emotional. She’s still in mourning. Valerie Marie will look after her for now.”   

	“Valerie Marie is a baroness. Will she return to France?” 

	“Yes. If only to do what is required of her. Valerie Marie has made a life, here, in the States. She is still the sole heir to Isabelle Legrand’s fortune.”   

	The baroness’s death was untimely. Everything was given to her daughter. Valerie Marie sold most of the estates. Some were purchased by her relatives. I knew of her cousin, Aloïs Claude. The Legrand family was one of the wealthiest in Europe. Valerie Marie maintained ownership of several business chains, including LeGrande restaurants. She had contracts with major cruise lines with over two dozen restaurants onboard. Sacha Sophia and Valerie Marie were well off and incredibly beautiful. 

	Dom was successful by his own merit. Most of his income was from working with elite security firms around the world. Dom received his inheritance through different means than his sisters. Now, his wealth surpassed mine. 

	“You share one name with both your sisters.” 

	“I do. Sacha Sophia changed her name from LeFleur to Bleu. She wanted to honor her mom’s stage name.” 

	“I’m aware. Go to Miami. Be with your family.” 

	“You can’t be trusted to follow protocol with your Security detail. Carter, you’re lovesick and not in the right mindset.”  

	“You’re the eldest. Eventually, you’ll have to do what’s expected of you. In the end, family may be all you have.” 

	The last phrase was said by Sacha Dominic prior. It still held true. Dom knew. He didn’t say a word to discredit it.  

	“Finish up. The fans will be running at full capacity soon. Wait to singe the edges. Know and understand your limits.” 

	Dom walked away, still deep in thought. 

	 

	 

	