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Prologue
 
“Are you ready?”
 
Paige looked up, startled. She blinked a few times and looked to her right and smiled. “I guess so,” she replied, jamming her right fist into her hip, with her arm bent at the elbow to make an opening for her brother to slide his arm through.
 
“You look amazing, sis.”
 
Paige’s stomach clenched. Her father had said almost those exact words the first time she’d gotten married. You look amazing, baby girl.
 
A small explosion of heat lit in Paige’s chest—one part anger, one part sadness—as she thought about her father’s nerve when he refused to give her away a second time. She closed her eyes and exhaled. She shook her head, wishing away her worries. She couldn’t focus on the past right now. If she did, she might not make it down the aisle this time. And this time, the marriage was a necessity, not just a want.
 
“You clean up nicely yourself.” Paige looked up at her brother, her fake smile perfected now.
 
It was true. Gladstone Tillary, Jr., had come a long way since his latest stint in rehab. Even with his neck tattoos peeking from his shirt collar, he presented well—classy and sharp. Paige was sorry she’d ever gotten him involved in everything that had happened. Her heart broke every time she thought about how she had turned her back on him in his darkest hour, yet he had stood by her in hers.
 
“I really appreciate you getting rid of those awful dreadlocks, too,” she said, her tone playful.
 
“Well, they’re gone but not forgotten,” her brother joked, running his hand over his neatly trimmed hair.
 
They laughed.
 
Paige needed the laugh. She’d take anything to ease some of the muscle-twisting tension that had her entire body in knots.
 
Finally, the low hum of her wedding song, You by Kenny Latimore, filtered through the outdoor speakers.
 
“That’s our cue.”
 
Her brother squared his shoulders and tightened his lock on Paige’s arm, forcing her closer to him.
 
“Thank you for being here, Junior,” Paige whispered. She meant it. She knew he’d probably endured a harsh berating from their parents for agreeing to give her away. That was the one quality she had always admired most about her baby brother since they were kids. He never cared what her parents said or thought, unlike Paige, who had spent her entire life walking the fine line of being an individual and making her parents happy. She always wanted to be the “good one,” as her mother called her.
 
“C’mon. You know I wouldn’t miss the free food and wine,” her brother joked.
 
Paige giggled. Then she got serious. “No wine for you,” she chastised in a playfully gruff voice.
 
“All right. Here we go.”
 
Paige looked down and smoothed her left hand over the fine, hand-sewn iridescent beads on the front of her haute couture gown. She found a lone bead to pick at with the hopes it would help calm her nerves.
 
“Loosen up. You’re a pro at this, right? Second time’s the charm?”
 
Paige parted a quivery-lipped smile. “The way I’m shaking you’d think this was my first time.”
 
She sucked in her breath as she finally stood at the end of the beautifully decorated aisle in the pastoral Breaux Vineyard. One-hundred-year-old weeping willows swayed in the wake of the breeze with their wispy, white bud covered tendrils calling her forward. Pink rose petals dotted the path in the center aisle, and tall silver stanchions holding white and lilac hydrangea globes flanked every other row of white Chiavari chairs. Dreamy, romantic, and heavenly were all words that came to mind.
 
With her arm hooked through her brother’s, Paige plastered on her famous, toothy smile and carefully navigated the vineyard’s emerald green lawn in her heels. Collective awestruck gasps rose and fell amongst the guests seated on either side of the decorated bridal path. The absence of her parents and her best friend, Michaela, didn’t go unnoticed. But, it was the Cartwrights—Emil, Hayden, and Jackson—who caused Paige to stumble a bit.
 
Focus, Paige. Focus. She knew they were there to make sure she went through with it, their presence like a threat whispered in her ear. It’ll all be over soon, she told herself.
 
Antonio stepped into the aisle to meet her. He wore a smile that said, “I’m trying to make this seem real too.” Unlike Paige’s penchant for the grandiose, Antonio was simple. He wore a plain black suit, forgoing the obligatory tuxedo, white cummerbund, and shiny shoes.
 
Paige felt something flutter inside her like a million butterflies trapped in a jar. With everything they’d been through, Paige had lost sight of how handsome Antonio was. He looked more gorgeous now than he had years ago when they were just two young, high school lovebirds. Back then, Antonio was a gangly six-foot-three-inch kid with a bulging Adam’s apple and a hairless baby face. Now, he’d transformed into a distinguished gentleman with a neatly trimmed goatee, thick square shoulders that filled out his suit jacket, and a muscular barrel chest. He looked more like a Calvin Klein underwear model than a former professional basketball player. Paige had certainly forgotten. Anger, hurt, bitterness, and the threat of a life sentence had a way of changing perspective, she’d learned.
 
Antonio took her brother’s place at Paige’s side. She looked over at him, her heart dancing in her chest.
 
“Shall we begin with a prayer?” the officiant said, his Bible splayed over his palms.
 
Paige lowered her eyes.
 
* * *
 
The day Paige met Antonio, she and her best friend Michaela had snuck out of Michaela’s house, thanks to Michaela’s mother’s love for cheap vodka and loud jazz music. Paige and Michaela had dressed in outfits that they thought made them look older—tight knee-length leather skirts, crop tops, blazers, and colorful high-heeled pumps—yet, as Michaela had put it, sophisticated and rich.
 
“Every bad boy from every borough will be at this party,” Michaela had said as they rushed into her brand new, candy apple red Mercedes Benz. She had just gotten the car for her seventeenth birthday. The interior was customized with bubblegum pink seats and lavender trim. Gaudy, but signature Michaela.
 
“Thank God. Because our school is filled with nothing but nerds and wannabes,” Paige had replied, pulling down the pink visor so she could use the tiny mirror to coat her lips with a fresh layer of hot pink Chanel lipstick—another Michaela thing. “Even our so-called varsity teams are filled with nerds. Ugh.”
 
“Tell me about it. I would never date anyone at Riverdale. I’m so ready to do something to get kicked out,” Michaela groaned. “Maybe I’ll set Mrs. Schwartz’s hair on fire by accident during lab.”
 
Paige laughed just thinking about their chemistry teacher’s dry, frizzy red hair going up in flames. “You better not. You’ll be kicked out and arrested. And, there’s no way I’d survive without you. I couldn’t imagine life without you.”
 
As soon as Michaela and Paige arrived on Fordham Road, Paige knew they were a long way from their sheltered world in Riverdale. They may have both lived in the Bronx, but they lived differently. Paige stared out of the car windows with her mouth hanging slightly open.
 
Unlike the spaced-out mansions in her neighborhood, these tall apartment buildings held more people on one floor than her entire block did. They looked like someone had stacked bricks randomly and hoped for the best. Lights flickered on and off like there couldn’t be too many on all at once.
 
“Welcome to the real BX,” Michaela whispered. “This is the fun part of town.” She laughed.
 
“You mean the dangerous part of town,” Paige whispered back. She didn’t laugh.
 
Paige’s wide eyes darted around and took in the scene. There were so many people crowded outside, some drinking from bottles covered with brown paper bags, some smoking and passing their brown cigarettes to the person next to them, some throwing dice against the curb and cursing once the dice landed. But, what had struck Paige the most were the girls. There were several huddles of them. One cluster almost the exact clone of the next. They all wore the biggest earrings dangling from their ears and the shortest, tightest skirts Paige had ever seen on young girls. And, she’d never, ever, seen fishnet stockings, except on women on television in those 80s movies she and Michaela liked to watch and laugh at. The girls were loud, and their body language was flirtatious. If it weren’t for their baby faces, Paige would have pegged them for prostitutes like the ones she had seen in those movies.
 
Paige looked over Michaela. “Obviously we are not dressed for this. Do you see that girl’s nails? They look like neon green claws, while we’re wearing boring French manicures. Way off, Michaela.”
 
“I know, which means we will stand out. Don’t you know anything? Look at them,” Michaela said and jerked her chin at the girls. “The boys are used to them. Just look how they’re trying to get attention, and the boys are all ignoring them. They won’t be used to us, which means they’ll be all over us. Now come on and stop being scared.”
 
As soon as Paige and Michaela walked into the packed party, Paige started coughing. The thick, gray haze of smoke mixed with cheap colognes and drugstore perfumes was enough to require a gas mask. It didn’t faze Michaela.
 
“Look, but don’t be obvious. Ahead . . . 2 o’clock,” Michaela yelled in Paige’s ear over the booming music.
 
“What? Another bunch of boys?” Paige asked.
 
“No, silly! These boys are from Wings Academy, the number-one-ranked high school basketball team in the nation,” Michaela corrected. “They are future stars!”
 
Paige shrugged. Neither she nor Michaela needed to be worried about snagging a basketball star. Both of them came from wealthy families. There would be several fifteen-hundred-dollar-per-plate social events their parents would drag them to where they’d be expected to find their future husbands, and they would definitely not be high school basketball players with dreams of being rich. They’d already be rich, from birth.
 
“Are you crazy, Paige? I hear basketball star dick is the best,” Michaela said, pumping her pelvis in and out so Paige would understand.
 
“Ew. Stop. Just stop.” Paige shook her head.
 
“Virgin,” Michaela teased, waving at her.
 
They laughed.
 
“No, but seriously, Paige, one of them is looking over here,” Michaela had pointed out. “He seems like the star. Look at the girls over there pointing at him. Maybe he wants me.”
 
Paige had already spotted him. Michaela was wrong. For once, a boy was staring at Paige and not Michaela. Paige had felt his eyes on her as soon as she’d waved her vision clear of the thick smoke fog. He was so tall it was hard not to notice him. Even in the dark room, Paige had also noticed that he was teenage-movie-star handsome.
 
“He’s coming this way!” Michaela shouted and bounced like she was about to see her favorite celebrity heartthrob. “Is my hair okay?”
 
Paige blinked a few times, trying to get her eyes to focus, but within seconds the handsome stranger was standing in front of her. No time to primp or even make sure her hair was okay.
 
“You want to dance?” he asked, his voice deep with unexpected bass.
 
Paige’s heart throttled upward until she felt like it was caught in her throat. She opened her mouth, but no sound would come out.
 
Michaela pushed Paige forward before she could answer. “Yes, she does.”
 
“I’m Antonio,” he said, holding out his hand.
 
“Pa . . . Paige,” she replied, putting her hand into his.
 
* * *
 
If Antonio remembered the day that he and Michaela met, he would have to think about how he ended up at that party in the first place. Growing up in the Patterson Houses meant that Antonio actively tried to stay away from functions big enough to cause problems, but his boy, Rich, had insisted.
 
“Deadass, G, there’s going to be so many fine bitches,” Rich had said as Antonio laid on his couch earlier that night. He had just finished practice and was more concerned with making sure he got up early enough to hit the gym again in the morning.
 
“Man, chill, no one cares about that. You not fucking anyway,” Antonio said, grabbing the remote off the couch and turning on the T.V.
 
Rich moved to the set and turned it off. They had been friends for so long, he had spent so much time in Antonio’s living room that he didn’t even have to look to do it. While Rich didn’t grow up in the same projects that Antonio did, he always found his way around and kept Antonio from getting his ass beat every time he curved the gang members who tried to recruit him.
 
“Well we sure as hell not fucking here, either,” Rich said. “May as well up our chances.” He smiled in the mischievous way that Antonio recognized meant that he was about to make a dumbass decision, and he was going to take him down with him. Antonio sighed.
 
“Fuck it, let’s go.”
 
* * *
 
Rich and Antonio got to the party twenty minutes before Michaela and Paige did. Like most parties that Rich peer-pressured his friend into going to, the function on Fordham Road was the usual cross between teenage gang bangers trying to sell to the kids from the high schools in the area and the kids from out in Riverdale who thought it would be cute to slum it for a minute. When Rich first saw Michaela and Paige, he knew what category they belonged to, and as he saw his friend’s eyes land on Paige and stay there, he snapped his fingers in front of his eyes.
 
“Yo, nah, don’t do that,” said Rich. “Ain’t nothing over there that you want.” He grabbed Antonio’s chin and tried to tear his gaze away from what he knew were just two bougie bitches trying to spice up their typical Friday night scene. Antonio clicked his tongue and hit his hand away.
 
“Boy, don’t touch me,” Antonio said and turned his eyes back onto the pretty girl who looked like she was trying to go to a business meeting. Rich rolled his eyes. He knew Antonio’s type.
 
“Just because you like to pretend you’re not from here doesn’t mean they will,” he said under his breath, and Antonio, who had actually heard him, ignored it. But that’s when Frank, one of those dudes who had dropped out of school at fourteen and looked the part, came to stand in between Antonio and his target for the night.
 
“What’s good?” Frank said to Antonio and Rich, which was bold considering everyone in the neighborhood knew that Antonio didn’t entertain delinquency. No one seemed to understand why it was that Antonio was so actively trying to avoid being caught up. It wasn’t like it was uncommon for people to sell or to smoke or to do any number of illicit activities. To everyone else, it looked like Antonio just thought he was better than them, that just because he could hoop meant he was something special. But to Antonio, it was more than that.
 
Even though he didn’t know a lot about his father, Antonio knew that he must have been a stand-up dude the way his mother talked about him, the way she kept his name out of her mouth unlike the other single mothers on their block. And because of this, he decided he would keep his head up and out of the streets, no matter how bad things got, or how much money he and his mom went without. He knew in his heart one day his skills with the ball would pay off.
 
“Get the fuck on, Frank,” said Rich. He knew about Antonio’s deep disregard for gang life, and even though he found Antonio’s fronting annoying sometimes, he supported his friend first. Frank laughed, having expected that reaction, and walked away, bringing Paige back into Antonio’s eye line.
 
“She’s breathtaking,” Antonio told Rich quietly, not even noticing that her friend was whispering in her ear while staring in their direction.
 
“You’re mad corny. Just go talk to her. You look creepy starting at her like that,” said Rich.
 
Antonio shook his shoulders out and smoothed his eyebrows, and then he crossed the room toward what he now realized were two girls and not one. He could handle women the way he handled a basketball: with delicate finesse before making his shot. As he stood in front of her and looked down, he noticed how pretty her eyes were.
 
“You want to dance?”
 
* * *
 
Without realizing it, Antonio said the words from his memory out loud, and Paige blinked a few times, remembering where she was. The wedding ceremony was a blur. It was not until cheers erupted from the small crowd of sixty guests that Paige realized it was done. She’d married Antonio for the second time. To hell with the reasons they had divorced in the first place. The reasons . . . Thinking about the reasons made Paige think of Michaela, whose absence at the wedding was as noticeable as a huge sinkhole in the middle of the widely traveled road.
 
Paige felt sick, but still, she flashed a smile.
 
“And now I can kiss my bride,” Antonio beamed, playing his role. Paige welcomed his tongue into her mouth for a long, passionate seal of their vows. It didn’t matter what she felt. She knew it would make for better headlines in the media. Better ratings, too. It would also set her in-laws at ease. Remarrying Antonio needed to solve their problems. It needed to save their lives. It needed to right all of the wrongs. It needed to keep her from having to testify against him . . . them.
 
Antonio and Paige pulled apart and turned toward their spectators. Cheers arose. Paige’s cheeks flushed, and the bones in her face ached from grinning. She deserved an Academy Award.
 
Antonio wore a cool grin as they slowly made their way down the aisle. He squeezed Paige’s hand as if to say, “at least this part is over.”
 
“Wait right there . . . hold that pose!” the photographer called out. “Kiss her,” he instructed, hoisting his camera to eye level to ensure he captured the exact moment their lips met. The flash exploded around them. Cameras rolled. Money shot after money shot was captured. This was great.
 
Paige and Antonio turned to each other on cue, their tongues engaged in another scandalously intimate dance. The photographer’s flash lit up in front of them like heavenly beams of light, and the crowd erupted in another round of cheers. Perfection.
 
The sun basked the couple in abundant light and warmth. It was truly the perfect May afternoon for an outdoor wedding. If only everything else in their lives were this perfect.
 
“Walk slowly forward now,” the photographer instructed, the camera crew backing up for the wide angled shots.
 
When Paige and Antonio finally made it to the end of the aisle, they were bombarded by guests eager to snap photos with cell phones and personal cameras. Noticing the paparazzi disguised as regular guests, Antonio waved like a politician and Paige flashed her debutante smile. Everyone wanted to get the story first.
 
“Antonio.” Jackson Cartwright stepped into their path, clapping his hand on Antonio’s shoulder.
 
Paige’s smile faded, and she bit down into her jaw.
 
“I didn’t think you’d go through with it. I’m proud of you. Maybe you’re braver than I thought,” Jackson said, smiling. He turned his attention to Paige. “Congratulations.”
 
Paige shivered.
 
“One more!” the photographer shouted, jutting his camera forward for a close-up.
 
Paige twisted away, happy for the distraction. Antonio and Paige faced each other, their fake happiness hanging over them like a freshly blown bubble. He kissed her chastely on the nose. She giggled at his playfulness. What a performance! Paige pictured them standing hand-in-hand on a stage, accepting a Tony Award for best actor and actress.
 
“Antonio!” a voice boomed.
 
Paige’s head whipped left, then right. It was hard to determine what direction the voice had come from until it sounded again. This time, louder. More sinister.
 
Antonio’s head jerked to the left. Paige craned her neck, but there were so many people in front of them.
 
“Antonio!” the voice boomed again. “You should’ve played by the rules!” Screams erupted as the wedding goers saw the source of the voice first.
 
“Oh my God! Gun! He’s got a gun!” a guest screamed.
 
Antonio’s eyes widened. Frantically, he unhooked his arm from Paige’s and stepped in front of her. Before he could make another move, the sound of rapid-fire explosions cut through the air.

 



Chapter 1
 
Fool’s Gold
 
One year earlier
 
 

 
 
Paige nodded at the hostess and attempted a smile. “Broadwell party,” she huffed. She exhaled and tucked her hair behind her left ear. She could feel the perspiration tickling her top lip, but wiping it would smear her freshly beat face. There was no meeting the ladies without a flawless face of makeup.
 
Paige shifted her weight on her heels as the hostess scanned her list.
 
“It should be under Michaela Broadwell. I’m kind of late.” Paige craned her neck to see if she spotted Michaela in the restaurant, so she could save the hostess some time and point Michaela out.
 
“Ah, yes. Broadwell. Party of four,” the hostess sang like she’d just discovered something great. “Right this way.”
 
Paige followed, rehearsing believable excuses in her head.
 
Sorry girl, but just as I was walking out, Christian got sick.
 
Girl, blame my mother. She called with her usual melodrama, and I lost track of time listening to her complain.
 
Sorry to have you waiting. The nanny called out, and I had to get a sitting service last minute.
 
Paige could live with picking one of those excuses—anything other than the real reason she was late. She could imagine the slight hint of satisfaction masked as concern that would crop up on Michaela’s face if she knew what really happened. Paige envisioned Michaela sucking in her breath and her cat-green eyes going round. “Oh, Paige. I’m so sorry this is happening to you,” Michaela would say sympathetically, as if Paige had just told her she had cancer. Paige swallowed hard. That would make her sick. She hated people to pity her.
 
Paige loved Michaela, but they’d always had a mildly competitive relationship. As kids, if Paige got a new bike, Michaela would beg her parents for a bigger, prettier, fancier bike. As teens, if Paige got a new piece of jewelry from her father, like the diamond tennis bracelet she got at her sweet sixteen, Michaela would be sure to get the bracelet, earrings, and necklace. Even as adults, when Paige’s relationship with Antonio got serious, Michaela killed herself to find an athlete who could measure up, though Michaela’s mother had wanted her to marry Barry Richardson, a future lawyer whose parents were wealthy.
 
All of that aside, Paige loved Michaela. Paige couldn’t imagine her life without Michaela. Without her, who would she tell her deepest secrets? Who would give her advice? Who would be her voice when she lost hers, which was often? Michaela always had Paige’s back, and even when social anxiety kept Paige from speaking up for herself in certain situations, Michaela would step in and be her mouthpiece.
 
“Here we are,” the hostess said, extending her hand toward the seat like a church usher. “I’ll leave the menu here for you. Enjoy ladies.”
 
“Thank you,” Paige huffed, plunking her bag down in the empty chair next to hers.
 
Before she could sit down, Michaela was on her. “Thank you for gracing me with your presence, Mrs. Roberts,” Michaela sniped, tapping the top of her sparkly, diamond-encrusted Rolex, another “out-do Paige” item.
 
“I know. I know.”
 
“You know, alright. You know I do not like looking like a chick on a blind date that got stood up,” Michaela complained with the strained chuckle that meant she was annoyed but trying. She stood up, and they exchanged a perfunctory hug and cheek-to-cheek air kiss.
 
Michaela looked beautiful as usual. Paige admired how Michaela kept her skin glowing all year around like she was fresh off of a Caribbean beach vacation every day.
 
“Just been a crazy day,” Paige said, her voice clipped. She didn’t bother to offer one of her practiced excuses. Michaela knew her too well.
 
“You know I wanted to have some time alone with you before the other girls got here.” Michaela looked at her watch again. “Shit, now we only have about twenty minutes to chat before the gossip hound and the preacher’s wife arrive.”
 
“I’m sorry,” Paige said, leaving it at that. She picked up a glass of water with already melted ice and sipped, hoping it would settle her stomach.
 
“So, what’s up, girl?” Paige let Michaela start talking about what was going on with her. That always did the trick when Paige wanted to forget her own problems. Michaela loved to have the spotlight, and Paige loved to give it to her.
 
“There’s so much happening,” Michaela lowered her voice and leaned in closer to the table, her green eyes wide like what she had to say was top secret.
 
Paige uncurled her toes and let her shoulders drop. For the first time in hours, she relaxed. There was always so much happening with Michaela. She would forever be one of those spoiled rich girls who believed every small thing was a huge deal. Michaela could make a garden snake into a boa constrictor, or a campfire into a raging inferno. But, the one thing Paige had always admired about her best friend was her fearlessness. Michaela was fearless in a way that would make her jump in the face of a six-foot-tall hulk of a man in a road rage incident and punch him in the face without blinking an eye.
 
“So, hurry up and fill me in,” Paige urged. Anything to keep Michaela from asking her about what was going on in her life.
 
“Well, Rod is retiring. But, you already know that. So, I’m in the process of planning the party. I think it’ll be good for him. A change. A break from his . . . you know . . . grief.”
 
Paige nodded. She wanted to ask so badly if Michaela really thought right now was a good time in Rod’s life for a party. His brother had just been murdered and dragged through the mud as a drug-dealing gangbanger in the media. But the excitement in Michaela’s voice made Paige stay silent.
 
“Oh my God, that party planner—Minted Events—has the best ideas. Shayna, the owner, flew in all the way from Houston just to show me samples of what she has. Now, that’s customer service. And, I’m scouring all of the top designers for my dress. It has to be two seasons ahead, or else it simply won’t work,” Michaela prattled.
 
Paige nodded and sipped her water. Just envisioning any over-the-top event Michaela would throw made Paige feel like sinking into the floor. She thought she could put her worries aside for this lunch with the ladies, but she hadn’t considered that their usual pretentious banter would send her mind racing, worrying. Would she even be able to afford a designer dress for Michaela’s husband’s retirement party? Who would be there? Would there be a red carpet? Paparazzi? Would everyone know what happened by then?
 
“I have to find him a suit, because you know Rod. He’ll show up in a hoodie and sweats if I don’t reel him in. After all these years with this beauty as a wife, he is still like the beast—”
 
“Antonio got let go from another team.” Paige didn’t know why, but the words just bubbled out of her. Her stomach contracted. Saying the words gave Paige the kind of relief you felt after vomiting. She gulped her water this time, wishing it were a stiff drink. And she didn’t even drink.
 
Michaela’s eyebrows shot up into arches, and she flattened her right hand over her heart. “Oh, Paige. I’m so sorry.”
 
Paige had almost had her words down perfectly.
 
“He says we’ll be okay. They bought out the contract, and he’s going to invest the money,” Paige said, trying to convince herself, more than Michaela, that her lifestyle would stay the same and that she wouldn’t be explaining things to her parents . . . again.
 
“You don’t have to give up your house, do you?” Michaela gasped like she was asking if Paige had to have both of her lungs removed. “And what about Christian . . . will he have to change schools? What about your parents? What will they say? Will you ask them for help? Will you get a job?” Michaela shot questions at her, rapid fire.
 
Paige blanched. She had already asked herself all of those questions when Antonio came home, half drunk, and woke her with the news. Paige had sat up in the bed, her black velvet sleep mask pulled up on her forehead, and sleep clouding her brain. She listened to Antonio rant about how it had happened this time.
 
“They were all standing around in Dan’s office, all smug and shit,” Antonio had griped, sitting at her side, hunched over with his elbows on his knees and his fists clenched.
 
“Of course Dan hid behind his fancy, big-dog desk like a coward. Couldn’t even hold eye contact with me. They acted like I needed a handout or some shit. I played my ass off for that team. Everybody knows I got at least three more good years on the court.”
 
Paige swung her legs over the side of the bed and got closer to him. She’d contemplated hugging him, but didn’t.
 
“Can you believe Dan spoke to me like I was one of those kids who’d tried out for the team but didn’t make it? ‘Tony, you’ve been a pleasure to work with. All of us . . . the entire organization has nothing but respect and admiration for you. We think you’re a great guy and personally, I think you’re one of the best guards I know. But we have to move in a different direction. These young players are a new breed, stronger, faster, and we have to be able to compete,’” Antonio repeated general manager Dan Sidelman’s words almost verbatim. When he was done, Antonio moved his tongue over his bottom lip, like uttering the words had left behind a painful, oozing blister.
 
Paige lowered her eyes to her trembling hands. She wanted to be supportive. For goodness sake, she could see the disappointment hiding behind Antonio’s anger. She had also sensed that it was different from the look she had seen Antonio wear every time he’d been traded or let go before. Paige knew it was the end of Antonio’s basketball career. She had felt a prickling sense of horror like some dreadful poverty monster would jump out of her closet and snatch her up.
 
“What will we do?” she’d asked, her fear making her unable to bring herself to hug him or offer any comfort.
 
Antonio had blown out a windstorm of breath, braced himself, and stood up from the bed. “I’ll work it out,” he said, rubbing his chin like he always did when he was thinking. “Things aren’t going to just fall apart overnight. I’ll invest everything I have left and make it grow. I know plenty of people that can help me make money.”
 
Paige had taken in a deep, shaky breath. She hadn’t wanted to press. She wasn’t the nagging type, but she shuddered at the thought of going through another tough financial time waiting for a team to pick Antonio up. Just thinking about going through that again made the hairs on her neck stand up. Thinking of all of the pretending she would have to do in front of her friends and family was what twisted her insides into knots the most. And her son—he deserved to live like she had as a child.
 
Paige had looked around her expansive bedroom and wondered how they were going to maintain their lifestyle this time. Would it be an unauthorized loan from her brother’s trust fund, again? Would she go behind Antonio’s back and ask her mother again? Would she pawn off a few handbags, jewelry? Or would she leave this time?
 
“That’s what you said before, and we almost lost everything,” Paige blurted out. She’d wanted to be supportive. She really did. She felt a pang of guilt for saying it, but she didn’t take it back. This time, she couldn’t back her words.
 
Antonio tipped his head back and stared at the ceiling with a clenched jaw. “Don’t worry, Paige. I won’t let you be embarrassed because you can’t spend ten thousand dollars on a bag or take a European vacation for two-fucking weeks. God forbid. I’d rather kill myself first,” he shot back.
 
“Don’t take your frustrations out on me, Antonio. This impacts me too. We have a child in private school. Music lessons. Tennis lessons. Rowing. We have this house. And, what about all of the cars? What will people think if we have to downgrade our lifestyle?”
 
Antonio chortled a deep, guttural sound full of contradiction to the scowl on his face. “Wow. Really, Paige? That’s what you’re going with?” Antonio said and shook his head in disgust. “Everything you just mentioned was material shit. Every. Single. Thing.” He slapped the balled fingers on his right hand into the palm of his left as he said the last three words. “Do you even realize the shit that runs your life? You have no other purpose, do you? Impressing the world—that’s it, huh? Like mother, like daughter? Living for what others think of you? No real identity?”
 
Paige had sprung to her feet, his words a gut-punch. She’d folded her arms across her chest to stave off the ache she felt in her belly.
 
“What else is there to think about in a time like this? Obviously, all of these years, my purpose has been to make sure you don’t fuck up our lives, Antonio. I’ve stuck by you through things that most women would’ve bailed out on a long time ago. Remember that. That’s love. You never wanted me to work. You never want me to go to my parents for anything. You always want to pretend you’ve got it. I’m not going to pretend with you this time,” Paige had said in her chilliest voice. The gloves had certainly come off. She regretted the words as soon as she’d said them, but it had been too late. She hated being like that with him. And, she knew how sensitive Antonio was about living up to her parent’s standards.
 
“Right, I know. I pretend.” Antonio threw his hands up. “Yes, that’s it. I pretend that you spend thousands of dollars a month with no regard for where it came from or is coming from. I pretend that your parents are always secretly judging me because no matter how good you live, no matter how much I give you, I will always be that poor kid from the projects that just happened to make it out of the hood . . . never good enough for the senator’s daughter, no matter what. I also pretend I don’t know you regret losing your trust fund because you fell in love with me. And, most-of-fucking-all, Paige, I pretend that you would’ve married me even if I wasn’t on my way to the League!” Antonio had exploded.
 
“Stop it! I didn’t mean it like that,” Paige yelled as tears danced down her flushed cheeks. How had she meant it?
 
“Look,” Antonio had exhaled, softening.
 
She knew that he hated to see her cry. He hated to disappoint her. He’d said that probably one thousand times during their marriage.
 
“I said I would work it out, and I will.”
 
* * *
 
“Hey, ladies!” the shrill southern drawl broke up Paige’s thoughts and ended Michaela’s barrage of what-will-you-do questions.
 
Michaela’s face, which had just a second ago been dragged down with pity for Paige, was suddenly jovial. “Koi! It’s so good to see you!”
 
Paige shifted in her seat at how easy it was for Michaela to change moods. Paige imagined that this talent of Michaela’s must’ve been a gift and a curse.
 
“Paigey,” Koi sang, pushing on Paige’s shoulder.
 
Paige wanted to vomit, but she plastered on a fake smile, pushed away from the table, and stood up.
 
Let the pretending begin.
 
“Wait, have you lost weight? Girl, you are so beautiful. The lighting in this place is doing it for those gray eyes,” Koi gushed in her annoying sing-songy-Paula-Deen voice. She tapped cheeks with Paige. A real Southern belle.
 
“I know I say this every time, but you two, with that ashy blond hair, that buttery skin that you both seem to be able to keep so radiant all year ’round, and those colored eyes .
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