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How Cancer Changed My Life (or Killing the Rat-Bastard Disease)
By Edie Ramer
Cancer is an old enemy of mine, and to think of kids with this disease... I’ve got to say that I’m typing with my eyes blurry from tears and my throat choked. It should not happen to adults of any age, and it sure as hell shouldn’t happen to kids.
I’m a breast cancer survivor. When I was diagnosed, I was in my forties and I thought I was too young. I’ve always been healthy and active. I was eating right. Exercising. Breast cancer didn’t run in my family, either. Cancer can happen to anyone.
At the time, the diagnosis was devastating, but now I make jokes about it. But the jokes didn’t come until after my life was back on track. Never the same, but I was cancer free. And the track was different from the one I’d been on before. Cancer changed my tracks.
The first time I was diagnosed and had a lumpectomy, I was already published in short stories, non-fiction and greeting card sayings. I was writing my books, too, but not selling them. I worked part-time. The job was...okay. I liked my manager and the people I worked with. I didn’t do anything I hated. But just going in and doing the same thing day after day... It felt like drudgery.
This feeling wasn’t something new to me. I’d had it with every job. Doing the same thing day after day makes something inside me shrivel. Jobs weren’t exactly easy to find at the time of the diagnosis, especially one with flexible hours. So I stayed. But I began telling people that it was killing pieces of my soul.
Five years after the lumpectomy, I was diagnosed with breast cancer again, in the same area. I ended up having a mastectomy.
During my recovery, I told my husband I was quitting my job and concentrating on writing. He wasn’t happy, but I didn’t back down. I kept remembering what I’d said so often, about my job killing pieces of my soul. I promised myself that I would not let it kill any more pieces.
It took longer than I’d hoped, but after going through four agents, winning multiple prizes for my writing, and having close brushes with selling to the big publishers, I self-published my books. I’m making money now, and I love what I’m doing. Nothing is killing pieces of my soul now.
That doesn’t mean I’m thankful for my cancer diagnosis. As if it happened to me to teach me this lesson. If I could go back and change my life, I’d take away the cancer without a blink. Without a regret.
But it is what it is, and it’s easy for me to say that something positive came out of it. I’ve been cancer free for eleven years now. I have a good friend who’s been fighting breast cancer for fifteen years, about the time I was first diagnosed. Her tumor markers recently went up, and she says “it’s a fair indication that those little bastard cells are cooking again.”
I hate that this is happening to her. I hate that any form of cancer is happening to anyone I know. I hate that it’s happening to people I don’t know. I especially hate that it’s happening to kids.
My heart aches for Harry. I’d love to go out and shoot those little bastard cells. That’s what the chemo is trying to do, inject them with enough poison that they’ll kill them off. But it doesn’t always work, and my only weapons are words. I’m honored to be part of Authors4Harry. I also have a short story in ENTANGLED, A PARANORMAL ANTHOLOGY, with all proceeds going to the Breast Cancer Research Foundation (http://www.bcrfcure.org/). We’re already on two bestseller lists, and we’re thrilled that we’re doing something that might help end this disease.
I think that any advances made for one cancer will be useful in some way for another. For Harry’s sake—and for all the kids with cancer—I hope we find something to stop this rat-bastard disease soon.
~~~
A multiple-award winning author, Edie Ramer writes paranormal and sci fi romance about cats, dead people, dragons and aliens with attitude. Her books are available at Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Smashwords and most online e-tailers. She also has a short story in ENTANGLED, A PARANORMAL ANTHOLOGY, with all the proceeds going to the Breast Cancer Research Foundation.
To find out more about Edie and her paranormal romances, visit her at edieramer.com, like her on Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/edieramer.author), and follow her on Twitter (http://twitter.com/edieramer) and Google+.
Cattitude by Edie Ramer
EXCERPT:
Belle’s brain ached from talking. Meowing was so much easier. Humans made everything difficult, even communication. So few words, so many meanings.
“You want to tell me about yourself?” Max asked.
She put a hand on the bruise on her forehead, just like Annette in today’s TV show. “Amnesia.” She’d practiced saying it while watching the show, the mmm sound easier than the nnn. “I have amnesia.”
“Amnesia?” He looked at her with disbelief. “The only people I’ve heard of with amnesia are actors in bad TV shows. If you’re afraid of someone, tell me. I’ll protect you.” His gaze shifted to her ring. “No matter what. You have my promise.”
She nodded. Of course he’d protect her. She’d never thought anything different.
“Do you want to tell me?” He moved closer, bending, the same concentration in his blue eyes as when he was reading one of his travel books.
“Pretty eyes,” she said.
He snapped back. “You don’t need to flirt with me. I already told you I’ll protect you.”
“You have pretty eyes,” she repeated. He also had a pretty face and body, but she decided not to say that.
What had she done wrong? Max told her all the time how pretty she was. “Pretty Belle.” “Beautiful Belle.” “Pretty kitty.” She always liked it. Didn’t humans like to be called nice things?
“Well, thanks.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and backed up. “I’ll order the pizza. You like garlic bread?”
She shook her head. She liked meat. Lots of meat.
“We’ll probably eat in about a half hour.” One corner of his mouth flicked up. “Don’t go anywhere.”
She shook her head. Where would she go? This was her home.
As soon as he left, she stretched, holding the position for a long moment. Then she rubbed her cheek against the pillow. It was soft and smelled of Max. Now her smells mingled with his, her cat body and her human body.
A knock rattled the door. A mewl came out of her mouth, the unfamiliar words forgotten for a second. The door opened before she remembered how to purse her lips and where to stick her tongue to tell whoever it was to come in. Unless it was Caroline. Her she would tell not to come in.
“You’re decent? Too bad.” Ted strolled inside, clothes draped over his arm. “Max said you’re eating with us tonight. I thought you’d like a change of clothes.” He tossed his armload of garments on the foot of the bed. “They’re my sister’s exercise clothes. They should stretch or shrink to fit you. Tory won’t mind if you wear them.”
Belle nodded. Tory liked her. Tory had wanted to take her to New York, but of course Belle couldn’t go. This was her home. Why would she want to live anywhere else?
“I’ll leave now.” Ted glanced at his watch. “You have enough time to take a quick bath or a shower and change.”
Watching him leave, Belle felt sick inside her stomach.
Bath? Shower?
No, no and no!
She wasn’t going to do it. She refused to do it.
But if she didn’t, they’d smell her. Cats groomed themselves all the time, but they didn’t wash away their scents. Any animal knew scents were good. Water was for drinking. Inside the body, not outside.
Her mouth set. She threw back the covers, rolled out of bed, marched into the bathroom, knelt by the bathtub and turned on the faucets the way she’d seen Max do so often. Anything a human could do, a cat could do—no matter how disgusting and unnatural.
But she’d better find Sorcha and get her body back. Fast.
How many more indignities could she stand?
3 Publishing Myths I Wish I’d Known Were Untrue
These 3 myths are things that editors of New York publishers say, or people will tell you like it's gospel…but it’s not always true.
1) If the editor likes your book, they will buy it.
Bean counters, along with Sales and Marketing, often play pivotal decisions in which books are bought. This can mean that even wonderful manuscripts editors fall in love with sometimes are rejected. If Marketing tells the publisher or editorial director that there's no market for an erotic comedy about Elvis reincarnated with two heads (or whatever), that's likely the end of the conversation. When I go to conferences or see editors give their presentations and they say, "we'll buy great books we love," I always grit my teeth. That's only true to a degree. I personally have more than one rejection letter in my past that says the editor loved the book and marketing said no. (Too sexy/too exotic/too thought-provoking, etc. With that last comment, I always wondered if that editor thought romance readers didn't think.)
What this means for you? Always, always write from the heart, since I truly believe it shows when you force yourself to write stuff you don't love. But... do so consciously. If you write away from the market, be prepared for rejection. Be prepared to wait longer for your book to be bought, if you’re insistent about publishing with New York publishers. Be prepared to come thiiiissss close--maybe more than once. Or be prepared to think hard about selling it to a smaller press or self-publish it.
My best advice? Take a few marketable elements and put them into your plot, then really make it your own. This is how you often get "fresh" twists on "classic themes." Definitely be aware of where the publisher's boundaries are, however. If they say, "Absolutely no books set in Montana!" or whatever, I'd believe them.
Yes, this situation is totally frustrating for writers--and some readers, too. People who love this genre ask all the time why some editors don't buy more original books. It's simple. Editors are supposed to find new talent but many are afraid to take chances, especially in a difficult economic climate and with all the big changes in publishing. If they manage to sweet talk Marketing into letting them try the multi-headed Elvis reincarnation erotic comedy set in Montana and it flops...well, they fear it will mean the end of their career. So even though they may not be buying the coolest, neatest, most original works out there all the time, they are buying works that will make money and keep them employed. A caveat here: Not all editors are like this. Some will absolutely take chances and fearlessly trust their instincts. But like all businesses, you'll find your fair share of folks who like safety and want to stay the course.
2) After you sell the first book, your editor will want to buy others from you quickly.
New York Publishers don’t often have multiple open contracts on any one writer, unless they are fairly established. This is because they have no idea how you'll perform in the market, so they prefer not to tie up a lot of their money and publishing schedule on a relative unknown. In most cases, as a first time author, you'll be offered anywhere between a 1 and 3 book contract. If you're offered a 1 book contract, the publisher is being conservative--and that could be for a variety of reasons that have nothing to do with you. Don't panic. But if you've sold that 1 book on a full manuscript, don't imagine you can send them 3 more manuscripts right away and have them bought on a new contract as well.
The fact is, publishers will often wait and see how the public receives you before buying another, which can mean up to a 2 year wait before you sell again if you're option clause isn't well worded. Unless you’re willing to find alternate channels for your work or write in other genres and/or for other publishers as your grow your name, it can be a long wait.
3) Once you're published, it's always easier to sell again.
A survey done by RWA a few years ago indicated 52% of those who sell a 1st book to a New York publisher never sell a 2nd. And that was before all the big changes in publishing began in roughly 2009. The odds are probably just as bad for every type of fiction, possibly even worse. This means you always have to be working hard. Period.
What's more, in some cases you get LESS latitude as a previously published author than a brand new debut author. Why? Publishers assume that there's some reason readers didn't take to you the first time. Otherwise, you wouldn't be starting over. I've struggled with this. Once, I elected not to pursue the offer for my option material from a previous publisher. In fact, I once took a year off, changed my genre, totally decided to let more of my speaking voice come through in my work. I wanted to rediscover the joy of writing, and I made that choice knowing it could explode in my face. Thankfully, it wasn't difficult to get a new foot in the door--but it was pulling teeth to get this publisher to commit to anything beyond that one book right away. Debut authors are blank slates with no track record with book stores and distributors. Based on your genre and publisher, etc., they can make nice, safe estimates about how you'll perform. When you're previous track record is old or isn't glowing, your sales results may be poor or unpredictable--and number crunchers don't like either.
What does this mean for you? Try to have more than 1 book stacked in your closet before you sell. A multi-book contract out the door gives you a little more time to build a readership, particularly if your publisher will schedule those releases close together. But being published in New York doesn't mean you can start phoning in your books. Just the opposite. Each one has to be at least as good as the last. And the ending of your current book sells your next book to that reader. Last, never forget that your editor is the first reader you have to please.
Other pieces of advice I can give you now are to:
write the best book possible
surround yourself with people you trust, who will be honest with you
be realistic about your climb on the career ladder
celebrate every success (sales, good reviews, contest wins, whatever)
take care of yourself. This business can be demanding. Make sure you allow yourself enough sleep, exercise and down time so you don't burn out
be steady and professional. Make your own deadlines and stick to them. It's good practice for later
save your emotions for your characters. Keep them out of your interactions with your editor and agent as much as possible
write for the joy of writing, not the satisfaction of having written.
With determination, patience, smarts and drive, maybe you'll make it to the top!
~~~
Shayla Black (aka Shelley Bradley) is the New York Times bestselling author of over 30 sizzling contemporary, erotic, paranormal, and historical romances for multiple print and electronic publishers. She lives in Texas with her husband, munchkin, and one very spoiled cat. In her "free" time, she enjoys reality TV, reading and listening to an eclectic blend of music.
Shayla has won or placed in over a dozen writing contests, including Passionate Ink's Passionate Plume, Colorado Romance Writers Award of Excellence, and the National Reader's Choice Awards. Romantic Times has awarded her Top Picks, a KISS Hero Award and a nomination for Best Erotic Romance.
A writing risk-taker, Shayla enjoys tackling writing challenges with every book. To find out more about Shayla, visit her at http://shaylablack.com
One Wicked Night by Shayla Black writing as Shelley Bradley
Historical Re-release
*EXCERPT:
Chapter One
June, 1816
An air of defeat hung about Serena’s husband like a cloak as he rose from her bed. She felt her dream of motherhood die with his sigh of finality.
“Cyrus?” she called, pushing a stray lock of blond hair behind her shoulder with trembling fingers.
He didn’t face her, didn’t reply, but answered with a tight shake of his head, not breaking the heavy silence between them.
Serena righted her dressing gown about her legs to ward off a sudden chill. What had gone wrong tonight, when he had seemed assured for the first time in months?
Despair clutched at Serena like a tight fist, strangling all hope from her heart as Cyrus retrieved his robe and covered his sagging shoulders.
“Is it my fault? Have I done something to displease you?”
With a diplomat’s precision, Cyrus knotted the blue velvet tie around his soft middle and cleared his throat. “The fault lies with me, my dear. I should not have embarrassed either of us again.”
Without a backward glance, Cyrus crossed the Aubusson carpet for the door.
Serena leapt from the bed and closed the distance between them. Tentatively, she reached for his hand. “Please, Cyrus. Do not leave. Truly,” she placated him, “you did not embarrass me. Come. Let us...try again.”
“No.” He withdrew from her touch. “It’s ludicrous to continue hoping our union will bear fruit. We have been married these three years past, and I have been without the ability since we wed.” He looked away in disgust. “Bloody fever.”
“It will happen...someday,” she insisted, hearing his self-directed rage and mortification. “We must simply be patient.”
“My patience is thin. Alastair is behaving as though I’ve got one foot in the grave, supporting deplorable habits with money he has not yet inherited. I can feel him waiting for rich Uncle Cyrus to die,” he sneered.
Serena’s troubled gaze touched the furrow on her husband’s lined brow, ran over the down-turned mouth which served him so well in his brilliant career in the House of Lords. He was a true statesman, able to smooth out peace between law-making men and ease warring countries toward a truce. She admired him greatly. Why couldn’t their comfortable marriage have been blessed with children, as well?
“Alastair is young yet,” she offered. “Perhaps he will mature.”
“Perhaps, thought I suspect George the Third will regain his sanity first,” Cyrus spat. “Alastair is thirty-five. What has he ever accomplished above producing illegitimate children? He has no wife, nor would any suitable woman have him. Responsibility is not a word that haunts his foul vocabulary. How will he manage an estate this size and assume the duties of a dukedom?”
Serena floundered for an answer, her heart aching for him. Alastair was interested only in what would please or benefit himself. He would take everything Cyrus had nurtured during the fifty-four years of his life and destroy it with his reckless disregard.
Her husband sighed tiredly. “If only I had someone, even a distant cousin, I could adopt as my heir. But short of selecting someone off the street, I know of no one.”
“Cyrus, you mustn’t worry so. Your...ability may return. Please, until then, do not dwell on it.”
Incredulity sharpened his gaze. “Serena, I have never been incapable of anything in my life. Now that I have a beautiful young wife and have need of an heir . . . How can I think of anything else?”
Serena felt the need for a child as keenly as Cyrus. As much as she ached to hold a sweet child in her arms, she knew Cyrus needed such a child to protect his heritage. The ton’s latest scandals often included Alastair. He was an embarrassment to the family. She had no doubt Cyrus’s inability to perform his husbandly duty was killing him.
Serena tugged on his hand, urging him to sit beside her on the pale, multi-hued coverlet. Her heart twisted at his defeated expression. “Everything will right itself. You’ll see.”
Shaking his head, Cyrus raised a spotted hand to stroke her cheek. “You always try to lift my spirits, my dear. It’s one of the qualities I adore about you. You deserve so much more from a husband.”
“Cyrus, you mustn’t say such a thing! You have been a devoted husband, and I care for you very much.”
“As you would a favored uncle,” he pointed out.
Serena wanted to deny his words, but could not. “Stop this talk. We have tomorrow and every day after.”
“This was the last time. You and I both know this consummation will never come to pass. The fever and my gout have seen to that.”
Serena bit her lip and looked away, hoping to hide her disappointment. But Cyrus knew her dreams. In the early weeks of their marriage, they had often discussed her impatience for motherhood. Now Serena wished he knew nothing of her longings. He would only use them to torture himself.
He sighed heavily. “You’re thinking of children again, are you not?”
Her eyes welled up with moisture as a thick lump of despair stuck in her throat. One traitorous tear, followed by another, slid down her cool cheek. She tried to swipe the drops away before Cyrus saw. Instead, he took her hand in his, then dabbed her tears with the linen sheet.
“I am sorry, more sorry than I can say.” His voice cracked with regret. “I know the pressure your grandmother has put on you. I realize how difficult it was to attend your sister’s lying-in.”
“Grandy only wishes for my happiness, and Catherine’s confinement was a joy.”
Cyrus frowned. “So you tell me. Caffey informs me you cried all afternoon when you arrived home.”
Serena rose, presenting her back to Cyrus. She clenched her teeth, making a mental note to chastise her maid later. “Caffey talks too much.”
“But she speaks the truth, my dear, and we both know it.” He rose and moved to her side. “Serena, I have debated this issue thoroughly. You know I am a man of logic. And I have come to the conclusion we have only one suitable option.”
With an uncertain nibble on her lip, Serena turned to her husband. “What is that?”
The dark eyes usually filled with affection now flashed with conviction as he sent her a grave stare. Prickles of alarm dashed up her spine.
“You must take a lover,” he instructed. “Stay with him until you conceive a child.”
Incredulity erupted within her, followed closely by a sense of betrayal. Dear God, did Cyrus understand the significance of his request?
Mouth gaping open, she demanded, “How can you suggest such a thing? I—it’s adultery!”
He grabbed her shoulders. “Serena, listen to me. It isn’t, not exactly,” he argued. “I am giving you leave to fulfill your dream of motherhood. Understand that, please.”
She wrenched from his embrace, staring at his familiar face in shock. “I stood before an altar in the house of God and vowed to be faithful as long as we both should live, not as long as you wished me to be.”
“I would not ask you to take a lover if I doubted this decision was the right one. I need an heir to protect a title and fortune over four hundred years old. And you, my dear, desire a child. At twenty-two, most married ladies have at least one. I alone must bear the blame for that lack.”
“Cyrus, you could not have known—”
“I did know,” he interrupted. Pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and finger, Cyrus winced. “Serena, I married you almost certain that I could not...perform. But for some bloody reason, I had convinced myself that a young wife would bring my ability back. It’s because of that selfishness you’re not a mother. Had you married any other man, you would be bouncing a babe on your knee now, perhaps two.”
He had known of this deficiency, yet married her anyway? Serena raised a shaking hand to her gaping mouth, anger beginning to wash over her shock in an icy cascade.
Cyrus eased her hand from her face and into his, then knelt before her. His dark eyes scanned her face with concern. “You must see, I’ve wasted three years of your life that I cannot give back. All I can do is give you leave to conceive where you may.”
The bleak gray of Cyrus’s eyes matched the resignation in his stance. Serena’s ire dissolved as compassion overtook her heart. After all, Cyrus had more at stake than a dream. Centuries of family pride rested in his hands.
“Our marriage has not been fruitless,” she argued. “You’ve taught me so much about life, people, politics—”
“Yes, yes. But all that aside, you desire a child; I cannot give you one.”
His hard-edged tone rattled the tight control governing her emotions. Tears prickled the back of her eyes again. “Think of what you ask me.”
“I have, Serena.” He nodded, his face austere. “I understand very well what this means.”
“Then you know I cannot. You’re asking me to compromise myself.” She lifted a trembling hand to her throat. “To behave like…” She sighed, then whispered, “My mother.”
“Never that,” he insisted. “I am asking you to find a man, just one, who can fulfill your dream—and give me an heir.”
Shaking her head, she looked at her husband through a blur of tears. “We must trust God. He has a reason for our chastity, and when He deems it appropriate, all will be right between us.”
“God has done nothing for us,” Cyrus ground out. “By the time He deems our consummation appropriate, I will surely be on the far side of the grave.” He grabbed her shoulders and shook gently. “We must take matters into our own hands.”
“Cyrus, no. I cannot…”
“Take a lover. You can,” he vowed. “You must.”
“I-I wouldn’t know how.”
A smile broke the severity of his scowl. “My dear, you won’t have to do anything but acquiesce. If you but give men the slightest encouragement, instead of rebuffing them, they will do everything possible to charm you. You will scarcely need to bat an eyelash to get their attention.” He smiled. “Believe me.”
Unbelievable. Heady. Scary. “Please don’t ask this of me. You know such fast behavior goes against everything I believe. I could not bear to be labeled my mother’s daughter in every sense.”
“Serena, I understand your fear, but sometimes we must do things we would rather not to further an important cause. You know how I deplore battle, yet I advocated the Peninsular War because I believed in my country and our cause.”
“But you weren’t asked to shoot the French, just to negotiate peace,” she argued.
“I also had to vote for a declaration of war, knowing I would send England into submission or thousands of young men to die. The decision was practical, not emotional.”
Serena hung her head, feeling inexplicably betrayed by his request, as if Cyrus were telling her he had a lover instead of asking her to take one herself.
“People would know the child was another man’s,” she argued.
He stared at her, his eyes reflecting patience. “Not if you were discreet. Women in the ton engage in other liaisons frequently, many you’ve met.”
“Who?” she asked, scarcely able to imagine any of her acquaintances indulging in illicit liaisons. She had purposely avoided women like her mother.
“Who is of no consequence. The point is, the practice is not an uncommon one.”
“Mimicking others with low morality hardly makes the thing right. To lie in another man’s bed and....” She hung her head, disturbed by visions of acts she did not understand. “I doubt I could.”
Cyrus took her hand in his. “Darling, you have yet to try. Sometimes a spark will occur between a man and a woman that compels them together. Once you feel that, your fears and resistance will melt away, I vow.”
Unlikely. The thought of consummating the unknown acts of the marriage bed even with Cyrus felt tantamount to jumping off a cliff. But to share something so intimate with a stranger and not be anxious or worry people would brand her wanton . . . Highly unlikely, indeed.
“What of the child’s natural father? Certainly he would know who sired your heir.”
“You’re so wonderfully naive.” Cyrus smiled. “It is common for men of the ton to have children scattered about. One more should hardly lift a gentleman’s brow.”
Serena absorbed that unfeeling view with a gasp. One more reason she had held society and its doings at arm’s length these years.
Still, the need to have her own child churned within her. More than anything, she wanted to hold her babe, touch its downy head, sing it lullabies each night, feed it milk from her breast...give it her love. And Cyrus needed an heir. The plain truth was, she could not conceive without a healthy man.
She swallowed, wondering if, as with most things, Cyrus was right. “I will consider it.”
“My dear, you will not be sorry,” he vowed, rising from the floor with a smile. “Get a good night’s rest. We leave for town in two days.”
“We? You’re taking me with you to London?”
“For the rest of the season,” he confirmed. “This small corner of Sussex is hardly big enough for you to carry on a discreet affair.”
*
Lucien Clayborne, the fifth Marquess of Daneridge, stood at the edge of the cold grave. He closed his eyes and bunched his fist around a bouquet of spring flowers. The smell of the blossoms and freshly cut grass blended with his grief to swirl a guilty nausea through him. He relished the pain, along with the discomfort of the morning drizzle.
Chelsea had been dead three months, and he had no one to blame but himself. He cursed into the biting wind. Why couldn’t he have breathed twenty years of his own worthless life into her precious little body?
Flooded with grief, he sank to his knees, not giving a damn that mud fouled his gray wool trousers. Carefully, he placed the flowers over her grave, next to the others he had brought the day before. Chelsea would have accepted them with one of her bright, guileless smiles.
Lucien cursed heavenward, glad he was insulting the God who had taken Chelsea from him. He wanted that God to feel his anguish. He wanted that God to understand he no longer believed in Him.
Hot tears scalded the back of his eyes. He swallowed back the unmanly show of emotion.
For the thousandth time, he asked himself: Why Chelsea? As usual, no answer came.
His body ached from lack of sleep as he rose. How long before he could pass a whole hour without thinking about her and the knowledge that he had failed her? How much longer would regrets and recriminations taunt him, keeping him awake through the night?
Those torments were no more than he deserved—for the rest of his life. After all, he had been immersed in his much too public divorce and escaping its unpleasantness to notice Chelsea. Consumed with rage and bruised pride, he had spent all his energy shedding Ravenna legally and emotionally, while trying to ignore her indiscreet tryst with Lord Wayland and their flight to Italy.
He had failed to notice his own daughter’s confusion or need for affection until it was too late.
Lucien turned away from the grave. As his lonely black carriage traveled up South Audley Street, he watched St. George’s burial ground slowly slip from his sight. He made himself a vow: If he ever had another child, he would be a much different father.
*
“My dear, Serena! It is you,” her grandmother said with surprise, rising from the damask-covered Grecian couch. She grasped Serena’s hands with her own frail ones. “You look lovely. Why didn’t you write to tell me you were planning a trip to London?”
“Grandy, I had no time, and I did not want to come. Cyrus insisted,” she explained. “I realize it’s early. Have I come at a bad time?”
“Oh, no. Now, you must sit and tell me everything.” Her grandmother’s face lit up in a beaming smile. “Have you come to town early to prepare for your confinement?”
Serena sighed, bracing herself for her grandmother’s disappointment. “No, Grandy.”
“Are you doing something to prevent conception?”
Serena stared at her grandmother in astonishment. “Grandy! Of course not. I would hardly know how.”
Speculative blue eyes assessed Serena. “Then why aren’t you in the family way yet? Your health is not failing, I hope.”
Embarrassed by the turn of the conversation, Serena cast her gaze down. “No, things simply have not worked out as Cyrus and I had hoped.”
“But you are still trying?”
“Grandy, could we please discuss something else?”
The older woman sighed. “Talk to me, lamb. Your husband is a duke. He needs an heir other than that worthless nephew of his. And I want a great-grandchild from you.”
“I am ever aware of that, Grandy,” Serena answered patiently.
“When I was your age, I had two children and one on the way. I only stopped conceiving when I started refusing Aldus.” Her grandmother’s blue eyes narrowed. “Is that your game?”
Serena felt her cheeks heat up. “Grandy! Such indelicate talk is—”
“Warranted in this situation,” she interrupted. “Are you barring your door against him?”
“Of course not. I try to be a dutiful wife in all respects.”
“You try? Is something wrong between you?”
She looked away, shifting uneasily. “Grandy, this is something Cyrus and I must work out.”
“You look unhappy. Are you quarreling?”
Serena shook her head. “No, nothing like that.”
Grandy took her hand. “Oh child, you must tell me it’s not true.”
“What?” Serena whispered, feeling an ominous sweep across her heart.
Her grandmother frowned, her eyes full of displeasure. “The gossip before you two wed was that he had cast aside his mistress of many years because he was no longer...capable.”
Cyrus had kept a mistress? Serena shouldn’t be surprised, as nearly all men of wealth did.
“Capable?”
Her grandmother nodded. “That he is impotent. And I would say Madame Maria ought to know. She bore your husband three daughters.”
Serena’s mouth fell open in shock as a hot bolt of envy pierced her. Another woman had borne Cyrus’s girls, and she, his wife, would never conceive. How unfair!
“Serena, is this true?”
Numbly, she nodded. Here was a whole part of Cyrus’s life she knew nothing of. She had never heard of Madame Maria or her children. A thousand questions, along with a well of pain, rose up within her, leaving her raw and aching.
“I knew I should have protested the marriage, but he claimed he was marrying to beget an heir. So, I assumed the rumors were false.”
Serena barely heard.
Grandy shook her shoulder, regaining her attention. “Does this have anything to do with your sudden trip to London?”
“Yes.” Serena felt a new onslaught of tears and fumbled to produce a handkerchief from her sleeve. She twisted it in her hands. “Cyrus has asked me to take a lover.”
Her grandmother quirked one silver brow in disdain. “This is how he intends to get an heir?”
“Yes, and I cannot do it.” She paused, fists bunching. “He’s asking me to commit adultery.”
“Oh, phoo! I could kick your Aunt Constance, rest her soul, for feeding you too much moral rubbish. All those prayer meetings affected your thinking.”
“It is adultery, even if Cyrus condones it.”
“Really, lamb. Don’t be so provincial. Such affairs are quite common among the ton. Look at my good friend Lady Bessborough. It’s quite known she had children by men other than her husband. She has not been ruined at all.”
“But I cannot picture myself engaging in—in the same illicit acts that brought Mama such shame.”
“Your situations are hardly alike. Having one discreet affair for the sake of conception hardly compares to taking as many lovers as suits your whim and flaunting them.”
“But one lover or a hundred, the number should not signify,” Serena argued. “It is immoral.”
“I agree with your husband; it’s also necessary. You can and you must take a lover. It will be good for you to find someone devilishly handsome and let him seduce you.”
“But Grandy, to behave as if I’ve no morals--”
“Let your overstarched morals retire in peace, along with your Aunt Constance. You’re too young to bury yourself with her and that old stuffed shirt you call husband. Here in Town, very few people note the doings of a married lady, as long as you’re discreet. Besides, I think it’s time you followed your heart.”
‘To Collaborate or Not To Collaborate’ – That is the Question
I started my collaboration journey with my writing partner, my sister. She and I wrote plays and screenplays. We fought a little, cried some, and laughed often. It took several attempts to find our stride and actually complete a work. We tried so many methods that failed, but finally settled on one that worked for us.
The earliest method I remember is what I like to call The Scene Exchange.
One of us would start with the first scene; the other would take up the second scene. Then the one who had done the first scene would move on to the third scene, while the other would take on the fourth scene. And so it would go until we came to the closing scene. This worked in some ways. We always had pages produced. The problem was the scenes felt disconnected from each other and the characters seemed to have complete personality changes depending on which author wrote the scene.
A variation of the method above was The Act Exchange.
In a three-act play, one of us would get the first act, the other would get the second act, and the final act was both of us hashing it out. Didn’t work. We never completed a screenplay or play in this way. We did have two-acts. It was the dreaded third act that didn’t work out. Actually, we never finished a third act with this method.
Another method was Follow The Thread.
When we used this method, one author would follow a story thread to its conclusion. I thought of it as colors. I never asked my sister how she separated it in her mind. Wish I had. Anyway, an example of how this works would be a main character witnessed a murder during their formative years in childhood and I got assigned that. I would imagine the tragic past incident that was a major element in our work in progress as the color red. If this event played into why the character reacted in a certain way in a scene, I would place a dot of the color on the page where this was to occur. Later, I would write that scene, or at least the portion of the scene he/she reacted to the new information. Each time the incident played a role, no matter how subtle, I would dot that page with red, and then I would write. My example of the murder that the character witnessed as a child might have me writing to the final culminating scene. The character could confront the murderer, or come to terms with their loss, or any number of other scenarios where the thread reached a satisfactory conclusion. While I worked that thread through the work, my sister might’ve been working on a falling-in-love arch. Not a bad method, but the problem was it was slow going. If she worked on a scene that had a thread or threads I was assigned to, I would have to wait for her to finish before I could start on my threads in the same scene, and vice versa.
A method we only used once was The Whole Banana.
I bet you can guess how that method worked. One of us would write the whole thing. The other would wait. And wait. And wait some more. When that person was done writing the work, they would send to the other for another pass at it. I would not recommend that to any collaborating team. First, the original author has a sense of total ownership over the piece. Second, it is very time consuming and doesn’t take advantage of the collaboration. Finally, the later author feels more like an editor than a co-creator.
One other method that did have some merits was Character Ownership.
As I stated earlier, we wrote plays and screenplays. This method works well with those types of pieces. We actually acted out the scenes. At the end of our improvisation, whatever both of us liked would make it to the page. We had quite a laughing fit together during one of these times. I’ll admit that I’m horrible at accents. In one sentence I went from a poor Irish tone to a Cajun timbre and finally landing on some awful unknown Asian delivery. I was going for French.
The final method we settled on I remember as the Two Pens – One Story.
We would use whatever method above worked to get words to paper with one caveat. One of us owned final veto power. Why? It kept us producing and would settle disagreements quickly. Who got the final veto? The one who had the original idea for the work had the ultimate power. A veto was only used when we came to an impasse. This kept us moving forward. Working simultaneously on two pieces—I had the veto on one and she had the veto on the other—kept us both happy and satisfied. This worked several years for us, and I believe it could work for other writing teams as well.
I believe that the most important part of collaboration is to communicate and compromise. Collaboration does not create a work with a single person’s vision or voice. It is multi-faceted.
I was often surprised and delighted by the inputs my sister made to stories where I had the veto power. The final products we created together won and placed in several contests. Some were even produced. I’ll admit that hearing our dialog spoken by actors on stage and screen thrilled me beyond belief. What I also learned during those performances stunned me. Their delivery of our words on the scripts created new interpretations and nuances I hadn’t expected. The actors became collaborators with us.
Finally
I lost my sister to cancer in 2003. I miss her to this day.
I didn’t write another word until 2008. Luckily, I’ve had some success in writing romance novels since then and writing is now my full time career. I haven’t collaborated since losing my sister. I often wonder if I will ever find the courage to collaborate again. It will take someone very special, someone I trust.
~~~
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