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				Olivia

				 

       	       

				December 24

				 

       	       

				[image: W]e’re kissing in the coat closet. The coat closet. I’m up against the back wall, his hands are braced on either side of my head, and his mouth is locked hot and deep against mine. My ponytail is slipping from the clasp, my fingers are gripping his shoulders, and I’m lost in the sweet, aching cascade of pleasure.

				Dean pushes his leg between mine, moving to pull up my knee-length dress and cup his hand around the back of my thigh. His tongue sweeps across my lower lip. Arousal billows between us, a relief after the simmering tension of the past two hours. 

				Every time I sought him out amidst the holiday festivities, I found him watching me. Every time our eyes met, sparks of electricity spun through the air. Every time I saw him maneuver through the crowd, my heart beat faster.

				We circled each other like prowling cats as we moved through the bright rooms of Langdon House, a historic Victorian mansion adorned with colorful Christmas trees, fresh green garlands, and vintage decorations. 

				We navigated clusters of people, the women all decked out in sparkly holiday gowns, the men in expensive suits and ties. We drifted in and out of conversations with other guests, then found each other again and exchanged looks of heated promise.

				Until he caught me in the foyer beside the walk-in coat closet, curling his hand around my arm as he guided me inside and shut the door behind him. My pulse leapt when he came toward me, backing me up against the wall and penning me into the cage of his arms the instant before his mouth crashed down on mine.

				I don’t know how long we’ve been here. I don’t care. My world has distilled to this space. There is only the press of his body, the solid bulk of his chest, the mingling of our breath. The scents of pine, cinnamon, and apples cling to the air. A narrow remnant of light shines beneath the door. Laughter and conversation drift through the walls.

				I rub my hands over the ridges of his torso, feel the heat burning through his shirt. He moves his mouth to my cheek, down to my neck. My dress is pushed up to my waist.

				Dean grips my thighs, which are covered in sheer nylons. He growls with frustration when he discovers the tight spandex panties.

				He lifts his head, his gaze colliding with mine before he grabs the flimsy nylon at the seam and rips it away. My heart throbs.

				“Take this off.” He plucks at the spandex with a frown of impatience.

				“Good thing they’re not control-top,” I remark breathlessly, pushing the waistband over my hips and halfway down my thighs.

				“What the hell is control-top?” He eases his hand underneath my cotton underwear and groans. “Oh, fuck. Never mind.”

				His fingers probe deeper into my cleft. I gasp, clutching the front of his shirt, urgency spooling into my blood. He slips his forefinger into me, stroking the heel of his hand against my clit.

				“Come on, beauty,” he whispers, his breath a hot trail to my ear. 

				He slides his lips to the pulse pounding at the side of my neck, then works another finger into my body to stroke my inner flesh.

				I arch toward him, straining, my sex throbbing. A cry of pleasure lodges in my throat, poised to escape, when suddenly Dean clamps his hand over my mouth. He pushes me to the right, back through a curtain of woolen coats to the side wall. Light floods the closet a second after I realize the doorknob has clicked open. 

				I tighten my hold on Dean’s shirtfront. He eases his hand from my mouth, our hard breaths thankfully masked by the sound of chattery voices.

				“Did you try those salmon rolls?” one of the women asks. “They’re new on the catering menu.”

				“Oh, yes. So light and delicious. I think we ought to hire the same caterers for the spring festival, don’t you?”

				I know those women. Members of the Historical Society board of trustees, Florence and Ruth Wickham are two lovely older ladies who wear pastel-colored suits and pearl necklaces and would no doubt be horrified to find me half-naked in the back of the coat closet.

				“Do you remember where I put my coat?” Florence asks her sister. “Did I tell you I found it on sale at that little boutique on Dandelion Street? Pure camelhair.”

				The air is stifling back here. A fur collar from one of the hanging coats brushes against my neck. I push it away impatiently. I’m still throbbing, frustrated at having my arousal thwarted.

				Then Dean presses his knee between my legs, spreading my thighs. I jerk my gaze to his lust-filled eyes. A wicked grin tugs at his mouth as he puts his hand against my sex again. 

				I seize his wrist, acutely aware of the little old ladies still rummaging around for their camelhair coats… but he twists from my grip and flicks his thumb against my clit. I suck in a breath, melting at my core.

				He lowers his mouth to mine again, one hand steadying me at the small of my back, the other working me with deliberate intent. I part my lips beneath his and fall into the cascade again. His touch grows more intimate, sliding deep into my opening, his thumb swirling and rubbing and… 

				I can’t stop it. I don’t want to. It’s been far too long, and even this furtive, hasty rendezvous in the middle of a holiday party is like gulping cold lemonade on a blistering day. I try to suppress a moan and let my head fall back against the wall as his tongue slides against mine.

				One more stroke of his fingers, and bursts of rapture explode along my nerves. He muffles my cries with the pressure of his mouth. I grab his shoulders, my legs weakening with the force of vibrations flooding me from head to toe.

				I pull back and stare at him, my blood pulsing. He’s still fully clothed, his heavy erection pressing against the front of his trousers. Though the coats block the closet light, I can see the burn of his eyes. His dark hair is a mess, a thick swath falling over his forehead, his sharp cheekbones flushed. We’re both still breathing hard, and neither of us moves. 

				“Oh, here it is! Look, isn’t that Shirley’s coat?” Florence’s voice grows distant as she moves back toward the door. “She said it was lynx fur. Can you imagine? Heavens, but it is soft, isn’t it? Feel it.”

				Ruth murmurs her agreement, then finally the light turns off and the door closes.

				“We should go,” I whisper.

				“I’ll go first.” Dean touches my cheek. “I’ll let you know if the coast is clear.”

				We wait a few more minutes to give us both time to compose ourselves. We straighten our clothing, then fumble around to find my purse and his suit jacket, both of which have fallen to the floor. I manage to get my nylons back around my hips, concealing the rip beneath the swirl of my dress, and reach up to smooth Dean’s hair away from his forehead.

				“Wait here.” He presses a kiss to my lips and ducks out of the closet. A second later, there’s a quick knock at the door.

				I hurry out, unable to prevent a smile as our gazes meet fleetingly in the foyer. I feel like we’re a couple of horny teenagers sneaking out from under the bleachers. 

				It’s a good feeling and not one I’ve experienced much—the pleasure of a sneaky rendezvous, furtive groping, secret kisses—all so blissful now because I can share them again with my husband.

				I cross the foyer to the bathroom and do a quick primping to straighten out my very disheveled self. I comb my long hair back into its ponytail, splash water on my face in the hopes of dimming the heated flush, reapply my lipstick, and try to smooth the wrinkles from my dress.

				Dean is gone from the foyer by the time I emerge, likely to deal with his own rumpled appearance. I head for the refreshment table that’s been set up in the living room and pick up a bottle of mineral water.

				“Oh, there you are, dear.”

				I look up and find myself face to face with Florence Wickham, belted into her camelhair coat and tugging on a pair of leather gloves.

				“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye and wishing you a merry Christmas, Olivia,” she says. “We’ve so appreciated all your volunteering with the Historical Museum and the preparations for the holiday festival.”

				“I’ve greatly enjoyed it.”

				Florence peers at me through eyes adorned with beige eyeshadow and mascara. I hope to heaven that my cheeks aren’t still overly flushed. Or that Dean didn’t leave a hickey on my neck.

				“Don’t forget to take a present from beneath the tree in the parlor,” Florence continues. “All the gifts were donated by local merchants, and there are some lovely items.” She pulls at the wrists of her gloves. “Where is that handsome gentleman you came with?”

				“I think he’s talking to someone in the kitchen.”

				“Is he your husband?” Florence arches a delicately plucked eyebrow, her gaze skirting to my left hand.

				“Yes.” I extend my hand to show her the antique cameo on my left ring finger. “It was my engagement ring.” 

				I wear the cameo alongside my wedding band only on special occasions, but no other symbol in the world could serve as a more meaningful declaration that I belong to one man alone.

				“I love cameos.” Florence peers at the ring. “It’s beautiful.”

				“Thank you.”

				“If I may be so bold, Olivia…” She leans closer and lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Your husband is quite dashing, but his adventurous spirit is… well, it makes him just irresistible.”

				“I… I beg your pardon?”

				“My dear, I’m seventy-three years old,” Florence says. “And in fifty-two years of marriage, I wish that my husband had even once shagged me in a coat closet.”

				She winks at me, then turns and walks away. Through the burn of embarrassment, I can’t help smiling.

				I picture myself at seventy-three, thinking back to all the sexy things Dean and I have done over the years. 

				Remember that time in the coat closet during a holiday party…?

				Heck, we might even still be going at it, for all I know. Certainly we have a lot of time left… I’m almost thirty, he’s thirty-eight… which gives us plenty of years to indulge.

				Provided we can fix everything that’s broken in the past four months.

				Tension winds through me. I press a hand to my belly.

				“Come home with me.” Dean’s deep voice rumbles across my skin.

				Home with me. Where I belong.

				I turn to face my husband. Aside from his wrinkled suit jacket, he looks unruffled with his hair gleaming under the lights, his black eyebrows and thick-lashed eyes emphasizing the angles of his jaw. His usual air of self-possession surrounds him, like a suit tailored just for his lean, muscular body. As his gaze meets mine, his eyes fill with warmth. 

				I know that look. A new tingle of pleasure sparks down to my toes as he takes my hand and we head back to the coat closet—this time to actually retrieve our coats. I take a wrapped present from beneath the gift tree. We say our goodbyes to the various members of the Historical Society before heading out into the late-afternoon dusk. 

				The town of Mirror Lake is sheathed in a fresh layer of snow. Fat, jolly Santas, Christmas trees, and happy reindeer plaster the windows of the downtown shops. Strings of multicolored lights twinkle around lampposts, windowsills, and awnings. Wind gusts from the frozen lake, which sits like a huge, porcelain platter at the base of white-capped mountains.

				We walk toward Dean’s car parked at the curb, and he opens the passenger side door for me. We return home to our two-bedroom apartment above a row of shops on Avalon Street. We pass clusters of last-minute Christmas shoppers, excited children, and several holiday vendors selling popcorn and roasted chestnuts.

				As I precede Dean up the stairs to our apartment, he reaches out to run his hand over the curve of my rear. I glance over my shoulder at him.

				“Left you high and dry, didn’t I?” I ask, unlocking the door.

				“You did indeed. Not that I’m complaining.”

				The instant he closes the door behind us, I turn to meet his imminent kiss. This time, there’s no need for haste or furtiveness. We shed our coats slowly with our mouths still locked together, then he backs me up toward the bedroom.

				It’s been more than three heartbreaking weeks since we’ve even kissed. After our marital troubles of recent months culminated in an ugly fight, I left to go and stay with our friend Kelsey March. Only yesterday did Dean and I begin to make tentative steps toward reconciliation.

				I’ve missed him terribly. Everything about him—the caress of his breath, the sound of his voice, the strength of his muscular body—reminds me how good things can be between us and how much I still love him.

				He takes the back of my neck in his hand, angling my head to deepen the pressure of his kiss. My bones weaken as desire spreads from the pit of my belly through my veins. I curl my hands around his arms, sinking into the beauty of our togetherness. 

				“Take off your clothes,” Dean whispers. 

				He lifts his head, sliding his palm against my cheek as he steps away from me. Lust brews in his eyes as he watches me hook my fingers into the stretchy material of my dress and pull it over my head. I tug off my torn nylons, feeling Dean’s gaze sweeping over my cleavage enclosed by my cotton bra. A trace of nervousness nudges at me. It feels like a lifetime has passed since I’ve been naked in front of my husband.

				He nods toward my bra. “Let me see.”

				My heart hammers. I twist the front clasp of my bra and push it off my shoulders. Cool air brushes my skin. Dean’s breath escapes him in a rush, his gaze a caress over my full breasts and taut nipples. He crooks a finger at me. I take a few steps toward him, tingles raining through me as he cups my breasts in his big, warm hands.

				I love this. Love the way he touches me, rubbing his hands beneath my breasts, and then up again to twist my nipples gently between his fingers. Excitement pools in me, centering in my lower body.

				“Did you think about us?” I ask as he moves his hand down over my belly and beneath my panties to the tangle of curls between my legs.

				“Every night.” He eases his forefinger into my sex. “Missed you so damn much. Thought about you riding me, sucking me, on your hands and knees…”

				A shudder rocks me when he rubs my clit. “I… I thought about all that too.”

				Images of the fantasies I’d had about us during the long weeks of our separation flash through my mind. Fantasies even hotter than the ones I’d had about him when we first met. I spread my palm over the rigid length of his erection and move closer to nudge my breasts against him. 

				He lowers his head, stroking his hands down my back to grasp my rear and hold me against him. Our bodies press together, the cotton of his shirt further sensitizing my nipples.

				After another long, deep kiss, I move backward and reach down to tug off my panties. Already my body is craving release again. Dean rakes his eyes over my nakedness, the burn of his gaze making my skin prickle with urgency. I kneel on the bed and gesture for him to lie down beside me. Still clothed, he does. 

				I straddle his waist, running my hands over the front of his shirt, feeling his body heat through the material, the heavy beat of his heart. Unfastening the buttons, I rub his muscular chest, the ridges of his abdomen, down to the waistband of his trousers. 

				I unbuckle his belt and slip the leather out with a rasp. The metal buckle clanks as it lands on the floor. His erection pushes against the front of his trousers, and I make quick work of the zipper to release his beautiful, thick cock.

				My breath quickens. I shift to the side so I can pull his trousers and boxers off and drop them to the floor. He’s watching me, his chest rising and falling with his own rapid breaths. 

				I grasp his shaft and lower my head to take him in my mouth. He tangles his fingers in my hair. The taste of him floods me. I close my eyes and breathe, tightening my fingers around him. He pushes his hips upward. I put a hand over his hipbones to keep him in place.

				I can feel his tension, his urge to thrust. He wants to fuck my mouth, but he won’t. Not yet. After a moment of adjustment, I slide my mouth over him, stroking my tongue over the pulsing vein on the underside of his shaft. My heartbeat resounds in my ears, a renewed arousal coursing through me. 

				I wrap my fingers around his cock and pump, keeping my lips sealed around the tip. Dean fists his hand in my hair. A groan rumbles from his chest. Strain coils through his muscles. I take him in deep again, my hair falling across his thighs, his stomach. 

				I sense it instinctively, that moment when his control is on the verge of breaking. I move off him, our gazes clashing with hot understanding. He grabs my waist and rolls me onto my back, nudging my legs apart with his knee.

				In one movement, he sinks into me, the sudden hard length of his cock jarring a cry from my throat. “Dean!”

				“Oh, fuck, Liv…” He shifts, muttering another curse as restraint winds through him. He pushes his hands beneath my thighs. “So damn good.”

				I writhe beneath him, my breath scorching my lungs as I take him in deep. The impact of his thrusts shake my body, the buttons of his open shirt gliding deliciously over my damp skin. I grip his shoulders, seeking his mouth with mine, wrapping my legs around his hips to lock our bodies together. 

				I’ve spent the last weeks craving exactly this—the press of my husband’s powerful body against mine, the full weight of him on top of me. I’ve longed for him to take me, reclaim me, promise me I will always be his. I’ve been desperate to surrender to him again.

				He pulls out, pushes forward, again, again, until we’re rocking and thrusting in an exhilarating rhythm that is both familiar and gloriously new. I clench around his cock, the friction sparking excitement over my nerves. 

				I need no other stimulation except my man on top of me, stroking me from the inside. Bliss explodes in a collision of stars at the same instant that Dean pushes so deep I feel him in my bones. His groan vibrates against my skin as he comes inside me, his fingers gripping my thighs.

				“Christ.” He rolls off me and we lie there, gasping as we catch our breath, still cocooned in the haze of lust.

				I push to one elbow, turning to face him. He looks beautiful, sated, with his shirt open and wrinkled, his skin damp with sweat. He pulls the shirt off and drops it to the floor.

				“Come here,” he says. 

				I curl my body against his, gliding my hand across his abdomen.

				This is easy. If we could fix everything by pleasuring each other, we’d already be back in a place where there are no doubts, no mistrust. No fear. But as good as sex has always been between us, we both know it’s not enough. I don’t know what will be enough.

				“Dean…”

				“We’ll talk tomorrow, Liv.” He tightens his arm around me and brushes his mouth against my temple. “Right now I want you naked against me. I want to wake up cold because you’ve hogged all the blankets. I want to feel your leg between mine, your hair in my face, your arm flung across my chest. I want to find myself on the edge of the bed in the morning because you’ve sprawled all over the mattress. I want to sleep with you.”

				I move closer to him and tuck my face into the juncture of his neck and shoulder. Breathe in the scent of his skin. Feel his heart beating against my palm. This, at last, is right where we both belong.
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				Christmas morning. The sheets are a cocoon of softness, warm from the heat of my husband’s body beside me. I turn to look at the clock. Four a.m. 

				I’ve rarely woken early on Christmas morning. As a child, I hardly had a chance to believe in Santa Claus. I have a vague memory of being five years old, my father still alive, my parents still together. That was perhaps the last time I fell asleep on Christmas Eve with the excited expectation that there would be presents beneath the tree the next morning.

				Now I’m wide awake. I press a hand to my stomach. I listen to the rhythmic sound of Dean’s breathing. I think of my mother and wonder where she is.

				I ease closer to Dean and run my hand over his chest, down to his abdomen. I gaze at his face, all masculine planes and angles offset by his dark eyebrows. I brush my fingers over the rough whiskers lining his jaw. He shifts, his eyes opening. Beautiful eyes, chocolate-brown and laced with golden flecks like hidden treasures.

				“Merry Christmas,” I whisper. My whole body eases with the knowledge of how right it feels to be beside him again. How completely wrong our separation was. 

				“Nice to wake up and see you here,” he says.

				“Nice to wake up and be here.” I hold up my left hand, palm out. “Remember?”

				“I remember.”

				He puts his left palm against mine. Our wedding bands make a soft click as they touch, then I slide my hand over so our palms align. We twine our fingers together. Dean rolls to his back and pulls me against his side, our linked hands resting on his chest.

				“Did you ever make any travel plans for winter break?” I ask. “You’d talked about wanting to get away. Someplace warm, maybe.”

				“I wouldn’t make plans without you. But we have time, if you want to go somewhere. The spring semester doesn’t start until February.”

				“No.” I rub my cheek against his shoulder. “I just want to stay here with you.”

				He kisses my forehead. “Hey, I haven’t had a chance to tell you my good news.”

				“Tell me.”

				“You know that fellowship from the Institute for Historical Research? Because of the success of the Medieval Studies program, the IHR committee recommended me to the board of directors. Found out last week that they awarded me a five-year grant.”

				I lift my head to stare at him. IHR grant recipients are the most respected, renowned scholars in their field, given the coveted award for their outstanding contributions to research. Every scholar wants an IHR grant, but only an exceptional few are chosen.

				“Oh, Dean.” My voice catches. “That’s wonderful.”

				He looks both pleased and slightly embarrassed. “Yeah, it’s a pretty big deal.”

				“No one deserves it more.” I give him a tight hug. “I’m so proud of you.”

				“Comes with a hefty stipend too, which never hurts.” 

				“With this kind of award, King’s is bound to give you tenure soon.” 

				Which means that his position at King’s University will be permanent, and Mirror Lake really will be… home.

				I’m not sure how I feel about that. I spent most of my childhood, most of my life before Dean, feeling displaced and unsettled. I never thought I’d find a place that would feel like home. Even now, the idea of living in the same town for the foreseeable future, of calling Mirror Lake our home, seems strange.

				“Some professors do get tenure after a short time, but I’ve only been at King’s a couple of years.” Dean shrugs. “Still, the grant is great for both my career and the department.”

				“And us.”

				“Always us.”

				I smile, both happy and not surprised by my husband’s seemingly endless accolades. I ease away from him and push the covers aside. “Just for that, I’ll even make the coffee this morning.”

				I feel the heat of his gaze as I climb out of bed. Awareness slides through me, so welcome after the strain of recent weeks. 

				I catch sight of Dean’s wrinkled shirt lying on the floor. I pull it over my shoulders and slip my arms into the sleeves. The familiar scents of shaving soap and Dean himself cling to the material. I button the shirt and roll up the sleeves, loving how the sensation of the cotton folds is like a memory of my husband enveloping me.

				I go to take a pair of panties out of my dresser.

				“No,” Dean orders, watching the curves of my breasts beneath the shirt.

				The burn in his eyes makes my nipples harden. The sheets are tangled around his legs, exposing his muscled chest and torso, the tantalizing line of hair disappearing beneath the edge of the sheet. Now more than ever, he takes my breath away.

				I shiver, aware of the lingering dampness of my sex, the pulsing in my blood. I can still feel him between my legs, a faint throb that reminds me with every step of how deeply he fucked me.

				“You want me indecent?” I ask.

				“Yes.” 

				He slides his gaze to my bare legs. Already desire is unfurling inside me again, like a bright purple streamer. 

				I drop the panties back into the drawer and go to brush my hair and teeth. I peer at myself in the mirror, pleased to see that I look exactly the way I’m supposed to—a tousled, well-satisfied woman whose eyes hold the expectation of even more marital bliss.

				After splashing water on my face, I head into the living room. I switch on the Christmas tree lights, then go to make coffee.

				It’s a cold morning. I turn up the thermostat and look out the window. Puddles of light spill from the streetlamps lining Avalon Street. No new snow, but the promise of it clings to the air.

				“Did you check under the tree for a present?” Dean is standing in the bedroom doorway, his chest bare and pajama bottoms slung low on his hips.

				“Yes, but you weren’t under there.”

				He grins. It’s the old, hint-of-wicked Dean grin that I haven’t seen in far too long, and it melts any wariness still threading my heart. I go to peer underneath the tree. A large box wrapped in blue paper and a red ribbon is pushed behind the tree and concealed by the branches. A smaller box sits on top of it.

				“Dean, what…”

				“Don’t lift them. They’re heavy.”

				He nods toward the sofa for me to sit down, then picks up the boxes and puts them on the coffee table in front of me. The big red ribbons are perfectly tied.

				“When did you get these?” I ask.

				“About a week ago. Open them.”

				I tug the ribbon and tape off the bigger box. Slowly I peel the paper away and stare at the contents. It’s a set of gorgeous, top-of-the-line, stainless-steel cookware—two frying pans, a sauté pan, two saucepans, and a stockpot.

				“This… this must have cost a fortune.”

				“If you’re going to cook well, you need the best equipment.”

				Tears sting my eyes as I open the smaller box to reveal an eleven-piece set of exceptional Shun knives.

				Cookware and culinary knives. Maybe not romantic to anyone else, but no other gift from my husband could say more. And he bought them a week ago, before our still-fragile reconciliation.

				“Thank you.” I look up at him. “Thank you so much.”

				He reaches out to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “Well, if you cook, I get to eat. It’s a win-win.” 

				“I didn’t get you a present.”

				“Yeah, you did.” He bends to kiss my forehead. 

				Ah, lovely warmth. I wrap my arms around his waist and press my mouth against his hard, ridged torso. He tangles his fingers in my hair and laughs.

				“Careful.”

				“I love you.” I squeeze his very nice rear, then pull away to gather the torn wrapping paper. “Thank you.”

				“Now you have to make me eggs and bacon for breakfast.”

				I open the cookware box to take out a shiny frying pan. “Yes, sir.”

				“Sir, huh?” He winks at me. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

				It takes me an hour to get breakfast going because I have to read all the instructions on how to wash and care for the cookware and the knives. Since it almost seems like a shame to use such expensive equipment for a meal as mundane as scrambled eggs, I get out a flowered linen tablecloth and set the table with white plates and cloth napkins.

				Then I fry the bacon and scramble the eggs with some parmesan cheese and dried basil. It’s unexpectedly sexy to be making breakfast for my husband while wearing only his shirt and nothing else.

				I fill Dean’s mug with coffee, then take a pad of paper and draw:
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				I stick the note to the mug as Dean approaches the kitchen, sniffing the air.

				“Wow,” he remarks. “Smells good in here.” 

				“You’ve done it now.” I hand him the mug. “You’ll never get me out of the kitchen.”

				“I never want you out of the bedroom either, but I’m open to negotiation.” He reads the note and smiles, leaning over to kiss me. “Great drawing.” 

				I pat his cheek, then set our food on the table while Dean sits down. When I return to the table with a plate of toast, there’s a note beside my fork.
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				I laugh. “Lovely sentiment, but why did you draw a picture of a smiling butt?”

				“A what?”

				“A smiling butt.” I hold out the note.

				“That’s a coffee bean.”

				“Oh.” I squint at the picture. “Well, I guess I finally found something you can’t do very well.”

				He frowns. “I’ll have you know I used to draw intricate comic books when I was a kid.”

				“Of course you did.” I put the note on the table and sit down. “Superhero knights, right?”

				“Captain Lancelot Versus Dr. Mordred was my most epic work.”

				I smile. My white knight. Both tenderness and heat soften my heart as I look at him, all rumpled masculinity with stubble coating his jaw and his hair curling over his ears. He meets my gaze, a responding warmth filling his eyes.

				I pick up my mug to take a sip of coffee. Dean reaches across the table to take the cup away from me.

				“What…?”

				“We’ll have to buy some decaf,” he says. “You’re not supposed to have caffeine when you’re pregnant.”

				Crap. I forgot. There’s probably a lot of things I’m not supposed to do now that I’m pregnant.

				I eye Dean with a touch of wariness. As unnerving as it is to admit, I know that neither of us is ready for a baby. 

				I started thinking about having a baby a few months ago, but then everything went to hell between me and Dean. I found out he’d kept a previous marriage a secret from me, one that involved three miscarriages and a bitter divorce. 

				Then in the midst of my own confusion and hurt, I made the mistake of kissing the man who was teaching a cooking class I’d enrolled in. Dean and I have barely gotten past all that, let alone figured out whether we want children.

				Too late for that now.

				We haven’t talked about the pregnancy since I discovered it only yesterday. I haven’t even processed the idea, and probably neither has Dean. Especially since just the subject of a baby caused conflict between us, not to mention that we hadn’t agreed to try…

				My stomach knots with apprehension and guilt. I rub the scar on my left hand, the physical evidence of how wrong things went between me and my husband. Dean glances at the movement. His mouth tightens.

				“So, um, how about that?” I pick up my fork. “I’m pregnant.”

				“How do you feel?”

				“Fine, actually. I only checked because I missed my period. I should make an appointment with Dr. Nolan, I guess. I know she handles prenatal care and delivery, in addition to family practice.” I can’t read Dean’s expression. I can’t make sense of the sudden jumble of emotions crowding my chest. “Will you go with me to the appointment?”

				“Of course I’ll go with you.” A crease appears between his eyebrows. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

				“I didn’t know.” I poke at the eggs with my fork. “I’ll call Dr. Nolan tomorrow, if the office is open.”

				I sense his gaze on me and glance up at him. He puts his hand on my arm.

				“I’ll take care of you, Liv,” he says. “No, we didn’t plan on having a baby right now. Yes, we’re still getting back on our feet. But I’ll do whatever it takes to make this easy for you. Whatever you need, whatever you want, I’ll do it. We’re going to be fine.”

				His voice is a deep caress of certainty. Though I’m grateful for his assurance, I’m aware that I don’t share it. Yet. 

				“We’ll talk to the doctor first and go from there,” Dean says. “Okay?”

				“Okay.”

				I squeeze his hand and we finish eating our breakfast. We spend a quiet day together—we clean the kitchen, play Scrabble, make love again, watch a movie. Dean does some work in his office, and I wash and organize the rest of my new cooking equipment. I also open the present from the holiday party, which turns out to be a gift certificate for one of my favorite places in Mirror Lake—an old-fashioned tearoom called Matilda’s Teapot.

				“Do you want to pick up the rest of your things from Kelsey’s?” Dean comes into the kitchen, looking scruffy and delicious in torn jeans and a faded T-shirt.

				I close the cupboard door and turn to face him. I don’t want to ask the question, but I have to. “Do you think… do you think maybe it’s too soon?”

				“No, I don’t think it’s too soon.” He frowns. “Do you think it’s too soon?”

				“I don’t know,” I admit. “As much as I miss you, with this pregnancy now and… well, everything else...”

				“I want you to come home, Liv.”

				“I know. I want to come home, too.” I’m also scared to come home. Scared of what we have to deal with, scared of hurting each other again, scared that things won’t be the same as they once were. 

				Dean moves closer and tugs me into his arms. My whole body weakens as I press my forehead against his chest and breathe in his familiar scent. He puts his hand on the back of my neck and kneads the tense muscles.

				“You need to come home,” he murmurs against my hair.

				“Are you scared?”

				“Not about us.” Dean pulls back to take my face in his hands. “Remember winter break of the first year we met?”

				Desire uncoils in my blood as I look into his eyes. He is imprinted in my bones, my soul. He has marked me in ways more permanent than time.

				 “I remember,” I breathe. Two weeks that changed me forever.

				“That’s what we’re going to do again.” Dean brushes his thumb across my lips. “You and I. No one else.”

				We both want this so badly. I can feel it resonating between us like the hot pull of our first attraction, tangible and intense. We want our marriage to be a haven of warmth and pleasure again. We want our pure lustiness back, untainted by fear and mistrust. We want the unending spirals of bliss we can create only with each other. We want to shut the rest of the world out while locking ourselves in together. We want to be united in this pregnancy and impending parenthood.

				As if he knows what I’m thinking, Dean slides his palm down to my belly. I put my hand over his.

				“We’re going to have to read a lot of books,” I say.

				“My life’s work involves reading books.”

				“We’ll probably have to take some classes.”

				“I’m at my best in a classroom.” 

				“And I hear we’ll need to buy a ton of stuff.”

				“We can afford stuff.”

				I look up into his chocolate-brown eyes.

				“I just wish I knew where to start,” I whisper.

				“Right here, beauty.” And he presses his lips to mine.
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				[image: I']m a guy. When I first saw Liv five years ago, I didn’t think I would really like to understand that woman.

				I thought: Damn, she’s pretty.

				I thought: I want to kiss her.

				I thought: What does she look like naked?

				I would have stayed on that lusty train of thought if she hadn’t turned her brown eyes on me, and I realized she was on the verge of tears. Then my protective instinct kicked into high gear, and I thought: I need to help her.

				I ended up not doing a damn thing for her at the university registrar’s office where she had a problem with transfer credits, even though she thanked me afterward. I knew I wanted to see her again, but not because I was being chivalrous or useful or sensitive.

				I wanted to see her again because when we stood there on the sidewalk, a few strands of hair swept across her face and clung to her cheeks. Because I noticed that her mouth had an indentation in the upper lip. Because I tracked my gaze to her breasts moving with her breath under a white T-shirt and ragged gray sweatshirt, and my blood got hot. She had rounded hips. Legs encased in faded jeans with a rip in the denim exposing a pale strip of thigh.

				She was curved. Sexy. Alive.

				My chest filled with heat when I looked at her. It had been a long time since I’d had that rush. I wanted to feel it again.

				It hadn’t happened with the business administrator I’d dated a few times over the summer. Rebecca was my age, an attractive brunette with short hair and a serious face who could talk about finance systems and process analyses as if she were discussing what to make for dinner. She read books about the economy, power-walked every morning, and always looked like she was thinking about something important. 

				She reminded me too much of me. Never once did my heart pound harder when I saw her. We went our separate ways as soon as the semester started. Shortly before I met Liv.

				Olivia. That was how I thought of her those first couple of weeks when we’d see each other at the coffeehouse where she worked. Olivia R. Winter. I wondered what the R stood for.

				One day she stopped next to the table where I was sitting at Jitter Beans. I’d been pretending to work on my laptop while actually sneaking glances at her. I liked the way she moved, her long ponytail swinging every time she turned to fill a mug, the bend of her body as she reached to take something from the dessert case.

				“Free sample,” she said. Her apron was tight across the front of her body, dusted with cocoa powder and streaks of chocolate. “Our new peanut-butter brownie. Would you like one?”

				She held out a tray of tiny paper cups filled with squares of chocolate. A speck of chocolate clung to the corner of her lip.

				She tries the free samples. I tucked that bit of information away along with the other things I was learning about her.

				She smiles at every customer.

				She sits at the corner table during her breaks and reads one of the magazines.

				She wears a pendant on a silver chain around her neck.

				She’s older than most other undergrads, but no more than twenty-five.

				She’s not a flirt.

				She doesn’t notice when men look at her. Or she turns away from them.

				She doesn’t turn away from me.

				“Sure.” I reached out to take one of the paper cups. I wanted to ask her when her shift ended. Wanted to ask her to go somewhere with me.

				I couldn’t yet. Though I knew the university’s policy about dating students, knew it was acceptable if the student wasn’t subject to the professor’s authority, I needed to make damn sure Olivia R. Winter and I wouldn’t cross academic paths for the rest of the year.

				“Was it good?” I asked.

				“What?”

				I gestured to the crumb on her lip. Wished I could wipe it away. “Looks like you tried it.”

				“Oh.” She rubbed her fingers across her mouth. “It’s delicious, sure. Peanut butter and chocolate—can’t go wrong. Right?”

				She smiled. My heart thumped against my ribs. 

				It was a strange feeling, foreign, that anticipation making me feel like a teenager with his first crush. I couldn’t even remember my actual first crush. I’d been too busy training for the football team or burning my brain out studying for AP classes. 

				My girlfriends in high school and college had been the same way. They’d had to be. Ivy League universities, scholarships, the right classes and majors, junior years abroad, grad school, fellowships, published papers, guest lectures, prestigious jobs…

				Driven. Focused. Serious. So freaking tedious.

				Like me.

				There was nothing tedious about this girl with the long hair and pretty smile who blushed when she met my gaze.

				I thought: I want to get you alone.

				When I finally did, the night of a lecture I was giving at a local museum, I discovered there was something contradictory about her, a mixture of curiosity and wariness. Like she wanted to be brave but wasn’t sure what would happen if she dared to let herself. A mouse peering out of its hole, whiskers vibrating with the urge to dart out.

				I’d never wanted to prove myself to anyone the way I did Liv. I liked her too much. Liked the way I didn’t feel cold inside when I was with her, the way I didn’t think about anything except her. I liked that she was a mystery. I liked the way she looked at me, as if she knew I would protect her. That I could.

				Until… I couldn’t.

				The admission still lodges like a blade inside me. 

				“Oh, look, Pirates of Penzance is playing at the Civic Center.” Liv’s voice breaks into my darkening thoughts. She’s sitting across from me at the kitchen table, peering at the local section of the newspaper. “Want to go?”

				“Uh, sure.”

				“Or Cats will be there this spring, if you’d rather see that,” she remarks.

				“I’m not really a cat person.” 

				“More of a pirate person, huh?” She glances at me with amusement. “Okay, I’ll see if tickets are still available. I love that ‘Modern Major-General’ song.”

				It’s a measure of how much I love my wife that I just agreed to sit through two hours of dancing, singing pirates.

				This, at least, is where Liv belongs. Here in this apartment that she’s made into our home with her houseplants and decorating touches. She belongs across from me at the breakfast table, bundled in her ridiculous robe that has enough padding to keep her warm in a blizzard, her hair all messy around her shoulders. 

				Having her back at home, easing into the post-holiday routine of our daily lives, even things like breakfast—the familiarity of coffee, toast, the newspaper, her—I can almost forget the hellish past month. 

				Almost.

				I can almost believe nothing has changed.

				Almost.

				Liv takes a sip of coffee and grimaces. “Not to be rude, Dean, but this tastes really bad.”

				“It’s a different kind of decaf with no caffeine at all.”

				“Figures.”

				“Don’t want to take any chances when you’re pregnant.” I still feel like I’m speaking a foreign language I don’t understand. You’re pregnant.

				My wife is pregnant. 

				I watch her as she spreads jam on a piece of toast. She’s so pretty with her thick-lashed brown eyes, the sprinkle of freckles across her nose, her skin like cream. All that straight, brown hair that I wanted to touch the minute I first saw her. She looks the same as she did five years ago—still beautiful, sweet, glowing.

				It hits me suddenly, the realization that she’s going to change. Physically, sure, but also in ways I might never even know.

				“You still feel okay?” I ask.

				“A little nauseous every now and then, but nothing horrible.” She licks a drop of jam off her thumb. “I heard back from Dr. Anderson, my therapist in Madison. She recommended a counselor in Rainwood who does both individual and marriage counseling.”

				Liv glances at me, wary. I grab another piece of toast to avoid responding.

				“Dean.”

				“I said I’d go with you.” I sound irritated. Shit.

				“I think I should go alone first,” Liv says.

				“You want to go alone?”

				“At first, yes.” Her throat ripples with a swallow. “Figure out some stuff on my own.”

				My chest tightens—part frustration, part anger, part relief—but I know there’s only one response to this.

				“Just tell me when you want me to be there,” I say.

				I hate this. Hate that she’ll have to relive everything, spill her guts to a stranger. Hate that she’s going to cry and battle emotions I’ll never understand and can’t protect her from.

				And I really fucking hate that I’m to blame for it all. Four months ago, when Liv brought up the idea of us having children, I finally confessed what I’d kept secret from her for five years—that I’d been married before when I was in my early twenties. 

				I hadn’t told her because it was a shitty part of my life that I wanted to forget. I haven’t seen my ex-wife since the divorce fifteen years ago, even though Helen is still friends with my sister and mother. And Liv has always had enough to contend with between both our families. She didn’t need to hear about my first marriage that crashed and burned like a fireball. 

				Finally, though, I had to tell Liv why I was reluctant to try for a baby. The revelation about my former marriage caused more trouble between us, which led to us separating for three of the worst weeks of my life.

				Now Liv is home again. Pregnant. And I’ll fix this if it kills me.

				“Can I at least have one tiny sip of your coffee?” she asks.

				I hold out my cup of full-octane and watch as her mouth closes around the rim. Lust spears through me. I take the cup back and try to focus on the stock market page of the paper.

				“Hey, I asked Kelsey if she wants to go to an early dinner with us next week, maybe one day after I get off work at the bookstore,” Liv says as she pours a bowl of granola. “She got back a couple of nights ago.”

				“Fine.”

				“Sounds like she had a good holiday visiting her mom.”

				“Good to know.”

				Liv tilts her head, regarding me. “So… Kelsey said she kissed you.”

				I can feel a flush creep up my neck, which irritates me. “Uh… yeah.”

				My embarrassment seems to amuse her.

				“Kelsey is a spitfire, but she’s also a wise woman,” Liv says.

				“I wouldn’t put it that way.”

				She doesn’t say anything else, which makes me edgy on top of embarrassed. How am I supposed to tackle this one? What did Kelsey even say? When Liv and I were separated—I still hate that word—Kelsey decided to prove some stupid point about male-female attraction by kissing me.

				I shove away from the table and go to refill my coffee.

				“You’re blushing,” Liv remarks.

				“I am not.”

				“It’s cute.”

				“It is not.”

				“She said you’re a great kisser.” Liv arches an eyebrow.

				“Yeah, so’s she.” I swallow some coffee. “If you like kissing pit vipers.”

				Liv grins. I drum my fingers on the counter. She gets up and slides her bathrobe-padded arms around my waist. Her warm lips press against my neck.

				“If it’d been anyone but Kelsey, I’d be upset,” she admits. “But she’s different. She’s like my older sister.”

				“That is so amazingly unhelpful.”

				“Will it make things weird between you and her?” she asks.

				“Considering her technique, no. She was like a spider attacking a defenseless fly.”

				She laughs. “I’d hardly call you defenseless.”

				“It was a surprise attack.”

				“Really, Dean.” Her expression sobers. “You’re not mad at her?”

				“Nah.” I turn to put my mug in the sink. “I’ve known Kelsey too long to be mad. And it did kind of change my thinking. But don’t tell her I said that. I’d never hear the end of it.”

				“Where did you and Kelsey meet anyway? I mean, I know it was in college, but she was in the sciences, and you were in the history department, so how…?”

				“I dated one of her ex-girlfriends.”

				Liv’s eyebrows lift. “How very modern.”

				“Not really. I went out with the girl a few times before she decided she wanted to get back together with Kelsey. Didn’t make me look too good.”

				“So what happened?”

				“We saw Kelsey at a bar, and the other girl went up to her and made a scene. Crying about how she shouldn’t have broken up with Kelsey and wanted her back. Kelsey wasn’t having it. The girl left in tears. Kelsey told me I must’ve been a lousy lay, then bought me a beer. We’ve been friends ever since.”

				“And she never knew about your first marriage?”

				“No.” I shove away a flood of bad memories. “We lost touch for a few years in grad school. Reconnected through a mutual friend when we both started looking for tenure-track positions.”

				“She’s lucky to have you.” Liv pulls her hands through her hair and yawns. “So am I.”

				“Not as lucky as I am to have you.”

				We give each other a couple of goofy, cornball grins. My unease settles. For now.
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				“So you’re about eight weeks, Liv?” Dr. Nolan, our family physician, takes a circular calendar from her desk and twists it around. “When was the first day of your last period?”

				“Um, November seventeenth or eighteenth, I think?” Liv glances at me from her perch on the examination table. A flush colors her cheeks. “Actually, I know the date of conception.”

				A combination of heat and guilt goes through me. I know the date too. December first. Explosive as it was, it hadn’t been a night of hearts and flowers. Anything but.

				“December first,” Liv tells the doctor.

				“We prefer to figure out the date based on your last period.” Dr. Nolan checks the calendar again, unconcerned with our sexual history. She’s an older, gray-haired woman with a no-nonsense attitude that both Liv and I have always appreciated. “Okay, so your due date is August twenty-fourth. You’ll be eight weeks on Saturday.”

				She punches a few keys on her computer. “Let’s get some medical questions answered, then we’ll do a physical exam. My nurse is getting a prenatal information package for you. Afterward you can go downstairs to the lab for blood and urine samples.”

				“Do you need me to leave?” I ask.

				“Only if Liv would be more comfortable alone,” Dr. Nolan replies, her fingers moving with brisk efficiency over the keyboard.

				Liv shakes her head at me. She looks a little nervous, but Dr. Nolan is so matter-of-fact about the whole procedure that her anxiety seems to ease. We both answer a host of questions about our medical and family histories. Dr. Nolan gives Liv a physical exam and asks about her current symptoms.

				“Do either of you have any questions for me?” Dr. Nolan swivels her chair to regard me through her glasses. “Dean?”

				“A few, yeah.” I pull a notebook from Liv’s satchel and open it to the list of questions I’ve written out.

				Liv rolls her eyes at the doctor, who cracks a smile. 

				It’s been fifteen years since I last knew anything about prenatal care, so I have a lot to learn. I won’t let any stone go unturned. 

				I review my list and ask questions Dr. Nolan hasn’t yet answered—do we need a prescription for prenatal vitamins, what kind of exercise is off limits, what should we do if Liv gets sick, how often should we come in for prenatal visits, if it’s okay for Liv to travel, how much folic acid she should take.

				Dr. Nolan patiently and thoroughly answers everything. I take notes.

				“What about sex?” Liv asks when I’m done.

				“What about it?” the doctor replies.

				“Well, we’ve been having it.”

				“Good.” Dr. Nolan grins. “Sex is entirely safe during pregnancy, Liv. You’re healthy, very low-risk. As long as you’re both up to it, it’s fine. In fact, many people find sex during pregnancy even more enjoyable.”

				I glance at Liv. She winks at me. If sex with her were any more enjoyable, I’d lose my mind.

				“Why is that?” she asks the doctor.

				“Women have increased blood flow to the pelvic region, more vaginal lubrication,” Dr. Nolan explains. “Hormonal changes influence their libido. There are no worries about birth control. A lot of women have an intense sex drive during pregnancy, especially during the second trimester.”

				“That sounds promising,” Liv remarks as she gets off the examination table and disappears behind a curtain to get dressed. 

				After she’s done, the nurse comes in with a large packet of prenatal information. Dr. Nolan goes over it all and instructs us to make a twelve-week appointment and stop at the lab for samples. As we’re leaving, the doctor pats my arm. 

				“Don’t hesitate to call me if you have any other questions,” she says. “Everything looks great, so don’t worry unless there’s something to worry about.”

				I thank her again and push the door open for Liv. Unless. That means there could one day be something to worry about.

				It’s a dark fear, blacker than any I’ve known. I shove it down deep, not wanting to think about it, not wanting Liv to sense it.

				She checks in at the first-floor desk and follows the attendant back to the lab. I sit in the waiting area and pull a loop of string out of my pocket. I cross it over my palms, then loop it around my thumbs and middle fingers. Thumbs tucked under. Lower index loop. Pull. Release. Twist. Loop.

				I glance up to find a small boy across the aisle watching me. I pull my palms apart and hold up the web of string laced between them.

				“It’s a rabbit,” I tell him. “See the two ears?”

				He studies the pattern for a moment, then nods and gives me a gap-toothed grin. The woman beside him smiles.

				I unravel the string and push it back into my pocket when Liv approaches.

				“All done,” she says, slipping her hand into mine as we walk back out to the car. “Can you drop me off at the bookstore?”

				“Sure. I have a few meetings on campus, but I’ll pick you up when your shift ends.”

				I drive to Emerald Street where the Happy Booker bookstore is located. After walking Liv to the front of the store, I start toward campus and detour through a residential neighborhood close to the lake. Older homes and bungalows sit close to the mountain, then give way to larger houses as the streets wind toward the town.

				I stop in front of a newer, Colonial-style house with a columned front porch and painted white shutters. It has a large yard bordered by trees and sits above a hill overlooking Mirror Lake. Well-maintained, expensive homes line the entire street. 

				A woman is waiting on the front porch. She waves at me as I approach.

				“Dean? I’m Nancy Walker. Thanks for contacting me.”

				“Sure.”

				We shake hands. She gestures me to follow her into the house. It’s a huge, four-bedroom place with gleaming hardwood floors, cherrywood cabinets, and stainless-steel appliances. There’s a redwood deck overlooking the backyard with a view of the lake, a three-car garage, and a great room with a picture window. A study lined with built-in bookshelves sits just off the living room, which is dominated by a marble fireplace.

				Nancy gives me a complete tour and discusses all the amenities of the house. The school district is excellent, she says, with the highest test scores in the county, and the owners recently landscaped the front yard.

				“If you’d like to make an offer, I can write it up this afternoon,” Nancy tells me as she opens a door to show me the laundry room with a state-of-the-art washer and dryer.

				“My wife needs to see it first,” I reply. “But it looks great.”

				She beams. “It’s really a perfect family home.”

				Yes, it is. Reminds me of my parents’ perfect family home.

				I shake off that thought. My family will have nothing but the best.

				“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I tell Nancy as we walk back to our cars.

				She gives me her card and we discuss a potential offer strategy before parting ways. I head to the university and walk to my office in the history department.

				“Hello, Dean.” Frances Hunter, professor of American history and chairperson of the history department, stops next to me. With short, gray hair and a charcoal-colored suit, Frances wears her role as one of the most respected historians in the country with ease.

				“Afternoon, Frances.”

				“I just sent the announcement about your IHR grant to the university newspaper,” she says with a smile. “It’ll come out in next week’s issue, so expect a lot of phone calls and emails, both of congratulations and from prospective students.”

				“Thanks.”

				“You deserve this, Dean. You’ve done great things for this department in a very short time.” She hands me a file folder. “You have a light class load this semester, but you’ve already got waiting lists, especially for the undergrad course. That’s your current list of students.”

				She continues down the hall. I go into my office and leaf through the lists—one lecture course and one seminar, plus my continued planning of the interdisciplinary Medieval Studies conference King’s University is hosting. 

				I open my briefcase to take out my papers. There’s a note resting on top of a folder: 
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				I never knew before now that Liv has a talent for drawing. I wonder if she even realizes she’s a good artist. 

				“Professor West?” One of my grad students, Sam, knocks at the half-open door. “Hey, didn’t know you were back yet. Have a good Christmas?”

				“I did, thanks.” I tape the note to my computer, which faces away from the rest of the office. “You?”

				“Yeah, went skiing up on the Point last week.”

				“Come on in.” I clear a pile of folders off a chair so he can sit down. “How was the snow?”

				“Powder, but thick. Beat my own speed record. You get out this year?”

				“Not yet.”

				“Bunch of us might head out again for a weekend before the semester starts, if you’re up for it.”

				“Too busy, but thanks.” I don’t want to leave Liv even for a weekend now. I eye Sam’s backpack. “So what’s going on? You get any work done yet?”

				“Believe it or not…” Sam digs into his backpack and removes a sheaf of printed-out paper. “First chapter outline.”

				“Really?” Impressed, I take the papers.

				“I focused on the medieval city structure and guild system,” Sam explains. “I found a great essay about how the power structure of the guilds affected city planning.” He pulls another paper out of his backpack and passes it across to me.

				We spend the next hour discussing the outline of his thesis, the further research he needs to do, the narrowing of his hypothesis. I loan him a couple of books and promise to email him copies of my own papers on medieval city planning.

				After he leaves, I organize my notes for the Words and Images conference, which will involve over three thousand scholars. Between presentations, dinners, seminars, poster sessions, banquets, and an exhibition of medieval manuscripts, we’re booking venues all over the university and in town.

				A second knock sounds at the door. Another graduate student, Maggie Hamilton, looks in. There’s a guarded expression on her face.

				My jaw clenches. “Hello, Maggie.”

				“Professor West.” She shifts, jerking a thumb over her shoulder. “I just saw Sam at the library, and he said you were here. Can I… can I talk to you a minute?”

				“Come in. Leave the door open, please.” Wariness floods me as she walks in.

				Maggie was a masters student at King’s before I was hired. When the previous medieval history professor retired, Maggie became one of my students. I learned soon that she had been admitted to the program because her family has strong ties to the university, and her father continues to make large donations. Maggie’s lack of scholarly aptitude manifested itself in her poorly written thesis proposal, which she and I have argued over for the past year. 

				Last semester, Maggie approached Liv to ask for help getting me to approve her proposal. When Liv refused, Maggie made some slanderous implications about my integrity. I wrote Maggie an email telling her I could no longer be her advisor. She never responded.

				Until, I assume, now.

				“I… er, I wanted to apologize, you know, for last semester.” Maggie’s face gets red. “It was really inappropriate for me to approach your wife like that.”

				“Yes, it was. Have you turned in the paperwork to change advisors?”

				She turns a beseeching gaze to me. “I don’t want to change advisors, Professor West. I can’t! I’ve already done all the coursework for Medieval Studies, and you’re the only medievalist on faculty right now.”

				“We talked about this last semester, Maggie. Given our disagreements—”and your damn lies “—I can’t advise you any longer.”

				“But my father is expecting me to graduate this year so I can start law school next year! I’m already scheduled to take the LSAT. If you stop advising me, I’ll have to go to Professor Hunter, and she’ll make me take a whole semester of coursework, plus summer school.”

				“Professor Hunter won’t make you do anything, Maggie. This university has specific requirements for graduation. No one is exempt from them. Not even you.”

				Her head jerks up. She glares at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“Exactly what it sounds like. No one is exempt from the requirements.”

				“I never said I was!”

				“Good, then you know what you need to do.”

				“Look, Professor West, I don’t think I have a free ride because of my father.” Maggie steps closer to the desk. Anger flashes in her eyes. “I’m here because of him, yeah, and because he’ll cut me off if I don’t graduate this year and get into law school, but I’m not Daddy’s little girl.”

				“Maggie, I can’t help you anymore. I’m writing a letter to Professor Hunter, as department chairperson, explaining we’re at an impasse and you should seek another advisor.”

				“Can’t we start over? Let me go back and review the research, and I promise I’ll—”

				“Maggie, it’s too late. I won’t advise you any longer.”

				She heaves a sigh and steps back. “All right, look. What will it take?”

				Unease hits me. “What do you mean?”

				Her gaze meets mine. There’s a calculating gleam in her eyes that I don’t like.

				“Your predecessor wasn’t above allowing a student a little extra credit,” Maggie says. “I’m sure you’re not either.”

				We stare at each other. Anger simmers in my blood, but it’s not directed at her. Suddenly, against all reason, I feel sorry for her.

				“Maggie, don’t.” I stalk to the door and pull it open the rest of the way. In case anyone happens to be in the corridor, I keep my voice professional and courteous. “Stop by the registrar’s to get that paperwork taken care of. You’ll hear from Professor Hunter within a week.”

				She doesn’t move. She crosses her arms and looks at me, as if she’s trying to figure out another angle.

				“Good-bye, Maggie.”

				For a second, I think I might have to be the one to leave, but then she grabs her backpack and brushes past me out the door. I breathe a sigh of relief. Then I sit down at my computer and type up the letter to Frances Hunter. Only after it’s printed out and in Frances’s office mailbox do I feel somewhat better.

				I take out my cell phone and call Liv. 

				“Hi, professor.” Her voice, smooth as silk and laced with affection, dispels some of my unease. 

				I swivel my chair to stare out the window. “Still at the bookstore?”

				“Still here. Allie has a bunch of returns to deal with, so I’m staying to help. I thought I’d make spaghetti tonight, okay?”

				“Sure.”

				“I’ll walk home so I can stop at the store. Anything you want me to pick up?”

				“Can’t think of anything.”

				“So... why’d you call?” Liv asks.

				“Just because.”

				“Oh.” She pauses, obviously trying to work that one out since I’m not the type of husband who calls just because. 

				“Everything okay?” she asks.

				It’s a question I don’t know how to answer.

				I take a breath. Two things. My wife and work. Nothing else matters.

				“Yeah,” I finally say. “Everything’s okay.”

				“Good. I’ll see you tonight, then.”

				“Don’t lift anything heavy.”

				“They’re just picture books.”

				“I mean it, Liv.”

				“I know. I’m being careful.” She sounds a little exasperated, as if she thinks I don’t trust her judgment.

				“Humor me,” I suggest.

				“Why else do you think I married you?” she retorts, then disconnects. 

				A few seconds later, a text message from Liv buzzes on my cell. 

				U & me 2gether 4ever. Signed with a little heart.

				I respond with OK & R2D2.

				I switch off the phone and toss it onto my desk. Ice crusts the edges of the window. My office is on the seventh floor and overlooks the snow-covered quad and bare trees. The frozen lake is in the distance. Dusk has fallen.

				I turn from the window. I keep a framed picture of Liv beside my computer. I’d taken the photo when she stayed with me during winter break of the first year we met. She’s sitting on an old plaid sofa, her hair loose and messy, an unguarded smile lighting her face. She’s wearing a white, buttoned-up shirt too big for her slender shoulders, but no one else looking at the picture would know that it’s my shirt and that she’s naked underneath. Only I know the reason for that look in Liv’s brown eyes.

				Only I know that when I took that picture, I’d already fallen hard for her.

				I drag my hands through my hair, turn off the computer, and pack up my stuff. I head home and park on the street in front of our apartment. Cold scrapes my face, bites through my coat. Lights shine against the balcony windows. A gust of warmth hits me in the foyer. The smell of marinara sauce fills the air. 

				I step inside, all my unease disappearing at the sight of my wife. Her hair is pulled back into a messy knot as she stands over the stove, stirring a pot of sauce. She’s wearing a red pullover sweater, a white shirt, and jeans that hug her curved ass. I drop my briefcase and coat. Move to haul her into my arms.

				She gives a squeak of surprise. 

				“Give me a kiss, beauty.”

				Her surprise melts into a smile as she turns to press her mouth to mine. She tastes like tomatoes and oregano. Her breasts crush against my chest. I hold the sides of her face and deepen the kiss, sinking into her, breathing her in. When she eases back to look at me, I rest my forehead against hers. My heart’s pounding.

				I kiss her again, sliding my tongue across her lower lip. My cock swells. Liv responds with increasing urgency, squirming against me before she breaks away with a breathless little laugh.

				“Wait, I have to…”

				“Come on.” I grip her hips. Fire flares in my blood. “Let’s fuck.”

				Shocked arousal fills her eyes. “Oh, Dean…”

				I back her up toward the kitchen door. “The good doctor gave us permission. We’d find it more enjoyable, she said. We need to prove her right.”

				“Wait… wait… turn off the stove.”

				I release her for all of two seconds while I switch off the burners, then hurry to get her into the living room. I tug her hair free of the knot so I can run my fingers through the thick strands. I shift my other hand under her sweater to the small of her back. I ease my fingers into her jeans, past the elastic of her cotton panties. She rocks her hips and steps back to lift her arms.

				I pull her sweater over her head, my cock twitching at the sight of her full breasts stretching her white button-down shirt. Her sensible bra is visible beneath it. She puts her hands on my chest and pushes me back onto the sofa. Then she puts a leg over my thighs, straddling my lap. She slips her tongue into my mouth. Her teeth graze my lower lip.

				She eases back to make room between us. I rub my hand over the curve of her belly, look at her breasts beneath her blouse. Nice.

				“Undo it.” My voice is hoarse.

				She reaches out to tug at my loose necktie and pull it from my collar.

				“I meant your shirt,” I say.

				“I know.” She works the buttons on my shirt instead, her cool hands going to the waistband of my trousers. She pauses to cup my erection. Pressure tightens my lower body, my spine.

				“Liv.”

				She lifts her hands to her shirt and unfastens the buttons. Her breathing is getting faster, her hair a heavy mass around her shoulders. She flicks open the front clasp of her bra. Ah, fuck. Her breasts are so white, so round. She squeezes them together, plucking at the hard nipples. I could come just by watching her.

				She glances at me, her eyes hot. I grasp her hips and shift her so she’s lying in my lap, her back against the sofa cushions. Her breasts jut from between the open folds of her shirt. My prick throbs against her ass. 

				She wiggles, drives a hand into my hair, pulls my head down. I fasten my lips around her nipple and palm her other breast. She gasps, her hips bucking, her fingers gripping my hair. Her little panting noises flood me with heat. 

				“Dean, I’m… could you…”

				I put my hand between her legs. Press my palm against her. She’s warm even through her jeans. I unzip and pull them over her hips, then drop them to the floor. Rub my hands over her smooth thighs. She arches up to meet the pressure of my fingers. The feel of her makes me burn.

				She eases away just enough to be able to get at my fly. She unzips it and takes my cock in her hand. I stop thinking. She sits back on her heels. Her breasts are reddened from my mouth and hands. She’s all flushed, pretty, and hot. 

				I can’t stop staring at her. I wind a swath of her hair around my hand and pull her in for a deep kiss. Her tongue swirls against mine, her fingers closing on my cock. She slides her lips down my jawline, my neck, over my chest and down. She envelops the head of my prick in her mouth.

				“Ah, Liv…” I tighten my hand on her neck. It’s tense and explosive, her going down on me. 

				Urgency fills my blood as she works her mouth on me, licking and sucking and tasting. I thrust harder, wanting to fuck her mouth. Tension collects along my spine. I dig my fingers into her scalp in an indication that she needs to stop or I’m going to lose it. She pulls back and glances up at me.

				“How do you want it?” she whispers.

				“You under me.”

				Liv pushes away from me and heads for the bedroom. She stretches out on the bed with her legs over the side and props herself up onto her elbows to watch me. She’s like some sort of goddess with her hair all loose and tangled around her shoulders, her brown eyes glazed with arousal. A faint smile curves her gorgeous mouth.

				Damn, but I missed her. 

				I climb onto the bed beside her. Run my hand over her breasts, the swell of her stomach, down between her legs. She’s warm all over. She shifts a little and sighs. I roll my tongue around her nipple, tasting peaches and Liv. She bucks up against me, spearing her hand into my hair.

				“Dean, I’m ready. I want…”

				“I know what you want.”

				I move to stand beside the bed and stare at her flushed face, her eyes glazed with lust. I run my hands over her soft thighs, pressing them apart, watching her open for me. She gasps and twists her nipples, arching her hips. I ease my prick into her. She’s wet, and so fucking tight that one more squeeze and I’m done for.

				I put my hands on her spread knees. Breathe deep to regain control. An unbearable ache builds at the base of my shaft.

				“Dean.” She reaches out to pull me closer, but then falls back onto the bed and hooks her legs around my hips. “Fuck me hard.”

				Oh, Christ. The sound of her husky voice, her raw words, slams into me. My blood goes into full boil. I pull back and thrust forward hard enough to shake her entire body. She shrieks and grabs hold of a pillow.

				Again. Again. Again. With every thrust, her body strokes mine into a firestorm. She clenches around my shaft, pulling me in before releasing me so I can push again. Her breasts bounce, her hands fist in the bedcovers, her teeth bite down on her lower lip. She’s close—I can tell by the look in her eyes, by the way her body is starting to strain.

				“Dean,” she gasps. “I’m almost there… almost…”

				I pump a few more times to get her right to the edge. Sweat rolls down my back. I push all the way in and run my thumb around the knot of her clit. Two strokes. She cries out, clutching my forearms as shudders course through her. I wait until she’s slipping down the other side before driving toward my own explosion. Which is so fucking powerful it leaves me boneless and panting for air.

				But I’m not done. Not yet.

				I move in front of Liv and spread her legs again. She stares at me, her chest heaving, her breasts damp. I kneel in front of her. The scent of her fills my head. I lean forward to taste her, licking her up and down, circling my tongue around her clit. 

				She lets out a groan that makes me throb. She grips my hair, her body straining. I slide my hands under her ass to bring her closer. She wriggles against the bed. Her breathing quickens.

				“Dean… I can’t… oh… oh, God.”

				She bucks her hips and digs her fingers into my scalp. Her body spasms so hard I feel the vibrations down to my bones. I press my tongue lower, spreading my hands across her hips to settle her.

				When I lift my head, she’s staring down at me, her face flushed. She opens her arms. I move into them. Her body slumps against mine. She smooths her hands down my back. For a very long time, we just lie there. I breathe her in, then roll over to stare at the ceiling. 

				As the pleasure eases, reminders of the day return with needle-like persistence. I don’t want them there. Don’t want to remember. Don’t want anything unpleasant to invade our privacy. 

				But I have to tell Liv about Maggie Hamilton. Can’t forget that secrets are what nearly killed us. Words tangle in my brain.

				“Liv.”

				“Dean.” She slides over so that she’s lying on top of me, the length of her lush body pressed to mine. She strokes a finger over my mouth and smiles, her eyes soft.

				Now the words jam up in my throat. I can’t get them out with her looking at me like that. Exactly the way she used to before all the shit happened.

				“So earlier today I was thinking.” Liv edges her leg between mine.

				“About?” 

				“You know how it’s just us again? Like it was that first Christmas?”

				“Yeah.”

				“So I was thinking about how we both fantasized about each other when we were apart.”

				My shoulders tense. I hate that phrase. When we were apart. 

				“What were you thinking?” I ask, forcing my tone to stay even.

				“Maybe we could tell each other exactly what we fantasized about.” She stares at my mouth, rubbing my lower lip.

				“Uh…” I spread my hands over her ass and squeeze. “I fantasized about fucking you.”

				She chuckles. “Well, I know that. I meant, maybe we could talk about the scenarios and stuff. Like I had this great fantasy of us doing it in the woods.”

				“The woods?”

				“Mmm-hmm, this grove of trees with the sun filtering through the branches, and you had me all spread out on a bed of pine needles that—”

				“Scratched your pretty ass?”

				Liv swats my chest. “It was very sexy and romantic.”

				“Sounds uncomfortable.”

				“You mean, you don’t want to hear how I was moaning and gasping in the throes of passion…”

				I grasp the back of her neck and pull her closer for a kiss. “Why would I want to hear how you were moaning and gasping when I can just make you moan and gasp?”

				She murmurs a low, husky sound that goes straight to my blood. She eases her lips from mine and squirms, rubbing her breasts against me.

				“Because it would be exciting, you know?” she says. “Something different.”

				I have no idea why we need anything different, but she’s looking at me with such expectation that there’s no way I can disappoint her. And if this idea means I can focus on Liv without anything else getting in the way, I’m all for it.

				“Okay,” I agree. “Tell me your fantasies.”

				She rolls her eyes. “Not all at once. I meant, like, over the next few weeks.”

				“Okay.” I’m still a little baffled.

				“And you do the same for me. Like a fantasy exchange.”

				“Uh… can you write down the rules?”

				Liv grins. “There’s only one rule.”

				“Which is?”

				“We both win.”
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				I glance up from the order invoice. Allie Lyons, my good friend and owner of The Happy Booker bookstore, is peering through the front window with a pair of plastic binoculars that came with a kid’s explorer kit.

				“Quick.” She drops the binoculars back around her neck and comes over to the front counter, fluffing out her red curls. “How do I look?”

				“Your nose is a little shiny.” I take her bag from beneath the counter and pass it across to her.

				She digs around for her compact, powders her nose, and freshens her lipstick. She tilts her heart-shaped face toward me for approval. “How’s that?”

				“Perfect.”

				The bell over the door rings, and we watch as Dean enters the store. He’s handsome as ever with his dark brown hair ruffled by the wind, his cheeks flushed with cold. Beneath his open peacoat, he’s wearing a blue flannel shirt and jeans that hug his long legs. Although he spends much of his time in a lecture hall or at a desk, his shoulders and chest—his whole body—are hard and muscled from his athletic pursuits. 

				“Hi, Dean,” Allie says breathlessly.

				“Hey, Allie.” His voice is like hot water sliding over a polished floor. “How’s that boyfriend of yours treating you?”

				Allie smiles, her face getting a little pink. “Really well, thanks.”

				“Good.” Dean reaches out to give my long ponytail a gentle tug. “And how’s that husband of yours treating you, Liv?”

				I meet his gaze, my heart thumping at the potent combination of heat and tenderness in his eyes. “He does all right.”

				“Guess he’d better work harder, huh?”

				“Couldn’t hurt.”

				“God, you two. Get a room.” Allie fans herself with a magazine and rolls her eyes.

				Dean and I smile at each other before he pushes back his cuff and glances at his watch.

				“Still off at four?” he asks.

				“You can leave early if you want, Liv.” Allie glances around the store and sighs. “It’s not like I’m expecting a dozen people to come in during the next half-hour to stock up on New Year’s reading.”

				The Happy Booker has had a tough year, what with a rent hike, customers who browse rather than buy, and a dwindling stock that has left several of the shelves bare. All of Allie’s efforts to increase business—kids’ parties, book clubs, educational seminars, Free Cookies and Milk Day—haven’t stopped the store’s downhill slide.

				“Hey, a new biography of Darwin.” Dean hefts the hardcover up from the front display rack and gives it to me to ring up. “And a book about cosmic mysteries. And, um, a guide to aquaponic gardening. I’ve been wondering about that.”

				He hands me a few more books. Allie shakes her head at me, her eyes bright with amusement behind her purple-framed glasses.

				“Did you ever talk to Brent about finding a way to incorporate a café?” I ask her as Dean heads off to look at the history section.

				“Too expensive,” Allie admits. “And I’d never get approved for another loan. I can barely pay off the one I already have, and my credit is maxed out. Brent is still paying off his student loans, and I really don’t want to ask my dad for more help.”

				“What about opening the store to other events, like writing workshops?”

				“I’d love to, but I don’t know how that will bring in much revenue.” She straightens up a few magazines with a discouraged sigh. “Heaven knows my children’s parties haven’t been much of a draw either.”

				I glance to the back of the store, where Dean is browsing the shelves.

				“What if I apply for a loan?” I ask Allie. “Like as a business partner?”

				The instant the words are out of my mouth, my heart stutters. I’ve never even considered being a business partner before.

				Allie blinks. “You want to invest in the bookstore?”

				“I can try. If you want me to.”

				“Are you kidding? I’d love you to be my partner.” The excitement in her eyes fades a bit. “But I don’t want you to feel obligated or go into debt just to bail me out.”

				“If I’m a partner, I wouldn’t be bailing you out. I don’t think I would, anyway.”

				“You’d be taking on my business debt, though, which is totally unfair. I can’t let you invest in a failing business. You can’t do that. It’s way too risky.”

				“I’d rather do that than see you file for bankruptcy.” I hold up my hand to stop her from protesting again. “Honestly, Allie, I don’t know much about business. I don’t even know the steps in the loan application process. But at least let me look into it. If I can find a way to help you, then I really want to.” 

				She hesitates. “Okay, but promise you won’t do anything without talking to me first.”

				“Promise.”

				“New book about the siege of Leningrad too.” Dean approaches and puts three more books on the counter.

				As I ring up the books, it occurs to me that I could ask Dean to invest in Allie’s bookstore. He would do it, too, without hesitation. But as easy as that would be, my exact words to Allie were, “What if I apply for a loan?” I did not say, “What if I ask Dean for a loan?”

				I swipe his credit card through the machine and slip the books into a paper bag. “Allie, are you sure you don’t want me to stay until closing?”

				“No, Brent will be here any minute.” She waves us out the door. “Have a good afternoon. And thanks, both of you.”

				I grab my coat from the back office and button it up as Dean and I go outside into the frozen, clear afternoon. Our breath puffs out in plumes of white.

				“So where are we going?” I ask as we get into the car.

				“You’ll see.”

				He drives toward the university, but then detours into one of the residential neighborhoods that are populated by expensive, newer homes with views of the lake and mountains. When he pulls up in front of a Colonial-style house that looks as if it belongs in the glossy pages of House Beautiful, my breath sticks in my throat. There’s a For Sale sign in the front yard.

				“Dean…”

				“I haven’t made an offer yet,” he says. “But it looks great for us.”

				“I don’t—”

				He’s already getting out to greet a short-haired woman in a business suit who is walking toward us from a car parked on the street. They shake hands and speak as if they’ve met before.

				“Liv, this is Nancy Walker with Regent Properties,” Dean tells me. “I contacted her for a showing.”

				“I’m sure you’ll love it,” Nancy gushes as we head toward the front porch. “I told Dean it’s just the perfect family home.”

				The house is gorgeous, everything so sleek and shiny that it reminds me of a museum. We take off our boots so we don’t muddy the floors. Nancy talks about the square footage (“almost five thousand!”), the size of the bedrooms (“perfect for every age child, from babies to teenagers!”), the quartz countertops (“maintenance-free!”), and the oak hardwood floors (“just refinished!”). 

				Then she and Dean launch into a discussion of the roof, the heating system, the warranty on the appliances, the property taxes, the size of the lot. Their voices almost echo in the vast spaces of the multiple rooms. The kitchen alone looks like it’s the size of our apartment.

				“What do you think, Liv?” Nancy asks.

				She and Dean are both looking at me expectantly.

				“It’s beautiful,” I say truthfully.

				“I’ll leave you two alone to talk for a few minutes.” Nancy digs her phone out of her purse as she heads back to the foyer.

				“Do you like it?” Dean asks me. “If you like it, we’ll buy it.”

				“Dean, love of my life, you don’t have to buy a house just because I like it.”

				“I know I don’t have to. I want to.”

				“Do you like it?”

				“What’s not to like? We can’t live in that apartment forever. With the baby, we’ll need more space, a yard, another bedroom. This is a great school district. We wouldn’t have to think about moving anytime soon. It’s close to both the university and downtown. Not to mention it has an amazing view of the lake.”

				The knots pull tighter in my stomach. “It… um, it must be terribly expensive.”

				“We can afford it. The trust fund my grandfather left me has been sitting there for years, and I’ve gotten a great return on my investments. We wouldn’t even need to take out a mortgage, unless it makes financial sense.” 

				He looks through the large kitchen window at the backyard. “I like that it’s on a quiet street. Property values in this neighborhood have been stable for years, so if we did need to sell we likely wouldn’t have to take a loss. Good investment, in addition to being necessary.”

				I run my hand over the gleaming quartz countertop. I’ve never thought of a house as necessary. Houses put you into debt and create a thousand worries. It’s hard to leave a place if you own a house. Or if you lose a house for some reason, you could end up with nowhere to go. When I was living with my aunt Stella, I was always afraid that she might kick me out of her house. Like my mother’s parents did to her when she got pregnant with me.

				“Better that we buy now when we have time to get organized,” Dean says, turning back to face me. “Our apartment lease expires in July, so we can spend the next few months figuring out what we need to buy. We can stay at the apartment until the house is furnished and we’re ready to move in. There’s that huge furniture store over near Rainwood. We can probably buy everything there, including the crib. Plenty of time to fix anything that needs fixing, hire a cleaning service, get tools and a lawnmower, change our address on all our paperwork.”

				“We don’t have to do all of that right now.”

				“We’re not waiting until you’re seven or eight months pregnant before we buy a house,” he argues. “You don’t need that stress.”

				“I mean… we don’t have to buy a house anytime soon. Babies are tiny, right? Our apartment is fine for now.”

				“Liv, it’ll be a lot more hassle trying to close on a house when we have a baby.” He studies me. “Don’t you want this house?”

				Although his tone is curious and not reproving, I feel about two inches tall and horribly ungrateful. What kind of person wouldn’t leap at such an offer?

				I loosen my fingers from the edge of the counter. “I just don’t want you to think you have to be so extravagant.”

				“It’s a necessity, not an extravagance. Yeah, we could get something smaller, but with this place there’s no worry about running out of space or having to move because of the school district. It’s a great, safe neighborhood too.”

				“What about work?”

				“What about it?”

				“What if you get a better job offer somewhere else?”

				“Then we’ll deal with that, if it happens. But I can’t imagine an offer that would be better than what I have at King’s. The conference is coming up, I have classes and papers, students to advise, tenure track, a top-level salary. There’s no good reason for me to look for another job. And now that you’re pregnant… what better place for us to stay than Mirror Lake?”

				He’s got it all figured out. I have no counterargument, and I don’t want to think about my reasons for trying to come up with one. 

				“It’s a beautiful house,” I repeat.

				He gives me a smile that makes his eyes crinkle at the corners.

				“So, what are we thinking?” Nancy chirps as she returns to the kitchen.

				Dean turns to her and starts talking about a potential offer, how much movement there is on the asking price, what kind of allowances we should make for improvements, if we should apply for a mortgage, what current interest rates are like.

				I watch Dean as he talks. He’s standing with his arms crossed, his back straight, his feet apart in that sure-footed stance that seems to be holding the world in place. He’s reeling off words like equity, amortize, and depreciation with the same ease he uses to discuss clerestory windows and quatrefoils.

				He’s not afraid. 

				No. He’s not only not afraid, he’s fearless. I’m pregnant, he’s going to be a father, and instead of gnawing over a bunch of worries that he would be well within his rights to have, Professor Dean West has made a definitive plan. Now he’s going to implement his plan and ensure everything goes exactly the way he wants.

				I should find this reassuring. Instead, his confidence only intensifies my own uncertainty.

				“Dean, we’re meeting Kelsey in ten minutes,” I remind him.

				We retrieve our coats and go back outside. Dean and Nancy continue to discuss the offer, and she promises to be in touch with more information.

				“I have an appointment next week with my lawyer,” Dean tells me as we get back in the car and return to downtown. “See about the process of amending the will and trust after the baby’s born. If something happens to me, everything I own goes to you, but we’ll have to get the baby added as a beneficiary. And I’ll increase my life insurance benefits too.”

				“Dean, I was talking to Allie earlier about maybe helping her out with a loan for the bookstore.” The words escape me in a rush. Until now, I haven’t realized how much I want Dean’s support for this idea.

				“How much does she need?”

				“I don’t know yet. But I mean, not a loan from you. I was thinking about applying for a business loan and… uh, maybe partnering with her.”

				“Oh.”

				“Oh good, or oh bad?”

				“Good, but investing in a troubled business is no easy task.”

				“I know.” I don’t, actually, but I want to learn.

				“You can’t overdo it.”

				“I won’t.” Irritation prickles at me. “I don’t intend to put myself or the pregnancy at any risk.”

				“I’ll give you the—”

				“Dean, if I needed the money from you, I would ask. But I want to do this by myself.”

				“Liv, to get a business loan, you need to have collateral and a—”

				“Dean, please.” My stomach is getting twisted up again, the way it used to when I first met him and allowed myself to dwell on the differences between us. “I’m not training for a marathon. I’m just going to try and help out a friend. I really want to do this.”

				He turns onto Ruby Street. “Okay, but you don’t even need to ask if you want to use our money.”

				“I know.” And I do.

				He parks the car by the curb, then puts his hand on the small of my back as we navigate patches of ice on the sidewalk. I can feel the warmth of his touch even through my coat—his gesture of I’m right here that I have always loved. 

				“You’re late.” Kelsey March glowers at us from the front porch of Matilda’s Teapot, where she is hunched into her coat. Her blue-streaked blond hair shines in the overhead light, and her face—devoid of makeup aside from bright red lipstick—is pinched with cold.

				“Why aren’t you waiting inside then?” Dean asks. 

				Her glower deepens, and I subject her to an effusive embrace. “You look great. How’s your mom?”

				“Fine. She sent you some blinchki.” She thrusts a Tupperware container at me and jerks her head toward the door. “I’m starving. Dean, you’re paying.”

				“For you, anything.” He gives her one of his patented Dean West smiles, which would make any other woman melt.

				On Kelsey, however, it has all the impact of a feather against stone. She rolls her eyes at me and strides into the tearoom, which is in an old, converted Victorian house. Chintz tablecloths and curtains dominate the interior, the clientele consists mostly of elderly ladies, and the tea and sandwiches are served on china plates and cups.

				“So, what’s going on with you two?” Kelsey flips open the parchment menu and studies me and Dean through her rimless glasses. “Everything okay?”

				Kelsey knows a lot of what happened between me and Dean, and she was the one I stayed with when we were apart. She doesn’t, however, know everything.

				“We’re good,” Dean says.

				Kelsey gives me a look. “Liv?”

				“We’re good,” I agree.

				It’s too early to tell anyone about the pregnancy, even Kelsey. At least Dean and I have talked about it, and we’re both doing what we’re supposed to do. He makes me a cup of horrible no-caffeine coffee in the morning and puts my prenatal vitamins on my plate. I walk on the treadmill at the gym, have scheduled my next two checkups, and when I’m not feeling nauseous, I eat lots of fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. 

				I try not to dwell on my fear that I don’t know how to be a mother. For most of my life, I didn’t even want to be a mother.

				“So then she made this huge iced bread, which is called a krendel, and she knows I love it except that I eat it like a freaking cow, so she made me deliver it to the neighbors but only because their son is newly single after…”

				Kelsey, thank God, is rambling about her own mother. I love Kelsey’s mother. She is a plump, cheerful woman who epitomizes one of my dream mothers. 

				I’ve had a lot of dream mothers. The sharp-tongued feminist, the happy homemaker, the driven career woman, the nurturing earth goddess. They’ve flitted in and out of my mind since I was a child. Now that I’m pregnant, they’ve appeared with new strength as I try to imagine what kind of mother I’m going to be.

				Well, I know one thing about being a mother, at least. I know I don’t want to be the kind of mother my own mother was.

				Kelsey goes on and on about her Christmas while we eat. Well, Kelsey and Dean eat. I’m feeling a little queasy, so I just pick at a slice of quiche. 

				“Not hungry?” Kelsey glances at my plate.

				“Uh, not really. Hey, did Dean tell you about his IHR grant?”

				“What?” Kelsey is properly awestruck by this news and peppers him with questions and congratulations.

				“You going to campus tomorrow?” Kelsey asks Dean as we get ready to leave. “Up for a few games of racquetball?”

				“Not tomorrow.” Dean fishes for his wallet. “Prepping for a seminar.”

				“Did I tell you my department scheduled me for three seminars?” Kelsey drains the last of her tea. “And I have a new grad student starting this semester. You know what that means.”

				Dean pushes back from the table so abruptly that the chair legs screech across the hardwood floor. He grabs my coat and holds it out for me. “Ready to go?”

				“Sure.” I throw him an odd look as I shrug into the coat. “Don’t forget to use the gift certificate. What’s the hurry?”

				“No hurry.” He heads off to take care of the bill as Kelsey and I gather our satchels.

				“Hey, really.” Kelsey gets all serious for a second and reaches out to squeeze my arm. “You guys okay?”

				I watch my husband as he makes his way to the front counter, his dark hair and black peacoat a striking contrast to the yellow chintz and lace décor.

				“Yes,” I tell Kelsey. “We’ll be fine.”

				 A cloud cover has made the evening gloomier than usual, and Dean makes sure Kelsey gets back safely to her car before he and I head to Avalon Street. When we get home, he settles on the sofa to watch the news. I busy myself watering my houseplants and straightening the living room.

				I stack a pile of Dean’s sports magazines on the coffee table and pick up the newspaper. I didn’t read it this morning, so I look over a few of the articles, then turn to the Help Wanted section. 

				I skim the ads. Energy consultant. Systems administrator. Early childhood educator.

				Nothing I’m qualified for or have experience in, though I suppose it doesn’t matter now that we’re going to have a baby. 

				I sit at my narrow desk and take a notebook and a pen from the drawer. I stare out the window for a few minutes, watching reddish clouds sweep over the snow-frosted mountains. 

				Then I write:

				[image: I will learn what I’m good at.]

				[image: I will remember how it was when we first met.]

				[image: I will do what I can to help Allie.]

				[image: I will trust my instincts.]

				[image: I will trust myself.]

				I look at the list for a minute, then add:

				[image: I will buy a fuzzy baby hat from that boutique down the street.]

				I reread the list, then close the book and write on the cover:
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				After slipping the book back into my desk, I power up my laptop and type “small business loans” into a search engine. 

				I study websites about different organizations, loan programs, application types. I write down the contact information for our local bank’s loan office and start to fill out the online application. Less than a quarter of the way through, there are boxes for details about credit reports, taxes, collateral, accounts, a business plan. I turn to ask Dean for help, then stop. 

				There’s no information requested on the application that I can’t find myself or get from Allie—I just need to research and figure it out. I email Allie asking her about the business plan, then I save the application to finish later and log off the site. Even though I have a lot of work to do, it feels like a good start.

				Dean is working in his office by the time I get ready for bed. I fall into a comfortable sleep with the pleasant knowledge that he’ll soon slide under the covers beside me.

				The sun is already streaming through the window when I wake the next morning. I’m tucked against Dean’s long body, my leg across his. We have a king-sized bed, so usually we end up apart from each other on either side of the mattress, but sometime during the night I’ve scooted across and draped myself over him. 

				That’s happened often since we reconciled. It doesn’t take a genius to explain why I now have a tendency to latch on to my husband during the night.

				I push my hair away from my eyes and look up at him. He’s awake, one arm trapped beneath my shoulder and the other resting on his stomach.

				“Morning,” he says.

				“Hi.” I shift. “Sorry.”

				“No need to be sorry… crap.” He winces as he pulls his arm out from underneath me. 

				“Pins and needles?” I massage his arm with quick strokes. “Seems to be the only part of you that’s asleep.”

				I glance at his impressive erection, which is tenting the sheet.

				“Considering the way you were rubbing up against me,” he says, “that shouldn’t be a surprise.”

				“I was sleeping. How could I have been rubbing up against you?”

				“Very seductively. I thought you were having a sex dream.”

				I feel my face heat up. No need to tell him my dreams have been getting somewhat erotic lately.

				Since I know quite well he’ll see the blush, I shove away from him and sidle out the other side of the bed. He’s still watching me as I head to the bathroom. I shoot him a glower.

				“Quit it,” I say.

				“If you’re still turned on, I can help you with that.” He looks pointedly at his cock.

				“I am not still turned on.” I’m getting turned on, but don’t see the need to tell him that either. At least, not now with him starting to look smug.

				He wraps his hand around his erection and starts to stroke himself—the sight of which he knows very well makes me hot in two seconds flat. Still I manage to resist him, just to make a point, and go into the bathroom. 

				In the shower, I have to bring myself to a quick, strong orgasm to take the edge off, because yes, I did have a sexy dream even if I can’t remember the details. After the vibrations ebb, I feel silly for masturbating when I’ve got Dean hard and ready just on the other side of the door.

				Must be pregnancy hormones making me irrational, because otherwise I’d be out there bouncing up and down on him like he’s a carnival ride.

				When I step out of the shower, I stand naked in front of the full-length mirror. I turn sideways and squint, wondering if my belly is getting rounder and my breasts are getting bigger or if I’m just imagining it. 

				I do a quick calculation in my head. Almost nine weeks. In another three weeks, I’ll already be in my second trimester.

				Can’t wrap my brain around that.

				I put my robe on and open the door. Dean has already finished himself off and is lying there with his eyes closed, looking relaxed and sleepy.

				“You done?” I lean a shoulder against the doorjamb.

				“I’ll be ready to go again in a few, if you’re interested.”

				“Maybe later.”

				He opens his eyes to look at me. “Playing hard to get, pretty lady.”

				“You didn’t seem to have any trouble without me.”

				“I had a lot of trouble without you.” 

				A twinge tightens my heart. I push away from the doorjamb and go to stroke my fingers through his messy hair.

				“You won’t be without me again,” I promise.

				He grasps my wrist and presses a kiss against my palm before climbing off the bed. After he goes into the bathroom, I stretch out on his side of the bed. The sheets are warm from his body heat. I rest a hand on my stomach and try to imagine what it will feel like when the baby starts to move.

				Dean comes out of the bathroom and crawls onto the bed beside me, lowering his head for a lovely, minty kiss before flopping onto his back. I shift to one elbow and run my hand over his chest.

				“You know, I was thinking…” I begin.

				“Uh oh,” he mutters.

				I pinch his arm. “I was thinking about us. That we should do something really romantic to prove our commitment again. Like take a hot-air balloon ride or enroll in ballroom dancing lessons.”

				“Can’t we just rent a cabin for a week and screw like rabbits?”

				I roll my eyes, though the idea is not without appeal. “I mean, in addition to that.”

				“Oh.”

				“We could renew our vows, but I think that’s a little clichéd.”

				“Mmm.”

				“Maybe we could get matching tattoos,” I suggest.

				“Of what? A ball and chain?”

				“Dean!” I smack him with a pillow.

				He laughs and pushes the pillow aside, then grabs my ass and hauls me on top of him.

				“Give me a kiss, beauty.”

				“No way,” I huff, even though the sensation of his lean, muscular body beneath mine is getting me all tingly again. “You’re mocking a meaningful declaration of our love. Why should I kiss you?”

				“Because I make you hot.”

				Damn. He slides his hands underneath my robe and rubs my ass in circles, the heat of his palms burning through my cotton panties. It takes a superhuman effort to give him a quick peck on the lips and move off the bed.

				“Hey.” He frowns at me.

				“Try a little harder next time, professor.” I head for the closet. “Besides, it’s almost time for work, and I need to change.”

				“You don’t need to change. You’re perfect just the way you are.”

				I toss him a smile over my shoulder, unsurprised to find him looking pleased with himself for that remark. Warm inside, I dress in a skirt and blouse, then rummage around for a pair of shoes. Dean’s cell phone rings. He groans, but reaches to pick it up.

				“Dean West.” After a pause, he pushes up to one elbow. “Paige?”

				The sudden tension radiating from him arcs into me. The only Paige I know of is his younger sister, but she still lives out in California and they rarely speak anymore.

				“Yeah… what?” Dean swings his legs to the floor and sits on the edge of the bed. “When?”

				I hurry to sit beside him, suddenly alarmed. I press my hand to his back.

				“Okay… hold on.” He grabs a pen from his nightstand and scribbles something on a piece of paper. “Thanks for calling. Be there as soon as I can.”

				He puts the phone down and curses, his shoulders rigid. 

				“Dean?”

				“Shit, Liv.” He scrubs his hands over his face. “I have to go to California. My father had a heart attack.”
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				“You’re staying here,” Dean orders. 

				He’s spent the last hour making phone calls to his sister and mother while trying to book a flight to California. He paces the bedroom like a caged tiger. 

				“You’re pregnant, for God’s sake,” he says.

				“I know that.” I fold a blue skirt and put it in my suitcase. “But Dr. Nolan said it’s perfectly safe to travel. And if you think I’m letting you go to California alone, you’re wrong.”

				“Dammit, Liv, I have to stay at my parents’ house, and you know what a—”

				“Dean, I can handle it.”

				“I don’t want you to!” He stops in the middle of the room to glare at me, his fists clenching at his sides. “Why do you think I’ve gone to California alone since we got married? So you won’t have to deal with my fucked-up family.”

				My chest constricts. It’s true that I haven’t protested before. He’s visited his family alone because he wanted to protect me, just like he does now, and I was happy to let him. For a long time, it felt good to let Dean shield me whenever he could and soothe me on the rare occasions when he couldn’t.

				Except now, our lives have changed so much. I’ve changed. So has he, even if he doesn’t quite know it yet. There’s still a long path ahead of us, and I need to start on it by not being afraid.

				“Dean, when things happen, we need to deal with them together.”

				“When things happen with us, yeah.” His features tighten. “Not with my family.”

				“Your family is part of you.” I put a pair of jeans in my suitcase. “It’s about time I accept that too.”

				“Do you even remember what happened the last time you saw them?” 

				Oh, I remember.

				I straighten to look at him. “You can’t protect me from everything. Least of all our marriage.”

				I smother the urge to remind him that his need to protect me is what made him lie about his previous marriage. And then that became one of the things that broke us apart.

				The phone rings. Dean swears and grabs the receiver. “Yeah, Paige.”

				He stalks from the bedroom, his voice a tense rumble as he speaks to his sister again. I hurry to finish packing my things, then take some of Dean’s shirts from the closet and start to fold them.

				“All the flights for the day are booked, so I’m going to have to fly standby,” he says into the phone as he returns to the bedroom. “Otherwise earliest is tomorrow morning. I’ll let you know. Call me if anything changes.”

				He tosses the phone onto the bed. Tension stiffens his jaw. 

				I pause in the motion of putting his jeans into his suitcase. “What?”

				“She says Archer is coming back.”

				My stomach twists sharply at the mention of his younger brother. “Is he there yet?”

				“He’s driving up from LA.” Bitterness cuts his voice. “Supposed to get in soon.”

				“Any news about your father?”

				“Same as before. Stable but critical. They expect he’ll need surgery.”

				He rubs his face. Lines of exhaustion already bracket his mouth and eyes, and we haven’t even booked a flight yet.

				I approach him and put my hand on his chest. His heartbeat races against my palm. I can sense all the emotions boiling inside him—the fear of failure, the guilt that he has spent his life battling. 

				“Dean, please don’t fight me on this.” After all we’ve been through in recent months, I have a lot to prove to both him and myself. “If it were the other way around, would you let me go alone?”

				He doesn’t respond, his mouth compressing. I slide my hand down to rub his flat belly.

				“You need me,” I say. “Let me be there for you.”

				“I don’t want you to be there!” He strides to the other side of the room. 

				“They can’t hurt us, Dean.”

				“No, they can’t hurt us, but they can still hurt you.”

				“Not if I don’t let them.”

				“You know what it’s like, Liv,” he snaps. “Look, it’s my fault you’re pregnant, and if—”

				“Your fault?” Shock floods me. “It’s your fault that I’m pregnant?”

				Dean turns to stare at me, a flare of guilt crossing his features. “I didn’t mean—”

				I hold up both hands to stop his denial. It’s too late. 

				This is it—the confirmation of a horrible fear I didn’t want to acknowledge.

				“You think this is a mistake.” I can hardly get the words past my tight throat. “And you’re blaming yourself.”

				“We didn’t plan it, Liv!” Dean paces to the closet and back. “I didn’t put a condom on, so yeah, it’s my fault. I never forget to wear a condom.”

				I sink onto the edge of the bed. A fiery memory shoves at me. “You did once. That last time at your parents’ house.”

				He stops for a second, struck by the same intense recollection. He bites out a curse. “We were lucky that time.”

				“But not this time.”

				“Liv, that’s not what I meant! The night you got pregnant… I wasn’t thinking straight, and I forgot to put on a damn condom. It was an accident, not a mistake.”

				Mistake. Mistake. 

				The word ricochets around my head. I hear my mother’s voice, disembodied, weary from living. “You were a mistake, Liv. I never should have had you.”

				Old emotions churn inside me, snarled and messy. I stare at my hands. I can hear Dean’s breathing from across the room. His frustration is a black haze.

				“I’m… there shouldn’t be any blame.” I struggle to put my thoughts into order. “A pregnancy… I mean, we have this child, and you… you’re going into this with this idea that it wasn’t supposed to happen…”

				“Liv, I’m trying to buy a house because we’re having a baby. I’m thinking about our finances, investment and legal strategies. I’ve even looked into college savings programs. I’m going into this with the idea that we have to plan for the future.”

				“But how do you feel about all that, Dean? If you think you somehow failed—”

				“Liv.” Dean crosses the room and kneels in front of me. He puts his hands over mine. “Liv, look at me.”

				I look up through the veil of hair that has fallen across either side of my face. His eyes blaze into mine, determination steeling his features. He grips my shoulders.

				“I’ve never…” His voice is rough. “I’ve never felt that anything involving you was a failure. Believe me.”

				I’m supposed to fall into his arms and let him hold me. I’m supposed to press my head against his chest and listen to his deep-voiced reassurances, feel them soothe all the doubts blistering in my head. I’m supposed to say yes, yes, of course I believe you…

				An ache fills my heart. He’ll reassure me, I’ll feel better, then he’ll go to California alone while I stay in our cozy apartment, sheltered from all the cold hostility and anger winding through the West family. 

				That’s the way it works for the strong, protective man and the good girl who doesn’t cause trouble for anyone.

				I stare into my husband’s eyes. Such a beautiful brown. The color of chocolate, mahogany, cinnamon. I can see him waiting for my surrender.

				“I can’t believe you,” I whisper.

				“What?” A shutter crashes over his expression. He lets go of me.

				“We’ve spent the past four months failing miserably.” I force the words out, broken but clear. “We let each other down. We made mistakes. We hurt each other.”

				He shoves to his feet and stalks away. “That’s over. We’re done with that.”

				“Are we? Then you need to stop thinking that every time something doesn’t go according to plan, it’s a mistake. You need to stop thinking you failed me.”

				“You just fucking told me that I did fail you!” Dean retorts. “You told me years ago that you didn’t want children. Birth control was my responsibility. I was the one using condoms.”

				“Dean, for the love of God, birth control was both of our responsibilities. And I was the one who wanted to at least talk about the idea of children. To maybe reconsider. Just because we never came to an agreement doesn’t mean we totally screwed up. An unplanned pregnancy doesn’t equal failure.”

				Does it?

				I shake off that thought and stand. I will trust my instincts. I will trust myself. A new resolve straightens my spine. 

				“We’re in this together, Dean. Together. It’s no one’s fault. There’s no blame to throw around.” I take a hard breath, knowing he has to hear the unvarnished truth. “There is no way to protect me.”

				He backs up, as if my words have hit him.

				“I have to be there with you the entire time,” I persist. “I have to. I want to help your family, if I can. I want your parents to accept the fact that I’m your wife. I want them all to understand that we’re together.”

				We need to understand that too, this new definition of together.

				Dean drags a hand through his hair, his body corded with strain. “I don’t want you to go.”

				“I don’t want to stay here.” I spread my hands out. Time is running short. We need to get to the airport. He needs to get to California. My heart is pounding. 

				“If you leave without me, Dean, I’ll just get another flight tomorrow and follow you.” I snap my suitcase closed. “One way or another, I’m going.”

				He curses sharply, then turns to go into the living room. A few seconds later, I hear him talking on the phone again.

				I turn on my laptop and send emails to Allie, my supervisor Samantha at the Mirror Lake Historical Museum, and the head of circulation at the library where I volunteer. I tell them all I have a family emergency and will let them know as soon as possible when I expect to return.

				I call Kelsey and leave a message asking her to collect our mail and water my plants. I take Liv’s Manifesto from my desk and put it into my satchel, then get my coat.

				Dean is tense with anger and doesn’t speak to me as we head to the airport. It hasn’t snowed in a few days, so the roads are clear. Though there’s not much traffic, it takes almost an hour and a half to get to the airport. The motion of the car makes my stomach roll with queasiness. I inhale a few deep breaths and try to ignore the unpleasant sensation.

				At the airport, Dean forks over way too much money for two available first-class seats, and we go through the process of boarding the plane. Before the plane leaves the gate, I take out my notebook and add to my manifesto:

				[image: I will not be afraid.]

				[image: If I’m afraid, I’ll try to do it anyway.]

Then I turn to a fresh page and draw a picture:

				
			  
					[image: I glove you]

				

				I tear the page off, fold it, and pass it to Dean. He opens it and gives me a sideways glance. He takes my pen, scribbles a response, and passes the note back:

				
			  
					[image: Good, because I’m smitten  with you.]

			  

				“Why did you draw Michigan?” I ask.

				He frowns. “It’s a mitten.”

				“Oh.” I peer at the picture again. “Sure it is.”

				“I’m about ready to spank you,” he mutters.

				“Promises, promises.”

				I smile at him, warmed by the heat flaring in his eyes. I put the note in my satchel and settle back, tucking my hand into his. His fingers close around mine.

				Though takeoff is uneventful, the movement and altitude jolt my stomach again. Less than a quarter of the way into the flight, my nausea surges with a force that catches me off guard. I push past Dean and make it to the bathroom in time to retch into the toilet. My throat burns. I rinse out my mouth and wipe my face with a wet paper towel.

				“You okay?” Dean is watching me with concern when I emerge.

				“Must be motion sickness.” I sink into my seat again and close my eyes. I hear Dean speaking with the flight attendant, who then brings me some crackers and ginger ale.

				I press a hand to my chest and breathe. The stale air worsens the sick feeling, and the smell of flowery perfume from one of the female passengers sticks in my nose. My stomach tumbles. 

				“What do you need?” Dean pushes my hair away from my damp forehead.

				“Nothing. Just keep the barf bag handy.”

				I spend the rest of the four-hour flight battling the nausea and reconsidering my insistence on coming along. When the plane begins to descend, the queasiness intensifies, but I’m so relieved at the idea of landing that I manage to withstand it.

				When we get off the plane at San Jose airport, I go into the bathroom to splash water on my face and freshen up. After reassuring Dean that I feel better with my feet on the ground again, we collect our bags and get a rental car. 

				The brightness of the California sun is a shock after the winter cold of Mirror Lake. There’s a chill in the air, but everything is glassy and green. A haze hangs over the hills surrounding Silicon Valley. Traffic snakes over the multilane freeways.

				The West family home is located between the wealthy suburbs of Saratoga and Los Gatos. A palatial Spanish-style house on a lot flourishing with palm and desert trees, it exudes status and money. The low-pitched, red-tile roof contrasts with stucco siding and arched windows, and lush, green plants grow along the front walkway. 

				Dean pulls the rental car next to a sedan parked on the circular drive.

				“Don’t know whose car that is,” he says.

				I try to quash a new wave of unease. I hope it’s not Archer West.

				Not likely, I tell myself. I haven’t seen Dean’s younger brother in five years, but I know that a blue sedan is not his style.

				Dean pushes the door open and dumps our suitcases in the foyer. The sound of running water comes from the kitchen. I follow him inside.

				He stops abruptly in the kitchen doorway. Tension lances through him. I put my hand on his back and pause beside him. Cold silence vibrates in the air. He moves to block my view of the kitchen. I peer around his shoulder.

				A tall, blond woman is standing by the sink. 

				My heart plummets to my toes. I know exactly who this woman is. She turns her head to meet my gaze, and I find myself staring at my husband’s ex-wife.
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				CHAPTER FOUR
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				Olivia

				 

       	       

				[image: F]our months ago, I didn’t know Helen Morgan existed, much less that she’d once been married to my husband. She’s standing there now, this woman who shares something with Dean, a painful history I will never comprehend and didn’t even know was a part of him until our marriage began to crack from the inside out. 

				“Why didn’t you tell me?” I’d asked him.

				The answer clicks into place for me now, like a key turning in a lock. It’s the same reason he didn’t want me to come with him to California. Dean has never given me any of his dark places easily or willingly. He knows far too well the danger and consequences of telling secrets. He’d learned that lesson as a boy of thirteen and his family has never let him forget it.

				I move closer to him, tightening my hand on his sleeve, my gaze on Helen Morgan.

				Patrician is the word that comes to mind. Helen has fine, sharp features and is dressed in a knee-length skirt and tailored blouse. Her body is slender with narrow hips and small breasts. She wears her shiny, blond hair short in a casually sophisticated style that emphasizes her high cheekbones and blue eyes.

				Just looking at her, I can see how Helen would fit into the West family. I can even see her with Dean—but not my Dean. Not the warm, sexy man who likes ear massages and boring foreign movies about the Huguenots. 

				Not Dean of the unshaven jaw and messy hair who always finishes crossword puzzles and gets crumbs on the table whenever he eats toast and peanut butter. Not Dean who can’t draw a recognizable picture to save his life, but knows all the geometrical proportions of cathedral architecture. Not Dean with his easy, hint-of-wicked smile that takes my breath away.

				No. 

				I can see Helen with the renowned Professor West who wears tailored suits and lectures at European universities. The financier who can discuss the movement of the stock market, mutual funds, and expense ratios. The scholar who consults with museum curators around the world and oversees archeological digs of medieval treasures. Perfect Dean.

				Not the real Dean.

				I want to dislike Helen. She looks like she’s from the same circle as the girls who once had a hand in my undoing—elegant, fashionable, secure in her elevated status. She’s successful in her field. She knows what hairstyle and clothes look best on her. She probably spent her childhood with a sense of entitlement.

				Helen also had a plan for her life that broke apart in ways she couldn’t have anticipated. She suffered three miscarriages and a bitter divorce from the man with whom she expected to have a family. She once thought she would be married to Dean for the rest of her life, until her image of them as a perfect couple shattered.

				I know all about plans that go horribly awry. 

				I know all about shattered images and dysfunctional families.

				So does Dean. And even early on, he tried to shield me from it.

				During the busy fall semester after Dean and I first met, we grabbed every spare moment we could find together. We had lunch and coffee between classes, he picked me up after my shifts at Jitter Beans, we went to the movies and spent weekends holed up in either his apartment or mine. Whenever we were together, I hoarded bits of information about him and added them to my store of knowledge.

				His favorite food is pizza.

				He wears a plain, analog watch with a leather strap.

				In addition to the King Arthur tales, his favorite childhood book was about a boy detective named Encyclopedia Brown.

				He doesn’t wear cologne, but uses shaving cream that smells deliciously woodsy.

				He knows how to make intricate patterns with a loop of string.

				He actually has an opinion about apocalyptic imagery in medieval Castilian poetry.

				He likes it when I kiss the hollow of his throat.

				I liked that too. I liked everything about kissing and touching him. With every moment Dean and I spent together in those early weeks, the more I wanted to do with him.

				“No touching,” he said.

				I turned from where I was tending the three plants I’d brought him over the past couple of months. With a braided ficus, a peperomia, and an English ivy (Groucho, Harpo, and Zeppo), plus a vase filled with dried eucalyptus, his utilitarian apartment both looked homey and smelled good.

				“No touching at all?” I asked.

				“None,” Dean said as he unfolded the Scrabble board and put it on the coffee table.

				“Not even a kiss?”

				“Nope.”

				 I tossed a few leaves into the trash and approached him. He looked adorably serious as he turned the Scrabble tiles upside down and placed the racks on either side of the board. 

				The sleeves of his white T-shirt had ridden up far enough to expose his biceps, and a swath of hair flopped over his forehead.

				“I’m not sure I like these rules,” I remarked. 

				“You don’t want to play, then?” Dean asked.

				“Oh, I want to play.” 

				His gaze jerked to mine at the suggestive note in my voice. I smiled and sank onto the floor opposite him, tucking my legs beneath my skirt. 

				We were two months into our relationship, and while we’d done some sexy things with our clothes on, including a lot of kissing, we had yet to see each other completely naked. It was a revelation for me—the slow, easy pace of our intimacy, the fact that we spent much of our time just being together, the sheer pleasure of our heightened anticipation. 

				“You go first.” Dean nodded at the Scrabble box. “Whoever scores below five points loses that round. You also lose if you have to skip a turn.”

				“Remember—only modern English words,” I told him as we picked our tiles. “No Latin, no Greek. No ye olde this or that.” 

				I spelled out the word LOAF, then Dean used the F to make FORK. He wrote down the scores on a pad of paper. 

				“Seven for you, thirteen for me with the triple-letter score,” he said. “So close.”

				I spelled LID and picked out more tiles. Dean spelled KNAWE.

				“Oh, dude.” I sat back. “Major challenge.”

				“Go ahead.” He nodded toward the thick dictionary on the sofa.

				I thumbed to the K section and ran my finger down the page. “‘A low-growing, weedy Eurasian annual with narrow leaves and inconspicuous flowers’? Are you freaking kidding me?” 

				“You’re the one who’s supposed to know about plants.”

				“No one knows about weedy Eurasian annuals.” 

				“I do.”

				“Of course you do, smartass.” Disgruntled, I put the dictionary aside.

				He flashed me his you-know-you-like-me grin. My belly fluttered with warmth.

				Dean wrote our scores on the notepad. “Twenty-four with the double-word score. You have a double-letter score, so four for you.” Wicked anticipation flared in his expression as he looked at me. “You know what that means.”

				My heartbeat sped up. I briefly considered plunging right into the deep end, but my inherent caution warned me against it. I reached behind my neck and unclipped my necklace, then tossed it on a chair.

				Dean frowned. “That doesn’t count.”

				“Sure it does.”

				“An article of clothing.”

				“Accessories are clothing.” I wasn’t entirely certain of that, but I wasn’t about to back down. “Check any fashion magazine.”

				Dean scowled, but gestured to the board. “Your turn, then.”

				I managed to spell NERD, which squeaked me by with five points thanks to a double-letter square, and then he spelled EAR and was saved with a double-word square. We took more tiles. ROW and TETRAGON (seriously). Then RAT and AXE.

				“Three.” Dean looked at me, a wicked glint in his expression. “Go.”

				I pulled off the navy cardigan I was wearing over my V-neck shirt and tossed it on the chair. I became rather acutely aware that removing my remaining articles of clothing—my skirt and blouse—would leave me quite exposed.

				The game continued. After finally managing only a four-point word, Dean took off a sock. I gave him a mild glare. I’d been hoping he’d pull off his shirt.

				I spelled RUN to his TOYS. My breath hitched a little as I eased my hands beneath my skirt to roll my tights down my legs. The burn of Dean’s gaze fired my own arousal, even though I revealed hardly any skin as I pulled the tights off and put them on the chair.

				Dean took off his other sock after having to skip a turn to exchange a tile. Then I spelled a four-point word and removed my underwear from beneath my skirt. Dean’s eyes followed the plain white, cotton panties as I tossed them onto the chair. I flushed.

				“I don’t… um, I don’t have sexy panties.” I wished I did.

				“If you’re wearing them, they’re sexy.” His gaze met mine. “Trust me on that.”

				“I trust you with a lot more than that,” I said before I could think.

				A brief shadow crossed his features—he knew there were things I hadn’t yet told him—but then it disappeared. “Your turn again, beauty.”

				I spelled RING. He spelled SIT for a measly three points. I looked at him, anticipation quickening my blood. Both his socks were off, which meant…

				He grasped the hem of his T-shirt and tugged it over his head.

				Oh, my heavens…

				I would never get tired of looking at his chest. My mouth went dry as I stared at the sloping planes of his pecs, the smooth musculature of his shoulders and rock-hard arms. The top button of his jeans was unfastened, displaying the tantalizing ridges of his abdomen disappearing beneath the waistband. I wondered if he was wearing boxers or briefs. Or nothing at all.

				I swallowed hard.

				“Your turn.” A mixture of restraint and lust gleamed in his eyes.

				“Um…” I looked at the board, trying to find a vowel. “I… I’ll have to skip a turn.”

				“Too bad.”

				I took my time selecting a letter to replace, then glanced warily at Dean. He was looking at my breasts. Oh, he wasn’t going to let me off the hook. 

				His gorgeous chest moved with his quicker breathing. I curled my fingers into my palms against the urge to touch him. I wanted to feel his taut skin, to rub my hands over him and…

				“Liv,” he prompted, his voice lowering an octave.

				Dammit. I took hold of my shirt. If only the rules included some form of touching…

				Wait a second. 

				I lifted my gaze to him, a wicked idea sparking. My stomach clenched with nerves.

				I couldn’t. 

				Could I?

				I pushed slowly to my feet, my breath hitching. His eyes followed me, but stayed focused on my breasts. My hands shook as I moved them behind my waist. With one quick rasp, I unfastened the zipper of my skirt.

				Dean’s breath escaped him as his eyes collided with mine. My heart crashed against my ribs. I started to slide the skirt over my hips.

				“This was your idea,” I reminded him, grabbing a burst of courage as I pushed the skirt down and let it pool at my feet. My shirt was just long enough to cover the top of my mons, but otherwise I was naked from the waist down. And trembling.

				“Christ, Liv…” Dean’s hoarse whisper made my blood quiver. He stared at the juncture of my thighs, the curves of my hips. Just his gaze alone made desire pool in my sex, and I fought the urge to squirm.

				“Um… your turn.” I sank to my knees next to the coffee table, which concealed my nakedness from him, but the fact that he was sitting across from me with his shirt off and...

				“I can’t fucking think,” Dean muttered. He stared at the Scrabble board. A sheen of sweat gleamed on his forehead.

				“No touching,” I whispered. I was starting to throb. “You made the rules.”

				“Yeah, so I can change them.”

				I drew in a breath, but managed to shake my head. “No way.”

				We played a few more rounds, both somehow keeping our scores to at least five points. Before long I had the distinct feeling I wasn’t going to see Dean take his jeans off. I also wasn’t certain I’d be able to strip more than I already had, but then I took the last tile.

				Disappointment lanced through me. I looked at Dean. 

				“Game over,” I said.

				He swore, dropping his head into his hands. 

				“Your rules,” I reminded him. 

				While his head was still lowered, I slithered back into my skirt and panties.

				“But,” I continued, “the game’s over now.”

				He lifted his head.

				“And you never said anything about no touching after the game.” My stomach knotted with both nervousness and excitement as I approached him. “Right?”

				He didn’t respond, his gaze hot on mine. He hadn’t put his shirt on yet, and I surrendered to the urge to run my hand over his smooth shoulder. His muscles bunched beneath my palm.

				Before I could sink onto the sofa beside him, he gripped the backs of my thighs and pulled me closer into the V of his legs. I stared down at him, his thick hair glossy in the light, the straight ridge of his nose, and slope of his chest. 

				His big hands slid beneath my skirt. I gasped. Shivers coursed through my entire body as he stroked upward to splay his hands over my cotton-clad rear. He slipped a finger beneath the elastic and touched the crevice of my bottom.

				My whole body weakened. I clutched his shoulders to steady myself. He took hold of my panties and pulled them down my legs until they were tangled around my knees. He grasped my hips and pulled me down onto his lap. I settled sideways against him, into the half-circle of his strong arm supporting my back. 

				He lowered his head, his mouth capturing mine in a deep kiss that heated my blood. I tucked my hands into his hair and spread my legs against the constriction of my underwear. He pushed my skirt up and pressed his hand to my sex.

				“Fuck, Liv, you’re so wet…” Dean’s breath warmed my skin as he moved his lips to my neck.

				I shifted, inhaling sharply when he circled a finger around my clit. Beneath me, his erection pressed against my thigh. I spread my hand over his chest, tracing the ridges of his muscles, feeling the pulsing beat of his heart. 

				I sought his mouth again and sank into his kiss, arching my hips to meet his stroking fingers. Urgency laced my lower body. He stroked a finger up one side of my folds, around my clit, down the other side…

				I broke away from Dean with a gasp and stared at him. His lust-dark eyes burned into mine.

				“You’re doing it,” I whispered breathlessly.

				“I hope so.”

				“I mean… what I told you. That night we had… when I was in Castleford and we talked on the phone and you asked me how I like touching myself. You’re doing it now. Exactly the way I described.”

				“I do pay attention.” A smile curved a corner of his mouth. “And I’ve always been a pretty good student.”

				He slipped a finger inside me. I clenched around him. A trickle of sweat ran down my temple. A delicious coil of pleasure wound through me. I bucked upward again, straining toward that deep, bright bliss that lay just beyond my reach. 

				“So good.” I reached down to grasp his wrist, my blood scorching. “I’m going to…”

				I bit my lower lip to prevent myself from crying out. Dean flicked his thumb over my clit and tightened his arm around me when pleasure shook me to the core. I writhed in his lap, arching shamelessly into his fingers as he eased the ricocheting sensations from my body.

				“Pretty.” He brushed his mouth against mine.

				The buzz of his cell phone broke me out of my sensual haze. I shifted in his lap. He muttered a complaint and pulled me closer, nuzzling his nose into my hair.

				“I think… I think that’s your phone,” I said.

				“I don’t care.” He stroked his lips down the side of my neck. “You smell so damn good.”

				“Dean.” Shivers rained down my spine. I squirmed. “Um…”

				He lifted his head. “You okay?”

				“I need to use the bathroom.”

				“Oh.” He patted my hip and eased me off his lap.

				I smoothed my skirt back over my legs and headed for the bathroom. After using the toilet, I washed my hands and splashed water over my face. My skin was flushed, and my hair was loose and messy around my shoulders. I used Dean’s comb to work out the tangles and left the bathroom.

				His voice came from the living room, low and threaded with anger. A knot of worry constricted my chest. 

				I paused, my guilt over eavesdropping outweighed by curiosity. 

				“No, Paige,” he snapped into the phone. “If he wants to talk to me, he can damn well call me himself… I could give a shit about her. No. I won’t deal with his goddamned mess again.”

				I ducked back into the bathroom and closed the door.

				Dean and his sister must have been talking about their brother. All I knew about Archer West was that he was Dean’s younger brother and seemed to be a troublemaker. From what I knew, Dean’s mother and sister often called on Dean to fix things.

				That thought lodged in a part of my brain where wariness and fear lived.

				I waited until the rumble of his voice stopped before I returned to him. He was pulling his T-shirt back over his head, his movements tense and restless.

				“Is everything okay?” I asked.

				“Yeah.” He shoved his arms into the sleeves and turned away from me. 

				I ran my hands down the sides of my skirt and watched as he paced to the windows.

				“Was that your sister?” I asked, painfully aware that I was wading into treacherous waters.

				“Yeah.”

				“And were you talking about your brother?”

				“Yeah.” His tone was clipped. He dragged a hand through his hair and sighed. “Look, I need to get outside, go for a run. Do you mind?”

				“No.” I suppressed the wish that he would confide in me. None of your business, Liv. Leave it alone. “Go ahead. I’ll be here.”

				“Good.” He kissed me again before going into the bedroom to change. 

				“I’ll be an hour, hour and a half.” He grabbed his keys and cell phone. “Call if you need me.”

				I nodded. If you need me. I was beginning to need him more than I should have. More than I wanted to.

				After he’d gone, I went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. I took out containers of pasta salad, minestrone soup, and meatballs in marinara sauce that we’d gotten from the deli. I set the table with some nice, white plates I’d found on sale at Target. I put all the salads into the matching serving bowls, got out a bottle of wine, and had everything almost ready by the time Dean came in the door.

				“Hey, thanks. You didn’t have to do this.” His face was flushed with cold and exertion, his collar damp with sweat. “But it looks great. I’ll take a quick shower, okay?”

				“Sure.”

				He headed into the bathroom. I heated up the meatballs in the microwave and put them on the table just as the landline phone rang. 

				The automated voice announced, “Call from California.”

				My heart stuttered. Dean must have turned off his cell. I went to the phone and stared at the display, a 408 area code number. It rang again.

				Don’t, Liv. 

				I tightened my fingers around the receiver.

				Don’t. None of your business.

				Ring.

				I picked up the phone.

				Ring.

				Stop, Liv!

				I pushed the talk button. “Hello?”

				Silence on the other end.

				“Dean West’s residence.” I felt like my grip on the phone could break the plastic.

				“Oh.” An older woman’s voice, wary and sharp. “Is Dean there?”

				“He’s… um, he’s unavailable right now. Can I take a message?”

				Another woman’s voice sounded in the background. There was a muffled noise, an incoherent discussion, a rasp across the phone’s speaker.

				“Who is this?” the woman asked.

				“This is Liv.” Unease inched up my throat. “I’m a friend of Dean’s.”

				“Well, Liv, friend of Dean’s, where is he?”

				“He’s taking a shower.” The instant I said that, I winced.

				“Taking a shower?” She sounded as if I’d said he was skydiving.

				“Is this his mother?” I asked. 

				“Yes, it is. Joanna West.”

				“I’ll let him know you called, Mrs. West.”

				“Do that, would you?” she replied. “And tell him to leave his cell phone on.”

				There was a click as she hung up. I put the receiver down.

				Shame filled me. What was I trying to do—make sure his family knew I’d staked a claim? That Dean and I were close enough now that I hung out at his apartment and had the right to answer his phone?

				I shook my head and hurried to finish getting dinner organized. A few minutes later, Dean emerged in a clean, white T-shirt and jeans, his hair damp. My stomach twisted with a combination of pleasure and unease. As powerful as our physical attraction was, it was becoming fraught with a strange undercurrent of secrecy and evasiveness.

				“Your… your mother called,” I told him as he opened the bottle of wine.

				He paused. “And you answered the phone?”

				“I didn’t know I shouldn’t.”

				“It’s probably best if you don’t again.”

				“Oh.” I tried to deflect a wave of hurt. “Okay. Sorry.”

				“Liv.”

				I didn’t want to be that woman who sulks at a perceived slight, but… really? He didn’t want me answering the phone when his mother called?

				I turned to set plates on the table. His hands closed around my shoulders.

				“Liv.”

				I spun around to face him. “She asked me who I was, Dean. You haven’t told her? I didn’t even know what to say.”

				Renewed irritation hardened his eyes. “I haven’t told her, haven’t told any of them, because it’s none of their damned business. I don’t tell my family about my personal life.”

				“You haven’t told me about them, either,” I reminded him. “Is that because it’s none of my business?”

				“No.” He spread out his hands. “It’s because I like this, Liv. I like having you to myself. And I don’t want you dealing with my family’s crap.”

				“Why, because I’m too fragile?” The unpleasant thought reemerged. “Or because you’re trying to fix me?”

				“What?”

				“Your family all comes to you to fix things, right? I don’t want you to do the same thing with me.”

				“Because I like what we have, I suddenly want to fix you?”

				“That’s what you seem to do with them,” I pointed out. “And if your family is such a mess, then why aren’t you?”

				“What?”

				“You’ve always been the golden boy, haven’t you?” The differences between us suddenly seemed as wide as a chasm. “Football star, valedictorian, full scholarships, then a doctorate summa cum laude? Best-looking guy at school. Bet you dated the homecoming queen.”

				“What the…”

				“I was held back a grade, did I ever tell you that? My mother and I moved around so much that I always struggled to keep up with my classmates. One district wouldn’t enroll me because I tested below my grade level, so I had to repeat fifth grade, and even then I needed extra tutoring because I was so behind. I was lucky they didn’t send me back to fourth grade.”

				“Liv…” Dean stepped toward me.

				“There’s a reason I am the way I am, Dean.” I held up a hand to stop him, hating all the old feelings of inadequacy and fear. “There’s a reason I don’t have many friends and I’m so intense about my studies. There’s a reason why I’m still a virgin at twenty-four goddamn years old and why I’ve had such a hard time trusting people. It took me a long time and a lot of therapy, but I finally understood. What I don’t understand is how you can be the way you are if your family is anything less than perfect.”

				“You think you’ve got me figured out because I worked my ass off to be successful?” His features tightened. “Because I had to? Yeah, the Wests are perfect… so perfect that no one has any idea how screwed up we really are.”

				A muscle ticked in his jaw. He paced to the windows and back.

				“My father is a justice on the California Supreme Court,” he said. “My mother sits on charity boards and holds fundraisers in between shopping and traveling. They live in a wealthy suburb of Silicon Valley, are a very prominent couple, and have had a shitty marriage for as long as I can remember.

				“My mother had an affair years ago.” The words tumbled out of him in a rush. “My father stayed married to her because he needed her family’s money and couldn’t risk anything hurting his chances for being appointed to the appellate court. My brother is a high-school dropout who can’t hold a job, and my whole family resents me because my grandfather left me most of his money in a trust fund when he died. Because I was so goddamn good at being perfect.”

				He stopped and turned to me, his expression so heartbreakingly vulnerable that I wanted nothing more than to make things better for him, to ease what seemed like an age-old pain.

				“You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in… forever, Liv. The only person who doesn’t expect anything from me. Who doesn’t care that I’m not perfect.”

				“You’re perfect to me,” I said honestly. “Perfect for me.”

				“And that’s why I like what we have,” he said, the tension easing from his posture as he approached to stand in front of me. “Because you’re perfect for me too.”

				“So what are we, then?” I asked. “When someone asks who I am, what am I supposed to say?”

				“You say, ‘Hi, I’m Liv, Dean’s very hot and sexy lady.’”

				I couldn’t smother a giggle. “Seriously.”

				“Paramour?”

				“No.”

				“Cuddle bunny?”

				“God, no.”

				“Valentine? Sweetheart? Girlfriend?”

				“Girlfriend.” I rested my forehead against his chest. “I guess.”

				“Not the best word, but it’ll do in public.” He kissed my temple. “In private, you can just be my beauty.”

				Oh, he was good. My lingering irritation melted in a surge of warmth.

				“Give me a kiss, beauty.”

				He whispered the words close to my ear, as he always did. I loved the way he could make that one phrase a command, a request, or a question, with just the subtle modulations of his deep voice. This time, it was a gentle command, one I was only too happy to obey.

				I lifted my head and closed the scant distance between us to press my mouth against his. Heat flooded me. He slid his hand to the back of my neck and angled his head so our lips fit together seamlessly. After a long, deep kiss, he eased away and leaned his forehead against mine. 

				I was crazy about him. I loved the way he invested everything he did with such purpose, the way he focused his attention on me and really listened when I talked. I loved his brilliant mind, loved both the impenetrability and sheer dorkiness of medieval history. I loved the way he looked at me, stroked my hair, kissed me. I loved the million beautiful ways he made me feel.

				I was starting to love him. Only I didn’t know it yet.

				“Be with me, Liv,” he said. “Just be with me.”

				I looked at him and thought that for the first time in my life, there was nowhere else I wanted or needed to be.
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				My ex-wife is standing in the kitchen. Liv is hovering beside me, gripping my sleeve. Her tense posture tells me she knows exactly who this other woman is.

				“What are you doing here?” I ask Helen bluntly.

				She blinks and sets down the dish sponge. “Hello to you too, Dean.” She faces us, folding her arms. “I was with Paige when your mother called. I told her I’d stop by and straighten up while they’re at the hospital. The cleaning lady isn’t coming until tomorrow.”

				“Thanks,” I say. “I’m here now, so you can go.”

				Her eyes harden. “I’m here for Paige and your mother, Dean, not you. They’re still my good friends.”

				Her tone implies that I am anything but. We haven’t seen each other for over fifteen years. The only contact we’ve had was one email a few months ago when she told me she’d submitted a proposal for the Words and Images conference I’m organizing.

				Helen’s gaze flickers to Liv. “I’m Helen Morgan. Dean and I were once married.”

				“I’m Olivia West,” Liv replies. “Dean and I are married.”

				The possessive tone in her voice does me some good.

				“Liv and I are going to the hospital after we get settled,” I tell Helen.

				“Good. I have coffee made if you want some before you leave.” Helen taps her finger on the counter, her gaze faintly triumphant.

				She’s staking a claim in the kitchen of my childhood. That’s fine, because I sure as hell don’t want it anymore.

				I guide Liv upstairs to my former bedroom, which thankfully bears no trace of the teenager who once lived there. Liv rubs her hand across my lower back.

				“Okay?” she asks.

				“Yeah. Sorry. Had no idea she’d be here.” I turn to face her. She looks better than she did on the plane, but is still pale. “You should lie down.”

				“I’ll take a nap when we get back from the hospital.”

				“You’re not feeling well, Liv. You don’t need to see my parents right now.”

				“I’m better, really. It was just the motion of the plane.” She gives me a stubborn look and turns to go into the bathroom. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”

				I drag my hands over my face and tell myself she doesn’t need the extra stress of an argument. After we’ve both showered and changed, we go back downstairs. Helen gestures to a plate of muffins and hands me a cup of coffee.

				“Still take it black?” she asks.

				“Yeah, thanks.” I’m mildly surprised she remembers how I like my coffee. 

				“Don’t be surprised.” Her expression glimmers with amusement. “I had a fifty-fifty shot. Black or white.” She glances at Liv. “You?”

				“No, thanks.” 

				I get a bottle of ginger ale from the refrigerator and hand it to Liv. Helen’s gaze follows Liv as she takes the bottle and sits at the table.

				“Your flight was okay?” Helen asks, turning back to unload the dishwasher.

				“Fine.”

				“I offered to do some grocery shopping for your mother,” she says. “Stock up the fridge for the next few days.”

				“That’s… uh, that’s nice of you,” I say.

				“It’s no trouble.”

				I watch her as she moves around the kitchen. She looks good—shorter hair, a little rounder, attractive. Beneath my surprise at seeing her again, there’s that old guilt. 

				Helen and I were supposed to be ideal. That was why I’d married her. A perfect match between a historian and an art historian. Prove to everyone, prove to myself, that my life was snapping together like a jigsaw puzzle, regardless of our family strife. Then the marriage ended up my biggest failure.

				“So, Dean.” A bright note enters Helen’s voice as she sorts the clean silverware. “Medieval imagery. Great conference topic. My colleagues at Stanford have been talking about it. Have you seen my proposal?”

				“Not yet. It’s gone to the other committee members first. I’m sure it’ll be accepted. They’ll love the interdisciplinary nature of it.”

				“What about you?”

				“It’s a great subject, sure.”

				“I was thinking about icons in particular.” Helen glances at me. “The Pre-Raphaelite vision of the Middle Ages, especially through Keats. And Rossetti’s use of iconography from illuminated manuscripts.”

				“You should look at the British Library’s Roman de la Rose manuscript,” I suggest. “I think you’d find a lot of stylistic connections to Defense of Guinevere.”

				“I also want to talk about Ruskin’s ideas of vision and perception,” Helen says. “That all relates to the Pre-Raphaelite aesthetic.”

				“I imagine that would be influenced by Tennyson and his Arthurian poems,” Liv remarks. “And how perfectionism is disconnected from everyday life, like Guinevere says of Arthur. ‘He is all fault who has no faults at all.’”

				Helen just looks at her. Liv shrugs.

				“I was a literature major,” she explains.

				“Oh.” Helen turns to close the dishwasher.

				Liv winks at me. Warmth dissolves more of my unease.

				 “So should we go to the hospital now?” Liv asks, pushing away from the table.

				“Sure.” I put my cup in the sink. “Thanks, Helen.”

				“No problem.”

				Liv and I get our stuff and go back out to the driveway. I open the car door for her, then settle into the driver’s seat. 

				“She seems… nice.” Liv sounds like she’s choosing her words with care.

				“She’s not a bad person,” I say. “And she was dealt a shitty hand with the miscarriages. She and I were just totally wrong. And that’s one hell of an understatement.” I reach over to pat Liv’s thigh. “Whereas you and I were meant to be.”

				That seems to ease any trepidation Liv might have. The last thing I want is for her to worry about Helen, though I know Liv can hold her own if she needs to.

				After parking at the hospital, we go inside. White walls, antiseptic smells, an air of sickness. My head fills with memories of my grandfather, his body wasting to skin and bones, the rasping, phlegmy cough. The angry way he faced his impending death.

				“Let’s get some flowers.”

				Liv’s smooth voice washes away the ugly thoughts. Before I can respond, she turns toward the gift shop and chooses a display of yellow and pink flowers that I’m sure my father will hardly notice.

				“Dean, finally.” When we enter the cardiac unit, my sister gets up from one of the vinyl chairs. Paige is a younger version of our mother, all understated polish in some sort of knit dress that probably cost a fortune. 

				After we exchange a brief hug of greeting, Paige gives Liv a narrow look. I step in front of Liv to deflect it. 

				“Hello, Olivia.”

				“Nice to see you, Paige.”

				“You didn’t tell me Helen was at the house,” I tell my sister.

				A humorless smile tugs at Paige’s mouth. “Would you have come home if I did?”

				Good question.

				“How’s Dad?” I ask.

				“Sleeping. Mom is in there with him right now.” Paige tilts her head toward the corridor leading to the private rooms. “Room three-eleven.”

				Liv and I go to the room. I knock on the door before pushing it open. My mother is sitting in a chair by the window, staring at the opposite wall. She looks the same, dressed in one of her designer suits with elegant, tasteful jewelry, and her face made up flawlessly. 

				“Oh, Dean.” A look of relief crosses my mother’s face. She rises to give me an embrace that smells like perfume and hairspray. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

				I look past her. My chest tightens when I see my father lying in the hospital bed. Though we’ve always had either a strained relationship or none at all, he has nevertheless been a big presence in my life—like my grandfather before the cancer diagnosis. Now my father looks pale, weak. Small.

				Like my grandfather before he died.

				I detach myself from my mother and put Liv’s flowers on the bedside table.

				“How are you, Liv?” my mother says.

				“Fine, thank you, Joanna. I’m sorry about Richard.”

				“The doctor said he might need surgery, but we don’t know what kind yet.” My mother looks at my father. Her hand goes up to fiddle with her pearl necklace. “I’ve let his office know. He was supposed to go to Sacramento next week.”

				“You said Archer is coming back?” I ask.

				“He left a message. I haven’t been able to reach him. His number is by the phone in your father’s library. See if you can find out when he expects to arrive.” 

				“I’ll try.” Though not very hard.

				“I hadn’t heard from him in a few months,” she continues. “The last time I did, he mentioned some woman he was thinking of marrying. God knows what a disaster that would be.”

				Her eyes barely flick to Liv. I struggle to control a wave of resentment.

				“At any rate, I would certainly expect Archer to be here within a day or so,” my mother says. “People have already been asking where he is.” 

				I feel Liv’s worried gaze on me. She doesn’t need to be dragged into any of this again. Neither do I, but I’m here and I can already feel myself surrendering to the inevitable.

				“I’ll look into it, Mom.”

				“Good.” 

				“Dean.” My father opens his eyes, his voice a raspy whisper. “When did you get here?”

				“Few hours ago.” I move to his bedside. “How do you feel?”

				“They tell me I’ll make it.” 

				“Do you need anything, Richard?” my mother asks. “Water?”

				My father shakes his head. His gaze shifts to the flowers. “What’re those?”

				“Flowers from Liv.” I step aside so he can see Liv standing by the door.

				She gives him a wave. “Good to see you, Mr. West. I’m glad you’re okay.”

				“How long are you both staying?”

				“Until you’re released from the hospital,” I say. 

				Liv touches my arm and tells me she’s going to the restroom. As soon as she leaves, my parents and I fall silent. I can’t remember the last time I was alone with them. The silence almost vibrates, filled with unpleasant memories.

				My mother smooths the blanket, picks up a few fallen flower petals, refills the water pitcher, straightens the stuff on the bedside table.

				Then, for lack of anything else to do, she picks up her purse. “Well, I suppose the doctor will be in soon. Dean, Paige and I will go home, now that you’re here.”

				She gives my father a perfunctory kiss. Her heels click on the floor as she leaves.

				“She says Archer is coming back,” I tell my father.

				He shrugs. He resigned himself years ago to the idea that this is how things have to be. Thirty-five years of pretending means nothing will ever change. My parents would have divorced if my father had retired from the bench and gone into private practice, but he’s been associate justice on the California Supreme Court for over twenty-two years, having been elected and retained by voters in three elections. For him, divorce fell off the radar long ago. 

				Despite staying married, for all practical purposes, he and my mother are separated. My father spends most of his time hearing cases in San Francisco, Los Angeles, or Sacramento. He has an apartment in the city and, more than likely, several mistresses. My mother travels a lot on her own little vacations. They maintain the “perfect marriage” act when they’re both in town, and I suppose they’ve come to some sort of understanding about it.

				But I know neither of them has ever been happy.

				“So how’s work?” my father asks.

				I tell him about the upcoming conference, the IHR grant, my classes and students. He tells me about recent court cases, policies of the California judicial council, what he thinks of the governor’s new appointments secretary.

				After an hour, the doctor comes in for a consultation about the heart cath he’s planned to determine further treatment. My father waves me out of the room with instructions to come back tomorrow.

				I find Liv in the waiting room, eating from a bag of vending-machine fruit snacks. 

				“When is the surgery?” she asks as we walk to the parking lot.

				“Early next week, probably. They’ll schedule it tomorrow after they do some more tests.”

				Before opening the car door for her, I put my arm around her waist. She turns to me, her body bowing against mine. Her lips are candy-sweet and warm. I rest my palm against her cheek and deepen the kiss.

				Peaches and sugar. Everything good. The girl who has refused to prove herself to anyone except herself. The girl whose strength comes from inside. 

				“What?” Her whisper is soft against my mouth. She pulls back to look at me. “Are you still upset with me for wanting to come with you?”

				“No.” I brush a few strands of hair off her forehead. I love all the locks of hair that are constantly escaping her ponytail or falling around her shoulders. Those stray tendrils have given me endless excuses to touch her.

				“Then what?” Liv asks.

				I shake my head. The questions jam into my throat. 

				Why was I suddenly not enough for you?

				What if I fail you again?

				A hard rush of love and pain fills me. 

				It’s an unrealistic urge, I know, this need to protect my wife from everything. But it will never go away. I felt it the minute I saw her, and now it’s part of my blood. I even hate that I wasn’t there for Liv all those years she was alone. When her godforsaken mother failed her, when bastards abused her, when—

				“Dean?” Her voice slides through my bitter thoughts.

				I take a breath. “I’m booking us into a hotel.”

				“Why?”

				“It’ll be easier on you. I don’t know how often Helen will be at the house, but there’s less chance of running into her if we’re not staying there. Not to mention my mother and sister.”

				“No.” Liv shakes her head. “If we go to a hotel, your mother will be upset and… no.”

				Irritation spreads through me. “I don’t want you under any stress.”

				“Then don’t create any by trying to… to isolate me, Dean.” She gives me a mutinous look. “Who do you think your mother will blame if we leave the house? Me. And she’d be right, because we all know you wouldn’t stay in a hotel if you were here alone.”

				Shit.

				“Please, Dean.” Liv puts her hand on my chest. “Please don’t be upset. I need to do this. And you need to let me.”

				“We’re only staying until my father is out of the hospital.”

				“We’re staying as long as your parents need you.”

				None of my family needs me anymore. That’s the reason I’ve distanced myself from them. The reason I chose Liv. If I had to do it all over again, I would. The exact same way.

				I pull open the passenger side door, then go around to the driver’s seat. I still don’t know what I did to fuck things up so badly with Liv last year. It wasn’t just keeping my first marriage a secret, because things were bad before I told her the truth. 

				And the fact that I don’t know what went wrong makes me even more afraid that it could happen again. Like a punch you don’t see coming.
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				Helen is gone by the time we get back to my parents’ house. My mother and sister are out on the back terrace. I persuade Liv to go and rest for a while, then I head into the library.

				My brother’s telephone number is scribbled on a pad beside the phone. An automated voicemail answers after I dial. 

				“Archer, it’s Dean. I’m at the house. Mom has been trying to reach you, so call as soon as you get this.”

				I hang up and turn to the computer. An email from Nancy the real-estate agent appears in my inbox.

				Crap. Almost forgot about the house for sale.

				
				 

				Dean, there have been a few more showings, so we’re expecting multiple offers. Do you have mortgage preapproval yet, if you’re applying? Must talk down payment. Call me soon. 

				 

				I try not to dwell on Liv’s reluctance about buying a house. I get where it comes from. It’s the reason I agreed to stay in that apartment for so long. Because Liv wanted to, because she never learned how to feel secure living in one place, because she’s scared something will happen and we’ll have to leave.

				But now everything has changed.

				I dial Nancy’s number and explain that I’m in California for the next week or two. 

				“If you want to make an offer, we should do it today,” she tells me. “There were three showings this morning alone.”

				“Email me the papers to sign. I’ll fax them back to you this afternoon.” 

				We discuss the offer, and she agrees to write it up. I hang up the phone and go back to the living room. My mother and sister are still sitting on the terrace, both of them holding take-out cups of coffee they must have picked up on the way home from the hospital.

				I go upstairs to my wife. Liv is asleep by the window, her head resting on one of the wings of the chair. I slide one arm beneath her knees and the other around her back. She shifts, but doesn’t wake as I move her to the bed and pull a blanket over her.

				I look at her for a minute—the pretty curve of her mouth, her eyelashes feathery against her cheeks, the strands of hair escaping her ponytail.

				Before her, I had never known a woman who could make the noise of the world and everyone in it disappear. I’d never wanted to prove myself to anyone the way I did to her. 

				I liked her too much. Liked the way I didn’t feel cold inside when I was with her. The way I didn’t think about anything except her. I liked that she was a mystery, a maze with numerous winding pathways and secret corners.

				And she was such a relief. Though we met in the fall, she was like spring to me, especially after the darkness of the previous year. Everything about her made me feel good.

				“It’s beautiful.” One Friday afternoon a couple of months into our relationship, Liv leafed through the pages of the glossy hardcover book I’d written on medieval architecture. A box of the newly published books had arrived at my apartment that morning.

				“How long did it take you to write it?” she asked.

				“Two years. One year of research, then I did most of the writing when I was dealing with my grandfather before he died.” 

				I couldn’t bring myself to say taking care of my grandfather since I hadn’t wanted to be around him. The most I could do was deal with him.

				Liv looked at me, cautious. “How did he die?”

				“Lung cancer.” 

				What could I tell her? How Victor West was never a pleasant person and became miserable when he got sick? He hated being in the hospital, hated the treatments. He was demanding, mean. I lost track of the number of times the nurses called me to tell me he’d become belligerent and they needed my help.

				“And you took care of him?” Liv asked.

				I didn’t want her to think I’d been a martyr. I’d hated it almost as much as Victor had—the antiseptic smell of the hospital, the oxygen tanks, the sounds of the machines, the rasp of his voice. 

				“He was eighty-three,” I told Liv. “Had a contentious relationship with my parents. They’d stopped talking years ago. I was the only one he’d talk to.”

				“Is that why you ended up taking care of him?” Liv asked.

				“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my neck. Tried to smother the shame and bitterness. “Because no one else would.”

				“Where he did live?”

				“Orange County. I went to stay at his house after he was diagnosed.”

				“How long were you there?”

				“Almost a year,” I said. “Worked on my book at night. Got him to his doctor’s appointments during the day and helped with stuff.”

				“What kind of stuff?”

				“Just cooking, cleaning. He had plenty of money to hire nurses to come to the house, but he didn’t like them much.”

				“So he relied on you,” Liv guessed.

				I nodded. For a year, my world had distilled to the two vocabularies of medieval architecture and cancer treatments that, at some point, became bizarrely indistinguishable. 

				Hemoptysis. Cruciform piers. Hypercalcemia. Plate tracery. TNM classification. Equilateral arch. Metastases. Geometrical manipulation.

				I looked at Liv and realized this was the first time I’d ever talked about it. She was watching me with unnerving perception, as if she sensed all that I wasn’t saying. As if she knew that had been just one other situation I couldn’t fix.

				“The book didn’t delay my career, at least,” I finally said. “I applied for the Wisconsin professorship last fall. My grandfather died in the spring, about a month before I heard I’d gotten the position.”

				“So…” Liv tilted her head. She was still holding my book. She smoothed her hand over the cover before setting it on a table. “You told me you hadn’t been in a relationship all that time.”

				“True.”

				“When was the last time you were with a woman?”

				“I’d just heard about my grandfather’s diagnosis,” I said. “I turned down an offer from the University of Toronto because I knew I’d have to help him. I had an affair with a woman who worked at a legal firm I’d contacted to deal with his estate.”

				I was uncomfortably aware of Liv’s gaze. The affair had been brief and unsatisfying. I couldn’t remember the other woman’s name. Sandra? Sarah? 

				“It wasn’t good,” I admitted. “Not for either of us.”

				Christ. Liv was going to turn and walk away from me.

				“I’m sorry,” she said.

				“What?”

				“Sorry you had to… go through that. The whole thing sounds rough.”

				“Well, it’s over.” 

				That was a lie. It wasn’t over. My grandfather had managed to control things even in death, which was both frustrating and almost funny.

				“Hey.” I grabbed Liv around the waist and hauled her close to me on the sofa. “Enough of that. What’d you do today?”

				“Just classes. Thought about you when I was supposed to be thinking about database management.” She settled against me with one of her breathy little sighs that made me hard in half a second. She was all pillowy breasts, long hair, and soft skin. Her clean smell sweetened my thoughts.

				“Yeah?” Whether or not that was true, I liked hearing it. “What were you thinking?”

				“I don’t want to tell you.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because I’ve been waiting to show you.”

				Her mouth came down on mine. I loved it when she initiated a kiss. Warmth spread into my blood. Whatever her reasons for remaining a virgin, there was nothing frigid in the way she moved her mouth against mine, spread her hands over my chest, pressed herself against me. She’d gotten more comfortable with me over the past couple of weeks, but now it was as if knowing about my recent abstinence had emboldened her.

				I grasped her ass and squeezed. Pulled her up so she was sprawled on top of me. She shifted. A silver chain laced around her neck, a pendant dangling between her breasts. I’d noticed it before, but never paid much attention to it. Now the pendant brushed against my chest.

				I took it in my hand. Warm from resting against her skin, it was a plain, brass disk etched with the Latin phrase Fortune favors the brave.

				“Is that your motto?” I asked.

				“Sort of.” Something flickered in her brown eyes. She took the disk and held it in her palm.

				“Where’d you get it?”

				“An old friend made it for me.”

				“What old friend?” I tried to keep the jealousy from my voice and failed.

				Liv flashed me a smile. “You remember I told you about North?”

				“Northern Star, you mean?” My trepidation eased a little. With Liv’s strange and nomadic life with her mother, it shouldn’t have surprised me that she had a friend named Northern Star. One who lived on a commune, no less.

				“He made it for me,” Liv said. “Thought I should be brave.”

				She dropped the pendant back around her neck and clambered off me. “I’m getting hungry. The cake should be ready soon.”

				She went into the kitchen, where she’d made a coffee-cake from a boxed mix. I took a magazine from the table, but kept my gaze on Liv as she reached up to take a mug out of the cupboard. Our kiss and the feel of her on top of me had turned my thoughts lusty.

				Liv’s voice was a pleasant hum as she started chattering about some tickets to something. Her white shirt molded to her body. Beneath the stretchy material, her breasts looked full and round. 

				“Want some?” Liv asked.

				Yeah, I want some. 

				A blue, polka-dot skirt flowed over her hips and legs. I wanted to grab fistfuls of the skirt and hike it all the way up to her waist, spread her smooth thighs....

				“Dean?”

				“Sorry, what?” I pulled my gaze back to her face.

				She held up a mug. “Hot chocolate. Want some?”

				“Uh, no thanks.”

				Her hair was tugged back into a ponytail. I wished she’d leave it loose, all tangled around her shoulders. I shifted, painfully aware of my growing erection.

				“So they said they’d still have tickets available at the box office Saturday night.” She bent to take the cake out of the oven. I looked at the curve of her ass and imagined it bare. “We just need to get there a little early to pick them up.”

				I couldn’t remember what performance we were seeing tomorrow night, but I made a noise of agreement. Then I went back to gazing at her breasts. I wondered what color her nipples were.

				“Dean?”

				“Huh?”

				Liv turned and put her hands on her hips. Her eyes narrowed. “I said, do you want to get dinner before or after the show?”

				“Yeah, sure.”

				“What is your problem? Why are you not listening to anything I’m saying?”

				Because all the blood in my brain has gone to my dick.

				I tore my gaze away from her and looked back at the magazine. “I’m listening.”

				“You are not.”

				“Tickets at the box office, dinner before.”

				She tapped her fingers on the counter. “What’s the performance?”

				You and me getting naked.

				“Uh…”

				“Uh huh.” She arched an eyebrow, then picked up her mug and went to sit in a chair across from the sofa. “It’s an acrobatic dance troupe called Diabolo.”

				Oh, good Lord.

				“Sounds great,” I said.

				She smirked. “Guess you should have been listening when I asked if you wanted to go.”

				“Sorry.” I tossed the magazine onto the coffee table. “I was too busy staring at your breasts and imagining what they look like naked.”

				A gasp caught in her throat. I winked at her. Her cheeks reddened with pleasure. 

				I loved getting her all flustered. And I loved that she loved it too.

				She ducked her head to take a sip of cocoa. A strand of hair fell across her face. I watched her full lips close around the edge of the cup. My erection grew thicker. Over the past couple of months, Liv and I had fooled around with most of our clothes on, which was hot as hell, but I was impatient for more. I wanted her with a force that hurt.

				And still I knew I couldn’t push her too fast. Not my pretty, virginal Liv with her shadowed eyes and untold secrets. She was letting me through her guarded defenses. I’d become a monk before I’d betray her trust.

				“So what did you imagine?” she asked.

				I swung my gaze back to her. Her cheeks were still flushed, her eyes on her mug.

				“What did I imagine?” I repeated.

				“About my breasts.” She glanced at me from beneath her lashes. “What do you think they look like naked?”

				Oh, shit. My cock strained against my jeans. I had to take a breath before I could respond. 

				“I imagine they’re full and perfect with big, pink nipples that get hard the instant you take your bra off.”

				A visible shudder ran through her. “God, Dean.”

				“Am I right?”

				She looked at me. Heat brewed in her brown eyes. Energy crackled in the air. Then she set her mug on the coffee table and grasped the hem of her shirt.

				My heart pounded. I rubbed my cock through my jeans and shifted. She hesitated, then slowly pulled the shirt over her head and dropped it to the floor.

				I stared at her. She was wearing a plain, beige cotton bra, and the brass pendant dangled against her pale skin. Her nipples strained against the front of her bra, which pressed her breasts together in a valley of cleavage that made my prick ache.

				A swallow rippled Liv’s slender throat. Her hands trembled as she reached to unfasten the clasp and push her bra off her shoulders.

				My breath escaped in a hiss. 

				I was right. Moving with the force of her breath, her breasts were perfect—round and luscious, not too big, with pink nipples and areolae the size of quarters. I already knew her breasts would fit in my hands, but I’d only touched them through her clothes. Now my fingers flexed with the urge to squeeze and rub her bare skin...

				I gripped my erection, which pulsed uncomfortably against my crotch.

				“Touch them.” My voice was hoarse.

				“You want me to…”

				“Touch them the way you do when you’re alone in bed.”

				She shivered. Her blush deepened. “Oh.”

				I waited, my heart thumping. She looked down, then cupped her breasts in both hands and pressed them together. After another quick glance at me, her stroking grew bolder. She squeezed her breasts, rubbed her fingers into the crevice beneath them, plucked at her nipples.

				I almost came in my jeans. I unfastened the button-fly and reached into my boxers to take out my cock. Liv inhaled sharply when she glanced up and saw me pulling on the stiff length.

				She paused, her gaze fixed on my erection as I stroked the shaft. Her tongue flicked out to lick her lips.

				“Is that… is that the way you touch yourself when you’re alone in bed?” she whispered.

				“When I’m thinking about you, yeah.” I tightened my fist, pressure collecting in my groin, my head flashing with raw images of all the things I wanted to do to her.

				“Do you think about me a lot?” She twisted her nipples, still watching the movement of my hand.

				“Every night. Can’t during the day or I’d be arrested for obscene behavior.”

				She smiled. “You get turned on whenever you think of me?”

				“Can’t help it.” I slid my hand up the shaft of my aching prick and rubbed my thumb over the head. “You make me hot.”

				“You make me hot too.” She squeezed her breasts again, then squirmed a little and pressed her legs together. 

				“Are you wet?” I asked.

				She exhaled a shaky breath. “Yes.”

				“Come here.”

				“What?”

				“I need to touch you.” I needed her to touch me too.

				She rose and approached me. She looked incredible, all flushed and aroused with her naked breasts swaying and her ponytail spilling over her shoulder. She gathered her skirt, pulling it up before she straddled my thighs and sat back on my knees. Her desire-filled eyes tracked down my torso to where my cock stood up rigidly between us. 

				I loosened my fingers from my shaft and reached out to touch her. She shuddered. My prick throbbed as I flicked my thumbs over her nipples, rubbing the soft underside of her breasts. I wanted to thrust my cock into her cleavage.

				She clasped the material of her skirt. She wiggled her ass against my thighs. I could feel the heat burning through her panties. I eased my hands under her skirt, moving my palms slowly up the smooth length of her legs. She was looking at me, her breathing rapid.

				“Okay?” I asked.

				She nodded and put her hand on my chest, then leaned in to kiss me. Her soft mouth opened over mine. A moan spilled from her as I edged my finger under the elastic of her panties where it encircled her thigh. Lust fired my blood when I touched her cleft. Her kiss deepened. She slipped her tongue into my mouth before lifting herself up and brushing her fingers over my erection.

				My teeth clenched. “Wait.”

				“Sorry, did I—”

				I grabbed her waist. “Come closer.”

				She shifted closer and settled her hands on my shoulders. The sweet scent of her filled my head. I took one of her nipples between my teeth and tugged lightly. She gasped.

				“Dean, I’m…”

				I pushed her skirt up farther. No scrap of lace for her, but plain cotton panties that stretched down over her hips to cover her sex. I wanted to rip them away and sink deep inside her. Instead I took a hard breath and pulled her closer so my prick nudged between her legs. She trembled.

				“Go ahead.” I stared at the apex of her thighs where my straining cock pushed against the damp cotton of her panties.

				She flexed her fingers on my shoulders and gripped my shirt. Bracing her knees on either side of my hips, she shifted and rubbed herself against my erection.

				“Dean… you’re so big… that feels…” She shifted again. Her breasts bounced.

				Need pulsed through me. The friction of the cotton against the head of my cock increased the pressure. I slid my hands under her skirt to hold her ass and guide her down again. Her cleft rubbed against my shaft. 

				She twisted her hips. Sweat trickled into the hollow of her throat. I yanked her closer so her breasts crushed against my chest. I could feel her nipples through my shirt. She worked herself harder, rubbing her cloth-covered pussy against my erection. Little moans emerged from her parted lips.

				“I need to touch you,” she gasped, reaching down to spread her hand over my shaft. “I need you… right here…”

				She wiggled closer and positioned herself so the head of my cock pressed her clit. The sensation of her wet heat through the cotton almost sent me over the edge. Blood pumped through my cock. The tension grew.

				I gripped her thighs. “Liv, I’m going to come.”

				“Wait. Let me…” She stroked the head of my cock against her, her muscles straining. Most of her hair had escaped her ponytail. The long strands fell over her face and forehead in a mess of tangles. “Oh God. I’m… oh.”

				She let out a cry as her body shook with tremors. Explosive pleasure boiled inside me. I grabbed my shaft. Liv kept writhing her clit against my prick. The sight of her all quivering and sweating was too much to take. Within seconds, I came with a groan, shooting all over her cotton panties.

				Liv shuddered, her chest heaving as she lifted her skirt to look at the semen dripping down her thighs. She rubbed a hand over my damp prick and glanced up at me with those big, brown eyes that revealed everything and nothing. 

				“There is so much I want to do with you,” she whispered.

				A groan caught in my throat. I speared my hand into her hair and pulled her toward me for a hard kiss that made my blood pulse all over again. She softened against me, her body pliant and yielding.

				“You have no idea what I want to do with you,” I muttered.

				“Well, then.” She shifted, her naked breasts rubbing against my shirt, her ass sliding over my prick. “You’ll just have to show me.”

				Oh, I will. I breathed her in and sank my face against her shoulder.

				It was good for my ego, showing her how hot things could be, watching her arousal, getting her off. It was good for me too, this blinding spell of release. Staggered my senses. Obliterated everything except us alone.

				I tightened my hands on her hips. A sudden dizziness filled my head.

				Us. Alone.

				Exactly the way I wanted it then. 

				Exactly the way I want it now.
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				[image: "Y]ou’re sure you want to do this?” Over the phone, Allie sounds worried. And her anxiety doesn’t exactly inspire me with a bucketload of confidence.

				“Yes, but I can’t promise I’ll be any help.” I scroll down the loan application on my computer screen. 

				I’ve filled out all the information as best I can, though I didn’t list any of Dean’s financial information as collateral. Shortly after we married, Dean merged our finances—or, more accurately, made me joint owner of all his accounts. I still have my own checking and savings accounts, but I haven’t used either very often since we got married.

				“Did you get the business plan I sent you?” Allie asks. “Brent helped me revise it, so it’s solid.”

				“Yes, I’ve already included it. Here’s the bank guy’s info, in case he contacts you.” I give her the name of the loan officer with whom I’ve corresponded about the application. “I’m sending it right now, so he said we should hear back soon.”

				“Okay. I’ll let you know if he calls. Thanks, Liv.”

				We chat for a few more minutes before hanging up. I turn off my cell phone and stare at the meager numbers on my loan application. I am struck, with sudden and unwelcome force, by the realization that I do not have collateral of my own… or much of anything else either.

				Dean pays the rent on our apartment, plus bills, groceries, and utilities. I have full access to our joint checking and savings accounts, credit cards, investment accounts, stocks, bonds—but all the money is Dean’s. He pays the credit card bill. He even pays for my subscriptions to a few gardening and entertainment magazines. His assets are the reason he established a living will and trust, and why he is already laying the groundwork for including the baby in everything.

				I take a breath and hit the send button to submit my loan application. Your information has been received and will be processed shortly. 

				Fear ripples down my spine.

				Without my husband, I have so little of my own. I don’t know how I let that happen. All those years of trying to stay on my feet, plant myself somewhere—leaving my mother when I was thirteen, finishing high school, the full scholarship to Fieldbrook College, even battling the aftermath of what happened there, then finally graduating from the University of Wisconsin—all of that was supposed to set me on a path toward self-reliance.

				I close my laptop—a birthday present from Dean last year—and push away from the desk. The bedroom door is open, but no noise drifts up the stairs from either the kitchen or the living room. Dean has gone out for a run, and I have no idea where his mother and sister are.

				I also haven’t seen Helen Morgan since we arrived a few days ago.

				I go downstairs. Everything is silent and still, aside from the slight movement of the curtains in front of the open windows.

				Taupe walls and ceramic-tiled floors dominate the rooms, accented with mission-style, walnut furniture, colorful pottery and paintings, and lush area rugs. I look out onto the garden, which hasn’t changed since the first and last time I was here five years ago. Huge, potted plants line the terrace around wooden patio furniture tossed with bright, overstuffed cushions. 

				Whoever decorated the West home would have a field day with that big house Dean wants to buy in Mirror Lake.

				I pause at the fireplace in the living room. Framed photographs line the mantel and the built-in bookshelves on either side. I remember them—all pictures of the Wests smiling at the camera or displaying some accomplishment. 

				There’s one of Dean accepting his doctorate, another of Richard West shaking hands with the governor and various other people, Paige’s graduation picture, Joanna receiving some award. Archer West is the least represented, with only two photos of him as a gap-toothed boy and one of him in a formal family portrait.

				I stare at the image of Archer West. Dean had said that his brother was on his way back from LA. I assume that means he’ll be here any day now. 

				Ignoring a flash of apprehension, I go into the kitchen and open the refrigerator. I have no idea what anyone’s dinner plans are, but I figure it won’t hurt to make something.

				Buoyed by the idea of being useful, I scrounge around and decide to make chicken with onions and garlic, roasted asparagus, and rice pilaf. I’m halfway through mixing up a marinade when the front door opens. Paige’s and Joanna’s voices drift into the kitchen.

				“Oh.” Joanna stops, her gaze going to the counter where I’m working on the mise en place. “Hello, Olivia.”

				“Hi.” I give her a little wave, keeping my voice cheerful. I am no fan of either Joanna or Richard West, but I’ll be damned if I’ll contribute to this family’s tension. I’m going to do exactly what I told Dean I would do—be here for him and prove myself to the Wests.

				“I just thought I’d make a few dishes,” I say.

				“That’s nice.” Joanna puts her handbag on the counter. “I’m going to go and take a little nap. Paige, don’t bother waking me for dinner.”

				After she leaves the kitchen, I glance at Paige.

				“How’s your father?”

				“Anxious to get the surgery over with.” Paige watches me as I start to peel an onion. “Helen is planning to join us for dinner.”

				“That’s fine. There’s plenty of chicken.” 

				Paige gives a short nod before going into the living room. I peel a few cloves of garlic, losing myself in the mundane tasks of chopping, slicing, seasoning. The door bangs open again and Dean comes in, sweaty and energized from his run. 

				“Smells great.” He grabs a bottled water from the refrigerator.

				I wrinkle my nose at him. “Unlike you.”

				“Point taken.” He drops a kiss on the back of my neck and goes upstairs.

				I finish marinating the chicken, wash and season the asparagus, and start the rice. Calculating I can have everything on the table in an hour, I follow Dean upstairs to change into something nicer for dinner. 

				I pull off my jeans, glancing at myself in the full-length mirror on the wall. I’m nine weeks pregnant and definitely growing. My belly bulges outward and my breasts are tender, but my nausea has waned. And I feel sexy, which is unnerving since it seems wholly inappropriate to want to be turned on when my husband is in the middle of a family crisis.

				Then again, sex has always been an important part of our relationship—an intensely personal dynamic that we established early on. Even if hormones account partly for my lustiness, there is also the undeniable knowledge that Dean and I haven’t yet had a chance to focus entirely on us again.

				Soon, I promise myself, thinking of the fantasy exchange I suggested and the possibility of renewing our vows. Or getting matching tattoos.

				Amused by the idea of Professor West sporting a tattoo of an anchor or a heart, I dress in a gray skirt and white blouse. I smooth the skirt over my hips and hope it doesn’t look as tight as it is beginning to feel. I’m fastening on a pair of earrings when Dean’s cell phone rings on the nightstand.

				“Your phone’s ringing,” I call over the sound of the shower.

				“Can you get it?” he shouts back. “Might be the realtor.”

				I pick up the phone and look at the caller ID, not recognizing the number. “Dean West’s phone.”

				There’s a crackle of noise, then a man’s deep voice. “Hello? Is that Liv?”

				“This is Liv, yes.”

				“Liv, it’s Simon. Simon Fletcher.”

				“Simon?” I smile with affection, picturing the big, bearded friend whom Dean has known since his graduate school days. “Where are you?”

				“Tuscany. Can you hear me?”

				“Yes. Hold on a sec.” I move toward the window under the unscientific belief that it will improve the connection. “Simon, how are you?”

				“Great. I’m on sabbatical for the year to work on a dig. Medieval monastery not far from Lucca. Been here for three months now, spent the holidays in Rome. It’s good to hear you. How’re you and the professor?”

				“Fine, thanks. We’re in California right now, visiting his family.”

				“Yeah, I called King’s, and they told me he’d be back when the semester starts. I wanted to congratulate him on his IHR grant and see if I can talk him into a trip out here. Tried to get him to join us last semester, but he said things were too busy. I just heard a group from Cambridge is coming down in the next month. They’ve got enough money to bring Dean on as advisor when we start excavating a new area. Bunch of people here’d like to see him again too.”

				“Oh, that’s wonderful.” 

				“I’m sending him an email with all the info. You want me to CC you on it? I’ll send the link to the excavation diary.”

				“Sure, I’d love to read about it.” I turn at the sound of Dean emerging from the bathroom. He’s rubbing his hair with a towel as he looks at me inquisitively.

				“Simon Fletcher,” I tell him, pointing to the phone. “Simon, hold on. Here’s Dean.”

				Dean tosses the towel onto a chair and takes the phone from me. A grin breaks out on his face as he hears Simon’s booming voice. “You’re calling from Altopascio? How’s it going? What have you found?”

				They engage in a great deal of talk about the Camaldolese monastery—excavation of a perimeter wall, a burial site, sacred objects, plans for the different areas—before Dean falls silent, apparently listening to Simon’s proposal to join the team. 

				I watch my husband, recognizing his anticipation at the thought of an excavation, the uncovering of secrets hidden in each new discovery. He hasn’t had much chance to do fieldwork since earning his doctorate, and I know he misses it. He loves being outdoors, going on field surveys, the manual labor of digging in the ground and working with tools, the diversity of consulting with technicians, excavation crews, scientists.

				“I don’t see it happening this semester, but maybe sometime later,” Dean says into the phone.

				I shake my head to stop his refusal and indicate that he should call Simon back. They talk for a few more minutes before Dean ends the call with a promise to be in touch. He tosses the phone onto the bed and looks at me.

				“Dean.” Even though I know this is a long shot, I feel the need to try. “You should go.”

				“No way.”

				“I could come with you.”

				“Liv, I’m not going to Italy when you’re pregnant. And neither are you. Besides, I have classes this semester.”

				“King’s would let you take a few weeks off, especially with the IHR grant.”

				“It would be more like a few months, if I agree to serve as advisor.” Dean reaches for the towel and loops it around the back of his neck. “California is as far as either of us is traveling. And as soon as we get back to Mirror Lake, we’re staying there until the baby is born.”

				“You won’t go on a dig anytime soon after the baby is born either,” I say. “This might be your last chance for quite a while.”

				“Doesn’t matter.” Dean approaches me. The delicious, soapy scent of his skin curls through me like a ribbon. “I’m not going.”

				I gaze at the hollow of his throat, where a single drop of water lingers. He puts his hand beneath my chin and lifts my face so our eyes meet.

				“What’s wrong?” he asks gently. 

				“I just feel like this is something you should do.” 

				“I don’t want to, Liv.”

				“If I weren’t pregnant, you would go.”

				“What’s the point of thinking about what either of us would do if you weren’t pregnant? You are pregnant. I couldn’t care less about a dig. You’re all that matters, and I’m not leaving you.”

				“It’s strange though, isn’t it?” I reach out to brush the drop of water from his throat. “Thinking about all the stuff that will change.”

				“Yes, it is. Which is exactly why I’m not leaving you.”

				“Dean?”

				“Right here.”

				“Do you want a baby?” I finally ask.

				“No.”

				My heart almost stops. “No?”

				“I don’t want a baby.” Dean puts his hand on my belly, spreading his fingers out. “But I do want this baby. I want our baby.”

				I smile, relief filling me like light. “Good, because that’s all I’ve got.”

				“You’ve got much more than that, Mrs. West.” 

				He holds up his left hand, palm out. I put my palm against his so our wedding bands click. He moves his hand over. We clasp our fingers together. Then Dean takes my ponytail in his other hand and gently pulls my head back so he can kiss me. 

				“There’s just one thing…” he murmurs.

				“What?”

				“If it’s a boy, can we name it Chaucer?”

				I break away from him with a laugh. He frowns.

				“Why are you laughing? Chaucer is a great name for our baby.”

				“In your dreams.”

				“Where you always are,” he remarks.

				“Good one, professor.” I pat his cheek. “Now, you’d better get dressed. Helen is coming for dinner, so you’ll have a rapt audience if you want to discuss the dimensions of cathedral elevation.”

				“What about the name Abelard?” he calls after me as I head downstairs.

				“What about the name Ezekiel?” I call back.

				“That’s biblical, not medieval.”

				I’m still smiling as I go into the kitchen. Helen is already there, looking elegant in slacks and a sage-green cashmere sweater. She and Paige are talking, but they both stop when they see me.

				I greet them politely and put on an apron from the utility closet before finishing up the dinner preparations. Paige pours several glasses of wine and offers me one.

				“No, thanks.”

				She arches an eyebrow. “You’ve stopped drinking?”

				What a way to phrase that question.

				“I’ve never been much of a drinker,” I say, more for Helen’s benefit than Paige’s.

				“Well, one glass won’t hurt.” She’s still holding it out to me.

				“No, really, I’d prefer water.”

				Paige stares at me for a minute, then shrugs. As she turns away, she and Helen exchange glances. I wonder what silent message has just passed between them. They’re both radiating coolness in my direction, which shouldn’t surprise me.

				“So.” I take a glass and fill it with water from the refrigerator dispenser. “How long have you two been friends?”

				“Since high school,” Paige replies. “Helen’s family moved in down the street when I was fourteen. She and Dean were in the same grade, right?”

				“Mmm. Graduated the same year, though we didn’t start dating until grad school.”

				Paige sighs and reaches for the wine. “You guys were so good together.”

				Helen smiles tightly. “Oh, did I tell you my parents got back from Spain last week? They had a wonderful time.”

				She and Paige sit at the table as Helen starts talking about all the places her parents visited. Paige hangs on every word, interjecting with awed remarks and questions. “They did, really? That must have been beautiful. Have you been there? What was it like?”

				I can almost see the girl-crush Paige has harbored for years, the awe she has for this sophisticated woman. Paige must have been thrilled when her older brother married elegant, ambitious Helen.

				A rush of sympathy goes through me. Paige has had it rough too. I know what it’s like to crave something stable and secure, which likely is what Paige has also done since childhood. When Helen and Dean married, Paige probably saw them as the epitome of the perfect marriage—a strong, familial unit her own parents never were. And then her illusion shattered when Dean and Helen divorced.

				No wonder she doesn’t like me.

				“Have you ever been to Spain, Liv?” Paige asks me.

				I shake my head.“I’ve been to France a few times with Dean, though.”

				It’s the wrong thing to say. Both women look as if I’d mentioned Dean in order to rub salt in their wounds.

				Helen turns back to Paige and starts talking about Seville. I finish making dinner while listening, glad when Dean comes into the kitchen. He squeezes my shoulder in silent apology for having taken so long. 

				Paige helps me get dinner on the table. I eat in relative silence while Dean, Helen, and Paige talk, and Helen asks Dean if he’s interested in guest lecturing for one of her classes at Stanford next week.

				“I have a class on the nineteenth-century design movement, so maybe you could talk about medieval aesthetics and architecture?” Helen asks, passing a plate of asparagus to Paige. “Maybe stained glass?”

				“I don’t have a lecture written up on that, but I could put one together,” Dean says.

				“It’s not a big class, just fifteen undergrads. You could make it more of a discussion.”

				“Sure.”

				Helen looks pleased. “I’ll send out an email announcement to the department. Some of the medieval history students will want to sit in, too.”

				They launch into a discussion of what texts and pieces they should focus on.

				I can’t detect any anger between Helen and Dean. No lingering bitterness or blame either, as if all the unpleasant emotions have been lost in time. They’re like polite colleagues now, discussing their work and mutual acquaintances.

				After dinner, Dean and I wash the dishes and clean the kitchen, then tell the other women good night and head upstairs. Dean checks on his mother while I change into my nightgown and brush my teeth.

				“Did she take your name?” I ask when Dean comes back into the bedroom.

				“What?”

				“Helen. Was she Helen West?”

				“No.” He grabs the back collar of his T-shirt and tugs it over his head. “She kept her maiden name. She was always Dr. Morgan.”

				I’m glad they didn’t share that. 

				“How do you… you know, feel? About her?”

				“I wish her well.” He shrugs. “I’m sorry about what happened, but I’m glad we both got out when we did. I’m sure she feels the same way.”

				“You’re so mature.”

				He winks at me. “And you like me that way.”

				“True.” I’m surprised to realize I’m glad for both him and Helen that they’ve been able to come to terms with their rocky past and put it behind them. Well, I’m glad for Dean’s sake anyway.

				I tell him to lie facedown on the bed, then I straddle the small of his back and start to knead the tension from his shoulders. He lets out a groan of appreciation. His muscles are rigid with knots, but slowly they become pliable under my hands. I work his spine, pressing along the length of it, then back up to his neck. His skin is smooth, taut. I slide my fingers into his hair and massage his scalp and ears. 

				Within minutes, the rhythm of his body shifts beneath mine. I rub his shoulders awhile longer as he sinks deeper into sleep. Then I climb off and pull the comforter over him. 

				I give Kelsey a quick call to update her. I look around for the novel I brought with me and realize I’ve left my satchel downstairs. As I head down to retrieve it, I hear Paige and Helen talking in the living room.

				Bad Liv. I stop on the stairs to listen. Sure enough, they’re talking about me and Dean.

				“I just don’t know what they have in common,” Paige says. Glass clinks on glass as she refills her wine. “He’s so brilliant, you know. So well-regarded. And she… well, she doesn’t do much of anything, from what I can tell.”

				Shit. I don’t want to hear this, but I don’t move.

				“The sex must be spectacular,” Helen replies, her tone dry.

				“Helen!” Paige sounds shocked. “You’re talking about my brother.”

				“And my ex-husband. Believe me when I say I know what he can do.”

				“Helen.” Paige chokes out a laugh. “She’s pretty, I guess. I’ll give her that. But you think good sex can sustain a marriage?”

				“In some cases, apparently.” Now Helen sounds faintly bitter. “Dean said they met in Wisconsin.”

				“Madison. She was a student, also working at a coffeehouse. He was a visiting professor at the University of Wisconsin. He brought her home once for Thanksgiving, which was a total disaster.”

				There’s a pause before Paige continues. “We thought Dean was just messing around with her, especially when he didn’t mention her again. Then out of nowhere a couple years later, bam! He tells us they’re married. I think Mom is still expecting them to break up and for Dean to find someone more suitable.”

				My chest squeezes tight.

				“Where does her family live?” Helen asks.

				“I’ve no idea. I can’t remember what her parents do. I don’t think she’s ever talked about them, not that I’ve asked. I get the sense they weren’t around much.”

				“Probably the reason she latched on to Dean,” Helen says. “You know, stable, successful, handsome guy. She got lucky.”

				“Or she got a free ride,” Paige mutters.

				Double shit.

				“No kids yet, huh?” Helen asks.

				“Not that we know of.”

				I creep upstairs, then make a bit of noise closing the bedroom door and going back down the stairs. Their conversation comes to a halt when I’m halfway to the living room.

				“Hi.” I pause at the door and give them a little wave, as if I’ve just happened upon them. “I came down to get my book.”

				They both look at me without blinking. Then Helen reaches for the wine bottle. “Why don’t you join us, Liv?”

				“Thanks, but I’m pretty tired.”

				“Come on, just one glass.”

				Because I am apparently a glutton for punishment, I enter the living room and sit on a chair by the fire. I don’t know what I expect to say to them, except I feel the intense urge to justify my marriage.

				Helen holds out the wineglass. I shake my head. Her gaze skims over me, briefly but with a sharpness that makes me self-conscious. I’m wearing a thin robe that I brought because it takes up less space than my padded one. Now I wish I had the cover of the thick robe because Helen continues to look at me as if she’s assessing me physically.

				As if she’s still trying to figure out what Dean sees in me.

				I push a lock of hair behind my ear and wrap my arms around myself.

				“So, I hear you’ve taught at Stanford for years, Helen,” I say brightly.

				“Yes. I’ve been there since before Dean and I were married.”

				I wonder how often she’s going to remind me that she and Dean were married. Maybe I’ll think up a responding zinger I can use every time she does. Something about Dean’s and my amazing sex life, perhaps.

				“Helen and I were just talking about your family, Liv.” Paige’s tone is pleasant, conversational. “I’m afraid I can’t remember what your parents do.”

				“My mother is in travel,” I say, repeating the same thing I have for the past ten years. “My father passed away years ago.”

				“Oh, I’m sorry,” Paige says. “Perhaps your mother can join you for a visit sometime. We’d love to finally meet her.”

				I mutter something noncommittal.

				“Where does she live?” Paige continues.

				“In the South.” Last I know about.

				“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Helen asks.

				“No.” Why don’t I get up and leave? I don’t want to talk about any of this. But I also don’t want them to talk about me. And I really don’t like the implications they made, as if Dean has terrible judgment because he married me. As if I’m worthless. 

				“So we’re thinking that Dean might get tenure at King’s soon,” I tell Helen. “Especially since he just received an IHR grant.”

				Helen looks startled. “Dean got an IHR grant?”

				Hah.

				“Oh, didn’t he tell you? They sent him the letter before Christmas. The funding starts this summer.”

				“Well, that’s great.” Helen takes another sip of wine.

				I try to come up with some fabulous recent accomplishment of my own that I can brag about. “And I’m pregnant” doesn’t fit the bill. Maybe “And I can make an awesome soufflé”?

				“I didn’t know you were here, Helen.” Joanna West enters the room. She somehow manages to look effortlessly elegant in a flowing caftan thing, even though it’s nearing ten at night. “Any word from the doctor?”

				“I called earlier, and Dad’s sleeping,” Paige says. “We can visit in the morning.”

				“Fine.” Joanna slants her cool gaze to me. “Hello, Olivia.”

				“How are you, Joanna?” My stomach twists. I hate the evidence that she can still make me nervous, this sophisticated woman who blames me for taking her son away.

				“We saved dinner for you, Joanna.” Helen rises and hands Joanna a glass of wine. “Liv made it. Come and have some.”

				“Thank you, dear.”

				The three women go into the kitchen. Although they’ve just snubbed me, I’m less hurt than I am relieved at the chance to escape their company. I stay seated for a few minutes, listening to the hum of their conversation. 

				I can’t help feeling a little envious at the knowledge that Helen still has a good relationship with Joanna West. Paige and Joanna have always been close, the two West women united, and Helen seems to be the third piece to their little conclave. 

				Pressing a hand to my belly, I go back upstairs. Dean is sound asleep, sprawled out on his stomach. I take my Liv’s Manifesto notebook from my satchel and sit at the desk, turning on the low lamp. I open to a fresh page and pick up a pen.

				[image: I will try to get it right.]

				[image: I will figure out exactly what “it” is.]

				I put the book aside and go to slide beneath the covers. I press myself against Dean’s warm body and close my eyes, but it’s a long time before I’m able to sleep.
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				[image: A]side from a therapist, I had never told anyone what happened at Fieldbrook. Not even North, the one person before Dean whom I could trust. After a huge fight with my mother when I was thirteen, I left her to go and live with my aunt Stella, my father’s sister. 

				For five years, I stayed with Stella and her husband Henry in Castleford—classic small-town Wisconsin. Stella had strict rules for my stay—good grades, part-time job, church attendance, no drinking or sleeping around—and I was happy to obey those rules. After years of instability with my mother, it was a relief to have structure, rigid and stifling though it was. 

				For five years, no one had anything bad to say about me. No one had anything to say at all. I was quiet, contained, studious. I didn’t date and had only a few friends, choosing to focus on my studies and extracurricular activities like speech-and-debate that would look good on my college applications. When I was eighteen, I earned a full-tuition scholarship to Fieldbrook College, an exclusive private school near Milwaukee.

				The day I got the acceptance letter, I stood by the mailbox with my pulse racing as I felt the past slipping away and the future opening up like an endless field in front of me. 

				 

			  Dear Miss Winter, 

				On behalf of the admissions committee and board of directors, we are very pleased to inform you that you have been selected as the sole recipient of the prestigious Fieldbrook College Merit Scholarship…				

				 

				Finally I could stretch my wings, leave my self-centered mother and my repressed life with Aunt Stella far behind. Finally I could figure out who I was and what I wanted to be.

				Three months later, I packed up everything I owned and drove across the state to start my future. That was it. Both the beginning and the end.

				And then six years later with Dean… a beginning again.

				Even in the early part of our relationship, I knew I would tell him before I slept with him. I had to. But I didn’t know how or when I would… until I had no choice.

				The weekend after our strip Scrabble game, he came over to my apartment on a rainy Saturday afternoon. We spent a couple of hours working—he graded essays, and I researched a paper about information resources—before I took a break to put some dirty clothes in the washing machine. I gathered up a few quarters and my laundry basket, declining Dean’s offer of help as I went down to the third-floor laundry room.

				A dozen washers and dryers lined the narrow room, the yellow glow of fluorescent lights overhead. Several of the machines were running, the washers making sloshing noises, the dryers rotating with the tumble of clothes. No one else was there, and I put my basket on the table and started taking out socks and T-shirts.

				I was in a somewhat meditative zone, focused on sorting the colors. Any noise was muffled by the rhythmic sound of the machines. I didn’t hear Dean enter the room, didn’t even sense his presence. All I knew was that two big, male hands suddenly slid around my waist from behind. Fear hit me hard and fast. 

				My heart jammed up into my throat. I yanked myself away from him and bolted, only to find myself trapped in the corner. 

				“Liv?” Dean backed off, shock and dismay flaring across his face. “Liv, I—”

				“Wait…” Goddammit. I held up my hands and tried to take slow, even breaths.

				I was there again, back in a laundry room with boys I hardly knew, music and laughter pounding through the walls, dizzy from the noise and the smell of beer. 

				They were big, both of them. One of them stood near the door. I’d known even then that I was trapped, even if I had gone into the room willingly, even if I had fooled around with the blond boy who had looked at me the way no one had before…

				“That… that scared me,” I stammered.

				“Liv, I’m sorry.” Dean dragged a hand down his face. “I never want to scare you.”

				I drew in another breath and felt my heart began to settle. “You don’t scare me. I wouldn’t… I wouldn’t be with you if you did. I’m… it just caught me off guard.” I tried to smile. “Bit edgy sometimes.”

				He knew that already. I’d gotten skittish during our first intimate encounter, and he’d seen me through a full-blown panic attack at a football game. 

				But none of that was because of him.

				It was because of me.

				“Come on.” He tossed my clothes into the basket and grabbed it. “You okay to go back up?”

				I needed nothing more than to get out of that laundry room, where the stuffy air and noise of the washers now pounded at me like a headache.

				Dean kept a distance from me until we were back in my apartment. I went into the kitchen for a glass of water, taking a few swallows as I gathered my courage.

				“I messed up.” I set the glass in the sink and turned to him. “I tried so hard to get away from my mother, to prove I wasn’t like her, and then… then suddenly I was.”

				“What happened?”

				“I… I told you about the perverts who messed with me when I was a kid.” I clenched my hands together, shoved away icy memories. “My mother’s so-called boyfriends. The only good time I had was when we were at Twelve Oaks, the commune in California. But she made us leave again after only a few months, even though I wanted desperately to stay. That was when I left her. That was when I finally thought I might have a chance to be like other girls.”

				The tightness in my heart loosened as I met Dean’s gaze—that of a strong, protective, good man who liked and wanted me in all the right ways.

				“I was a straight A student,” I said. “Never caused a single problem. I went to Fieldbrook when I was eighteen. It was a small college, less than fifteen hundred students. Good humanities and language program.

				“After I moved there, I felt free, for the first time in… well, for the first time ever. That fall semester, I met a guy in my accounting class who was a year ahead of me. An athlete. On the crew team. His name was Justin. He was handsome, popular… and I hadn’t dated at all, so it was flattering when he showed an interest in me.

				“I’d always wanted to do what other girls did. To feel normal. I wanted to go on dates, wear pretty clothes, have close friends, learn how to flirt… but I’d been too afraid, too worried that Stella would find a reason to kick me out. So being at Fieldbrook, I finally felt like I could do all that, now that I was on my own. 

				“I went on a date with Justin… he was the first boy I even kissed… then he asked me to a party a few days later. House on the outskirts of town. It was loud, lots of drinking, all that stuff. Can’t say I liked it, but I didn’t try and leave. 

				“After a few hours, Justin and I ended up in this tiny laundry room at the back of the house and started fooling around. I’d had two beers, but I wasn’t drunk. It was mutual, and at first, I liked it. I thought… I’d spent so much of my life feeling different, being the strange, quiet girl or being an outsider with my own mother, that it was nice to have Justin’s attention, to feel included and… I don’t know. Wanted.

				“So we were kissing and touching, and…” I had to look away from Dean then, my face burning. “I had my period. I told Justin that when he started getting more aggressive. He… well, he got mad. Thought I’d been leading him on for nothing. I was too naïve to have thought of that… but not too naïve to realize what he had expected from me. That was when I got scared.”

				“Liv…”

				I held up my hand to stop Dean from coming toward me, knowing I would shatter if he touched me. 

				“He told me to strip to the waist and give him oral sex. I didn’t want to… but I… the room was really small, and it was hot with all this noise from the party and the thumping bass of the music… he was between me and the door, and I… I felt trapped. I just did what he told me to do so I could get out of there. 

				“It… uh, it took me a long time to understand why I went along with it, that I was still being coerced. After it was over, I looked up and saw one of Justin’s friends standing at the door, blocking the only way out. I didn’t know how long he’d been there or how much he’d seen, but it was enough.”

				I fell silent. Humiliation scorched me from the inside out.

				“I can’t remember the other guy’s name. Justin said something to him. I couldn’t hear past the loud music, the ringing in my ears. And this other guy came toward me, and I knew, I knew I’d have to do it again, with this guy I didn’t know at all… but thank God a couple showed up, wanting to use the room to smoke a joint. It was enough of a distraction that I was able to pull on my shirt and get the hell out of there. I got a ride home with another girl. Spent the rest of the night stumbling between the shower and getting sick in the toilet.”

				I could feel Dean’s rage, his instinctive move toward me.

				“Wait.” I backed away. “I was… I didn’t realize what had happened, that I could have reported it. I just tried to put it behind me and crawl back into my shell. Justin asked me out again. I said no. I felt horrible, dirty. Ashamed. I kept flashing back to the time that pervert used me to get off, and my mother didn’t stop him. I felt like I’d let those boys use me the same way, and I hated myself for it.

				“I turned Justin down twice more. He didn’t like that. Told me I had no right to turn into an ice queen, that kind of thing. I thought he’d just move on and leave me alone. Then I found out he had a girlfriend, and that the other guy had told her what happened in the laundry room… well.

				“She left me some nasty messages, and gossip started. It seemed like the whole campus was talking about me within a week. Saying I was a slut, that Justin had paid me, that I’d have done it with any boy. All the horrible things people would have said about my mother. 

				“And I hadn’t made any close friends, so no one really knew me. I went from this… this quiet little nobody to… that. The slut who sucked off a guy at a party while another one waited his turn. 

				“I couldn’t walk across campus without someone saying something or looking at me, and this girl and her sorority sisters would send me emails and leave messages… I tried to ignore it all, but I started having trouble concentrating and sleeping. Then I just fell apart. 

				“I couldn’t get out of bed. Stopped attending classes. I couldn’t eat. Some people asked what was going on… I got emails from professors, the financial aid office warning me I wasn’t fulfilling my scholarship obligations. 

				“But I’d spent so much of my life alone, I had no idea how to reach out for help, to ask for it, even when I started having panic attacks… so I ended up losing the scholarship because I couldn’t keep up academically anymore. Two months later, I dropped out of college.

				“It was the only time I wished I was still with my mother. Wished I didn’t have any responsibilities. Everything I’d worked so hard for… gone because I’d messed around with the wrong guy. I got in my car and hit the road. Exactly like my mother had done.”

				My heart was beating too fast, pulsing shame through my entire body. I risked a glance at Dean. He was staring at the floor, his every muscle clenched with anger.

				“Three days later, I found myself back in California,” I continued. “At Twelve Oaks.” 

				A memory of the commune felt like cool water soothing a scorching burn. My breathing was fast and shallow, but I felt lighter, as I always did after I talked about what had happened. Though I’d only ever told a therapist before, telling Dean reminded me that I’d put myself back together. That I hadn’t ended up like my mother.

				“It’s why… why I shut down for a few years, why I hate feeling trapped,” I explained. “I blamed myself. I’d had the sense that if I didn’t comply with what Justin wanted, something even worse would have happened. It was only after Twelve Oaks and enrolling at community college that I started thinking I could actually get back on my feet again.”

				Dean didn’t look at me. Tension drenched the air around him.

				I swallowed hard. “Dean, I… I haven’t held on to my virginity because of some moral code. I just… I’ve been so afraid of everything. Afraid of what people would say, what they would think of me, what would happen next. I didn’t date for years after I left Twelve Oaks.

				“You’ve been the only man I’ve felt like I could trust. And that first time, when you kissed and touched me, I got scared because I liked it so much. I liked you. How you made me feel, and I… I started thinking about all the things I wanted to do with you…” I dragged in a painful breath. “Dean, why… why can’t you look at me?”

				“What?” He straightened, his eyes blazing suddenly. He crossed the room and reached out to grab my wrists. “I can’t look at anyone but you, Liv. I can’t see anyone but you. I… I’m so fucking crazy about you that it’s scaring the shit out of me.”

				I could hardly understand him through the pounding inside my head. I smothered the shame, fighting to focus on the here and now. 

				“I know, Liv.” Dean tightened his grip on my wrists. “I know what it’s like to blame yourself. To be forced into doing something you don’t want to do, then have it crash and burn around you. I’ve known for twenty-five years. And it’s bullshit. You have no reason to feel ashamed. None. Those bastards… goddammit.” 

				He stopped and pulled in a breath, as if trying to regain control of himself.

				“You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met, Liv. I don’t think you even know how strong you are. You didn’t let your mother or any of those sick bastards define you. You started a whole new life twice. That takes a courage most people can only dream of.”

				I stared at him. I had never thought of it like that. I didn’t even know it could be looked at that way.

				“God knows,” Dean said, “I haven’t started a new life even once.”

				I loosened one of my hands from his grasp, sensing that his own self-blame was rooted in his family situation.

				“Now you know why…” Tears stung my eyes. “Why I wanted you to…” 

				I gripped the front of his shirt, trembling with the urge to confess everything I felt for him.

				“I knew there was more, Dean, I knew it could be good. Not like it was for my mother or… or me. I so wanted to know what… what it could be like… and with you it is. It’s been what I wanted, what I’d hoped for…”

				“There’s more.” He lifted his hands to the sides of my head, tangling his fingers into my hair. “You deserve so much more. I want to give you so much more. Not just sex, but—”

				“You were wrong.” I blinked back a fresh wave of tears. “When you said I didn’t expect anything from you, you were wrong. And I lied… when I said I didn’t want you to fix me… oh, God, Dean. I think I knew you were the only person in the world who could.”

				His mouth came down on mine, swift yet tender. Relief surged through me, diluting my anguish as our bodies sealed together like the pages of a closed book. My hands were trapped between us, and I spread my fingers out across his chest. Warmth collected around us and slid into the frozen places of my heart.

				“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I… I don’t want to be someone who expects more from you than—”

				“Stop.”

				“But I…”

				Dean lifted his head, his hands still in my hair. Our breath merged between us.

				“You don’t need anyone to fix you, Olivia, least of all me.” Dean pulled me closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Because you’re not broken.”
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				CHAPTER EIGHT

				[image: -----]

                 

				 

       	       

				Olivia

				 

       	       

				[image: A]fter I’d told Dean everything there was to tell about me, we became nearly inseparable. As I’d expected, as I had known, he didn’t retreat. He was ever more determined to give me what I’d never had. And one late Saturday afternoon in mid-November, I knew. It was a moment of instinctive clarity, like sensing the exact time to plant a tulip bulb or pick a ripe apple.

				I hadn’t had a shift at Jitter Beans, so I’d spent the day at Dean’s apartment, both of us doing very little. He worked some, I studied some. I watched a movie. He read an architecture journal. We ordered out for pizza, watched funny video clips on the Internet, played backgammon.

				Backgammon.

				I almost smiled. Despite evidence to the contrary, we were not incompatible. Not at all. 

				I put my book aside and looked up to find Dean watching me. He was sprawled out on an easy chair with a sports magazine spread over his thighs and his bare feet on the coffee table. He was all rumpled hair, intent gaze, hard-edged stubbly jaw.

				My heart thumped. I sat up slowly, smoothing my skirt over my knees. Delicious tension tightened my belly. 

				“Dean.”

				“Right here.”

				He knew too. For an instant, he just looked at me. Something indefinable passed across his features before he pushed to stand.

				“Come here,” he said.

				Breath in my throat, heart hammering, I crossed the room until I was standing in front of him. He didn’t speak for a moment. He looked at me with those dark brown eyes, so gentle, so reassuring, that I wanted to melt right into him. He slipped his hand beneath my chin and lifted my face for a lovely, feather-soft kiss that made light shimmer through me.

				He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and I tentatively slipped my hands underneath to touch his skin. Warm, muscled ridges. Oh, he felt so good. Everything about him felt unbearably good and right.

				I tilted my head back to look at him. He’d waited a long time for me. His gaze searched mine.

				“Thanks for waiting,” I whispered.

				“My beauty,” he said, “I’d wait for you forever.”

				He took my face in his hands and kissed me again, with a delicious glide of his tongue across my lower lip. I opened my mouth to let him in, and then it was a deep kiss that tasted of pent-up urgency. 

				I felt one of his hands fumble at my neck, tug at my ponytail. I reached back to unfasten the clasp and let my hair fall loose. Dean skimmed his hands into the long strands and angled my head to deepen his kiss. 

				You’d think that after nearly three months of keeping our attraction at a slow burn, we would have been in a hurry, but he was determined to take it slow. For my sake, I knew. And I was so enraptured by his intoxicating kisses that I just wanted them to last until the end of time. 

				He touched my breasts, stroked the nipples through my bra, causing shivers to ripple through me. Our mouths met again and again, his hands sliding over the top of my clothes, my fingers moving restlessly over his back to the waistband of his jeans.

				Then he eased my skirt up and pressed his hand between my legs. The warmth of his palm burned through my underwear. I curled my fingers reflexively around his wrist, pushing my hips forward. He muttered something under his breath, then reached around to stroke my rear and lift me against him.

				It was exactly as sexy as it sounds. I wrapped my legs around his waist and bent my head to kiss him as he managed to get us both into the bedroom without tripping over anything. I felt the heat of him clear through the denim of his jeans. I started to writhe against his crotch before he’d even lowered me to the bed. 

				He looked down at me, a faint smile on his lips and his eyes hot. I twisted to unfasten the zipper of my skirt and pushed it to the floor. He reached for the fly of his jeans and flicked the top button open.

				That was when I got anxious. My throat went dry and I closed my legs. I was breathing hard and my heart pounded with wanting him, but sudden fear froze every muscle in my body.

				Dean paused. His eyebrows drew together. “Okay?”

				“Yes.” My voice quavered a little. 

				He stopped unfastening his jeans and put his hands on my bare legs. Slowly he stroked my thighs from my knees to the hem of my shirt, never reaching far beneath it. I relaxed a little under the gentle rhythm of his touch, but nerves still knotted my stomach.

				“Do you want me to stop?” he asked.

				“No.”

				“If you need me to—”

				“I know. I know.” I tangled my hand in the front of his T-shirt.

				He stroked down to my knees and back up again. “You’re nervous.”

				It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. It didn’t make a lot of sense that I was nervous now when I was so comfortable with him every other way and when we’d done some very sexy, intimate things already. But I was. 

				“So am I,” he admitted.

				I wasn’t sure I believed that, but then I noticed his hands were unsteady as he moved them farther up my thighs. I swallowed hard.

				“I don’t want to mess this up,” I finally said.

				He laughed, a low, rumbling sound. “Beauty, if you had any idea…”

				He moved to caress my inner thighs. I flushed when he brushed against my damp panties—no denying that evidence—but he didn’t ease his fingers beneath the elastic.

				“Take my clothes off,” he said.

				“What?”

				“Go ahead.”

				I pushed myself onto my elbows and gazed at the bulge in his jeans. I wanted to see him completely naked, and if I were undressing him, he wouldn’t be undressing me. Yet. 

				I pulled my shirt back down over my hips. Dean sat beside me on the bed and waited for me to drum up my courage. My hands started to shake as I took hold of his T-shirt and tugged it over his head. 

				His chest was so beautiful. Muscled, defined, the ridges of his abdomen warm beneath my touch. I put one hand against his chest and pushed him to lie on his back. Then I cupped my palm around his erection. He shifted.

				I glanced at him. He was watching me with that anticipatory gaze that made my blood pound. Anxiety twisted through me again, but because I was in control I knew it wouldn’t overwhelm me. I lowered my head, and a curtain of hair fell across either side of my face—concealing Dean from my view and, hopefully, me from his.

				I felt his hand brush against my hair for an instant, as if he wanted to push it aside, but then he stopped. Relieved and emboldened with my face hidden, I tugged at the buttons of his fly. His erection pressed against my fingers, his evident need making my own body quiver in response.

				I pulled his jeans and boxers off, my breath escaping in a rush. I shot him a quick glance through my veil of hair. My heart leapt, catching in my throat at the sight of him stretched out on the bed—all tense urgency, taut skin, lean muscles, and jutting cock.

				“Liv.” His voice was strangled. He reached down to grab my wrist and guide my hand to his shaft. “Touch it.”

				I wrapped my fingers around the base, feeling heat pulsing beneath the smooth skin. I pressed my legs together as an answering pulse throbbed in me. I started stroking him tentatively at first, until his hips jerked upward as if he wanted me to move faster. I did, entranced by the sight of his muscles tensing, the swell of arousal.

				“Wait.” He pushed up on his elbows, breathing hard. 

				I stopped. “Did you want me to—”

				“Everything. I want you to do everything.” He put his hands around my waist and pulled me on top of him. He pushed up the hem of my shirt and cupped my rear, kneading and stroking. I started to twist against him as the ache uncoiled.

				He slipped his fingers beneath my panties and rubbed the cleft of my bottom before dipping below to my sex.

				“Jesus, Liv. You’re killing me.”

				“I need you,” I gasped. “I’m ready. I—”

				“I want to see you first. All of you.” He pushed me up so I was straddling his waist. I felt his cock throbbing against me through my panties, and the sensation made me moan aloud.

				“Take your shirt off,” he said.

				I got a little tense again, but grasped the hem of my shirt and pulled it off. Before I could hesitate, I unhooked the front clasp of my bra and tossed it aside. Air brushed against my damp skin, sensitizing my nipples. I shuddered, curling my fingers against Dean’s flat stomach.

				“Fuck, Liv. You’re incredible.”

				Incredible. I wasn’t, but I knew he believed I was. Especially when he stroked his hands up the curve of my waist to touch me. My full breasts nestled right into his palms as if I’d been made for him. I watched as he caressed me, his fingers gliding over my nipples, his body hot and hard between my legs.

				“Dean.” Strain threaded my voice, but my nervousness had shifted into a different kind of tension, one that was beginning to desperately need release.

				He plucked at my underwear. “Take these off.”

				I slithered the cotton over my legs, then flushed again when he ran his fingers down my belly and into my wet curls.

				I gasped. He cursed. His cock throbbed against my bare backside. He eased a finger into me and stroked his thumb over my clit, and before I could prevent it, I came—sharp and fast and surging.

				“Dean… oh, God, Dean…”

				I was still shuddering when he put on a condom, then rolled us both over and pushed my legs apart with his knee. I grabbed his hips to encourage him to move faster.

				“Wait.” His breath rasped against my forehead as he held himself off me with one hand and slipped his other hand between my legs. He slid two fingers into me and groaned when I clenched around him again. “You’re so tight, Liv. I don’t want to hurt you.”

				“You won’t.” I panted, twisting as he stroked my inner flesh. 

				He’d make it good. I knew it. He moved the head of his cock into position and eased into me slowly, his muscles corded with restraint. I clutched his hips tighter and pushed upward. 

				With a mutter of surrender, he sank into me, stretching me with his thick length. A sting burned me from the inside out. I gasped, gripping him harder, swimming in the conflicting sensations of both pleasure and pain.

				“Liv.” Strain threaded his voice as he stilled, holding himself off me with his hands on either side of my head. His gaze searched mine.

				“I’m… I’m okay.” I wasn’t entirely sure that I was, but I knew I would be soon. I squirmed beneath him, drawing air into my lungs, every part of my being sensitized to his touch. 

				I cried out when he pulled away and pushed slowly back into me, like a key fitting into a lock. He stopped again, his chest heaving, and waited for me to adjust to his size. 

				My nerves sizzled. My heartbeat pounded in my head. My body pulsed around his cock, the feeling of overwhelming tightness dissipating into a throb of urgency. 

				“Okay?” He shifted. His jaw clenched.

				“Okay.” I forced my muscles to relax and arched into him. Sweat trickled down my neck. “I want this… want you…”

				He eased back and pushed forward again, levering his upper body off me. I lifted my knees to hug his hips and met him halfway, stunned by the slick ease of our bodies sliding together. He pushed his hands beneath my thighs and spread me wider, sinking into me until he could go no farther. I drew in a gasp, lost in the sensation of us finally becoming one, forgetting where he left off and I began.

				“Oh…” Blissful tension began to spiral through me, and the threads of discomfort faded into a swirl of colors. I seized Dean’s forearms and pulled, wanting him closer.

				His mouth crashed down on mine as he thrust again, and then we were pushing and sweating and rocking together. He filled me over and over, still slow until I flexed upward to meet his every entry. 

				Then his thrusts grew faster, eliciting streams of sensation that seemed endless, his shaft sliding in until he could go no farther before he pulled away and pushed forward again. The rhythm increased in pace, his breath rasping against my neck. 

				I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and my legs around his thighs. My breasts rubbed against his chest with every push, sensitizing my nipples. Thoughts fell away, and there was only the feeling of his thrusts, the need spooling through my body, his hands and lips everywhere.

				I convulsed again, my inner muscles clenching around his cock. He groaned and thrust deep, his body tensing above me as release coursed through him. When he rolled to the side, we both panted for breath, our bodies slick with sweat.

				My sex throbbed, pleasure coating my mind like a fine mist. Dean reached over and put his hand on my belly.

				“Wow,” he said. “That was… terrible.”

				I started to laugh. He grinned and pulled me to him, kissing me and squeezing my bottom. I sank against him, my curves yielding to the hard planes of his body.

				“Stay with me,” he said.

				“Yes.”

				I tumbled into a shallow sleep with the scent of him on my skin. When I woke at three in the morning, my body was sore—but in a pulsing, rather pleasant way. I hadn’t slept very well, waking and turning often, but no dreams had disrupted my light slumber.

				I shifted toward Dean. I’d never slept in the same bed with a man before. He was lying on his back, one arm thrown over his head and the sheet tangled around his waist.

				I lifted myself on one elbow to look at him. Slivers of moonlight slanted through the blinds and spread over his long, half-naked body. His features were relaxed in sleep, his eyelashes shadowing his cheekbones. 

				Reaching out a tentative finger, I traced the half-moon line of his eyelash. Like feathers sweeping across my fingertip. He twitched. I lowered my hand and tracked my gaze over his body from his shoulders to the planes of his abdomen.

				A foreign emotion rose in me—a mixture of longing and affection and fear. When I lifted my eyes back to his face, I found him watching me.

				For a moment, we just looked at each other.

				“Nice to wake up and see you here,” he said.

				“Nice to wake up and be here.”

				He reached out to push my hair away from my forehead. “You okay?”

				“Remember last month when we went to the botanical gardens?” I asked.

				“That day you wanted to see what plants were still blooming at the end of October and we nearly froze our asses off? Yeah, I remember.”

				I grinned. “Remember how that wind was biting through our coats and stinging our cheeks, and the cold got into our bones? Then remember we went to the conservatory, and the moment we stepped inside we were in the warm, humid tropics with blooming orchids, butterflies, canaries, and waterfalls?”

				Dean twined a lock of my hair around his finger.

				“Yeah,” he said. “I remember.”

				“That’s how I feel.”

				A slow smile curved his mouth. “You have me at your feet, Olivia Rose. You know that, don’t you?”

				“No, but that sounds very promising.”

				I leaned over to kiss him, pleasure flooding every part of my being. We sank into each other for a few long, luscious minutes before Dean eased away. Desire filled his eyes, and I glided my hand down his chest and beneath the covers.

				He captured my wrist with a laugh. “Not so fast.”

				“You don’t want…”

				“Oh, I do,” he said, his gaze sliding down to my bare breasts. “And I will. But you’re probably sore, so I’m going to make us both wait awhile.”

				I wondered how long awhile was. I stopped the downward trek of my hand and settled for rubbing circles on his abdomen. “I have a morning shift at Jitter Beans.”

				“I’ll take you, then come back here. I need to get those essays finished and start grading midterms.”

				Midterms were already over. It had been almost three months since that day at the registrar’s office.

				“It’ll be Thanksgiving soon,” I said.

				“Yeah.”

				“Are you going to visit your family?”

				“I usually do.” 

				There was a dissonant note to his voice that sparked my curiosity. I leaned my head on my hand and studied him.

				“What’s it like?” I asked. “Thanksgiving with your family?”

				“Tense.”

				“Why?”

				“My mother always has this illusion about what holidays should be like, but things can’t be that way.”

				“Because of your brother?” I asked.

				“Because of everyone.” Dean shifted to look at me. “What about you? Not so good?”

				I shook my head. “My mother and I spent most Thanksgivings at diners. Sometimes with the guy she was seeing at the time. Sometimes alone. I’ll probably visit Aunt Stella this year.”

				He was silent for a moment before he asked, “Do you want to come to California with me instead?”

				My heart thumped. “You’re serious?”

				“Not only am I serious, I want my parents to know I’m serious about you.”

				“You’re serious about me?”

				“Seriously.” A smile twitched his mouth.

				I tried to picture it, tried to imagine myself in the illustrious household of Justice West and his socialite wife.

				“You’re sure?” I whispered.

				“Beauty, you’re the only thing I’ve ever been sure of.”

				We looked at each other for a few minutes, the air charged with this fragile understanding. 

				I wanted to give him everything, this man who had changed my life. He made my heart soar and my body sing. He was brilliant, handsome, kind, patient. He knew how and why the Crusades had changed thirteenth-century castle architecture. He couldn’t cook much better than I could. His chocolate-brown eyes filled with heat and affection when he looked at me. He thought boring foreign movies were fascinating. He made me laugh. I liked myself when I was with him.

				A memory of his voice echoed in my mind from three months before, that night when I’d first come to his apartment for dinner.

				“What’s your key, Olivia?”

				“My key?”

				“An old friend once told me that everyone has a key to unlocking their secrets. What’s yours?”

				“Um… I’m pretty sure I don’t have a key.”

				“I’m pretty sure you do.”

				“Well, if everyone has one,” I said, “what’s yours?”

				“Ah.” A twinkle flashed in his eyes. “You have to discover that yourself.”

				“Then you have to do the same with me.”

				“Challenge accepted.”

				The coldness that had lived inside me for so long was dissolving now, spreading warmth through my blood. A little bud seemed to be unfurling in the depths of my soul, something with petals of velvet and a core that contained a thousand unspoken wishes, wants, and desires. 

				I moved closer to Dean, breathing in the scent of his skin, the heat of his body.

				“Remember when you told me everyone has a key to unlocking their secrets?” I whispered. “And you wanted to know what mine is?”

				He nodded. “And you told me you didn’t have a key.”

				“I think I do.”

				“What is it?”

				“You.”
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				CHAPTER NINE
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				Dean

				 

       	       

				January 21

				 

       	       

				[image: I] wake before dawn and head out for a run. Although I like winter weather and snow, I miss running outside any time of year the way I can in California. I take an old path through the neighborhood that I used to run in high school. Six miles. Feels good—doubts and fears dissolving into the sound of my shoes on the pavement, breath filling my lungs.

				When I get back to the house, I shower and change, then head to the kitchen to make coffee. It’s my favorite time of day—quiet and still.

				I pull the milk from the fridge for Liv and notice some deli salads that Helen brought over. After my initial surprise, it actually wasn’t horrible to see her again. And while I’m grateful for her friendship with my sister and mother, I still want to keep a few thousand miles between me and my ex-wife.

				As I wait for the coffee to brew, I check email on my phone. There’s a message from Nancy the real-estate agent that the owners of the house we’d bid on have accepted another offer.

				Damn. Even though I know Liv wasn’t crazy about the house, not even she can deny we need a bigger place, a good school district, a safe neighborhood. I want to give all that to her and more. I email Nancy asking her to keep looking, then turn off the phone.

				I write a note and stick it to Liv’s coffee cup:

				
			  
					[image: We’re an awesome pear.]

			  

				By the time I’ve had toast and coffee, Liv comes into the kitchen. At home, she always stumbles in looking sleepy with her hair a mess, but today she looks crisp and neat in slacks and a collared white blouse. Her hair is pulled back so tightly into a bun that I swear it’s stretching her eyebrows up.

				“Good morning.” She gives me a smile and glances around as if checking to see who else is there.

				“Morning.” I hand her a cup of decaf. 

				She reads the note I’ve stuck to the cup.

				“It’s a pear,” I say before she can make a comment about my artistic abilities. “The fruit.”

				“I see that.” She smiles again. “It’s a grape drawing, professor.”

				“Thank you.” I pick up my mug and lean against the counter. “What’s up with the hair?”

				“What do you mean?” She smooths her hair with her hand.

				“Looks like you’re wearing a swimming cap.”

				“Hey.” She frowns, but the skin on her forehead is pulled so taut that not a line forms. “This is a very sophisticated style.”

				“Says who?”

				“Says me.”

				“Come here.”

				“No.”

				As she moves past me to get to the table, I snag her around the waist. She tries to frown again. I take her cup and put it on the counter.

				“You’re going to get a headache if you don’t loosen that up.” I pull her closer so that her hips settle against mine. I fumble with the pins holding her gorgeous hair back.

				“Don’t.” She pushes at my chest. “I spent half an hour fixing it like this.”

				“It looks terrible.”

				“It does not! It looks elegant.”

				“I like your hair down.” I tug at the pins again. A few come loose. “Like to run it through my fingers.”

				“You are in so much trouble.”

				“Awesome. Hope we get to have make-up sex.”

				“You’re not getting any kind of sex.”

				“Is that a challenge?”

				“Maybe.”

				“I accept.” A bunch of pins clatter to the floor.

				Liv’s not making much of an effort to escape, especially when I drag my hands through her hair, freeing it from the ridiculous knot. I comb the thick mass with my fingers until it’s loose around her shoulders. Just the way I like it.

				When she opens her mouth to complain again, I slide one hand around the back of her head and pull her in for a kiss. After a few seconds of half-hearted resistance, her body softens against mine. She winds her arms around my waist.

				Ah, good. Sinking into her. Nothing but her lush mouth against mine, her breasts pressing against my chest.

				“Morn… oh, sorry.”

				Liv stiffens and jerks away at the sound of Paige’s voice. My sister enters the kitchen, shooting me a look that appears to say, “Really, Dean? Right here in the kitchen?”

				Liv wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “Uh, morning, Paige. Sorry about that.”

				Paige pours herself a cup of coffee. “What time is Dad’s surgery?”

				“Ten.” I glance at the clock. “We’re leaving in half an hour, if you want to come with us.”

				“Might as well.” After getting a container of yogurt, Paige sits down to eat and read the paper. 

				I make Liv an egg and toast. She glowers at me while attempting to put her hair back into some sort of order. I mouth the words “I love you,” which makes her smile even as she tries to maintain the glower.

				Warmth fills my chest. Nice. Like the way it used to be.

				My mother comes in soon, and there’s some discussion about the weather and the day’s schedule before we head to the hospital. My father is awake and looking better than he did yesterday. The doctor performing the bypass surgery is a well-respected heart surgeon, so my father seems optimistic.

				Which is to say he’s not opposing the doctor’s orders.

				“Shouldn’t you be at work?” he asks me.

				“The semester doesn’t start until February, so I have another couple of weeks.”

				My father looks at Liv. “Hello, Liv.”

				He sounds almost cordial. Liv smiles.

				“Sounds like everything will be fine, Mr. West,” she says.

				“Tell me that if I make it out of surgery.”

				“Richard, don’t be dire.” My mother starts to unnecessarily rearrange his pillows. “Did I tell you that Marlene called to see how you’re doing? Gordon had heart surgery a few years back, do you remember that? Turned out just fine, and now he plays tennis three times a week.”

				My father doesn’t respond. I can see him tune her out. Still my mother keeps up the inane chatter until the nurses arrive to prep my father for surgery. We file out to wait.

				Three hours in, we’ve watched way too many daytime talk shows and had at least two cups each of bad vending-machine coffee. Around lunchtime, Liv and I walk to the cafeteria to bring back sandwiches for Paige and my mother.

				As we stand in the food line, I tell her about the real-estate agent’s message.

				“Oh.” Liv breathes out a sigh. “Well, that’s too bad.”

				She doesn’t sound terribly sorry.

				“We’re going to need a bigger place soon, Liv.”

				“I know.” She hesitates. “Are you going to tell your parents that I’m pregnant?”

				Not until the baby’s born.

				“Not until we’re sure everything’s okay.”

				“Everything is okay, Dean. Dr. Nolan has been saying that all along.”

				Yeah. That’s also what Helen’s doctor said, then she miscarried three times. Once in her second trimester. Then she needed a D&C to scrape out her uterus and—

				Fuck. Fear claws at me. I grab several prepackaged sandwiches and head for the cashier’s line. Liv follows, but doesn’t speak until we’re back in the elevator.

				“I just thought you’d want to tell them in person,” she says. “Since we’re here and everything. And it might make your parents happy.”

				Doubtful. My mother has never liked Liv, for no good reason except that she’s not as accomplished as Helen. And I sure as hell don’t want to deal with any more crap from my family, least of all anything directed toward my wife.

				“I’ll think about it,” I say, even though I’ve decided against it.

				Liv doesn’t bring it up again. When the doctor finally comes out with a report that the surgery went well and my father is back in his room, Paige and my mother go in to see him.

				I decide to return later that day. Liv is looking tired, and now I’m hyperconscious of her pregnancy, so I take her back home. She puts up some resistance when I suggest she take a nap, but eventually she heads upstairs.

				I go into the library. My brother’s telephone number is still scribbled on a pad by the phone. I’ve left a few messages on a generic voicemail. Archer hasn’t returned my calls.

				Not at all surprised. For my mother’s sake, I call again. “Archer, it’s Dean. The surgery seems to have gone well. Mom thought you’d be back by now. Call her.”

				I leave our mother’s number, not that he needs it, and hang up. Then I turn to the computer and log in to my university email.

				There’s a message from Frances Hunter, the chairperson of the history department, in response to my letter about the grad student Maggie Hamilton needing to seek a new advisor.

				 

				Professor West,

				I received your letter (copy attached) and have forwarded your concerns to both the registrar’s office and the Office of Judicial Affairs (OJA). I need to inform you that the student in question, Margaret Hamilton, has approached me with some concerns of her own as to the appropriateness of your professor-student relationship.

				     While Ms. Hamilton has NOT made any formal accusations, I have an obligation to you both to investigate the matter further. Please let me know when you expect to return, and we can set up a convenient time to discuss this.

				
                Regards,

				Dr. Frances Hunter

				 

			  I can’t make sense of what I’m reading. I understand the words, the sentences, but they don’t form a coherent whole. They’re fragments, puzzle pieces, clues. Concerns… appropriateness… accusations… investigate… professor-student relationship…

				What the fuck?

				A surge of nausea burns my throat.

				My hands shake. I hit the reply button and hammer out a response. Frances, tell me what the fuck this is…

				I take a breath. Delete the string of words and retype.

				 

			  Professor Hunter,

				Thank you for your message. Please explain Margaret Hamilton’s “concerns.” I will be in California for the next week and would like this matter settled quickly.

				 

			  Send. 

				I shove away from the desk. My brain spins with disjointed thoughts. She wouldn’t… no fucking way… even if she did…

				I can’t finish any of them.

				A bell rings. For a second, I don’t know what it is.

				Another ring. Doorbell.

				I stride to the foyer. Open the door to find Helen standing there.

				“I brought you a few more groceries.” She holds up a canvas bag. “Give you one less thing to think about with the surgery and all.”

				She eases past me and goes into the kitchen.

				“Thanks.” I follow her in, grateful for the distraction.

				“Just happy I can be there for Paige and your mom.” She starts putting the groceries away. “They were always there for me during the rough times.”

				She doesn’t have to elaborate what rough times she’s talking about. She shuts the freezer door and rolls up the canvas bag.

				“Paige said the surgery went well,” she remarks.

				“Yeah. So far, so good.”

				“I’m glad. This was all such a shock.”

				She crosses her arms and leans against the counter. I shove my hands into the pockets of my jeans. Her eyebrows draw together.

				“You okay?” she asks.

				“Yeah.” Formal accusations? “Uh, you want some coffee?” 

				“Sure.”

				Not the answer I was expecting. Helen smiles faintly and moves to the coffeepot.

				“I’ll make it,” she says.

				“I can—”

				“Sit down, Dean. I know this has been tough on you, too.” She grinds the coffee beans and fills the coffeemaker with water. When it’s done, she pours two mugs before sitting across from me at the table.

				“So,” she says. “You’re happy?”

				Not the question I was expecting.

				“Uh, yeah. Sure.” I swallow some coffee. Stop thinking about that email. Stop. “You?”

				She looks at her mug. “With my work, yes. I’ve traveled a lot over the years, met interesting people. My career is fantastic. So are my friends.”

				“But?”

				“Oh, you know, Dean.” She runs her hands through her short hair. “I’ve always been sorry it didn’t work out between us. Always thought you were the one for me. And I still haven’t found someone else who actually is.”

				I have no idea how to respond to that. There might’ve been a time when I’d fooled myself into thinking Helen was also the one, but after Liv came along, I knew there had never been anyone else for me. There never would be.

				“I guess you found someone, though,” Helen says, breaking the sudden silence.

				Once again, no idea how to respond.

				“Liv seems nice,” Helen continues. “Sweet.”

				“She is.”

				“Paige said you met at a university?”

				“In Wisconsin.”

				I don’t want to discuss Liv with Helen. Something about her probing tone sets me on edge even more than I already am.

				“How long had she been attending?” Helen asks.

				“Couple of months.”

				“Was she your student?”

				Christ. What if Liv had been my student? We’d never have gotten together. I wouldn’t have pursued her, no matter how much I wanted to.

				“No,” I tell Helen. “She was a student, but not mine.”

				She was mine in a totally different way.

				“And what does she do now?” Helen asks.

				“She volunteers at the Mirror Lake Historical Museum.”

				“What else?”

				“She helps out at a friend’s bookstore. And she’s learning how to cook.”

				“That’s it?” Helen raises an eyebrow. “Did she finish college?”

				“Of course.” I hate the defensive tone in my voice. “She was a library sciences and literature major.”

				“Did she ever do anything with that?”

				I shove my chair back. The legs scrape against the tile. Tension knots my shoulders.

				“What’s this about, Helen?” I snap. “Are you so jealous of what I have with Liv that you need to demean her?”

				“I’m not jealous, Dean…”

				“Then what? No, Liv doesn’t have a PhD. No, she’s not a Harvard professor. You think I give a shit?” 

				I put my hands flat on the table. Lean in to look her in the eye. “So she was a student when we met. She was also schlepping coffee. Best damn coffee I’ve ever had. One look at her and I was a goner. Done. Since that day, I’ve never had it so good. So don’t try and put her down because you can’t. She’s everything you never were. Everything you’ll never be.” 

				A gasp sounds from the kitchen doorway. Paige and my mother are standing there, both looking shocked.

				Well, shit.

				I straighten and drag a hand down my face. Helen is staring at me. My chest is a snarled mess of nerves. I can’t take back what I said. Can’t think of any way to soften it either.

				I push past my mother and sister and go upstairs to Liv.

				She’s asleep on the bed, half-curled around a pillow. Her hair is spread around her shoulders, across another pillow. Just the way I like it. 

				I kick off my shoes and lie down beside her, pulling her back against me. She shifts, sighs, nestles her ass against my crotch.

				Just the way I like it.

				My tension eases. I shove aside thoughts about Frances’s message, Helen, my parents, my brother. Instead I focus on Liv’s body against mine. Her hair brushes my face, and her peaches scent fills my nose. My pretty wife.

				Mine.

				Liv sleeps for another half hour. She shifts again and turns toward me.

				“Hey.” She gives me a sleepy smile. “When did you get here?”

				“Few minutes ago.” I run a hand over the curve of her hip. “You feel okay?”

				“Mmm.” She yawns. “Tired lately, though.”

				She tucks her face against my shoulder and closes her eyes again. I stroke her hip, which seems curvier than usual, then move my hand around to her belly. Her pants are unbuttoned and the zipper is down. I ease a finger beneath her underwear.

				“What’s this about?” I ask.

				“Hmm? Oh… my pants are getting tight. Sort of uncomfortable.”

				“Yeah?” I spread my hand across her belly, which does seem rounder. A flash of… something fills my chest. Expectation? Hope?

				Whatever it is, it feels good.

				“I think your pants are getting tight too.” Liv nestles her face against my neck as her fingers brush the bulge in my jeans.

				“No wonder, considering you were rubbing your ass against me.”

				I feel her grin against my neck. She fondles my crotch.

				“Is it uncomfortable?” she asks.

				“Very.”

				“Hmm.” She slides her other hand between us and starts working the buttons on my fly. When she moves her fingers beneath my boxers to grasp my cock, my whole body tenses. She strokes me slow and easy as her breath gets hotter against my skin. Then she wriggles back to pull my jeans down.

				I watch her, wondering what other parts of her body are getting bigger that I haven’t yet noticed. I tug at the hem of her shirt.

				“Take this off.”

				She flashes me a smile—Christ, I love that smile—and unbuttons her shirt.

				How the hell had I missed that? Her breasts are starting to swell over the top of her bra.

				She follows my gaze down. “They’re getting bigger, huh?”

				“Oh, yeah.” I reach for the front clasp of her bra and flick it open.

				Ah, fuck. Full, creamy, perfect. Nipples like berries.

				“Come here.” I’m already so hard it hurts. “Now.”

				She eases out of her pants and crawls back across the bed to me. Her lips part on a sigh as she looks at my stiff cock and straddles my thighs. With her poised above me, I can see it all now—the greater width of her hips, her rounder belly, those incredible breasts.

				I grasp her hips and position her above my prick, then guide her down. Like a glove, she sinks onto my shaft.

				“Oh!” She leans forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders. Her hair falls in a curtain on either side of my face.

				I grab a swath of her hair to pull her closer for a deep kiss. She sinks farther onto me until I’m throbbing inside her. She shifts, gasping. I dig my fingers into her hips.

				“Ride me,” I whisper. “Hard.”

				“Jesus, Dean.” Liv sucks in a breath and writhes again. Her body strains. “I feel like I’m going to come already.”

				I thrust upward, fast enough to jolt her. “Do it.”

				She stares down at me, her breath fast and a flush painting her skin pink. “But I want it to last.”

				“I’ll make you come again.”

				“But I… oh, God…” Her eyes drift closed as I push upward again. She swivels her hips again, faster, rubbing her clit against me. Just when I think she’s going to take me with her, she gasps and shudders. “Dean… oh!”

				She rides the wave of her orgasm, which makes her ripple around my shaft. Then she puts her hands on my chest, her fingernails digging in as she lifts herself up and down. That’s what I want—the sight of her working herself on my cock, her breasts bouncing and her belly rippling. Pressure builds fast in my groin.

				It’s not going to last long for me either, and when she slides down and clenches around me, I’m done. I thrust up into her and come like a rocket, pulling her down to me. Her breasts pillow between us, her nipples hard as pebbles, her breath hot on my mouth. She wiggles her hips, drags her breasts against my chest.

				“Dean, I want to come again.” Her voice is strained.

				I roll her onto her back and move lower on the bed. I slip my hands between her thighs, spreading them apart. She watches me as she cups her breasts, her fingers playing with the nipples. The sight is almost enough to get me hard again.

				She moans and bucks upward when I start to lick her. Sweat beads on her inner thighs. I close my lips around her clit, slip a finger into her, stroking and sucking at the same time. When she fists a hand in my hair, I know she’s close and increase the pace. She comes again with a shriek, gripping my head, holding me against her.

				I move back up to her and pull her close. Her chest heaves as she drapes herself across me. Her body is warm and loose. I brush my lips across her hair and feel her sink into sleep.

				This is the only place I want to be. Right here, with her.

				Everything else has to stay the hell away.
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				Olivia

				 

       	       

				[image: S]omething is weird. Paige and Joanna West have never made a secret of their hostility toward me, but they haven’t flat-out ignored me. Now when I enter the kitchen to ask about helping with dinner, Joanna avoids looking at me. And at Dean, for that matter.

				When I catch his eye, I tilt my head toward the garden terrace.

				Once outside, I turn to him with a frown. “What’s going on?”

				He scratches the back of his neck.

				“Dean?”

				“Well…”

				“Dean?”

				A faintly abashed look enters his eyes. “I got into an argument with Helen about you.”

				“What?”

				“Well, not an argument exactly. She said some things I didn’t like, and I told her off.”

				I cross my arms and narrow my eyes. “What, exactly, did you tell her?”

				“That you’re the love of my life and she could never compare to you.”

				I stare at him. “Really?”

				“Not in those exact words, but close.”

				“Oh.” I don’t know what to say. I’m getting a little mushy inside, but part of me is very aware that Helen likely didn’t take such a comment well. “Um, what did she say to that?”

				“I don’t know. Didn’t stick around to find out.”

				“Why did you have to say that to begin with?” I ask.

				“She was being bitchy about you. I didn’t like it.”

				“And were your mother and sister there at the time?”

				“Yeah.” He holds up his hands in defense. “But I didn’t know it. They walked in on us.”

				“Dean.” I groan and drop my head into my hands. “That’s why they’re being so weird to me. They’re on Helen’s side.”

				“I didn’t realize there were sides.”

				“Of course there are sides! When your ex-wife and your current… not to mention last, thank you… wife meet for the first time, how could there not be sides? Especially when your ex-wife is BFFs with your mother and sister?”

				Confusion furrows his brow. “When my ex-wife is what?”

				“When they’re best friends forever. BFFs. God, you are such a dork.” I start to pace. “I know I can’t compete with their friendship, and I don’t want to, but I would like it if your mother and sister didn’t wish I was out of the picture. And that Helen was still in the picture.”

				“Come on, beauty, they don’t think that.”

				I harden my heart against the endearment that usually makes me weak in the knees. “Yes, they do. And now they’re going to think it even more if you’ve painted us as… as Lancelot and Guinevere.”

				He grins, which annoys me further.

				“Guinevere ends up a nun at the end of that story,” he says.

				“So?”

				“You could never be a nun.”

				I whirl around to face him. “Why could I never be a nun?”

				“You’re too lusty.”

				With that comment, he glances at my breasts. His eyes darken. Desire tingles through me from that one look. I cross my arms again and frown.

				“Don’t change the subject. I meant that now your mother, sister, and Helen all think we have some great, passionate love affair—”

				“We do.”

				Oh, crap. How much do I adore this man?

				I struggle to maintain my indignation.

				“It makes your history with Helen seem even more horrible,” I continue. “So now they’re all going to resent me for giving you what she couldn’t.”

				“Why should they resent you?” he asks. “You didn’t take me away from her. You didn’t even really come on to me until I made the first move.”

				“They don’t know that, Dean, and besides it’s irrelevant. It’s a classic story straight from high school. The old girlfriend and her BFFs always resent the new girlfriend.”

				“You’re a helluva lot more than my girlfriend, Liv.” He frowns. “You’re my wife. And I won’t apologize for defending you. Anyone has an issue with you, they have to take it up with me.”

				His protective tone is back, and again I have to admit I like it. He’s the only person who has ever defended me.

				“I just don’t want them to resent me more,” I say.

				“Okay, look.” He spreads his hands in the universal male gesture for what the hell do I do now? “What do you want me to tell them?”

				I sigh. “Nothing. But please, don’t compare me to Helen anymore. In fact, don’t even mention us in the same breath.”

				“That’s a rule I can follow,” he says, pulling me in for a bear hug.

				Then he tilts my face up to his so he can give me a heart-melting kiss that makes my lingering irritation dissolve.

				“You and me, beauty,” he reminds me, his eyes gentle.

				“You and me, professor.”

				When we return to the kitchen, Paige and Joanna already have dinner on the table. I keep quiet for most of the meal, still not liking the thought of what Helen might have said. Or the fact that Joanna West likely agreed with her.

				I help clean up after dinner, then go upstairs to change into my nightgown. I power up my laptop to check my email. There’s a message from the loan officer of the bank with the subject line Loan Status. 

				My stomach twists as I click to open the message. 

				 

			  Dear Mrs. West, 

				We regret to inform you that your application for a small business loan has been denied for the following reasons…

				 

			  I stop reading and close the email. I already know the reasons. And while this is the answer I’d half-expected, I couldn’t help hoping that maybe I could do it. 

				I forward the letter to Allie, typing “Sorry” in the body of the email. I’d warned her nothing might come of this, but again part of me had wished for a different outcome.

				I suppose I could apply with other banks and companies, but there’s no reason why the response would be different. Nothing about my finances and collateral will change anytime soon, unless I list Dean’s assets. Which I don’t want to do.

				After opening a new window, I type “how to save a bookstore” into a search engine and make a list of my findings. Poetry readings, concerts, a used book section, newsletters, membership, a mail-order book website. 

				I compile the information into a document and send it to Allie. Then I email my supervisor at the Mirror Lake Public Library and ask her if she has any ideas for either increasing Allie’s business or joint programs the bookstore can do with the library.

				“Hey, I got an email from Nancy the realtor,” Dean says as he comes in and heads toward the bathroom. “Says she has a few more showings lined up for us when we get back.”

				“Great.” I try to sound enthused as I turn back to my research.

				When Dean emerges from the bathroom, he’s wearing a pair of pajama bottoms and no shirt. I take a moment to admire him as he walks across the room and gets into bed, putting his reading glasses on and picking up a book from the bedside table.

				Pleasure uncoils inside me. I love the contrast of his scholarly demeanor with the outright sexiness of his muscular chest and arms. It’s a look that belongs only to him. And is only mine to enjoy.

				“Hey, Dean?”

				“Hey, Liv.”

				I climb onto the bed. “Why did you follow me that day at the registrar’s office?”

				“You mean after you left?”

				“Yeah. I was upset and hurried out of the office. You followed me. Why?”

				“I wanted to help you.”

				“Why?”

				“Because you said we.”

				“I said Wii? The video game thing?”

				He laughs. “When the clerk said you couldn’t transfer your credits, you said, ‘There must be something we can do.’ There was a problem, and you knew you were part of the solution.”

				“Seriously?” I sit back on my heels, a little disappointed. “That’s why you came after me?”

				“Because you were resilient and strong and determined, yes.” He puts the book aside and tugs me closer, warmth brewing in his eyes. “And because you were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. When I first looked at you, my heart felt like it was going to pound out of my chest. I wanted to kiss you right there on the sidewalk. You were wearing a white T-shirt and your jeans had a rip across the thigh, and I had to force myself not to stare at your astonishingly sexy body. Then when you stayed and talked to me… so damn pretty with your hair all messed up by the wind… I couldn’t let you get away.”

				“Well.” A flush of sheer pleasure sweeps over me. “That’s better.”

				“It’s the truth.”

				“Did you already know I was working at Jitter Beans when you came in a couple weeks later?” I ask.

				“No. That was the best coincidence of my life.”

				“Mine too.” I tilt my head as I study him. “When did you decide to ask me out?”

				“I wanted to right away, but I had to find out about the professor-student dating rules.”

				I grin. “You looked up the rules before you asked me out?”

				“Uh huh. Then I figured if you agreed to go to the museum lecture, it would mean you didn’t have a boyfriend.”

				“I was so glad you asked me.” I rub my hand over his leg. “I had a big crush on you.”

				“I know.”

				I raise an eyebrow. “You know?”

				“Why else would you knock the other girls aside whenever I walked in?” Dean looks rather pleased with himself.

				My mouth drops open. A flush scorches my cheeks. “I did not knock the—”

				“You sure did. And you think I didn’t notice the chocolates or the extra cookie you’d put on my plate? Or the time you gave me a box of shortbread and told me it was a free sample?”

				Now he looks downright smug. My face feels like it’s on fire. So much for trying to be subtle.

				“Yeah, well, I… I mean… you know, keep the customer happy and all that,” I mumble.

				“Oh, you kept this customer happy, all right.”

				He’s grinning in earnest now, and I can’t help smiling. He reaches for my waist and pulls me so that I tumble on top of him. He pushes his hands into my hair, stroking it away from my face as he presses his lips to mine.

				Then there’s lovely kissing that makes my pulse pound. Every time Dean kisses me, every time he looks at me, I’m reminded of how right I’d been in allowing him past my defenses. In deciding that he was the one to whom I could open myself. In knowing that he wouldn’t flinch. 

				I press my hand to his erection beneath his pajama pants and rub against him. A mutual, unspoken agreement descends between us, as he eases me to the side and slides his hand between my thighs.

				I spread my legs apart to give him access, squirming when he runs his forefinger along the edge of my panties, slipping beneath them just far enough to tease.

				“Don’t you want to know why I wanted you?” I ask breathlessly, losing focus for an instant as he trails his fingers lower.

				“I already know.” He moves his lips down to my throat, licking the hollow where my pulse is throbbing.

				“You do not.”

				“Uh huh.” He strokes his thumb up my cleft. “The professor thing got you all hot and bothered.”

				He’s not far off, so I don’t bother to argue. I gasp and sink back against the pillows when he thumbs my clit and slides his mouth down to my breasts beneath my nightgown.

				“And your suit.” I fumble to slip his pants lower so I can touch his exposed cock. It springs warm and hard into my hand. “I thought you looked… amazing in your suit. And then at the lecture, when you started talking about… oh, God… when you were standing there… with that… I was… what were you talking about again?”

				“Monastic architecture and sarcophagi.” He tugs lightly at my nipple with his teeth. Sparks fly through me. I tighten my hand on his shaft and begin to stroke. “Also monastic scribes.”

				I spread my legs wider. Part of me wants him to yank my panties off me, but I like the feeling of the damp cotton against my folds. Plus his fingers are doing such delicious things down there that I don’t want him to pause for anything else.

				“Did they have sex?” I pull back a little to look at him, faintly curious beneath my arousal. “The monastic scribes?”

				“Some of them said sex was the root of… fuck, Liv, tighter… of other sins.”

				I swirl the pad of my thumb over the head of his cock. “But they had sex even though they were monks?”

				“Probably. Some of them were certainly obsessed with it.”

				“Oh, that sounds wick… wicked.”

				“I’m sure it was.”

				Then his lips cover mine and we’re kissing hot and deep. He slides his finger over the outside of my panties, rubbing the fabric into my cleft, and I moan against his mouth and wiggle my hips around to try and make him stroke deeper.

				I move my hand up and down his cock, and then the urgency builds higher and we both start groaning and thrusting toward each other harder and faster. Our legs get tangled together, and I rub my breasts against his chest to ease the aching tingle in my nipples. Our tongues slide together, two of his fingers slip inside me, and then one flick of his thumb and I gasp his name and clamp my shuddering thighs around his hand.

				I stroke him faster as his body quakes with his own release, and it’s all pulsing vibrations and heat and salty sweat. And somewhere in the midst of the slick pleasure, I wonder when everything became so comfortable with Dean, when I’d lost my inhibitions and discovered that being sexy could be so breathtaking, so satisfying. So easy.

				Maybe there hadn’t been a moment of discovery at all. Maybe, with Dean, it had just always been like this.
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				On Tuesday, almost a week after we first arrived in California, I decide to venture out by myself while Dean visits his father. Since the Wests have several cars, Dean returned our rental a few days ago. After he gives me the keys to his father’s car, I head downtown.

				Los Gatos is a vibrant place filled with cafés, boutiques, restaurants, and shops. It reminds me a little of Avalon Street, except without the lake breeze. People are eating early lunches and having coffee at outdoor seating areas. Brightly colored awnings line the sidewalks.

				It’s cool enough to wear a light jacket, and I spend some time poking around a few gift shops, art galleries, and furniture stores. I stop for a decaf cappuccino at a coffee-and-chocolate shop, then buy a bag of chocolate-covered almonds for Dean and a box of assorted chocolates for his mother.

				Might as well try to keep things sweet. 

				I browse a few more shops, entering a women’s clothing store that looks as if it has stylish but casual clothes.

				“May I help you, ma’am?” A saleswoman with helmet hair approaches me.

				“Just looking, thanks.” 

				I glance over the racks of business suits and silk blouses, the blazers, and pencil-slim skirts. It would be silly to buy anything in my regular size since I’ve already gained weight. Not to mention I have no reason to wear career clothes.

				I pull a somewhat voluminous shirt from a rack, then realize I’ve made my way to the maternity section at the back of the store.

				“I have a chart, if you need help with sizing.” The saleswoman pauses beside me again, her gaze flickering to my midriff.

				“Oh, I probably won’t need maternity clothes for a few weeks yet.”

				“We have a number of styles that will work throughout your pregnancy.” She takes several pairs of pants from the rack and shows me the different adjustable waistbands and front panels. “And for blouses, use whatever size you are now to determine your maternity clothes size. Let me get the chart, and we can do some measurements.”

				Next thing I know, she’s wrapping a measuring tape around my hips and bust, then consulting her chart. I decide to roll with it—I like the elegance and simplicity of the clothes, and I don’t mind buying a few things to keep on hand. By the time we’re done, I have two pairs of pants, two pairs of jeans, three blouses, and a heather-gray skirt.

				I pay for the purchases and loop the bag over my arm before heading outside again. As I pass a restaurant, the smell of pizza fills the air. My stomach growls. I pause to study the menu taped in the restaurant window when two women walk out. Paige and Joanna West emerge, Paige holding the door open as Joanna fishes around in her purse.

				“Oh. Hello, Olivia.” She slips her sunglasses on. “We didn’t know you were planning to come downtown.”

				“Dean was going to the hospital, and I thought he’d want a chance to visit his father alone.” I feel exactly the way I did all those times I’d enter a classroom as the “new girl”—nervously wanting to please, and yet not knowing how my overtures would be received.

				“You bought some things at Eclipse?” Paige glances at the name on my bag. “Let’s have a look.”

				Well, hell. That’s all I need. The tags on the clothes say Maternity, the jeans have elastic stretch panels in the front, the skirt has an expandable waistline…

				I make a show of looking at my watch. “Actually, I need to head back. I think Dean should be home soon, and we were going to… um, do something.”

				Neither woman’s expression changes. I give them a wave and hurry in the opposite direction, aware that they’re probably going to talk about me now. Not that they haven’t before.

				When I return to the West house, I go upstairs to unpack my things. I wonder if Joanna and Paige are having coffee or doing some shopping. 

				I can’t remember if I was ever that way with my mother. Mostly I remember being angry with her for dragging me from place to place or just not talking to her at all.

				“You don’t even know how good you have it, Liv,” she told me once when we were on the road to yet another town.

				I was in the passenger seat of our old Chevrolet, tucked close to the door to avoid a scratchy ridge of foam that had burst through the vinyl seat. I shoved my hand into a bag of potato chips. I’d eaten half the bag already and was feeling sick, but I kept eating because it gave me something to do with my hands and made it more difficult to talk.

				My mother glanced at me from the driver’s seat. It was over ninety degrees out, and we’d rolled all the windows down. Hot air rushed into the car. Her wheat-blond hair whipped around her head and neck. She was wearing a yellow tank top and capri pants, her bare feet tan and dusty.

				“Most girls your age would love such freedom.” She pulled her sunglasses off her head and slipped them over her eyes. “How many of them have seen as much as you have, done as much? None, I’ll tell you that. They’re too busy painting their nails.”

				I spread out a hand and looked at my nails. Ragged and bitten to the quick.

				“So cut out the attitude and be grateful,” my mother added. “And stop eating chips. You’re getting fat.”

				I crumpled up the bag and wiped my greasy fingers on my shorts. I scratched a mosquito bite on my leg. I stared out the open window. I’d long ago devised a game of looking at passing cars and making up stories about the people inside. 

				The older couple driving a Cadillac had been married sixty years and were taking a trip to the beach together. The young, long-haired guy in the hatchback was on his way to meet his girlfriend after they’d gone to separate colleges. The four girls in the VW were taking a road trip to Manhattan for the first time.

				I wondered what people thought of when they saw me and my mother.

				Crystal. She’d told me to call her that when I was eight. Didn’t think it was a good idea if people immediately knew we were mother and daughter.

				“Get out the map, Liv.” She nodded toward the glove compartment. “We’re looking for I-77. You remember Nadine from the grocery store? She’s got a brother who lives in Cleveland. Runs an auto-parts store or something. Nadine said to pay him a visit if we happened to be in town.”

				“We don’t happen to be in Cleveland,” I muttered. “We’re going there on purpose.”

				“Shut up, Liv, and look at the map. Why are you always such a pain in the ass?”

				“Because we’re always moving,” I snapped. “Why did we have to leave Akron? I liked it there.”

				I did, too. I’d been able to start fourth grade at the beginning of the year, which meant I wasn’t as much the “new girl” as I would have been if I’d started mid-year. I’d even made a few friends, and my teacher, Mrs. White, was nice.

				“There’s nothing in Akron,” Crystal replied. “We need to go somewhere where things are happening.” 

				By the time we got to Cleveland, we were out of money and down to a quarter tank of gas. Turned out Nadine’s brother Tom worked at a garage, and my mother talked him into filling the gas tank and checking the car. Then she booked us into a cheap motel room and told me to wait for her there.

				She was gone for two days. I watched TV and ate candy bars and chips from the vending machine. When Crystal returned, she smelled like cigarette smoke and had a wad of twenties in her pocket. Even then, I wondered what she’d done for them.

				Now I shove aside all the old emotions, reminding myself that my life is completely different. It’s been different for over fifteen years. I’ll never be that uncertain and afraid again. And I will not be the kind of mother Crystal was.

				I take the maternity clothes out of the bag and spread them out on the bed. The stretch panels mean I can wear them throughout the pregnancy. I do a little mixing and matching with some of my other shirts, then fold everything up and put it all in my suitcase. I realize I forgot to give Joanna the chocolates I bought her, and I put them on the dresser.

				I change into yoga pants and a T-shirt and sit at the desk. I open my Liv’s Manifesto notebook. After a moment of thought, I write:

				[image: I will buy cartoon Band-Aids. ]

				[image: I will not get mad when]

				An unfamiliar feeling winds through me. I grip the pen harder and keep writing.

				[image: I will not get mad when you plaster them all over your face.]

				[image: I might even laugh at that.]

				[image: I will make you eat good, nutritious food.]

				[image: Except Brussels sprouts. ]

				[image: I will stand up for you, even if I’m scared.]

				[image: I’ll try not to show you that I’m scared, but if you ask, I’ll admit it.]

				[image: I’ll still stand up for you.]

				I put the pen down and reread the list.

				You.

				I turn on my computer and type a few words into a search engine. I’m perusing several lists when Dean comes in. He kisses me on the forehead and gives me an update about his father before he flops down on the bed and pulls a loop of string from his jeans pocket.

				“Chaucer, huh?” I ask.

				“What?” Dean glances up from twisting the string around his fingers.

				“You wanted to name our kid Chaucer.” I look at him with a raised brow, my hands poised over the keyboard. “Not if you expect to stay married.”

				He manages to look offended. “Chaucer is a classic name. Great historical significance.”

				“You might as well put a teasing target on the kid’s back.”

				“We could shorten it to Chet.”

				“Chet West. Sounds like the name of a spaghetti western hero. Come see Ride ’Em, Cowboy, starring Tom Mix and Chet West.”

				“Hmm. Not sure that’s a movie I’d want to see.” Dean unravels the string from his fingers. “So, what brilliant name ideas do you have?”

				“I’ve always liked the name Elliott.”

				“Great. Our kid will forever be associated with E.T. Everyone will be telling him to phone home.”

				We glower at each other for a few seconds before I turn back to the computer. “What if it’s a girl? And don’t you dare say Hildegard or Goditha.”

				“Isabella.”

				I pause, my fingers on the computer keys. “That’s nice.”

				“Bella for short.”

				I look at him. “Really nice.”

				Dean smiles. I get all soft inside. He looks pleased with himself.

				“Just don’t tell me Isabella was some medieval queen who ended up getting burned at the stake,” I warn.

				“Isabella of Angoulême became the queen of England. She was beautiful and fierce.”

				“Say no more.” I like the idea of naming a daughter after a woman who was beautiful and fierce. As long as I don’t know if she met an untimely end. “Isabella if it’s a girl. And if it’s a boy?”

				“Durwin.”

				“No.”

				“Arthur.”

				“No.”

				“Roland.”

				“No.”

				“Sedgewick.”

				“Hell no.”

				“Nicholas.”

				I pause again. “Nicholas is a medieval name?”

				“Lots of medieval Nicholases. There was a Pope Nicholas who started an artistic revival in Rome. There was a sculptor, a goldsmith, a philosopher...”

				“Hmm.”

				“Sounds good, doesn’t it? Nicholas West.”

				I don’t respond immediately, for no other reason than to make him sweat a little. Finally I nod. “It does sound good.”

				Dean looks almost surprised. “You agree?”

				“Nicholas West or Isabella West.” My heart thumps as I picture a pink-cheeked baby. Our pink-cheeked baby. Nicholas or Isabella.

				“That’s it?” Dean’s grinning like he just won an award. “Those are the names?”

				“Those are the names.” I push away from the computer and go to lower myself into his lap. “Nice work, professor.”

				“You too, beauty.” He rubs my belly in slow circles and then down between my legs.

				“You sure you want to?” I ask as a warm tingle slides through my blood. 

				“As long as you feel okay.”

				“I feel fine, but I am gaining weight, you know.”

				“So?” 

				“That doesn’t bother you?”

				“Of course not.” Dean pushes a lock of hair away from my shoulder. “What, you think you won’t turn me on when you’re bigger?”

				“I still have a long way to go. It could get… awkward.”

				“So we’ll figure it out.” He pulls me to him and eases his hand between my thighs again. 

				“You know, there’ll probably be a time when we won’t be able to manage much position-wise,” I warn him. “Or at least, I won’t. And I have no idea what happens hormonally when things progress. Maybe my sex drive will disappear.”

				I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted when Dean starts laughing.

				Before I can scowl at him, he pulls me closer for a long, deep kiss. I sigh and settle against him. Just as we’re getting into it, a knock sounds on the door. Dean mutters a noise of irritation as we separate. He pushes to his feet and goes to open the door.

				Paige is standing in the hallway, her hands on her hips. She glances past Dean to me.

				“What is it, Paige?” he asks.

				“Archer called. He’ll be here in a couple of hours.”

				
		  

		

	
		
			
				[image: -----]

				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				[image: -----]

                 

				 

       	       

			  Olivia

				 

       	       

				[image: I] have an urge to escape, like a rabbit who senses an approaching wolf. Dean hasn’t seen his younger brother in five years, and I’m part of the reason why. If not the reason. I’d met Archer West once, during Thanksgiving weekend the first year Dean and I were together. 

				We arrived at the San Jose airport in late morning the day before Thanksgiving. Lines of traffic moved sluggishly over the highway. We drove out of San Jose and into the wealthy computer-money suburbs of Cupertino, Saratoga, and Los Gatos.

				The sheer expanse and beauty of the West home was totally foreign to me, the girl who’d lived in cramped apartments and slept on sofas in strangers’ living rooms.

				Richard West was a tall, broad-shouldered man with gray hair and an almost tangible shield of reticence. Joanna West looked like she’d been to finishing school with her model-like posture, coiffed hair, and designer suit. I might have had a hard time imagining her capable of an affair if I didn’t know quite well that people concealed all sorts of things behind their facades.

				Everything about the West house and family seemed perfect. Direct from the glossy pages of a magazine. 

				“What do you do, Olivia?” Joanna West asked me during dinner.

				I glanced at Dean. “Er, I work in a coffeehouse. Jitter Beans. And I’m majoring in literature and library sciences.”

				“Oh. How nice.” She smiled vaguely, and that was the end of that conversation.

				“And what do your parents do?” Richard West asked.

				“My father passed away years ago, and my mother is in travel,” I said. “This fish is delicious. Whatever did you put in the sauce?”

				Later that night as Dean and I were getting ready for bed, I said, “I’m not sure they like me.”

				“Doesn’t matter. I like you.” He kissed my forehead. “Don’t let them get to you, Liv. No one can meet their expectations.”

				Including him. I knew that without needing to ask, but I still didn’t fully understand why. Dean West was the epitome of the perfect, successful son. Not even Joanna and Richard West could say a word against him.

				Reminded me of me, I thought as I tucked myself against Dean in bed. I’d been the same way when I lived with Aunt Stella and Henry. Just in a far less prominent way. 

				I slept restlessly that first night, feeling out of place in the huge bed, waking at every sound the house made. Even the silence was strained, as if it were stretched tight.

				The sky was just starting to lighten with dawn when I woke. The clock read five-forty. Dean’s side of the bed was empty, the sheets and covers rumpled. I crawled out of bed and trudged to the bathroom to brush my teeth and splash water on my face. I shrugged into my robe, finger-combing the tangles from my hair before heading downstairs. A rectangle of light came from the kitchen.

				As I approached, the low rumble of male voices stopped me. My heart stuttered with a strange sense of foreboding.

				“You fucked it up once, you’ll fuck it up again,” Dean hissed.

				“Just because it’s not what you’d do,” another voice snapped. “Give me the goddamn money, and I’ll get out of here.”

				“No.”

				“Then welcome me home for Thanksgiving, brother.” 

				Archer. My breath stopped in my throat. The deadbeat brother had returned. Unable to stop myself, I peered around the kitchen door. 

				Dean stood with his back to me, clad in his running clothes, his shoulders rigid. Across from him was a tall, younger man with overlong, unkempt black hair and a sullen expression. Dressed in jeans and a dirty T-shirt beneath a worn leather jacket, he stood with his legs apart and his hands on his hips in a stance of insolent defiance.

				“You’re not staying here for the weekend,” Dean said.

				“Aren’t I? Mom will love it. All of us together for the holidays.”

				Dean’s hand shot out to grab the front of his brother’s T-shirt. “You little bastard.”

				“Don’t fucking—” Archer stopped. His gaze jerked to me, pinning me to the spot. “Who the hell are you?”

				Dean spun around. “Liv, what…”

				“I… I couldn’t sleep. Must be the time change.” I pressed a hand to my chest and backed up a step. “I’m sorry.”

				Archer looked from me to Dean and back again. Understanding dawned in his expression suddenly. He smiled.

				Dean crossed the room and stopped beside me, putting a protective hand on my lower back.

				“Hello.” Archer approached, his brow furrowing as he looked at me. “We haven’t met yet. I’m Archer West, Dean’s brother. And you’re Dean’s…?”

				Yes, I’m Dean’s. 

				“Liv Winter,” I said.

				“Liv.” He extended a hand.

				Up close, Archer was handsome in a scruffy way, with thick eyelashes and a wide mouth. His features were smoother than Dean’s, almost pretty in the way his cheekbones sloped to his jaw, but his eyes contained a gleam that was unnerving at best.

				I shook his hand, disliking the way his long fingers tightened around mine. As he drew his hand away, he slid a forefinger across my palm.

				A shudder of revulsion raced through me. I pulled away and wiped my hand on my robe. 

				“Um, I’ll leave you to talk,” I said. “Sorry for the interruption.”

				“No, stay,” Archer suggested. “Dean was just making coffee, right, bro?”

				Dean shook his head. “Get the hell out, Archer. Liv, sorry he’s such an ass.”

				“Liv,” Archer said. “Short for…?”

				“Olivia.”

				“Shakespearean.” He raised a black eyebrow. “Nice. I like it. Reminds me of that quote, you know, live fast, die young. Do you live—”

				Before he could finish, Dean stepped forward and shoved his brother to the side. Archer’s shoulder hit the doorjamb with a thud. Anger flared, and he whirled toward Dean.

				Just when I thought Archer was about to throw a punch, Dean took another threatening step toward his brother. They locked gazes for half a second, then Archer retreated. 

				Hah.

				“Asshole,” Archer muttered, embarrassment coloring his face.

				“Come in, Liv.” Dean closed his hand reassuringly around my arm. “If he makes you uncomfortable again, I will fucking kill him, and he knows it. Right, bro?”

				Archer shot me a glare, then grabbed a beat-up duffle bag by the refrigerator and stalked out of the kitchen. The instant he left, Dean’s shoulders sagged.

				“Sorry.” He pulled me against his side. “I didn’t expect him to come back. No one did.”

				“He doesn’t come home for the holidays?”

				“He doesn’t come home unless he wants something,” Dean replied, his tone bitter. “What he wants is the money my grandfather left him.”

				“Why does he want it from you?” 

				“My grandfather set what’s called a condition precedent for Archer’s inheritance. That means Archer has to finish college, get a steady job, prove he’s capable of handling the money. My grandfather also designated me as the person who determines if and when Archer has fulfilled the conditions and what percentage of the money he should get at any given time.” 

				“You?” I wondered why Richard West wasn’t the designated “person in charge,” then remembered that Dean told me his father and grandfather had been estranged.

				“Has Archer received any of his inheritance yet?” I asked.

				“No.”

				“And that’s why he’s mad at you.”

				“One of the reasons.” He filled the coffee grinder and watched as the blades pulverized the beans.

				“What are the other reasons?”

				He didn’t respond, his expression set. A sudden trepidation rolled through me.

				“Dean, what—”

				I stopped when Dean glanced to the doorway. The sound of heavy footsteps preceded Richard West’s entry into the kitchen.

				“Morning.” Richard strode in dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt, smelling like cologne. “Liv. Dean. Coffee ready?”

				“Couple of minutes.” Dean filled the pot with water. “Dad, Archer is back.”

				Richard frowned. “Where is he?”

				“Upstairs. He said he’d traveled most of the night.”

				“If your mother gives him anything, there’ll be hell to pay.”

				“He comes to me because she won’t.”

				“She’d better not. You make sure of it, you hear?” Richard picked up the paper and snapped it open.

				Animosity radiated from both men. Dean glanced at me, the lines in his face easing into a forced smile. 

				“What do you want for breakfast, Liv?”

				“Just toast, thanks.”

				“Happy Thanksgiving.” Joanna West entered the kitchen, dressed in a straight linen skirt and blue silk blouse, her hair and makeup done perfectly. “It looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day out.”

				She paused to kiss Richard’s forehead. He ignored her.

				“So much to do before our big dinner.” Joanna went to the coffeepot. “I told Alma to make both pumpkin pie and pecan this year. Oh, and those maple-syrup carrots you like so much, Richard.”

				I looked at Dean. He was watching his mother. A sudden pain filled his eyes, one that seemed both ancient and weary. My chest constricted.

				Dean lowered his gaze to his cup. In that instant, I saw him as a child reading books about knights and stories of a boy detective who solved mysteries and made things right. I knew that Dean had been trying to do the same thing for years.

				But to no avail.

				  

				[image: ***]

				 

				“Oh, it’s lovely, Joanna! So delicious.”

				The West home buzzed with women’s melodious voices and men’s liquor-enhanced laughter. A crowd of at least forty people—friends, relatives, neighbors—milled around the house and terrace. An elaborate Thanksgiving buffet stretched across the dining room. Richard West manned the bar, while Joanna fluttered around ensuring everyone had enough to eat and drink. 

				I made an effort to socialize, watching with amusement as matronly and not-so-matronly women fawned over Dean and batted their eyelashes at him. I caught snippets of conversation about Archer West, faint murmurs of disapproval.

				Archer sat out on the terrace, his feet up on a wooden chair, chatting amiably with anyone who stopped to greet him. Paige West, stunning in a clingy, tie-dye print dress and dangly silver earrings, basked in the glow of attention from several young men.

				The afternoon sun shone bright and cool, shimmering on the grass. An orange tree swayed in the light wind. Laughter floated. The aromas of herbed turkey, roasted apples, fresh-baked rolls, and pumpkin pie drifted in the air.

				Dean maneuvered through the crowd with the ease of a blade cutting through silk. He’d spent the first hour beside me, introducing me to guests and being attentive, until I insisted I’d be fine on my own. Still, his gaze met mine every so often, as if he were keeping an eye on me while he joined conversations and asked if he could get anyone anything.

				As an observer, I saw it in full force—the ideal West family with the successful, wealthy parents and attractive children. The flaw of Archer’s rebelliousness marred the perfection just enough to make them even more intriguing.

				After most of the food had been devoured, the men gathered in the den to watch football while the women gossiped and fixed coffee. 

				“You ever been to California before, Olivia?” Archer West pushed a chair away from the patio table and sat down beside me. Too close.

				“It’s Liv,” I said, edging away a little. “And yes.”

				“Yeah? Where?” His voice was friendly, conversational, unlike the sly tone he’d used earlier that morning.

				“LA,” I said. “And Santa Cruz.”

				Santa Cruz was just over the mountain, less than forty-five minutes away. My heart clenched at the thought of Twelve Oaks, of North.

				Archer lifted a hand to shield the glare of the sun. “Otherwise you’re from Wisconsin?”

				I nodded. “Where do you live?”

				“Wherever the wind takes me.” He gave me an engaging grin, his teeth flashing white.

				“Do you work?” I asked.

				“Sometimes.”

				“Doing what?”

				“Wow.” He leaned forward, studying me with a gaze that was unnervingly like Dean’s. “Third degree, huh? You majoring in law?”

				“Literature and library sciences.”

				Archer laughed. “Good lord. No wonder you like big brother.”

				I got the dynamic. Archer was the baby of the family, the messed-up dropout who couldn’t hold a job and tried to mooch money off his mother. And eldest brother Dean was the responsible overachiever who excelled at everything. 

				“Hell of a starched shirt, though, isn’t he?” Archer continued. “He was like that as a kid. No surprise. Got all his weekend homework done on Friday night. Took AP courses. Was always on time. Class president. Football hero. You name it, big brother succeeded at it. He could do no wrong.” He shook his head. “Jesus, the fawning that went on over him…”

				“Resent it much?” I asked, unable to prevent the challenging note in my voice. 

				“Nah.” He shrugged. “No one has any expectations for the screw-up.”

				No one had had any expectations for me either, but that was exactly the reason I’d had to create them for myself.

				A rush of animosity filled me. Archer West came from a wealthy family who’d likely tried to give him everything, and for some reason he’d thrown it all in their faces. Dean had had the same upbringing and hadn’t made a mess of his life. Just the opposite.

				I shaded my eyes from the sun as Richard West crossed the lawn and climbed the terrace steps. 

				“Hey, old man.” Archer tilted his head toward me. “I was just chatting with Dean’s new girlfriend. Nice that he brought someone home, isn’t it?”

				“I want you out of here by tomorrow morning,” Richard told him.

				“Hey, did I tell you I’m looking for an investor for my new bar?” Archer examined his fingers, digging a ring of dirt out from beneath his thumbnail. “If I find one, I could be on the road in half an hour. If not—”

				Richard moved forward so fast that I flinched at the blur of motion. If there hadn’t been people milling around nearby, I swear he would have hit his son. Instead he stopped right in front of Archer, his voice lowering. “Don’t you threaten me.”

				“Dad.” Dean’s voice cut into the sudden fury. He pushed himself between his father and brother. “Back off, both of you.”

				Richard held up his hands, his eyes shooting daggers at his younger son before he stalked inside.

				“Have a seat, bro.” Archer recovered his composure as he slouched back into his chair. “Liv was telling me all about her studies. You got yourself a girl who’s both smart and pretty. Nice work. Better than that cold fish Helen.”

				“Shut up, Archer.” Dean took my arm and tugged me to my feet. “Come on, Liv.”

				“Dean doesn’t like cold fishes,” Archer continued. “And you don’t look like one to me, Liv, I can tell you that.”

				“Shut the fuck up,” Dean snapped.

				The instant Archer looked from Dean to me, I saw a realization click in his brain. Apprehension filled my chest.

				“Stay away from him,” Dean told me as he pulled me away from his brother, back toward the house. “He’ll be gone tomorrow morning.”

				Dean didn’t leave my side for the next couple of hours. By late afternoon, several of the guests had gone home while the others sat out on the terrace with the last of the coffee and pie to watch a pickup football game between neighbors. 

				The Coleman brothers were three athletic-looking men in their late twenties and early thirties who had greeted Archer and Dean like long-lost friends. I learned they’d all grown up on the same street and had known each other since they were kids. Two cousins joined the game, along with the Coleman patriarch Brian to even out the teams.

				I sat to the side on the terrace as the players haggled back and forth about the teams, where the goal lines would be, and which trees would serve as sidelines. I was glad everyone else was worn out from food and conversation because it meant there were no distractions as I sat watching Dean in motion.

				A thing of beauty, if ever there was one.

				He had changed into frayed jeans and a T-shirt, and his lean, muscular body arched with natural grace as he leapt to catch the ball and run. The sight of him was enough to get my pulse racing—his thighs flexing beneath his jeans, the way his T-shirt rode up to expose the flat, hard muscles of his abdomen, the wind ruffling his thick hair. He was playing quarterback and threw an interception.

				“Still got that rag arm, big brother,” Archer called as he dashed just past Dean’s outstretched arm and beyond for a touchdown.

				After Dean’s team got the ball back, he threw a long pass down the sideline to Matthew Coleman. Matthew turned to run upfield. Archer was right beside him, thrusting out his arm to knock the ball from Matthew’s hands.

				With eight testosterone-and-turkey-fueled men playing, the game soon took on a hard, competitive edge. Archer had a more hotheaded style than Dean, which didn’t surprise me. Whereas Dean’s power was coiled, contained, Archer moved and reacted with a barely leashed energy, as if he were about to explode at any moment.

				It also became clear that Archer and Dean brought their personal stuff into the game. Dean eyed his brother every time they lined up, and Archer made a point of going after Dean whenever he had the ball, several times tackling him with what seemed like unnecessary force.

				The game progressed with lots of running, shouts, taunting. Archer’s team led by a touchdown. Dean gripped the ball with both hands and dropped it, his right foot connecting with it several feet from the ground.

				The ball sailed forty yards into the crisp breeze, and it looked like the other team might let it bounce through the end zone. At the last moment Archer lunged and grabbed the ball, turning upfield in one smooth motion. James Coleman brought him down with a thud that made Joanna West stand up.

				“Is he all right?” she asked as Brian helped Archer back to his feet.

				“He’s fine, Mom.” Paige sounded bored.

				The men lined up. Archer got the ball and ran for the goal line. Dean closed in on him. Archer thrust out an arm, slamming his elbow into his brother’s chest. Dean grunted. He stumbled backward, but managed to strip the ball loose from Archer’s hands and fall on it as he was going down.

				The players lined up again. Dean’s mouth set into a hard slash. Grass stained his jeans and shirt, and there was a scrape on his jaw. Matthew snapped the ball. Dean caught it and backed up, looking downfield for an open receiver.

				“Go deep!” he yelled at James.

				“Hey, Dean, that’s what your hot girlfriend said to me last night!” Archer shouted gleefully from the other end of the field.

				My heart lurched. 

				Joanna West gasped.

				Dean froze. For half a second.

				Then his anger exploded. He slammed the ball to the ground and raced toward his brother. He was a blur of movement as he passed the terrace, but I saw his face—a mask of rage and hatred.

				Oh, no. No…

				Dean lunged at Archer so hard that the thud of their bodies hitting the ground shook the earth. Shock paralyzed everyone. Dean wrestled his brother to his back, then threw a leg over him and straddled him. He drew a fist back, his whole body unleashing in a series of fast blows.

				Archer yelped. He had no time to counterattack. His legs kicked out, his torso twisting as he struggled to escape the relentless punches. Dean’s fists flew, striking him again and again. His muscles bunched beneath his shirt, his jaw clenched. He slammed a fist into Archer’s nose. Blood spurted.

				“Do something!” Joanna screamed.

				The sound spurred the other men into action. Richard West was not one of them. He stood at the sidelines, watching his younger son get pummeled.

				Matthew and James grabbed Dean’s arms and tried to pull him off. A growl tore from Dean’s throat as he shoved them away and kept thrashing his brother. Another punch. Another strike. More blood.

				Holy Christ…

				I ran before I could think, my shoes slamming against the grass. I heard someone shout my name. Wind whistled past my ears. Dean’s fists were a blur, rage firing with every sharp movement. Another Coleman brother tried to yank Dean away. 

				Beneath him, Archer tried to curl up defensively, his hands over his face. Dean punched through every opening, refusing to stop.

				“Dean!”

				Not knowing what else to do, I tackled him, bracing myself against his flying fists. His knuckle caught me under the jaw. Stars burst behind my eyes. Pain lanced through me.

				I threw my arms around him from behind and held on, praying he would listen. He was rigid, rock-hard with fury, his breath sawing through the air. He seized Archer’s collar and pulled back for another blow.

				“Stop,” I gasped. “Dean, stop. Please, please stop!”

				He stopped in mid-motion. The instant was long enough for me to shove him to the side. We tumbled to the grass. I landed on top of him and grasped his wrists, pinning him to the ground. His chest heaved beneath mine.

				I stared into his rage-dark eyes. 

				“Stop,” I whispered. “Stop.”

				He stared back at me, his breath rasping against my neck. I released one of his wrists and put my hand on his cheek. 

				“It’s okay.” My voice shook. I brushed my palm over his hair. “It’s okay.”

				Some of the rigidity drained from his muscles. One of his arms clamped around my waist, locking our bodies together. I lowered my forehead to his chest. His heart pounded.

				“Dean! Are you all right?” Paige shoved at my shoulder. “Get off him, Liv.”

				“Don’t touch her,” Dean growled.

				I closed my eyes. I absorbed the feeling of him beneath me, the gradual slackening of his body, the subduing anger. My thoughts and emotions tangled in a knotted mess I couldn’t even begin to unravel.

				Slowly I lifted my head and opened my eyes to meet Dean’s unreadable gaze. A bruise marked his jaw, and blood was smeared beneath his nose. 

				A fraught tension coiled through the air. I was struck by the sense that something was about to break wide open, like an egg dropped from a vast height.

				Voices rose in a pitch of agitation. I turned to find the Coleman brothers surrounding Archer, who was struggling against their restraining arms, his face bruised and bloody and hard with anger.

				“You asshole!” Archer yelled at Dean, trying to dart forward. The Colemans fought him back.

				“Archer, come inside,” Joanna pleaded.

				I pushed myself to a sitting position. Dean climbed to his feet and scraped his hands through his hair. Strain lined his body, but at least now he appeared in control of his rage. His face was scratched and bleeding from where Archer had gotten a few punches in. He took my hand and pulled me up.

				“Dean!” Paige hurried toward her brother. “Dean, how could you—”

				He held up a hand to stop her.

				“We’ll…” My voice broke. I tightened my grip on Dean. “We’ll go clean up.” I gave him a gentle tug. “Come on.”

				I managed to get him into the house without another confrontation. Voices came from the kitchen, where I assumed the rest of the group was tending to Archer. I heard the word hospital and winced.

				Before I could turn toward the stairs, Dean pushed me into the library. He slammed and locked the door behind him. Dim light and silence descended.

				I pressed my palms to my face. My jaw ached from both the blow and trying to restrain my tears.

				I felt Dean’s gaze. He latched a hand around my wrist.

				“What the hell?” He cupped my chin with his other hand and turned me toward him, brushing his fingers beneath my jaw where a bruise must have formed. “Did I do that?”

				“It was an accident. It doesn’t hurt.”

				“Goddammit, Liv.” Self-directed anger speared his expression.

				Oh, Dean.

				“Don’t.” Tears burned my eyes. “I’m okay.”

				A ripple of anger coursed through him. Blackness concealed the gold flecks in his eyes. I stepped back, my heart thudding.

				“Dean?”

				He advanced, coiled with leashed energy, his fists bunching at his sides. “I want you.”

				“I’m… I’m yours.”

				“I want to fuck you. Hard.”

				Shock jolted me. My hips hit the big oak desk. “You—”

				He grabbed my shoulders, his fingers digging in almost painfully. Tension knotted his muscles. His eyes blazed with heat.

				“I need to know you’re mine. That you’re all mine.”

				“I am.” A dark, thrilling arousal spiraled through me at the anger-edged lust emanating from him. “Of course I am.”

				“Let me.”

				“Yes. Yes.”

				He hauled me against him, his lips crashing down on mine. He pushed his tongue into my mouth with a sharp, possessive gesture, as if he wanted to mark me, claim me. The length of my body pressed against his, every one of his muscles still locked tight. I could feel the adrenaline coursing through him, the burn of his blood.

				Heat rocketed through me. I grasped his biceps, stunned by the flood of excitement. He dug his fingers into my hips and hauled me up onto the edge of the desk, his mouth never ceasing its plundering of mine. He kissed me, licked me, bit my lower lip, dragged his mouth down to nip the throbbing vein at the side of my neck.

				I inhaled sharply, spreading my legs around his hips. He shoved himself between my thighs, already hard through his jeans. With a sweep of his arm, he sent the desk clutter behind me crashing to the floor, pens and paper scattering. 

				I pushed my hands underneath his blood-spattered T-shirt, sliding my palms over his damp skin, the rigidity of his muscles. He yanked my skirt up my thighs, his mouth close to my ear. 

				“Take these fucking things off,” he hissed.

				My heart pulsed. I pushed him away so that I could slither out of my pantyhose and drop them to the floor. Dean tangled his fingers into my underwear, brushing against my sex. I fumbled for the button-fly of his jeans, but my hands were shaking too much. He stepped back and kicked off his shoes, then unbuttoned his fly and shoved his jeans and boxers off. His erection sprang up between us, thick and heavy. My throat went dry.

				“Oh, God, Dean.”

				I reached for him. He pressed his palm to my breastbone and pushed me back onto the desk. He took hold of my blouse and ripped it right down the middle. A fever darkened his eyes. I undid my bra, aching for him to touch my breasts. Panting, I twisted, rubbing my spread sex against the head of his cock as he bent to take my nipple between his teeth.

				An intense shudder vibrated to my toes. He slid his hand down my belly, beneath my underwear. His forefinger ran over my folds, spurring my excitement higher. I tightened my legs around his hips.

				I need to know you’re mine.

				His rough voice echoed in my lust-fogged mind. Didn’t he know that already? How else could I show him?

				He pulled my underwear over my legs. A gust of air brushed against my sex. Dean pushed his hands under my thighs, opening me to him fully. For an instant, his hot eyes met mine before he plunged his cock into me.

				I was ready. He’d warned me, asked me, prepared me. But the intensity of his thrust, the sheer power of it, rocked me to the core. My emotions exploded. I cried out in sudden shock, clutching his rigid arms. Sparks spread through my nerves as my inner flesh tightened around his pulsing shaft.

				He gripped my thighs, keeping me open, as he thrust again and again, a relentless fucking that shook the desk and made my body bounce. I arched upward, drenched in the fog of desire, the dawning knowledge that I was binding myself inextricably to this man, and that I did not want to be free. 

				Leashed urgency pulsed through his muscles. His T-shirt dampened with sweat, smearing the remnants of his and his brother’s blood. Tears spilled from the corners of my eyes. My whole body ached and throbbed.

				“Dean!” I gasped, bucking upward to match his deep thrusts.

				“Come on, my beauty. Fuck me.” He stilled suddenly, pressing my thighs open, watching me with a seething intensity that made my heart tremble. His hair fell across his forehead. A flush burned along the crest of his cheekbones. 

				His cock was halfway inside me. With a moan, I pushed forward, impaling myself on him. I squirmed, twisting to try and repeat his heavy plunges. It wasn’t the same, I needed more, needed his power… and then he thrust forward again and filled me.

				I shrieked, convulsing around him with a force that shocked me to my bones. It went on and on, an endless stream of sensation blasting light through me. And still he fucked me, urging every shudder out of me before pulling out and gripping his shaft.

				Gasping, I pushed up onto my elbows and watched as he stroked his slick cock, his movements quick and urgent. His body tensed. A groan rumbled from his chest the instant before he came, ropes of semen pooling onto my belly and mons. The smell of sex filled my head.

				I shivered and reached down to rub my still-quivering clit. Dean levered himself over me, sealing our damp bodies together, his mouth descending on mine for a bruising kiss.

				“Say it again,” he ordered, his voice hoarse.

				I brushed his hair away from his forehead, stroked my hand down the side of his face.

				“I’m yours,” I said, then looked into his gold-flecked eyes. “Say it back.”

				“I’m yours.” He leaned his forehead against mine and drew in a breath. “Jesus, Liv. What are you doing to me?”

				Falling for you. Hard.

				Oh, no. What was at the end of that descent?
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				Joanna West insisted that Archer go to the hospital, then reported that he had a black eye, a split lip, numerous contusions, and a broken nose. Dean didn’t seem bothered by his own minor injuries. Certainly Archer had taken the brunt of the fight.

				Not a fight. More like a beating.

				I shuddered. I knew what had happened. Archer had never been able to surpass his older brother in any other way, but he’d quickly realized that he could get to Dean through me.

				And he’d been right.

				“What were you thinking?” Joanna West’s face was a mask of anger. “On Thanksgiving, Dean, really? Look at him!”

				She waved a hand to where Archer slouched in a chair, one eye swollen half-shut, a few white gauze bandages taped to his face, dried blood crusted under his nose, bruises covering his jaw.

				“What will people say?” Joanna snapped, her slender body shaking with fury. “Everyone saw what you did, Dean, everyone! They’re all talking about how you beat up your own brother!”

				“I should press charges,” Archer said. His voice sounded foggy and drugged.

				“Yeah, do that,” Dean challenged, his fists clenching at his sides. “See if you get any of your money then.”

				Archer’s mouth thinned. “You fucker.”

				“You fuck-up.”

				“Stop it!” Joanna pressed her fingers to her temples. “You’re not pressing charges, for God’s sake, Archer.” She pivoted to face Dean. “What’s the matter with you? Since when do you act like a barbarian because of—”

				She stopped short. And looked at me.

				My stomach roiled. Dean stepped in front of me, as if to protect me from his mother’s needle-sharp, accusing glare.

				“Enough,” he said. “Liv and I are leaving.”

				“You fix this, Dean,” Joanna ordered. “I don’t care what you do, but you figure out how to fix it.”

				“It’s not fixable, Mom,” Dean said, his voice cold. “You need to stop thinking it is.”

				“Wow,” Archer muttered. “Is the only non-bastard son admitting defeat?”

				I wasn’t sure I’d heard that right.

				“Shut up, Archer,” Paige muttered, looking away from both her brothers.

				Joanna stalked from the room, her back as rigid as metal.

				I put my hand on Dean’s arm. His muscles were stiff with fury.

				“I need to leave,” I whispered, so low I didn’t think he’d hear me.

				He turned, his eyes pitch-black. “What?”

				“I don’t want to cause… trouble.” The ache in my head pressed harder. 

				I was a good girl. I caused trouble for no one. I did what I was told to do. I followed the rules. Even when I was torn inside out, I patched myself back together in secret, in seclusion. No one would know anything bad had happened. No one would have reason to doubt me.

				“You’re not causing trouble, Liv.” Dean forced his voice to steady. “It’s not you. Not at all. It’s them.”

				“But they… they’re your family.” I couldn’t think of another way to say it. Couldn’t think past the undeniable fact that he had two parents, a sister, and a brother. Whatever else there was… it didn’t negate that fact.

				I didn’t know where my mother was.

				Dean took my arm and led me upstairs to get our suitcases. I managed to convey my apologies to Mrs. West before Dean got us both out of there and drove to a hotel near the airport.

				He sank onto the bed, his shoulders slumping. “So fucking sorry. Never should have brought you here.”

				“Was it…?”

				“We were…” His voice was dull, exhausted. “When we were kids, Archer and I were pretty close. I’m four years older than he is. We fought a lot, but we were brothers, you know. Taught him how to play football.”

				A sick foreboding rose in me. I couldn’t speak.

				“The affair my mother had…” Dean dragged his hands through his hair and expelled a heavy breath. “She got pregnant with Archer. I was nine when I heard her talking to her sister about it. When my mother realized I’d overheard, she told me it was a secret, never to tell, that everyone had to think Archer was my father’s biological son. She and my father couldn’t risk a divorce or the rest of her family finding out. They were helping with some outstanding debts that could have damaged my father’s career.”

				“How?”

				“The governor of California had just nominated him as a potential judge in the Court of Appeals,” Dean said. “Big deal for him. Step on the road to Supreme Court. He had to go through a whole review process, investigation, public hearing. He was already worried about the possibility of his financial troubles getting out. If people discovered the truth about Archer, it would have ruined everything, especially for the retention election.”

				“So you kept the secret?”

				“For four years,” Dean said. “Then Archer and I were arguing one day… can’t even remember what it was about. I was thirteen. Paige was in the room too. I shouted at Archer that he wasn’t our father’s real son. Of course, the kid didn’t believe me, but then he ran to ask our father and… all hell broke loose. Archer has hated me ever since.”

				He fell silent, staring at the opposite wall.

				“What… what did your parents do?” I asked.

				“Nothing. Everyone had to fall into line. They had to pretend they had a perfect marriage. We had to pretend we were a perfect family.” 

				I saw it then, clear as glass. For years, Dean had blamed himself for divulging the secret that had cracked his family apart from the inside and created the cold silence. Spurred by guilt, he’d thrown his energy into being a success, an overachiever, the best at everything… all to make up for his mistake and protect the West family image of perfection.

				And Archer West had done the exact opposite.

				“Told you it was fucked-up,” Dean muttered.

				I shook my head, unable to speak. I knew it was part of his blood now, the urge to be the perfect son.

				Just as I’d always tried so hard to be good.

				An ache was building inside me like steam, rolling and pitching. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

				“Couldn’t stand the thought of you knowing.”

				A lump clogged my throat. “It wasn’t your fault.”

				“I never should have told him.”

				“Dean, you were a boy.”

				He shrugged. “My mother… well, she never forgave me either. She and Paige have always stuck together, and they all blamed me, especially when Archer rebelled. Obviously he’s never stopped. And… then my grandfather got sick and I had to deal with him. But I’m done with it now. All of it.”

				“I can’t let you choose me over your family, Dean.”

				“No, you can’t. You can’t not let me either.”

				I swallowed hard. “You can’t make that choice if I walk away.”

				Tension rolled through him. “You’re not walking away.” 

				Despite my fear, I could not prevent the surge of warmth at his possessive tone. 

				“You can’t stop me,” I whispered.

				He pushed off the bed and went to his suitcase. He rummaged for something and turned, extending his hand to reveal the key to his apartment.

				“I’m going to make a copy of this,” he said. “And I want you to take it. But don’t use it until winter break.”

				“Winter break?”

				He nodded, his eyes determined. “For two weeks of winter break, I want you to live with me. Twenty-four hours a day. You and me. No classes. No work. Nothing and no one else.”

				I pressed a palm to my chest. Electricity crackled in the air. My heart suddenly felt brittle.

				“I… I thought you were going on a research trip over winter break.”

				“I leave on January ninth and get back before the semester starts.” He stepped closer to me. “I want you for two weeks, Liv. Completely. I haven’t even begun to show you everything we’re going to do together. At the end of those two weeks, you’ll know exactly where you belong. And you won’t want to walk away.”

				I stared at him, feeling as if I were poised on the brink of something both exhilarating and terrifying. Something I had never had before. Never expected to have.

				“Liv, I told you once that I’ve never been able to start a new life,” he said. “But I want to now. And I want to start it with you.”

				I felt something loosen inside me, something that had been knotted for longer than I cared to remember. The sick guilt and shame I’d harbored since Fieldbrook seemed to dissolve, as if it were being overwhelmed by the urgency in Dean’s voice, the heat we generated, the growing certainty of our belonging together.

				Belonging. For the first time in my life, I had the chance to know what that word meant.

				And so did Dean. 

				My heart thumped. A wild tenderness filled me as I looked at him standing there in his wrinkled shirt and torn jeans, his face still scratched, his hair spilling across his forehead. 

				I couldn’t bear to let him out of my life. And I knew I could be everything for him that he was for me. I could heal his wounds, be his anchor, treasure him. Together we could create our own world, one of warmth and affection, protected from the slings and arrows of the world. 

				For despite our differences, our struggles, our childhoods at opposite ends of the spectrum… Dean and I were the same. 

				We had both been weighted by destructive secrets at too young an age. We’d both been forced into actions we hadn’t wanted, and then we’d blamed ourselves when things went horribly wrong. At thirteen, our lives had changed drastically, starting us on a twisting path toward freedom and redemption. 

				Dean had tried to appease his guilt by caring for his sick grandfather. I’d escaped back to Twelve Oaks. We had both worked so hard to uphold an ideal image of who we thought we should be. But even as we struggled to extricate ourselves from our pasts, we’d become inevitably tangled up in them.

				Until now.

				Our gazes locked and held. We understood each other down to our very bones. We were the only people who ever would.

				“Say yes,” he said.

				I said yes. There was no other response.
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				CHAPTER TWELVE
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				Dean

			 

       	       

				January 26

				 

       	       

				[image: I] don’t remember much about my brother as a boy. That is, I’m not sure if my memories are real or fabricated. I know we used to toss a football around in the backyard. I know he struggled in school. I know he liked Legos and trains.

				That’s all I know for sure. The rest is hazy, cut off by the twenty-five-year-old incident that has always been like a living thing, venomous and cold. I think my brother played soccer. I think he had a rock collection. I think he liked bugs. I think his favorite sandwich was something strange, like cheese and jelly or peanut butter and bologna. I can’t remember.

				I wait for him in front of the garage. It’s a clear day, cool, like a thousand other California days. The sound of his motorcycle vibrates through the air as he turns onto our street. 

				Tension stiffens my spine. His bike roars into the driveway. He stops and pulls off his helmet. Looks at me. Even from a distance, I sense his wariness.

				Good.

				I walk toward him. He’s unshaven, his hair too long, wearing a ratty jacket and torn jeans. He’s thinner too, with dark circles under his eyes. A slight bump on the bridge of his nose.

				“My wife is here.” I stop in front of him. “You say one rude thing to her… you even look at her wrong, and I’ll take you down.”

				His expression hardens. “Hold a grudge much, bro?”

				“Understand?”

				Archer mutters something under his breath. He shoves off his bike. “Good to see you too.”

				“I told Mom you were on your way.” I walk toward the house. He follows. “Where are you staying?”

				“With a friend in Campbell.”

				“Leave Mom the contact info. She’s been complaining she can’t reach you.”

				We go into the kitchen. Archer yanks open the refrigerator and peers at the contents.

				“Where’s your wife?” he asks.

				Avoiding you. “Went to run a couple errands.”

				“What’s her name again?”

				My jaw tightens. “Olivia.”

				“Yeah. Shakespearean, right? When did you marry her?”

				“Three years ago.”

				He pulls a soda out and twists off the top. “Going well?”

				“Fine. Heard you told Mom you were getting married.”

				“Yeah, well.” He shrugs, tilting his head back to gulp the soda. He swipes his mouth with his sleeve. “Didn’t work out. Better now than getting a divorce, huh?”

				He shoots me a smile that’s not a smile. 

				“Where’s Paige?” he asks, leaning against the counter.

				“Out with Mom.”

				“How long’re you staying?”

				“Week or so. Until Dad is out of the hospital.”

				Archer doesn’t bother asking how he’s doing. I wait for him to ask for money. I hate that our grandfather left me the custodian of Archer’s inheritance, but it’s a responsibility I can’t escape. Archer has five years left to fulfill our grandfather’s conditions. If he doesn’t, the money all goes to charity. 

				Silence falls. I fold my arms across my chest. The clock over the kitchen table ticks.

				“You all right?” I finally ask.

				Archer shrugs. “Sure.”

				“Working?”

				“Was. Installed hardwood floors for a few months. Bet you don’t know the difference between red oak and white oak.”

				“Red oak has a stronger grain. White oak is harder and more durable.”

				Archer laughs. I turn as the front door opens and Liv comes in, giving me a faint smile. She’s seen Archer’s bike in the driveway, and her expression is wary. She looks past me into the kitchen.

				“Hello, Archer.”

				He lifts the soda in a salute. “Olivia.”

				“Liv.”

				“Yeah.” He takes another drink. Doesn’t look at her.

				Good. I hope he’s embarrassed. Ashamed.

				“How are you?” Liv asks him.

				“Never better.”

				“Nice to see you again.” Liv touches my arm and indicates that she’s going upstairs. 

				I wait until I hear the bedroom door close before I turn back to my brother. “You visit Dad, tell Mom how to reach you, and don’t say or do anything to cause trouble.”

				I shouldn’t care what Archer does or doesn’t do. But I’ve spent so many years trying to maintain peace that the order comes instinctively. I expect a snide response, a glare at the least. Archer shrugs and takes another swallow of soda.

				I leave the kitchen and go into the library. I sink into the leather chair behind the desk. I’ve told myself the same thing for the past four years. I can’t fix my family’s mistakes. I can’t fix my mother’s betrayal, the fact of Archer’s paternity, my parents’ shitty marriage. I can’t blame myself anymore.

				Especially now that I’m going to be a father.

				I swivel in the chair toward the computer and distract myself by reading a few news websites and financial reports. Then I log in to my university email account. There’s another message from Frances Hunter.

				The first word makes my stomach twist. Dean.

				All the professors are, of course, on a first-name basis, but in correspondence we usually refer to each other as Professor So-and-So. Especially if the email is being CC’d to others.

				First names are reserved for informal, private messages. 

				Frances Hunter has never sent me an informal, private message.

				I scroll down to view the full message.

				 

				Dean,

				You’ll be receiving a letter about this soon, but I want to let you know in advance because I know you’re out of town. Your student Maggie Hamilton is threatening a sexual harassment claim against you. 

				     The director of the Office of Judicial Affairs (OJA) wants to meet with me on Monday afternoon. I don’t know if it’s possible for you to be here, but I’d strongly recommend it.

				     While this is absolutely not a formal investigation of any kind or an opportunity for you to respond to the claim, it’ll give you a chance to start compiling information.

				     I respect you as a professor and feel that you should not be blindsided by accusations, regardless of their truth or falsity.

				Sincerely,

				Frances Hunter

				 

			  Bile rises into my throat. That phrase has spelled the death of more than one career. Sexual harassment.

				Images pummel me—all the times I’ve spoken with Maggie Hamilton, her in my office implying sexual favors, our conflict about her thesis proposal. I see myself in a fucking deposition: “No, I didn’t touch her. No, I swear, I never looked at her or thought about her inappropriately.”

				Anger floods my chest. The little bitch. I want to call Maggie Hamilton and demand to know what the fuck she thinks she’s doing.

				I take a few breaths and try to think straight. I know I can’t make any contact with Maggie, but I have to take Frances’s advice. Whatever Maggie is accusing me of, I need to go on the offense with whatever information I can get.

				I send Frances a quick reply. 

				 

			  Thank you, Frances. I’ll be at the meeting. Please send time and place. 

				—Dean

				 

			  Then I go in search of Liv.

				My heart races. She’s not upstairs, not in the living room or the kitchen. Neither is Archer, and his motorcycle is gone from the driveway. Good.

				I go out to the terrace. Cross the flagstone pathway to the garden. Liv is sitting in the gazebo, a book open across her lap. 

				I stare at my wife. The glow of sunlight on her long, loose hair, a few strands falling over her cheek. The slight swell of her belly beneath her skirt.

				Holy shit. 

				Sexual harassment?

				Liv lifts her head at the sound of my footsteps. I swallow a rising panic. Steady my expression into one of nonchalance.

				She smiles. “Hey, handsome.”

				I wipe my palms on my jeans and climb the gazebo steps. 

				How can I tell her? I know I have to. I’m not stupid. I won’t repeat my mistake of keeping secrets from my wife. I have to tell her the truth.

				“Liv, there’s a departmental meeting at King’s on Monday. I just heard about it. It’s important. Frances Hunter asked me to be there.”

				“What kind of meeting?”

				The question throws me. Maggie Hamilton hasn’t filed a formal charge. Maybe this meeting is to find a way to prevent one. It would be a helluva lot easier to tell Liv about this if I could conclude with, “But nothing happened, so it’s over.”

				I ignore a stab of guilt.

				“Just department stuff.” I brush a lock of hair away from Liv’s forehead. “I can fly out tomorrow and come back here on Tuesday.”

				“You need to fly all the way back to Mirror Lake for one meeting? Can’t you join by teleconference or whatever?”

				“No.” I have no idea how to explain why I can’t. “It involves the Medieval Studies program, so I need to be there. You can come with me, then just stay in Mirror Lake. I’ll have to come back here because of my father. I also promised Helen I’d guest lecture at Stanford next Friday.”

				Liv hesitates, indecision flashing across her expression. “I told you I wanted to be here with you the whole time.”

				“I’ll only stay a week longer, then come home.” I try to think of another way to convince her. “Remember how sick you got on the plane? You don’t want to take an extra two trips. I won’t let you.”

				Liv bites down on her lower lip. “Why don’t I stay here then?”

				“Why should you stay here?”

				“I can still help out while you’re gone,” she says. “I haven’t felt sick in the past few days, but you’re right, I don’t want to get on a plane more than I have to. If I stay here and we leave next weekend, I’ll be closer to my second trimester. By then, morning sickness is supposed to lessen quite a bit, so maybe the flight back won’t be so rough.”

				“I don’t want you to stay here alone.” Frustration grips me. “Especially with Archer around.”

				“I’m not worried about Archer.” A resolve seems to click inside her, born of that inner strength she sometimes forgets she has. She closes her book. “I’ll stay here, Dean. It will be fine.”

				“I want you with me.”

				“It’s only for two days. I can go with your mother to the hospital if necessary, still help out with cooking. Paige told me she’s going back to work tomorrow, so your mother would probably appreciate having someone around.”

				She doesn’t look certain about that. I’m not either. Under normal circumstances I’d argue and insist that she come with me and stay in Mirror Lake.

				But these are not normal circumstances. And if she does stay here, I’ll have two days to figure out how to explain this mess to her.

				“I told Archer to stay away from you,” I say.

				“He won’t bother me.”

				“If he—”

				“He won’t. I’m not scared of him.”

				I don’t know what else to say.

				“Hey.” A crease appears between Liv’s eyebrows. She tugs at my hand. “Everything okay?”

				“Yeah, sure.” I swallow hard. “I’m going to check on flights.”

				She lets go of my hand. I feel her gaze on me as I head back to the house.

				I can’t hide from her. I don’t want to. I do, however, need more information. I’ll tell her after the meeting. Couple of days, at most. When I know more about what the hell is going on.

				I return to the library and check airline websites. I manage to find a seat on a two-stop flight that leaves early tomorrow morning. I purchase the ticket with a Tuesday return.

				I pull up Frances’s email again and stare at it.

				Maggie Hamilton could destroy my career and my reputation because I didn’t approve her goddamned thesis proposal.

				Black thoughts crowd my brain. I could get fired, disgraced, blackballed, forced to pay exorbitant legal fees. A court case could drag on for months and be written up in the press, all during my wife’s pregnancy and the birth of my first child…

				No way. No fucking way.

				Rage swamps me, hard and fast. An explosion bursts behind my eyes. I slam a fist on the desk. Sweep my arm across the clutter. Paperweights, pencil holders, folders all spill to the floor. The lamp crashes and breaks, shattering green glass onto the carpet.

				“Dean?”

				Shit. Darkness edges my vision. I pull my gaze to the doorway. A woman is standing there.

				Not Liv.

				Helen.

				I draw in a breath and try to settle my racing heart. She steps warily into the room, glancing at the cluttered mess.

				“Are you all right?” She pauses halfway to the desk and gives me a faint smile. “I guess that’s a silly question.”

				I bark out a laugh and sink back into the chair. I rest my head in my hands. Sexual harassment. This could be bad. Really bad.

				“Is there anything I can do?” Helen asks.

				“No.” I sit back and look at her.

				She glances from me to the computer screen and back again. “Bad news?”

				“You could say that.”

				“Well.” She smooths her skirt over her hips and steps back. “Let me know if I can help.”

				She’s almost to the door when I stop her. I don’t think. Can’t think too much, but if I don’t tell someone this will burn a hole in my brain. And Helen has been in academia as long as I have. She knows how the politics work.

				“Helen.”

				She turns. 

				“You ever been involved in a sexual harassment claim?”

				Helen stares at me, her hand at her throat. “Oh, Dean.”

				“Yeah.” I rest my head against the back of the chair. “Nothing formal.” 

				Yet.

				Helen approaches the desk again. “What happened?”

				“Student’s upset that I won’t approve her thesis proposal, so she’s threatening to say I sexually harassed her.” I look at her. “It’s not true.”

				“I know that, Dean.” Helen leans her hip against the edge of the desk. “We had a rough time, but I never doubted your integrity.”

				The black thoughts encroach again. Liv. My beautiful, pregnant wife…

				“Dean? Jesus, you’re sweating.” Helen grabs a box of tissues from the mess on the floor. She hands it to me. “Okay, look. Tell me what happened.”

				I do. I start at the beginning—Maggie’s nepotistic admittance to the university because of her big-donor father, her work with a professor who left King’s the year before I was hired, her plan to apply for law school, her lousy work ethic and sense of entitlement. Her anger that I wouldn’t approve her thesis.

				Her suggestion that she’d do something sexual in exchange for my academic support.

				“I did everything right, Helen,” I say. “Never stood too close to a female student or professor. Always kept the office door open during meetings. Never met with a student alone outside of the university. Knew all the university policies. Never made inappropriate comments or—”

				“Dean.” Helen puts her hand on the desk. “I know that. So this girl hasn’t made any kind of formal charge?”

				“Not yet. I’m going back for a meeting with the department chairperson and someone from the Office of Judicial Affairs. I guess he’s gathering information.”

				“I’ll bet you dimes to doughnuts that the little hussy will approach you again before filing a formal charge,” Helen says.

				I can’t help smiling. Helen has always been prone to using anachronistic phrases that make no sense to me.

				“What does that mean, anyway?” I ask. “Dimes to doughnuts?”

				“I’ll put up the same amount of dimes to your doughnuts because I know I’m right,” Helen replies. “It was a phrase coined when you could get a lot of doughnuts for a dime. I mean it, too. She’s going to come to you telling you she’ll drop the charge if you sign her proposal.”

				“And so I sign the damned thing and get stuck with her for the next two or three years.”

				“No.”

				“Then what?”

				“You put a tape recorder in your office and record the conversation, get her to implicate herself, then take the recording to the OJA and your department chair.”

				“Seriously? Isn’t that illegal?”

				Helen shrugs. “She’s making a false claim. That’s illegal too, I assume. Or at least against university rules. Why shouldn’t you play dirty too?”

				“Not the right kind of dirty,” I mutter.

				Helen shakes her head with amusement. “My guess is it won’t matter if it’s illegal or not, because once the hussy finds out what you did, she won’t make a formal accusation and you’ll be in the clear.”

				“You’ll bet dimes to doughnuts on that?”

				“I’ll bet my sweet bippy on that.”

				“What the hell is a… never mind. I don’t think I want to know.”

				Helen grins and moves away from the desk. I let out a long breath. The tightness in my chest is gone. Now there’s even a faint ray of hope.

				Helen helps me clean up the mess from the floor. We put everything back on the desk. She vacuums the shattered glass and throws away the broken lamp.

				“I’ll run downtown and pick up another one before your mother notices it’s missing,” she says, winding up the vacuum cleaner cord.

				“Thanks.”

				“No problem.”

				I reach out to capture her wrist. “I mean it, Helen. Thanks. And I’m sorry for what I—”

				“Yeah, you were a melodramatic asshole the other day, but in a way I can appreciate it. Nice for Liv that you’d say those things about her.” She pats my arm. “And I’ve been snarky too, I know. Keep me posted, okay?”

				“I will.”

				We leave the library just as Liv is coming in from the terrace.

				“I was going to make some tea or coffee,” she says. “Do you want some?”

				“No, thanks,” Helen replies. “I’m going to run some errands.”

				“I’ll walk you out.” I fall into step beside Helen as she goes to the front door. I lower my voice. “Liv doesn’t know yet. I’m going to tell her when I get back.”

				Helen’s eyebrows lift, but she nods. “Okay. My lips are sealed.”

				“Wow. A phrase I understand.”

				“I dumbed it down for you.”

				With that, she heads toward her car.
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				[image: H]elen offers to drive Dean to the airport, which is fine with me since I’m not familiar with San Jose roads, and the freeways are busy and a little scary. Instead I agree to go with Joanna and Paige to the hospital again, so Dean and I part ways in the foyer.

				“Love you, beauty.” He hugs me and gives my belly a discreet pat. “I’ll call as soon as I get in, okay?”

				I nod. Even though he’ll be gone for less than three days, I wish he didn’t have to go at all. I’m not concerned about being alone with his family, as things have been easier than they were the last time I was here, but I don’t want to be apart from my husband these days.

				I press my mouth to his, aware of Helen waiting nearby, then step out of his embrace. “Be safe.”

				It’s weird that the history department is making him return for one meeting. You’d think they could either wait or let him teleconference via computer or speaker phone. I hope they’re paying for the plane ticket, at least.

				I watch from the front doorstep as they get into Helen’s car and leave, then I go back upstairs to straighten up our bedroom. There’s a note on the mirror:

				
			  
					[image: Pie love you.]

				

				I smile and put the note on Dean’s pillow so it’ll be there when I go to bed tonight. I return downstairs and, with Joanna’s permission, I use the computer in the library to check my email.

				There’s a message from Kelsey asking how things are going and assuring me that all my houseplants are still alive. I tell her about Richard West’s successful surgery and that Dean is on his way back to Mirror Lake for a couple of days.

				Then I surf a few pregnancy-related websites, avoiding the When It’s an Emergency links and focusing on the stages of pregnancy, information about ultrasounds, and articles about sex and pregnancy.

				Out of curiosity, I click on a link that has illustrations of the most comfortable positions for sex during pregnancy. 

				Straddle your partner. Okay.

				Lie side by side. We can do that.

				Get on your knees and support yourself with your elbows while your partner enters you from behind.

				I definitely want to try that.

				“Oh, sorry.”

				I look up with a start to find Paige coming into the library. I quickly fumble to click on another link and hide the pregnant sex website.

				“Hi, Paige.”

				Good Lord. I hope she didn’t see what I was looking at.

				“We’re leaving in fifteen minutes, if you want to go with us,” she tells me.

				“Sure. Just checking my email.” I smile brightly.

				Paige shrugs and leaves. Just to ensure I wasn’t lying, I log in to my email again. There’s a message from Kelsey: 

				  

			  He’s coming back for one meeting? WTF?

				  

			  It’s an important meeting, from what Dean said, but Kelsey’s reaction renews my own confusion. It really doesn’t make a lot of sense.

				I wonder if the meeting has something to do with Dean’s job or the international conference he’s planning. He’s only been on the King’s University faculty for two years. While the board courted him and offered him a top-level salary, and so far has given him everything he’s asked for in terms of funding, he doesn’t yet have tenure.

				Maybe that’s it! Maybe they’re planning to offer him early tenure.

				Dean has half a dozen grad students under his advisement, he’s earned an incredible reputation over a very short time, he has numerous publications, and he’s brought a lot of attention to the university and the new Medieval Studies program. The conference will surely cement his reputation, along with his book that’s being published in the fall and the IHR grant…

				That has to be it. And he didn’t want to tell me because he wants it to be a surprise.

				An unexpected burst of excitement floods me. If Dean is offered tenure, then his professorship is permanent. We really will be in Mirror Lake for the foreseeable future.

				Rather than feeling uncertain about the idea, I’m filled with anticipation. I want to stay in Mirror Lake. Finally now I realize how much that town has become home to me in the past two years.

				I want to raise our child there, watch him or her attend school, swim in the lake, eat ice cream on Avalon Street, play in Wizard’s Park, bike along all the back roads. I have friends in Mirror Lake, good friends, and even though I don’t have a career, I have a bookstore job and volunteer work that I love.

				I can give our child the stable, secure life and the home I never had. 

				The very idea, its newfound reality, alleviates much of my previous unease. I grab my purse and hurry out to join Joanna and Paige for the trip to the hospital.

				I already can’t wait for Dean to get back.

				  

				[image: ***]

				 

				“How was your day?”

				His voice is a low rumble. Warmed by the sound, I press my ear to the phone and sit on the edge of the bed.

				“Fine. I went with Paige and your mom to visit your dad, who is complaining about the food. I think he’s ready to come home. They’re keeping an eye on that swelling he had in the heart valve, but the doctor says he should be okay for a release on Thursday. How were your flights?”

				“Second leg was delayed because of ice in Chicago.”

				“I forgot it’s still winter in the Midwest.”

				“Ten degrees right now. Roads are slick, too.”

				“Are you at home?”

				“Just got in a little while ago. Did you get my note?”

				“It’s lovely, but why did you draw a volcano?”

				“Smartass,” he mutters.

				I smile. “Pie love you too, professor. With ice cream.”

				“Uh huh.”

				“How’s everything in the apartment?” I ask.

				“Fine. Kelsey has kept your plants alive.”

				“That’s what she told me. She seemed quite proud.”

				“You talked to her?”

				“Emailed her. I told her you were coming in for a couple of days. She doesn’t get why you had to fly all the way back for one meeting.”

				He’s silent for a minute. I can’t help smiling. I won’t pry anymore so I don’t ruin the surprise.

				“You should try and see her while you’re there,” I suggest.

				“Uh, yeah. I’ll give her a call.” He clears his throat. “What are your plans for tomorrow?”

				“I thought I’d go downtown, look at a few baby boutiques.”

				“Oh.”

				“I’m kind of excited now,” I admit. “Since everything’s okay with your father and we’ll be back in Mirror Lake soon. You know that ice cream parlor down by the beach, the one with the checkerboard floor and soda fountain? Did you know it’s attached to a toy store?”

				“No, I didn’t.”

				“It’s every kid’s dream. You have ice cream, then you go shop for toys. Probably drives the parents crazy, but what a treat for a kid.”

				“Sure sounds like it.”

				“Anyway.” I try to temper my enthusiasm a little. “I was just looking up pregnancy stuff on the Internet. Thought I’d see what kind of things we’re going to need beyond diapers.”

				“Good idea.”

				He sounds muted. Must be tired and stressed from three flights, plus delays, and then a long drive from the airport over icy roads.

				I flop back onto the bed. Maybe I can help him relax before he goes to sleep. A tingle of anticipation rolls through me.

				“So I also looked up sex and pregnancy,” I remark.

				“Yeah?”

				“You know, for when I’m bigger. I was wondering how we’d manage it.”

				“How will we?”

				“The website recommended several positions.”

				“Which are?” He sounds more alert now.

				“Me on top.”

				“A good one.”

				“Facing each other side by side.”

				“Nice.”

				“Me on my hands and knees with you fucking me from behind.”

				His breath hisses out. I smile.

				“I thought that sounded… promising,” I say.

				“Sounds more than promising.”

				“Are you in bed?” I ask.

				“On the sofa.”

				“Wearing?”

				“Flannel pants. T-shirt.”

				“You never wear a shirt to bed.”

				“Because you keep me warm. It’s ten degrees here.”

				“Will you take it off now?” I ask.

				“Why?”

				I sigh. “So I can picture you sitting bare-chested on the sofa in our living room.”

				“Hold on.” There’s a rustling noise before he comes back on the line. “Shirt’s off.”

				“Good.”

				“Your turn.”

				I look down at my nightgown. “If I take off my nightgown, I’ll be completely naked.”

				“Good.” 

				“Hold on.” I put the phone down and shuck my gown over my head. Then, as a precaution, I make sure the bedroom door is locked before I return to lie down on the bed. “Okay.”

				“You’re naked?”

				“Uh huh. Oh, except for my underwear. They’re a little tight. I think my butt is getting bigger too.”

				“More for me to squeeze.”

				“Really? You’re okay with me, you know… growing?”

				“You just mentioned a bigger ass, and I’m already hard.”

				Arousal jolts me. “You are?”

				“Now I’m picturing your breasts, then you bending over to show me your nice, plump ass… and I’m about to come.”

				I laugh. “And here I thought I’d have to work a little to relax you.”

				“Oh, you can work me.” He pauses. “Are your nipples hard?”

				“Yes.” I shift to one elbow. My breasts roll to the side, stiff-peaked, and the cotton of my panties is getting damp between my legs. I run a hand over my belly, across my sensitized nipples. “Speaking of bending over, do you remember that time we did it on the balcony?”

				“How could I forget?”

				“What floor was it?”

				“Seventeenth.”

				About a year into our marriage, I’d gone with Dean to Southern California for a medieval studies conference, which was held at a hotel in West LA. He’d been assigned a room with a private balcony. The view was spectacular—the hazy sky arched wide over the urban sprawl of Los Angeles, the spires of Century City jutting upward in the distance. Lines of traffic snaked over the streets, looking like toy cars from the high vantage point.

				While Dean went to presentations about medieval stuff, I visited some LA tourist traps and museums. One evening I got back to the hotel before he did, tired and sweaty from a day of touring Hollywood Boulevard and the LA County Museum of Art. After a quick shower, I dressed in a white sundress and went to sit on the balcony, leaving the sliding glass door open. 

				I had some vague notion of seducing my husband, but actually doing it on the balcony didn’t occur to me.

				Until he walked in, all tired and rumpled from discussing feudal customs and city topography. He dropped a distracted kiss on my forehead, muttered something about a banquet dinner, and went to shower.

				My poor, hardworking, medievalist husband.

				I put my feet up on the balcony railing. Hot air brushed against me, rippling the hotel curtains. My hair was loose, disheveled. I wasn’t wearing panties. Or a bra, for that matter.

				I turned when he emerged from the bathroom, bare-chested and wearing boxers, his skin beaded with water. He lifted his arms to scrub at his wet hair with a towel, his muscles flexing beautifully with the movement.

				“How were the presentations?” I asked.

				“Some really good ones, especially the session about Florentine politics.”

				Of course.

				“Interesting,” I remarked. The wind was brushing against my bare sex, eliciting rather delightful tingles. I spread my legs a little. “When does the banquet dinner start?”

				“Half an hour. Spouses are invited.” He rubbed the towel over his chest. “Sort of formal, though.”

				“Oh. No sundress, then.”

				“I guess not.”

				“What about underwear?”

				He stopped, jerking his gaze to me. “Uh… what?”

				I plucked at my skirt. “Can’t wear a sundress. But I’ll probably have to put on some underwear.”

				“You’re not wearing any?”

				“No.” I swung my legs off the railing and turned toward him, parting my legs enough to give him a little peek of my nakedness. “Guess I should get dressed properly, then.”

				His eyes narrowed, even as his breathing began to increase. “What’re you doing?”

				“Nothing.” I looked at him, blinking with innocence. “Just hoped you’d want to fuck me on the balcony before dinner.”

				A thrill raced through me when he threw down the towel and stalked toward me, all sudden heat and dark glower.

				“You’d better know what you’re asking for, Mrs. West,” he growled.

				I didn’t exactly (the balcony?), but my heart pounded with excitement when he grabbed me around the waist and pulled me in for a deep kiss. The air lit with a fevered intensity, a sensation I loved as much I loved the slow burn of our more leisurely lovemaking. The fact that I could do this with one spread of my legs—turn him from a tired academic into a hard, intense hunk—was a heady power.

				Dean pushed his tongue into my mouth, his chest rock-solid against mine, his skin still damp and soap-scented. He latched a hand to the back of my neck, deepening the kiss as I wound my arms around him.

				He grasped the folds of my dress and pulled it up over my legs, his erection already poking against my abdomen, his muscles cording. Air gusted against my naked bottom. I shivered.

				“Wait,” I gasped. “Are… are you sure no one can see us?”

				He laughed, sliding his big hands around to my ass. “Too late to worry about that now.”

				The very idea that someone could be watching us made my pulse leap. Dean reached between us to pull his cock out of his boxers. I moaned aloud at the sight of the rigid shaft, all taut skin and pulsing veins. I took him in my hand and rubbed, cupping my fingers so he could thrust into the vise of my fist. 

				Another gust of wind whipped my hair around my face, blew my dress up higher. Dean pressed his hand between my legs, his breath hot against my forehead. He moved away from me to go back into the room, returning with a condom packet.

				“Now turn around.” It was an order, guttural and deep.

				I sucked in a breath and turned. Sweat trickled between my breasts. I started to quiver with a combination of excitement and nerves. Dean put his hands on my hips and gently pushed me farther out onto the balcony. Then he reached around to take my wrists and guided my hands to the railing.

				“Hold on, beauty,” Dean whispered, closing his teeth around my earlobe. “It’s going to be a helluva ride.”

				A shudder rocked me from head to toe. I gripped the metal railing, my palms damp with sweat. A plane swooped overhead, the engine a dull roar in my ears. A streak of sunlight burned my neck.

				Dean pulled my dress up to my waist, baring me completely to the wind and his gaze.

				“Fucking beautiful,” he muttered.

				He pushed his thigh between my legs, spreading me farther apart. Shivers rained down my spine. My belly coiled with tension. He drew one finger down the crack of my ass and into my sex, his touch a light teasing that ratcheted up my frustration. After his powerful, sexy grabbing of me, I was ready to be completely taken.

				“You want more?” he asked, running the tip of his finger around my clit.

				“God, Dean, yes.”

				“What?”

				My face warmed with a blush. 

				“Tell me and I might give it to you,” he murmured. He rubbed his palm in circles around my ass, creating a delicious friction.

				“Your… your cock in me,” I gasped. “I want you to fuck me hard.”

				A second later, he was pressing into me, his fingers digging into my hips, his shaft sliding with deliberate ease into me, stretching me fully. My heartbeat pounded inside my head. My blood blazed. I clutched the railing and struggled to take all of him. He shifted his grip to my waist and pulled me back against him.

				“Wider.” His voice was strained.

				I spread my legs wider, my muscles trembling. Dean pressed a hand to my back, forcing my upper body lower and pushing my bottom up toward him.

				“Dean!”

				“Hold on.” He seized my hips again, pulled back, and thrust forward.

				I cried out, stunned by the sheer power of his thrusts, the way every movement stimulated parts of me I hadn’t known existed. He went deep, so deep, his sac slapping against me, his thighs tight against mine.

				My dress stuck to my skin, damp with sweat, my hair a mess of wind-whipped tangles. My legs quivered with the effort of maintaining my bent-over position, but I could have stood there for hours, letting my husband stroke his cock in and out of me, his belly hitting my ass, our mingled fluids dripping down my thighs.

				I wished I could see him, strain cording his muscles, his eyes filled with lust. I wished I could see the slick push-and-pull of his shaft as he drove our urgency higher.

				Then he eased one hand around to finger my clit. I shuddered, fighting the urge to clamp my thighs around his hand. One stroke, and I came with a choked gasp, trembling and clenching around his still-thrusting cock. I tightened my hold on the railing and pushed back as he growled with pleasure, pumping hard and deep.

				“Ah, fuck, Liv…” 

				He pulled me upright, then backward. I toppled onto his lap as he sank into the chair. I went slack against him, my head falling back onto his shoulder.

				He put his hand underneath my chin, turning my face to him for a thorough kiss. I was melted, spent. Wildly in love.

				“Did we ever make it to the banquet?” Dean asks me now, his voice rough with heat over the phone.

				“We were half an hour late, but we made it. Dry chicken and rice. The dessert was good, though.”

				“Are you touching yourself?” he asks.

				I’ve been playing with myself the entire time we relived that blazing memory—rubbing my hands over my breasts, my belly, down into my underwear.

				“Yes.” I arch my hips to meet the press of my fingers. “I want to do that again. Let’s rent a hotel room in a high-rise before… summer.”

				Before we have the baby. For some reason, I can’t quite say that.

				“Only if you agree not to wear underwear when I take you out to dinner afterward.”

				“Deal. Now imagine plunging into my tight, wet pussy while I’m bent over, moaning for you to come all over my bare ass…”

				He groans at the exact moment an orgasm rolls through me, vibrations shaking my entire body. I close my eyes and ride the wave, knowing the hot, sweaty images we’re both seeing are one and the same. 
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				[image: C]older than hell in Mirror Lake. My boots crush a layer of icy snow as I walk toward the history department. I collect letters from my departmental mailbox, then head into my office. I go through the mechanics of a routine—checking email, phone messages, taking stuff out of my briefcase. A note falls from between the pages of a book that I brought back from California:

				
				  [image: You’ll always be my  mane man, and I’m not lion.]

				

				
				I tape the note on my computer next to Liv’s drawing of an owl. I don’t look at the framed photo of my wife that sits on my desk. I can almost feel her gazing at me with that warm, pretty smile. That “you’re my hero” look that breaks my heart every time.

				I distract myself with more useless tasks until it’s time for the meeting. I go down the hall to Frances Hunter’s office. 

				“I’m sorry this is happening, Dean.” She opens the door and gestures me inside. She’s dressed in a severely cut, gray suit and a gold necklace. “But I appreciate you coming back. Come in and sit down. Mr. Stafford isn’t here yet.”

				I sit in one of the chairs placed before her desk.

				“As I’m sure you know, it would be bad for the department if this were to become known.” Frances sits at her desk and regards me steadily from behind her wire-rimmed glasses. “And certainly for the university. So for everyone’s sake, Mr. Stafford and I are committed to keeping everything confidential until we learn more.”

				“I appreciate that.” What else can I say?

				My stomach is in knots. I didn’t sleep last night. Can’t think too much.

				“Would you like some coffee?” Frances indicates a coffeemaker on the shelf behind her.

				“No, thanks.” I shift. I hate feeling like I’m at the principal’s office. “I didn’t do anything wrong, Frances.”

				Sympathy flashes in her eyes. “Don’t defend yourself, Dean. This isn’t the time or place. Just answer Mr. Stafford’s questions honestly.”

				A few minutes later, Ben Stafford arrives—thinning hair, trimmed beard, broad face, wrinkled suit jacket. Ink stain on his lapel. He extends a hand to me as Frances closes the door behind him.

				“I’m the director of the Office of Judicial Affairs, Professor West,” he explains, settling into the opposite chair. “Any complaints about sexual harassment are directed to me. My duty is to look into the matter and ascertain if it needs further investigation.”

				The word investigation makes my heart plummet.

				Stafford opens a file folder and clicks a pen. “So, I’m just going to ask you both some questions about the department atmosphere, treatment of students, that kind of thing.” He peers at us. “Okay?”

				“We intend to fully cooperate,” Frances says.

				“Good. I must advise you that this interview will be recorded.” 

				He sets up a recorder, then spends the next half hour lecturing us on university policies about sexual harassment claims and procedures. Then he launches into a series of questions that both Frances and I respond to in a similar way—the history department is friendly, cordial, respectful. Relationships with grad students are professional in the office, sometimes extending into friendship.

				“For example, I was recently invited to a student’s wedding,” Frances says. “And Professor Jackson offered use of his vacant New York apartment for a student who was visiting. We also often see each other at social events, like university receptions.”

				Stafford asks a host of other questions—how grad students are admitted, how they choose their advisors, the duties of the advisors, the process of approving and writing a thesis. 

				Then he focuses on me and asks how I communicate with students (email or in person), if I meet with them off-campus (only for study groups), if I have relationships with them outside of work (sometimes, like when I play football with a group of students), if I’ve ever dealt with a sexual harassment complaint (never), how often I have office hours (three times a week), how many female students I’m currently advising (three, not counting Maggie Hamilton).

				Do you have any problems with the other students? No.

				Have you approved their proposals and supported their research? Yes.

				Have you ever had a sexual relationship with a student? No.

				Have you ever had a sexual relationship with a professor or employee of the department where you worked? No.

				Have you ever asked a student for sexual favors? No.

				Has a student ever approached you in a sexual manner?

				I can feel Frances looking at me.

				“Professor West?” Stafford prompts.

				“Uh, yes. Maggie Hamilton did.”

				Frances lifts an eyebrow. “She approached you sexually?”

				“I’ll ask the questions, Professor Hunter, please,” Stafford says. “You say Maggie Hamilton approached you in a sexual manner?”

				“She implied she’d do something sexual if I’d approve her thesis proposal. We’d been having conflict about it for some time. Her research and methodology hasn’t been thorough enough for me to approve her idea. She hasn’t been able to even start writing. She’s been upset about that since last summer.”

				“And you’ve tried to rectify this?” Stafford asks.

				“I’ve tried to help her, steer her in the right direction, yes. I do that for all my students.”

				“Ms. Hamilton’s complaint is that you agreed to approve her proposal if she would submit to you sexually.”

				Anger burns my chest. “That’s a lie.”

				“I’m sure she’d claim your version is a lie too.” Stafford peers at his list of questions. “Are you married?”

				“Yes.”

				“Has your wife ever had any kind of relationship with one of your students?”

				“No.”

				“Ever met any of them?”

				“Yes, at different university events or lectures.” I shift again. “Maggie Hamilton approached my wife last fall, asking for her help in convincing me to approve her proposal. My wife refused. I told Ms. Hamilton that her actions were entirely inappropriate and suggested that she seek another advisor, since there didn’t seem to be a way to resolve the problem.”

				“That was when, you claim, she approached you in a sexual manner?” Stafford asks.

				“No, she came into my office a few weeks ago and made the implication.”

				“How did you respond?”

				“I asked her to leave and told her again to seek another advisor. Then I wrote to Dr. Hunter telling her I could no longer advise Ms. Hamilton due to the deadlock over her thesis.”

				Stafford looks at Frances. “Do you recall such a letter?”

				“I do, yes. I was following up on it when you contacted me regarding Ms. Hamilton’s claim.”

				Stafford nods, checks his recorder, looks over his papers. More questions about my research, the classes I teach, the ratio of female to male students, the ratio of female to male professors. The number of female students I’ve advised over the years. The subjects of their theses and dissertations.

				Finally, when the interview starts moving toward hour four, Stafford stretches and sighs. “All right, then. I think I have what I need. I was supposed to interview Ms. Hamilton yesterday, but she needed to reschedule. Our next step will be to schedule a mediation meeting with both parties so we can hopefully come to a resolution and avoid any formal charges.”

				He leans forward to turn off the recorder.

				“Excuse me.” Frances puts out a hand to stop him. “I’d like to go on record stating that Professor Dean West came to King’s University with a stellar, unblemished reputation. Though he has only been on the King’s faculty for two years, he has proven himself a scholar and professor of great renown. Students give him excellent evaluations. Until now, we have not had a complaint of any kind regarding Professor West, nor has one ever been recorded at his previous institutions.”

				“Duly noted, Professor Hunter.” Stafford switches off the recorder and stuffs it into his briefcase. “I’ll be in touch about the mediation meeting. Meanwhile, both of you can be assured we are strongly invested in keeping this all confidential.”

				Both Frances and I rise to shake his hand before she escorts him to the door. As soon as his footsteps fade down the corridor, Frances swipes her hand across her brow. 

				“That was unpleasant,” she remarks.

				I almost smile. At the very least.

				“Hey, thanks,” I say, not sure how to express how much her support means. “For telling him that. I appreciate it.”

				“It’s true. You’ve done great things for the department.” She crosses her arms and fixes me with a stare. “However, Dean, if Ms. Hamilton’s accusations prove true… I’ll gladly watch you fall while I protect this department and university from blame.”

				“Understood.”

				“Good.” She tilts her head toward the door. “Go get some sleep. You look like hell. Are you going back to California?”

				“Flight leaves tomorrow. I should be back in Mirror Lake next weekend, after my father is released from the hospital.”

				“I’ll keep you apprised of any developments via email.” Frances sits behind her desk again. “Have a safe journey. There’s an eastern storm approaching, so check your flights.”

				I leave, glad to get out of the stuffy office. I’m hungry since I haven’t eaten all day, but I need to work off this tension first. I stop by my office to get my duffle bag.

				“Professor West?” Jessica, one of my PhD students, waves at me from down the hall. “Thought you were out of town.”

				“I’m leaving again tomorrow.” I stop, one hand on my office doorknob. 

				A week ago I’d have told her to have a seat so we could discuss her research, the grad seminar, whatever she needs to hash out. Now I’m scared to even let her into my office.

				I grip the doorknob harder. Anger seethes.

				“I found that paper you suggested.” Jessica digs into her satchel. “Do you have a minute to talk about it?”

				“No.” I close the door. “Sorry, I’m… I’ve gotta get going.”

				“Oh.” She seems a little disappointed, but shoves the paper back into her bag. “Sorry, caught you at a bad time.”

				“No.” I swallow a rising tide of shame as I literally back away from her. “Just an early flight tomorrow. Email me your questions, okay? I’ll get back to you soon.”

				“Okay.” She gives me a quizzical look as I turn and head for the elevators.

				Jesus. I suddenly have the sick feeling I’ll be on guard with all my students from now on.

				I try to shake off the thought as I head for the university gym. A few rounds on the heavy bag, weights, four miles around the indoor track. By the time I’m done, I’m too tired to feel anything. On the way back to the locker room, I grab a towel from a shelf.

				“Hey, Professor Marvel, seriously?” Kelsey’s voice cuts into my foggy brain. “Your department made you come back for one meeting?”

				I turn to face her. She’s standing by an elliptical machine, all righteous indignation in her workout clothes, her eyes blue lasers behind her rimless glasses.

				“What kind of department tells you to come back for one meeting?” she asks.

				I swipe the towel over my face and force in a breath. “I’ve got that conference coming up. A book deadline. New faculty possibilities. Lots of stuff going on.”

				“One meeting? They couldn’t wait a week?”

				I can’t deal with her nosiness. I turn and head toward the men’s locker room, holding up a hand to stop her from following me the way she once did.

				“Liv and I will be back in town in a few days,” I tell her. “Take care of her plants until then.”

				“Dean, you had a family emergency, and I think you should mention to the provost’s office that your department is—”

				“Leave it, Kelsey.” The order comes out harsh and cold.

				Kelsey blinks and takes a step back. “Wow. Okay.”

				I don’t have the energy to feel guilty for snapping at her. I shove through the locker room door and head for the showers.

				On the way home, I pick up a pizza and then eat almost all of it while watching a sports channel. There are two messages on my cell phone from Liv. Finally I call her before it gets too late. For the first time ever, I almost don’t want to talk to her.

				Then I hear her voice, like warm honey, and the tension slides away.

				“I got your note, Picasso,” I tell her.

				“That’s called representational art,” she replies. 

				“I’m more of an abstract artist, myself.”

				“Yes, I know.” There’s a smile in her voice. “I tried to call you earlier. How did the meeting go?”

				“Fine. Lasted most of the afternoon, then I went to the gym. Saw the pit viper there.”

				She chuckles. “How is she?”

				“Viperous.”

				“I’ll tell her you said that,” Liv remarks.

				“She’ll want an award.”

				“Hey, I was watching the news, and they talked about a storm hitting the Midwest tomorrow morning,” Liv says. “They said it could become a blizzard. I’m worried about you driving to the airport.”

				“I’ll check the flight and weather status before I leave.”

				“Okay, but don’t try and get to the airport if it’s unsafe,” she says. “You can always catch a later flight. Promise me.”

				“I promise. Tell me about your day.”

				She tells me about a walk she took, the café where she ate lunch, some weeding she did in my parents’ garden, the three oranges she picked, the book she finished reading. She says everything looks good with my dad. My mother is apparently bustling around getting a spare bedroom organized for his return home.

				To anyone else, my mother’s attentiveness toward my father seems genuine and caring.

				My fingers tighten on the phone. “How do you feel, Liv?”

				“Fine, actually. Second trimester in a couple of weeks. Hard to believe.”

				“Archer hasn’t…”

				“Dean, it’s fine, I promise. I haven’t even seen him today.”

				“Well, I’ll be back tomorrow, okay?”

				“Not if it’s stormy. I want you to be safe.”

				“I will be. Just can’t wait to get back to you.”

				“I’m not going anywhere,” Liv says. “Love you.”

				“You too.”

				I turn off the phone and go to bed, crashing into a dreamless sleep.
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				[image: "I']m glad you didn’t try and drive to the airport,” I tell Dean. “It looks like the roads are a mess. The news reports say all the emergency teams are on alert, and they’re advising people to stay home.”

				“The airline can’t reschedule my flights yet,” he says. “I’ve called twice. I’ll try again later today.”

				“Okay. Everything’s fine here.”

				After I hang up the phone, I watch a few more news reports about the “big blizzard hitting the Midwest,” then go downstairs. With Dean gone, I’m more aware of the sounds in the West house. I hear the slightest noise—footsteps on the stairs, the front door opening, the low murmur of voices. And even the silence is strange, like a thin layer of ice stretched over waters still churning with waves. 

				Everything is quiet downstairs. Joanna West is sitting alone at the kitchen table. She is holding a cup of tea and looking out the front window at the driveway.

				I pause in the doorway. Joanna usually has a rigidity to her, as if she’s holding herself together tightly, but now her expression is unguarded. I wonder for a second if I should leave her alone, but she turns to look at me. A coolness veils her eyes.

				“Hello, Olivia.”

				I step into the kitchen. I’ve spent very little time in Joanna West’s company without Dean there. I’m sure Joanna still blames me for taking Dean away, or at least for being the final reason he broke from his family. 

				I’m not all that fond of Joanna either, truth be told. She forced a nine-year-old Dean, her own young son, to bear the burden of a secret that was her damned fault. Then she blamed him when the truth came to light. She’s punished Dean for the last twenty-five years because he told Archer the truth.

				The only thing that keeps me from hating her is the fact that she is Dean’s mother. For all the West family’s troubles, Dean became a man of integrity and honor. Not only did he know that he and I could change our lives, he knew how to make it happen. He taught me about love, trust, passion, and forgiveness. About hope.

				Whatever Joanna West did wrong, her eldest son turned out astonishingly right. 

				I put the box of chocolates I bought on the kitchen counter. “I got these for you when I was out the other day.”

				“Thank you.”

				A movement out the kitchen window catches my eye. Archer is in the driveway, tossing a basketball into the hoop hanging on the garage. If I didn’t know it was him, he’d look like any other unkempt, lanky young man out on a pleasant morning. He shoots and misses.

				“He’s always struggled,” Joanna says.

				I watch Archer shoot again. The ball bounces off the backboard.

				“Not like Dean,” she continues. “Dean was meant to be successful. Everything came so easily to him.”

				Disbelief floods me. “I don’t think Dean would agree.”

				“Oh, he’s worked hard. I know that. But I also know he has a natural facility. Both with people and complicated matters. Archer is far less self-assured.”

				Considering this family’s history, that’s hardly a wonder. I look out at Archer, experiencing an unexpected sense of kinship with him. When you spend a great deal of your life unstable, the black sheep of your family… it’s not easy to feel as if you belong anywhere. I only did after I met Dean.

				“He never knew.”

				I look at Joanna. It takes me a second to realize she’s talking about Archer’s father.

				“Oh.”

				“He left town before I found out.” She’s still staring out the window at Archer. “I later realized that was a good thing. He might very well have made things messy if he’d known. Especially during the election when Richard was running to retain his seat.”

				I don’t know what to say. It occurs to me that Archer might have no idea where his biological father is. Or even who he is.

				“I’m sure everyone is glad Archer came back for a few days,” I say.

				Joanna is looking at her son as if he were a stranger, or some exotic zoo creature separated from her by a pane of glass.

				“So I enjoyed downtown Los Gatos,” I remark, aware of the forced brightness of my voice. “I was thinking of going back today. There are some really nice art galleries there, and I love that kitchen store.”

				Joanna rises to put her mug in the sink. “Did you go to the History Museum? Dean told me you work at the one in Mirror Lake, so you might enjoy visiting ours.”

				“I haven’t been yet.”

				“Use Richard’s car, if you’d like. The keys are hanging by the front door.” Joanna glances at her watch and says she needs to leave for a charity board meeting. 

				After she’s gone, I wash the dishes and mugs left in the sink and set them to dry before heading upstairs. I decide that it would be nice to spend a couple of hours at the Los Gatos History Museum. Maybe I can talk with one of the curators and exchange exhibition ideas.

				I go into the bathroom, breathing a sigh of relief when I unbutton my jeans. Definitely time to start wearing the maternity clothes. 

				The instant I pull down my underwear, I freeze.

				Blood?

				No.

				I can’t make sense of what I’m seeing on the white cotton that was just between my legs. My vision fades in and out as I stare at the brown stains. It can’t possibly be…

				My heart stutters, as if it stopped and is trying to start again. Panic swells in my chest so fast, so hard, that I collapse onto the toilet. I press my hands against my face and squeeze my eyes closed.

				No. No way.

				Gripping the edge of the counter, I open my eyes and stare at my underwear. The stains look rusty, dried. With an unsteady hand, I take a wad of toilet paper and swipe it between my legs. Red smears the paper.

				Oh, God.

				I yank open the bathroom cabinet and search through the rolls of toilet paper and bottles of shampoo and lotion. At the very back, there’s a half-opened box of panty liners. I rip one open and affix it to my underwear, then yank my jeans back up.

				I’m shaking so much I can barely turn the faucet on. Reminding myself to breathe, I splash water on my face. My reflection is white, shocked.

				I don’t know what to do. I can’t tell anyone. No one knows I’m pregnant.

				I find my cell phone in my bag and place a call to Dr. Nolan. The receptionist says she’ll have the doctor return my call as soon as possible.

				I press a hand to my stomach. My heart is beating too fast. I’m scared. I go into the bathroom again and, with a trembling hand, wipe another tissue between my legs.

				Red blood.

				Holy fuck.

				My phone rings. I hurry to answer it.

				“Liv? It’s Dr. Nolan.” Her voice is calm and serious. “You’re having some spotting?”

				“I… it’s blood.” Inhale. Exhale.

				“How much is there?” Dr. Nolan asks.

				“Um… a few drops.”

				“Was there any on the tissue?”

				“Yes.”

				“Bright red or brown?”

				“Um… brown on my underwear, I guess, but then bright red on the tissue and the panty liner I put on.” I sink onto the bed, cold all over.

				“Any clots?” she asks.

				Jesus. Clots?

				“No,” I manage to say.

				“Are you having any pain? Cramps?”

				“No.”

				“Are you nauseous? Any vomiting? Fever?”

				“No, nothing.”

				“When did you last have intercourse?”

				I have to think. Dean and I have fooled around a few times, but the last time we had actual intercourse was when I’d woken from a nap and found him on the bed with me. “Uh, about a week ago.”

				“Have you been doing anything else that’s strenuous? Any change in physical activity?”

				“No, not at all.”

				“Okay,” Dr. Nolan says. “Some women do have spotting in early pregnancy. It’s not unusual.”

				I hate that phrase. Not unusual does not mean common. It does not mean don’t worry about it.

				“But,” the doctor continues, “you do need to be prepared for something more serious. I want you to wait a few hours first and see if the bleeding worsens.”

				Something more serious? A few hours? 

				“I… okay.”

				“If you soak through a pad in half an hour or if you start having pain, then go to the emergency room,” Dr. Nolan says. “Do you have someone with you?”

				Dean. Oh, dear God.

				“Y-yes.”

				“You’re still in California?” There’s the sound of computer keys clicking.

				“Yes. San Jose area. Los Gatos.”

				“Here’s the address and number of the nearest hospital. Your insurance will approve an emergency visit there, if one is necessary. Try to stay calm, Liv, okay?”

				“Okay.” I fumble for a pen on the nightstand and write down the address.

				“I’m on call for the next twelve hours, so don’t hesitate to call if you need to.”

				“I will. Thank you.”

				I end the call and toss the phone onto the bed. Wrap my arms around myself. My teeth chatter. I close my eyes and inhale a breath, counting to three as I exhale. Can’t panic. Not now. Have to stay calm.

				Stay calm.

				Stay calm.

				Tears burn my eyes. 

				The phone rings. My heart lurches as I look at the caller ID. Dean West.

				I throw the phone back onto the bed, letting it ring until voicemail picks up.

				How can I tell him? What can he do, two thousand miles away, except worry and agonize? Knowing him, he’d battle the dangerous, icy roads and snow to get to the airport or a train station. All in a desperate effort to get back to me.

				I go into the bathroom again and splash more water on my hot face, trying to stave off the terror.

				I can’t wait for a few hours to see if things get worse. If they do get worse, I really will panic, and then I won’t be able to drive myself anywhere, much less the emergency room. Certainly I can’t cause a commotion at the West house by calling 911.

				Okay, good. I have a plan. If I have to wait, I can at least wait at the hospital.

				I grab my phone and satchel before going downstairs. My stomach twists at the sight of Archer coming in the front door. His gaze scans me without expression.

				“Hey.”

				I nod, my hand tightening on my satchel strap. I have to pass him to get through the door.

				“I’m just… just going out for a couple of hours,” I stammer.

				“Where to?”

				“Downtown. Just to… to look around. Joanna said I could use Richard’s car for the time being.”

				I slip past him in the doorway, jerking away when the sleeve of his sweatshirt brushes my arm. He frowns, turning to watch me go out to the driveway.

				“Hey,” he calls.

				I stop.

				“You okay?” he asks. “You look… I dunno.”

				“Yeah, I… just have a migraine. I get them sometimes. I took a few aspirin, so I should be okay soon.”

				I fumble with the keys and manage to get into the car. I inhale a rush of air and close my eyes, forcing my breath back under control. I try to fit the key into the ignition, but my hand is shaking too hard.

				There’s a knock on the window. Archer is standing outside the car. He indicates that I should open the door.

				“You need a ride?” he asks.

				“I’m…” I swallow hard, then confess, “I need to go to the hospital.”

				“Oh. To visit my father?”

				“N-no. I have a… an emergency.”

				He looks stunned. “Oh. You’re… should I call 911?”

				“No.” I try to push the key into the ignition again. “I just have to go now.”

				“Shove over, Liv. I’ll drive.”

				Since I can’t even start the goddamn car, I get out and go around to the passenger side. Archer climbs into the driver’s seat and backs out of the driveway. I’m suddenly glad he’s there, since I realize I have no idea how to get to the hospital. After fifteen minutes, he drives into the hospital parking lot and up to the front of the building.

				“I’ll go park,” he says.

				“You don’t have to stay. I don’t even know how long I’ll be.” I get out my cell phone. “Would you give me your number? I can call when I’m done.”

				He recites his number. I program it into my phone, then hurry inside as he pulls away from the curb.

				I follow the signs to the emergency room and tell the front desk receptionist why I’m here. She hands me a clipboard of forms and indicates where I should wait. I sit down, wishing I’d brought a sweater because I’m freezing cold. There are a couple of other people in the waiting area, though no one seems to be in serious distress.

				I feel a little calmer being at the hospital. I fill out the forms and return them, then try to distract myself by leafing through an entertainment magazine.

				A cramp tugs at the left side of my abdomen.

				No. Just a pulled muscle.

				The print and pictures swim before my eyes. My lower back aches. The nurse calls one of the other people in. I stare at a page of movie reviews. A recipe for chocolate-chip cookies. An article about a TV show actress. An ad for baby shampoo.

				The cramp spreads tight across my belly. No.

				“Mrs. West?”

				I look up. A nurse holding a clipboard gestures me forward.

				“Come in,” she says. “We have a bit of a lull, so the doctor can see you in about ten minutes.”

				When I stand up, I feel a gush of blood between my legs. I start to shake again. 

				Breathe. Breathe. One, two, three… exhale…

				“You’re about ten weeks pregnant?” the nurse asks me as she guides me behind an examination curtain. “And you’re having some spotting?”

				“It… I think it’s bleeding.”

				“Any clots?”

				“Not the last time I checked.”

				She types all the information into her computer, asks more questions, takes my blood pressure and temperature. Then she tells me to strip from the waist down and cover myself with a paper sheet while I wait for the doctor.

				The curtain snaps shut with a whoosh as she leaves. I can hardly make my shaking fingers work to unfasten my jeans and pull them off. A wave of dizziness hits me. The panty liner is soaked through. There’s blood on my inner thighs.

				I grab a Kleenex and swipe. A stringy clot clings to the paper.

				I know it then. Terror seizes my chest anew.

				I’m having a miscarriage.

				The doctor arrives. He’s a slender man with a neat moustache and an air of sympathy. He knows too, even before he examines me. I put my feet into the stirrups and stare at the ceiling, the fluorescent lights burning my eyes.

				“I’m going to order a blood test, Mrs. West,” Dr. Paulson says as he inserts a speculum inside me and locks it open, “but I’m sorry to tell you that it does look as if you’ve lost the pregnancy. You have quite a bit of bleeding and tissue loss.”

				I can’t speak. The doctor and nurse confer in low murmurs. There’s some poking and prodding before the speculum slides out of me.

				“I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do to stop a miscarriage,” Dr. Paulson tells me as he puts the bloody speculum on a tray and sheds his gloves. “But you should know they’re quite common, and many women do go on to have successful pregnancies. Have you experienced a loss of pregnancy symptoms?”

				“I… my nausea went away about a week ago. I still felt like I was pregnant, though.”

				“Likely because of hormone levels, though that was probably when the actual loss occurred.” He moves up to prod my abdomen. “As I said, we’ll do a blood test. Any severe pain?”

				“Just cramps and some lower back pain.” I struggle to sit up when he indicates he’s finished. “What… what happens now?”

				“You’ll bleed for perhaps a week or two.” Dr. Paulson punches a few keys on the computer. “The cramping should stop within a couple of days. You can take ibuprofen for the pain. We’ll also give you a list of grief counselors, since the emotional component can be quite difficult. Your body should take care of things, but in the event that not all the tissue is expelled, a D and C might be necessary.”

				God in heaven. Yesterday I was taking our child to Wizard’s Park and the ice-cream parlor. Today I’m expelling tissue.

				“You should schedule a follow-up within about a week,” Dr. Paulson continues. “Of course, call your primary physician sooner if the bleeding increases, you develop a fever, or if you notice an unusual discharge.”

				He gives me a list of reminders, and he and the nurse do some more conferring. My cell phone rings inside my satchel.

				Dean. 

				I let voicemail pick it up again.

				“Do you have someone to drive you home?” the nurse asks me, after the doctor has expressed his condolences and left.

				I nod, even though I told Archer to leave. The nurse hands me a folder of information about dealing with a miscarriage and points out the telephone numbers of grief counselors. She gives me a few extra maxi-pads before going to print a copy of the doctor’s report.

				I get back into my stained underwear and jeans. A phlebotomist stops by to draw blood from my arm. The nurse brings me the report, which I put in my satchel. I gather my stuff and return to the reception area.

				Archer is sitting in one of the chairs, waiting for me. 

				“W-what are you doing here?” I stammer.

				He pushes to his feet, wary. “Well, I wasn’t just going to leave you alone.”

				I press a hand to my cramping stomach. I’m too frozen to feel anything. 

				“You, uh…” Archer shifts, shoving his hands into the pockets of his sweatshirt. He glances past me to the doors leading to the exam rooms. “You’re okay now?”

				I shake my head. I have nothing left, no strength to lie. “I need to go home.”

				I need to be back in Mirror Lake, in our apartment on Avalon Street. I need my old, warm quilt and my padded bathrobe. I need my husband.

				My tears spill over. I swipe at my face with my sleeve and try to stop the sobs inching up my throat. Archer takes some Kleenex from the nurse’s station and hands them to me.

				“Come on,” he says. “I’ll drive you back to the house.”

				We leave the hospital and walk out to the car. Shivers are still racking my body. I’m glad he’s driving.

				“Can we stop at the drugstore?” I ask.

				To my gratitude, Archer doesn’t ask why. He pulls into the parking lot of a Walgreen’s and waits in the car while I go in and buy a box of maxi-pads and some more ibuprofen. We’re both silent on the way back to the West house.

				“Could you please not tell anyone about this?” I’m unable to look at him as I reach for the car door handle. “It’s a personal thing… I don’t want anyone to know.”

				“Yeah, sure. If you’ll be okay.”

				I’m not sure I will be, but I nod and escape into the house. I go upstairs to our room and lock the door. A wave of loneliness and grief overwhelms me. I collapse onto the bed, bury my face in the pillow, and cry.
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				I press a button to erase the message. Early evening light slants between the curtains of the bedroom. The afternoon has passed in a slow, torpid haze of devastation.

				A knock sounds on the door. I push my hair away from my face and school my features into a calm expression as I go to answer it. Joanna is standing in the corridor, a phone in her hand.

				“Oh, you’re here, Liv.” Her gaze skims over me as she extends the phone. “Dean is on the phone. He said he couldn’t reach you on your cell.”

				“Thanks. I… I’m sorry, I have a migraine.” I start to take the phone from her, then realize I’ll have to return it after speaking to Dean. “Um, could you please tell Dean I’ll call him right back on my cell?”

				Joanna puts the phone to her ear as she heads back downstairs. I close the door, press the speed-dial button, and sit on the edge of the bed.

				I can’t tell Dean over the phone. I can’t risk him panicking and trying to get back here in the middle of a blizzard. I take a few breaths as the phone rings.

				“Liv?”

				“Hi.”

				“Where’ve you been? I left three messages.”

				“Sorry. My phone was off, and I… I left it in the bedroom by mistake.”

				“Oh. What’d you do today?”

				My chest aches. “Um, just some shopping. Started another book. So no flights today or tomorrow?”

				“Not sure about tomorrow yet. I might be able to catch an evening flight or a red-eye if they get the roads cleared. Problem is that the storm moved into Chicago, so that messed up all the connections.” He sighs. “Anyway, it might be Thursday at the latest. I miss the hell out of you.”

				“I miss you too.”

				He lowers his voice an octave. “Want to tell me how much?”

				A laugh chokes my throat. Oh, Dean.

				“Actually, I… I have a little bit of a headache right now, and I’m kind of tired.”

				“You didn’t overdo it, did you?”

				“No, no. Just tired. I’m going to turn in early.” I struggle to put some lightness in my tone. “You’re on your own tonight, professor.”

				“You’ll be in my dreams, beauty.”

				I say goodbye and end the call before realizing I didn’t tell him I love him. I return a message from the hospital nurse. She tells me the blood test confirmed the miscarriage and that she’ll send the report to Dr. Nolan. Then I call Dr. Nolan to explain what happened and listen as she expresses her sympathies and gives me similar instructions to the ones I received in the emergency room.

				I turn off the phone and go to take a shower. I close my eyes against the hot spray, not wanting to see the red swirls going down the drain. Then I pull on my nightgown, affix a maxi-pad to my underwear, and crawl into bed.

				My sleep is broken, blistered with ugly thoughts, my abdomen twisting with cramps. I can’t stop the questions running like a speed train through my head.

				What happened? What did I do wrong? Did I cause this? I wasn’t even sure I wanted a baby, so am I being punished now? Why? Why? Why?

				Finally I manage to sleep a little toward dawn, then climb out of bed to take more ibuprofen and use the bathroom. As I’m sitting on the toilet, a huge clot slides out of me.

				I grasp the edge of the bathroom counter, shivers erupting all over my skin. I wait a few minutes to calm down before risking a glance in the water. 

				My stomach seizes. Tears spill over. I fumble to flush the toilet, trying to make it quick, closing my eyes until the tank refills.

				Breathe, Liv. That had to be the worst of it.

				I fall back into bed and try to sleep through the pain. A few hours later, the cramps subside to the point where I can move. I force myself to dress and go downstairs, thinking Joanna must be wondering what happened to me. 

				Archer, however, is the only one in the kitchen. He’s making himself a sandwich. I realize it’s almost noon.

				“She went shopping,” he says, when I ask about his mother. “Are you… uh, okay?”

				I nod, simply because there is nothing else I can do. 

				“You want anything to eat?” Archer asks.

				“Not really.”

				“Should probably have something.” He puts a slice of bread in the toaster, then drops a teabag into a mug and heats it in the microwave.

				I thank him as he puts a plate of toast and the tea in front of me. He takes a soda from the fridge and sits down with his sandwich.

				“You… you haven’t asked me what happened,” I say, after managing to eat a small bite of toast.

				He shrugs. “Figure it’s none of my business.”

				We’re both silent. He eats the sandwich. I take a few sips of tea and try to eat more toast. Part of me wants to go back upstairs and cry again, but another part of me doesn’t want to be alone with my jagged thoughts.

				“So, Dean says you were in LA,” I remark.

				“Yeah. Did some work down there.”

				“I lived in West Hollywood for a while when I was a kid.” I take another sip of tea. “My mother was trying to get some acting jobs.”

				“I had a girlfriend who wanted to act. She never got anywhere.”

				“Neither did my mother. She was in a cereal commercial when she was five, but she had a tough time after that.”

				“She still there?” he asks.

				“I don’t know where she is.” The words are already out before I realize I just told him the truth.

				“You ever try to find out?” he asks.

				“No. We had a tough relationship. I wouldn’t even know where to start looking for her.” I study him for a moment. “What kind of work were you doing?”

				“Installing hardwood floors.” He takes a bite of his sandwich and speaks around the mouthful. “Not very fancy.”

				“I work at a bookstore. A job doesn’t have to be fancy to be satisfying.”

				He tilts his head in acknowledgment. We sit for a few minutes before I push away from the table and put my cup and plate in the sink. “Thanks for the tea and… and your help.”

				I go back upstairs and crawl into bed. I stay there for the rest of the day as the cramps and heavy bleeding continue. I try to read, but mostly I just doze since in that twilight sleep I can’t think too much.

				It’s evening when I hear Dean’s deep voice coming from the foyer.

				My heart almost stops. I pick up my cell phone, which I haven’t turned on since the previous night. There are a few voicemails from him. 

				“They got the roads cleared, so I’m at the airport. Looks like I can catch a flight to Minneapolis, then Denver so I don’t have to go through Chicago. Should be in San Jose by late afternoon if there are no delays.”

				 Anxiety claws at me. I hurry to pull the tangled sheets and comforter back over the bed, straighten up the pillows and my discarded clothes. I go into the bathroom and splash water on my face, brush my hair and fasten it into a ponytail, put on some powder and lipstick. I throw a few tissues into the wastebasket to cover the wadded-up, bloody pads.

				I leave the bathroom just as there’s a knock on the bedroom door.

				The doorknob rattles and turns.

				I grab hold of the bedpost and sink onto the edge of the bed.

				The door opens, and he walks in—all rumpled from travel in wrinkled jeans and a rugby shirt, his face roughened with stubble, his thick hair disheveled. Lines of fatigue and stress mark his face, but his beautiful, gold-flecked eyes brighten at the sight of me.

				“Ah, beauty, am I glad to see you.” He smiles and starts toward me, his arms outstretched, expecting me to run and leap right into them.

				Halfway to the bed, he stops. I can’t breathe.

				“Liv?”

				I clutch the bedpost. My heart is beating too fast. The panic encroaches, a heavy, suffocating cloud squeezing the air from my lungs.

				“Liv!”

				Then he’s in front of me, gripping my shoulders, his eyes dark with concern. “You look… Liv, sweetie, breathe. You’re okay. Deep breath in, exhale on the count of five.”

				I close my eyes so I won’t have to look at him. I battle back the panic and force my heartbeat to slow. His voice is steady, the reassuring tone a comfort to my aching soul.

				Finally I open my eyes. He’s watching me, confused and suddenly wary.

				“Liv, what’s wrong?”

				“Dean, I… in the…” The tears come fast, swamping my chest, spilling in a flood. I press my hands to my eyes and try to stem the tide.

				“What?” Alarmed, he digs his fingers into my shoulders. “What is it?”

				I can’t look at him. Sobs tear at my throat.

				“Liv!” He shakes me. “What the… oh, Jesus. What happened? Liv?”

				He shakes me again, harder. I gulp in a breath and try to speak.

				“Yesterday I was in the… in the bathroom. There was blood. On my underwear.”

				All the color drains from his face. “No.”

				I swipe at my eyes. “I didn’t… I mean, I felt fine, and I just went in to use the bathroom and… and…”

				“How much?” He’s holding my shoulders so hard it hurts. “How much blood was there?”

				“A f-few stains, at first. I called Dr. N-Nolan and she told me to wait and see if it… if it worsened, but I was scared so I went to the emergency room.”

				He stares at me.

				“I… I miscarried, Dean.” I force out the stark, bitter truth. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”

				“You… oh, God.” He releases me and sinks onto his knees. “No.”

				“I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. I wipe my eyes with my sleeve. “It… the doctor said it might have happened a week ago, but is just now… expelling.”

				“Expelling?” His voice is strangled.

				“There’s been… a lot of bleeding. The blood test confirmed it. I lost our baby.”

				“No.” He bolts to his feet, his fists tightening.

				“Dean—”

				“Yesterday? This happened yesterday?”

				“Early afternoon.”

				“Why didn’t you tell me?” He paces to the other side of the room. “We talked last night, and you… you went there all alone, to the hospital, you didn’t have anyone… what the fuck, Liv?”

				“What was I supposed to do?” I cry, wiping my eyes again. “You couldn’t have done anything except worry, and I couldn’t tell your mother or sister I was miscarrying when they didn’t even know I was pregnant!”

				“You… you were all alone, when you… goddammit.” He slams his fist into the wall, smashing the plaster. A picture crashes to the floor. The glass shatters over the carpet.

				“I wasn’t… Archer drove me to the hospital when…”

				My voice dies when Dean pivots to stare at me.

				“Archer?”

				“He saw me when I was leaving to go to the hospital, and he… he knew something was wrong so he… Dean!”

				He stalks out the door, his footsteps ringing on the stairs. My heart leaps. I hurry after him.

				“Dean, it’s not…”

				The front door slams open. Archer is outside, shooting hoops in the driveway. He stops at the sight of Dean striding toward him. Before I can reach them, Dean gives Archer a shove that sends his brother stumbling backward.

				“What did you do?” Dean snaps. “What did you fucking say to her?”

				“What the hell?” Archer backs away, his hands up in defense as his gaze flies from Dean to me. 

				“Dean, stop it!” I grab his arm, tears blinding me as memories of that horrible day five years ago come flooding back. “He didn’t do anything. He helped me.”

				And that, I realize suddenly, is exactly what has enraged my husband.

				“Christ.” Archer stares at his brother. “I know I’m a fuck-up, but I’d never—”

				“It’s… it’s nothing.” I tighten my hand on Dean’s arm. “Just a… a misunderstanding.”

				Dean’s muscles are rock-hard beneath my grip. His fists clench and unclench. I pull on his arm, trying to get him back to the house.

				“He knew you were having a miscarriage.” A vein throbs in Dean’s temple.

				“No.” My throat aches. “He didn’t know.”

				Archer lowers his hands. “I didn’t know.”

				“Dean, please.” 

				His eyes still blaze at his brother, but he lets me pull him back to the house. I have a sudden fear that Joanna or Paige West might have seen this incident, but neither woman appears to be home. I manage to get us both back upstairs, fresh tears overflowing.

				“He just drove me to the hospital.” I sink onto the bed and cover my face with my hands. “I couldn’t…couldn’t drive myself because I was so upset. He waited to drive me back to the house too. I didn’t tell him anything. He didn’t ask. He was… he made me a cup of tea and some toast.”

				For some reason, that memory makes me cry harder. I can feel Dean’s anger, coursing through him like lava. Anger at himself for not being here. And a misdirected anger that his brother was.

				“Liv.” Dean is in front of me again, grasping my wrists, moving my hands away from my face. “Liv… I’m sorry. So fucking sorry. I… I never should have left you. I don’t know what I was thinking, leaving you alone when you—”

				His voice breaks. He hauls me into his arms, pressing his face into my hair, his body shaking. I wrap my arms around him and hold him tightly, the warm strength of his chest crushed to mine, the heat of him flowing into me.

				His sheer solidity and presence is a balm, easing some of the wrenching ache. Slowly my sobs begin to calm. I tuck my face against his neck and breathe in the familiar scent of him.

				He eases back to look at me, his eyes red-rimmed and filled with anguish. He brushes my hair away from my face. 

				“I’m so sorry,” he repeats. “Are you all right? Did they check everything?”

				I nod. “It’s… the doctor said sometimes women need D and Cs if things don’t… progress, but… I’m pretty sure I’m expel… uh, losing everything.”

				He swears and pushes off the bed. He stalks to the window, his feet crunching against the broken glass of the picture.

				My heart shrivels. I can see his hard-edged guilt and grief, an agony made all the blacker by the shadows of his past. By the heartbreaking knowledge that he wanted this child.

				Tears flood my eyes again.

				Will he blame me? Especially since I once told him I didn’t even want to have children?

				 “Did you talk to Dr. Nolan?” he asks.

				“I called her yesterday when it started, then again after I got back from the hospital.”

				When I see his jaw tense, I wish I hadn’t mentioned the hospital. He picks up my phone from the nightstand.

				“Dr. Nolan’s office is closed by now,” I say.

				“I don’t care.” He scrolls for her number, then demands that the answering service patch him through to the doctor. Once she’s on the phone, he assails her with questions about miscarriages, treatments, and follow-up.

				Half an hour later, he finally hangs up the phone. I can’t help noticing he did not ask the doctor when it would be safe for us to try again to conceive.

				“Okay.” He drags his hands over his face. “I’m going to take a shower. My mother seems to think you have a migraine, so we’ll leave it at that. Then I’m going to get things settled with my father and get our tickets back to Mirror Lake.”

				“It doesn’t matter if I’m here or there, Dean.”

				“It matters to me,” he says, striding to the bathroom. “I don’t want you to stay here anymore. We’re going home as soon as we can.” 

				Home.

				He shuts the bathroom door behind him. A few seconds later, the shower starts. I wipe away my tears and go to clean up the broken picture on the floor.

				As I’m dropping the bits of glass into the trash, I remember what had begun to alleviate my doubts. Why I was starting to anticipate the idea of having a child and raising him or her in Mirror Lake.

				A faint hope surfaces. Dean comes out of the bathroom, dressed in boxers and still drying his chest with a towel. I wait until he’s pulled on a pair of jeans before I ask.

				“Dean, at the university meeting… did you get it?”

				He yanks on a shirt, his muscles knotted. “What?”

				“Tenure.”

				He turns to look at me. “Tenure?”

				“Isn’t that why you went back?” I run my hands over my thighs. “I thought maybe that was the reason for the meeting, given that it was so sudden and important. Didn’t your department want to offer you early tenure?”

				He just stares at me. Something flickers in his eyes. I can’t read what it is.

				“Dean?”

				“You…” He clears his throat. “You thought I went back because the department wanted to offer me early tenure?”

				I nod. “And I thought you didn’t tell me because you wanted it to be a surprise.”

				All the strength seems to go out of him as his shoulders drop.

				“No,” he mutters. “I didn’t get tenure.”

				“You turned it down?”

				He lifts his head again to look at me. For a moment he seems stunned, as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing or hearing.

				“Liv, they didn’t offer me tenure.”

				“Oh.” I’d convinced myself so completely that was the reason for the meeting that I can’t quite process his statement. “Well, why not?”

				“Liv, you really believed they wanted to give me tenure?”

				“Of course. Why wouldn’t they, with your reputation and the success of the Medieval Studies program? Not to mention the IHR grant. They’d be fools not to lock you permanently onto their faculty as soon as they can.”

				He’s still looking at me with that disbelieving expression. I don’t understand. He knows how good he is.

				Suddenly he crosses to me in three long strides and hauls me into his arms again, lifting me clear off the floor. He crushes his mouth against mine in a kiss that warms the icy places inside me.

				“I don’t deserve you,” he says.

				“Dean, stop.” 

				“I don’t.” He pulls away from me, dragging a hand through his hair. “I never have. I went after you because I was selfish and greedy and I wanted you so fucking badly. To anyone else, it would look different, right? It would look like I saved you.”

				“You did save me.”

				“No, I didn’t! You didn’t need saving, Liv. I was the one who was fucked-up, the insecure bastard who couldn’t make a move without trying to impress someone, to always be the goddamn best. You were the only person who didn’t give a shit what I did… you just cared about who I was. And the only time I should be at my best is when I’m with you.”

				“I’m…” My heart constricts. “It’s the same with me, Dean. That’s what it’s about, right? We’re at our best together.”

				“Then why the fuck do I keep failing you?”

				“You don’t! I wouldn’t be with you if I thought you were failing me.”

				I step toward him. He retreats. I stop.

				The air is fraught with tension, unease, guilt. And something else, something I don’t understand and can’t identify.

				He looks away, his expression shuttered. I move forward, cautiously, and put my hand on his chest. His heartbeat thumps hard and fast against my palm.

				“I’m sorry,” he says, though I don’t know if he’s apologizing for the miscarriage or for not being here, or not being what he thinks I want him to be, or…? 

				“Please, Dean,” I whisper, my whole being aching for him. “I need you so much.”

				He lifts my hand and presses a kiss to the scar on my palm, then moves away.

				A sudden fear billows in me as I watch the door close behind him. I know my husband. I know he will never forgive himself for not being here.
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				[image: I]run seven miles first thing in the morning. Then I fix a leaky water pipe, replace some cracked bricks on the terrace, haul a few loads of old newspapers and magazines to the recycling center, repair the wall plaster in the bedroom. In between whatever work I can find, I hover around Liv like a wasp, asking useless questions because I don’t know what the fuck else to do.

				Are you okay? How do you feel? Should I call the doctor? Can I get you anything? Can I do anything? Anything? Anything?

				Her answers are always the same. I’m fine. No, I don’t need anything.

				I try not to think. Can’t.

				The terror is there, lurking, waiting to crash through the walls and drown me. If I keep moving, I can avoid it.

				Every time I catch a glimpse of her, her long ponytail swaying, my heart breaks. Every time I hear the murmur of her voice, guilt floods me. Every time she looks at me…

				I can’t stand it. I can’t even comfort her. I don’t know how. I fucked it up every time with Helen.

				In the early afternoon, I drive to the hospital to pick up my father. There’s a bustle of activity when he gets home, friends coming over to drop off food, offers of tea and cookies. I let my mother and sister deal with it. Archer stops by to see our father and tell us he’s leaving to visit someone in San Francisco.

				I walk back outside with him. The fact that my brother was here, that he of all people was the one who helped my wife…

				We stop next to his motorcycle. I force the words out. “Sorry for…”

				“Forget it.” Archer picks up his helmet, glancing toward the house. “Is she… you know… okay?”

				“I think so. Physically, anyway.”

				“Good.” He climbs onto the motorcycle.

				“Hey.”

				He stops and looks at me.

				“What was that sandwich you used to like?” I ask.

				“Sandwich?”

				“I think it was cheddar and… no.” I shake my head. “Swiss cheese and ketchup.”

				“On raisin bread.” Faint amusement creases Archer’s eyes. “Used to love those.”

				“I remember.”

				He pulls his helmet on. “Well. See you.”

				“Yeah.”

				He lowers the face shield and revs up the bike. I watch as he heads down the driveway. The noise grows when he opens the throttle and hits the main road. I stand there until the roar of the bike fades.

				I go around the side of the house and pull an old, manual mower out of the garage. It’s a moderately warm day with a clear sky, the sun still high. 

				I push the mower lengthwise down the lawn, turn, push it back up. Repeat. Up. Down. Across. The lawn is huge, and before long sweat drips down my neck. I swipe my damp forehead with the hem of my T-shirt and pull the mower back. I like the effort of pushing the machine, the sound of the chopping blades, the smell of fresh-cut grass.

				“You know, this is the twenty-first century,” a woman’s voice says. 

				I look up to see Helen crossing the yard, a can of soda in her hand. 

				“We do have gas-powered and electrical lawnmowers now,” she continues.

				“Those are for pussies,” I mutter.

				“Then you should be using one.” She smiles and holds out the soda, then eyes me dubiously.

				“You look like hell,” she remarks.

				“Feel like it too.” I open the ice-cold can and take a swallow. The bubbly liquid tastes good going down my throat. I drink half the can and wipe my mouth on my arm. “Thanks.”

				“We missed you at the tea party.”

				“Don’t like tea or parties.”

				“What’s going on?” Helen glances at the mower.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Paige says you’ve suddenly got your nose to the grindstone, cleaning and fixing everything in sight.” She plants her hands on her hips and narrows her eyes at me. For an instant, she reminds me of Kelsey. “So, what gives?”

				I tilt my head back to take another drink. I’m tempted to tell her. That realization unnerves me. She’s my ex-wife. We had a lousy marriage, filled with anger and grief. We never wanted to see each other again after we got divorced.

				Why should I want to tell her anything?

				“I know you like to do stuff when you’re upset, Dean,” Helen says. “I remember that well enough. Is this all because of what’s going on at King’s?”

				Even though there’s no one around, I appreciate her veiled reference. I shove the mower forward with one hand. The blades snap and rotate.

				“Yeah, that’s all,” I say.

				“Bullshit. If you only had one tiger by the tail, you wouldn’t be mad as a hatter and busy as a bee.”

				I can’t help chuckling. 

				“You want to come clean?” Helen asks. “Have you told Liv yet?”

				Jesus. My fingers dent the soda can.

				“No.”

				“Okay.” Helen searches my face for a moment, then shrugs. “Let me know if you want to talk.” She starts back to the house, then pauses. “Just so you know, I’ve got nothing to gain by screwing you over.”

				“I never thought you would.”

				“Just making sure you know that.” She turns back to the house.

				I watch her go for a moment before the confession breaks loose.

				“She had a miscarriage.”

				Helen stills. Turns slowly. She’s pale. “When?”

				“Tuesday.”

				“Oh, Dean. I’m so sorry.”

				“We weren’t… didn’t plan it. The pregnancy.”

				“I’m sorry.” She hesitates. “Your genetic tests were all normal, Dean. Sometimes no one knows why a miscarriage happens. So don’t think this is your fault.”

				I can’t think anything else. 

				“When it happened with us…” I look past her to the house. My chest burns. “What did you want from me?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I never felt like I was giving you… what you needed.” I swallow hard. “I don’t want that to happen with Liv.”

				Helen studies me for a second, then says, “Liv and I are different people, Dean.”

				“I know.”

				“So what I needed from you might not be what she needs.”

				I force my gaze to hers. “But what was it?”

				“Well, we were never in a good place when it came to getting pregnant,” she admits. “I realize that now. I had this idea that we should have it all, be this young powerhouse couple with perfect, illustrious careers, a great marriage, two kids, et cetera. That was why I pushed it so hard, even though our marriage was bad. I suppose it was a blessing in a very rough disguise that we never had a successful pregnancy.”

				“I’m sorry,” I say. “Whatever I did or didn’t do to screw it up.”

				“You always kind of… shut down, you know?” Helen says. “I know we didn’t have a good relationship, but it would have been nice if you were there. That third time it happened, you left the following week for a research trip to Spain. By then, we were totally broken, but it still sucked to deal with it alone.”

				“I thought you wanted to be alone.”

				She blinks. “Why would I have wanted to be alone?”

				“We had that huge fight, remember? You wanted to try again, go to a fertility clinic. I didn’t. We were both stressed out about work, our dissertations, money, our parents. You said we never should have gotten married.”

				“And you took that to mean I wanted to be alone?”

				“How else should I have taken it?”

				Helen shakes her head. “Oh, Dean. No. We didn’t work at all together, did we? I don’t think you even realized that the miscarriages didn’t just happen to me. They happened to you too. Maybe that’s what you need to realize now.”

				I’m silent. Not sure I get it.

				“Look, even I can see that you and Liv have something strong.” Helen retreats a few steps. “And you don’t need me to tell you what your wife needs. You already know. You just have to stop running.”

				She walks toward the house. “Shit happens, Dean, and sometimes no one can do anything about it. Not even you.”

				That is exactly what makes me want to break something.

				I finish the lawn and put the mower back in the garage. A bunch of people are in the living room, voices rising in a chatter, and I go through the kitchen to the stairs. Liv is in the bedroom packing her suitcase.

				“Just getting a head start,” she says, reaching to close the lid.

				I see the maternity clothes she bought last week. Folded neatly in the suitcase, their tags still on.

				Words crash in my brain. There is nothing I can say, nothing I can do, to make this better for her. 

				“Are you all ready for the lecture?” Liv asks.

				I nod. “I confirmed our flight reservations too. I’ll check us in tonight so we don’t have to bother in the morning.” 

				After my lecture at Stanford on Friday, we’ll head directly to the airport and be back in Mirror Lake by evening.

				I go to change into a clean T-shirt. I know I can’t put this off any longer.

				“Liv.” 

				Sensing the tension in my voice, she turns.

				“I need to tell you something.”

				“What?” Wariness sparks in her expression.

				“Sit down.”

				She sits on the edge of the bed, curling her hand around the bedpost. Her gaze never wavers from my face as I tell her the whole sordid story—how Maggie Hamilton implied she’d do something sexual, the emails from Frances, the Office of Judicial Affairs, the questions, the reason I had to go back to Mirror Lake, the possibility of an investigation.

				When I’m done, part of me feels lighter, as if telling my wife has alleviated some of the burden.

				“Dean, I—”

				“I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say.

				“You have nothing to be sorry about.” She’s quiet for a minute, her jaw tight, her gaze on the floor. “There’s no way to confront her?”

				“No. She could go to the OJA and use it as proof of further harassment. I can’t have any contact with her at all. I don’t want to.”

				“What could happen?”

				My heart is pounding. “It could… if she files a formal claim, it could end up in court.”

				“How long does she have to make a formal claim?”

				“I don’t know. Right now it’s not… not public knowledge or anything. They try to keep it confidential because they don’t want it to affect the university’s reputation. Though there’s nothing to stop Maggie from spreading rumors.”

				Liv pushes away from the bed and comes toward me, reaching to take my hands in hers. I can see the anger sparking in her brown eyes, but I know it’s not anger toward me. It’s anger for me.

				“Okay, professor.” She squeezes my hands and takes a deep breath. “Let’s get ready for defense. Pull up the drawbridge, boil the oil, station crossbows along the allure.”

				My tension eases a little more. I disentangle one of my hands from hers so I can brush my thumb over the notch just beneath her lower lip.

				“The allure, huh?”

				“I’ve learned a few things about castle architecture over the years.” Liv wraps one arm around my waist. “The allure is a passage behind the parapet of a castle wall. Great for defense when the enemy is approaching. You know you’re safe on the allure.” She tucks her head beneath my chin, twining her hand with mine. “Like we’re safe with each other.”

				“No doubt about it, beauty.” I press my face against her sweet-smelling hair. “You’ll always be my allure.”
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				[image: D]ean and I didn’t fall in love. We flew in love. Swift and soaring, warmed by the sun glowing in a sky the color of bluebells.

				For a couple who took the first months of their relationship so slowly, it was both a shock and a relief when we gave ourselves to each other so unreservedly after that Thanksgiving visit with his family. It was as if we both knew we were done with the past. And that our future was with each other.

				As he’d asked, I waited until winter break to move into his apartment, and we enclosed ourselves in a private bubble of intense attraction, confessions, and sexy explorations. It was so easy for us to shut the rest of the world out. So easy to be alone together.

				Before Christmas of that year, before winter’s first snowfall, we took a trip to Door County on a romantic getaway. We stayed in a cozy hotel, bundled up to go hiking, went to craft fairs, wine-tasting events, concerts, and a Christmas-tree-lighting ceremony. 

				We were driving back from an early dinner one night when Dean parked on the crest of a ridge surrounded by trees. The sun had just sunk below the horizon, leaving the sky mostly dark but painted with streaks of red.

				“Are we parking?” I asked. “You know, parking?”

				“You ever parked before?”

				“Are you kidding?” I shook my head. “I was too busy being a straight-A student and editor of the Opinion page of the school newspaper.”

				Dean grinned at me. “I wish I’d known you back then. I would’ve shown you some stuff.”

				“Yeah, I’ll bet you would have. But good girls don’t park.”

				“What do they do, then?”

				“Study and bake pies.”

				“Will you bake me a pie?”

				“Someday, maybe. If you’re good too.”

				“Oh, I will be.”

				I couldn’t help smiling back, my heart fluttering. I had it bad for him, even as I was beginning to realize that my heart was breakable.

				I’d never had my heart broken. Not by a man, at least. I’d protected it too well. My mother had broken my heart in ways only she could, but over the years I’d managed to patch it up again by avoiding contact with her. And by not letting anyone else get close enough to hurt me.

				But sitting there in the dimly lit car with Dean, I realized he was the only man on earth who had the power not only to break my heart but shatter it into bits.

				I also knew he wouldn’t. Not if he could help it. I would never have allowed him to get so close if I thought he might one day deliberately hurt me. 

				I could feel his gaze. “What?”

				“You thought about it, didn’t you?” he asked. “Parking?”

				“Most girls probably did.”

				“But you weren’t most girls.”

				“No.” I glanced at him. “But yeah, I thought about it. Thought about a lot more than just parking.”

				“Like what?”

				“You know.” My flush deepened. The interior of the car was getting warm from more than just the heater. I pressed back against the seat, running my hand over the butter-soft leather.

				“Tell me,” he said.

				“No.”

				“I might do it.”

				My breath caught. “You would?”

				“Maybe.” He drawled the word as if he weren’t certain, but the gleam in his eyes told quite a different story.

				“Okay.” My heart pounded faster with a combination of nervousness and anticipation. “I’ve thought about… uh, doing it in the backseat of a car. Like they did in the fifties.”

				Dean laughed. “You think they only did that in the fifties?”

				“Well, I mean, I saw it a lot in movies set in the fifties.” I frowned. “Stop laughing.”

				“Sorry.” He tempered it down to a grin. “Just so you know, people have been doing it in the backseat way beyond the fifties.”

				“Have you?”

				“Sure.”

				“Recently?”

				“Not recently, no.” He tilted his head toward the backseat of his car. “So do you want to?”

				“Here?” My heart was beating hard now. I swallowed and glanced out the windows. It was past sunset, and we were surrounded by trees with no one else around, but still…

				“Well.” I pressed a hand to my chest. I was starting to throb between my legs. “Um… I’ve always thought it was one of the things I wanted to do before I die.” I winced. “Wait, that didn’t come out right. I mean in an adventurous way. Like I want to visit Machu Picchu, go up in a hot-air balloon, see the Northern Lights, have sex in the backseat of a car…”

				My voice trailed off. Silence filled the car. Dean just sat there with his hands on the steering wheel. Waiting. 

				Finally I pulled off my shoes, unbuckled my seatbelt, and crawled ungracefully over the console between the seats to get into the back. Dean opened the glove compartment and took out a package of condoms.

				“You keep condoms in there?” I asked.

				“It is called the glove compartment,” he replied with a wink.

				He got out of the car and opened the back door to get inside. 

				It was a close fit. His car was a sedan, but with the two of us in the backseat, the confines felt tight. Which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. I was already warm just from thinking about the idea, and now sitting so close to him I began to get downright hot. And even more nervous.

				I scooted away until I reached the opposite door. “This is a little silly.”

				“Is it?”

				“We’re not teenagers.”

				“Teenagers don’t have a monopoly on backseat sex.”

				True. Dean and I had been together for four months. We’d had sex on the bed, the sofa, the floor, in the shower. One memorable night on the kitchen table. But never anywhere outside his apartment, my apartment, or a hotel room.

				“Okay, so… what should I do?” I asked.

				“Relax, for one thing.”

				I looked at him. His posture was loose, his beautiful mouth curved, his eyes gentle and amused. He reached out and drew a lock of my hair between his fingers, then tucked it behind my ear.

				“You’re with me,” he said. 

				It was such a simple, obvious statement and yet it was weighted with implications of comfort and reassurance.

				The strain in my shoulders eased. If I was ever going to be comfortable enough to have sex with anyone in the backseat of a car, it was going to be Dean. Which meant this could be my only chance, although I didn’t dare consider the horrible possibility that we might one day no longer be together. 

				I scooted back across the seat until my thigh pressed against his, then I leaned in to kiss him. His mouth met mine in a soft, lovely kiss that made my body shimmer with light. He settled his hands on my waist and drew me closer until I was in his arms with my breasts pressing against his chest. He eased my lips apart with his tongue, stoking the burn of lust. My skin prickled with need.

				I sighed and wiggled closer as his hands came up to caress my breasts. He slid his thumbs around my nipples through the fabric of my blouse, then hooked his fingers under the hem and pulled it off. Cool air brushed against my skin.

				“Do we get completely naked?” I asked.

				“We don’t have to.” He tugged at the waistband of my jeans. “As long as you can get these off.”

				“What if a police officer finds us?”

				“No one’s going to find us.” He started kissing my neck.

				“How do you know?”

				“We’re in the middle of nowhere.” His breath brushed against my ear, his thick hair tickling my cheek.

				I shivered. “The middle of nowhere is… is where alien abductions happen.”

				“Good, so worry about that instead of the police.” He palmed my breasts through my bra. “You have the most incredible breasts.”

				The windows were getting steamy, but there was still enough dim light to see. I pressed my hand against his crotch and sucked in a breath at the feel of his erection. Before he could undress, I sat back and unzipped my jeans, shifting around to try and get them off. Dean finally helped, then chucked them into the front seat along with my underwear. I was left wearing nothing except my bra. My heart pounded with a combination of nerves and excitement.

				“Your turn,” I said.

				If we suddenly found ourselves illuminated by the beam of a police flashlight, I sure as hell wasn’t going to be the only one buck naked.

				My hands shook as I unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them down to his thighs. His erection pressed against the cotton of his boxers. I reached into the fly and wrapped my hand around his smooth, hard shaft.

				Dean winced with pleasure. “Ah, Liv, this won’t last long.”

				Probably for the better, I thought, given the potential threat of police and aliens. Not to mention the urgency pulsing between my legs.

				I shifted to try and lie back, but he stopped me and pulled my leg over his lap. 

				“Ride me,” he said. “It’s the easiest position back here.”

				I didn’t want to know exactly how he’d discovered that fact, but then he took hold of his cock and my attention snapped to the lithe movement of his hand. My pulse beat a crazy rhythm.

				“Makes me so hot to watch you do that,” I whispered. My throat was getting dry.

				“Uh huh.” A wicked glint lit his eyes. “Just one of the reasons I do it.”

				I rubbed my hands over his chest, tracing the muscles down to the hem of his T-shirt. He cupped his hands around my bottom and pulled me closer. I slipped my hands beneath his shirt and splayed my palms over his taut skin. Heat spread clear up my arms. I squirmed on his thighs.

				He tightened his grip on my ass. I shrugged my bra straps off my shoulders and pushed it down far enough to expose my breasts. A groan rumbled from Dean’s chest, which emboldened me to spear my hands into his hair and tug him forward. Shivers rained down my spine when he flicked his tongue over one nipple, twisting the other between his fingers. The smells of sweat and leather filled my head.

				“Now.” He shifted position so he was half-reclining with his head against one door and his feet wedged against the other. 

				While he rolled the condom on, I wiggled around trying to figure out how best to position myself. Not an easy task with his cock jutting right up in front of me in blatant invitation, and my breath coming in gasps. Finally I braced one foot on the floor and pushed the other between his waist and the seat.

				He grasped my hips to guide me forward and down. I gripped the back of the passenger seat to steady myself and drew in a breath when he slid inside me. The confines of the car made him feel even bigger, which I wouldn’t have thought possible.

				“You know…” I clutched the seat and braced my other hand on his abdomen. “I might not have agreed to this if I’d known I have to do all the work.”

				“Yeah, that’s why I didn’t tell you.” He pushed his hips upward, jolting me with a thrust. “Though you don’t have to do all the work.”

				“Oh… good.”

				Still, it wasn’t exactly easy and fluid—not like when we did it in his bed. The moving was awkward, my legs strained from their uncomfortable position, and Dean banged his head against the window while responding to one of my more energetic bounces.

				But being naked with him always felt good, and we were both straining and panting by the time an orgasm rolled through my body. I circled my hips and rubbed against him, quaking through his own release.

				When we finally separated, I realized the windows were fogged to opacity and we’d sweated all over the leather seats.

				“Awkward as that was, it was sort of… fun,” I admitted, hitching my bra straps back up my shoulders. I leaned over the seat to find my blouse, jeans, and panties. “I can see the appeal.”

				Dean stroked his hand down my back.

				“Me too,” he agreed, rubbing his palm in circles over my ass.

				I glanced at him over my shoulder. “How often have you done this?”

				“I don’t know.” He was gazing at my naked behind. “A few times.”

				“Enough to know the best position.”

				I must have sounded irritated because he stopped stroking me. I grabbed my panties and maneuvered around to get them on, then tried to turn my jeans right-side out.

				“What’s going on?” Dean tugged his jeans over his hips. “You’re mad that I did this with a couple other girls?”

				“No, I’m not mad.” I shook my head. “I’m not mad.”

				“You look mad. You sound mad.”

				“I’m annoyed. Not mad.”

				“Why are you annoyed?”

				My thoughts spun and whirled. I yanked my jeans straight and thrust my legs into them. I struggled to get the denim over my damp skin. My head bumped against the ceiling, which amplified my irritation.

				“Liv.”

				“Well, hell, Dean.” The realization hit me with a clarity I hadn’t expected. I flopped back against the seat, breathing hard. “Why is it you get to be my first for so many things and I’m, like, number twenty for you?”

				Amusement glinted in his eyes. “I promise you, Liv. I have not had sex with twenty girls in the backseat of a car.”

				“It’s not just the car.”

				“I know.”

				I shoved my arms into the sleeves of my blouse. My heart felt tight. I started to climb back over the console into the front seat, but Dean grabbed my hips and pulled me back so that I tumbled onto his lap.

				I stiffened and tried to pull away. I wasn’t quite clear on all the reasons I was so irritated just then, but I did know one thing. I wanted to be everything to him. The way he was for me.

				Dean tightened his arms around me from behind, preventing my escape. Not that I could have gone anywhere except the front seat or out onto the dark, deserted road where I had little doubt aliens and serial killers lurked.

				“Hey.” Dean’s warm breath stirred my hair and brushed against my ear. “You think you’re one of many?”

				“Based on what you’ve told me, I don’t see any evidence to the contrary.” I twisted around to look at him. 

				It had grown darker during our little rendezvous, but the moon was out and I could see the planes and angles of his face, the shape of his mouth, the heat of his eyes. His brown hair was tousled, and a bead of sweat still trickled from his temple.

				Yeah, I got it. I understood why women wanted him. I knew it’d be unrealistic, not to mention downright stupid, to expect that a man of his appeal would reach the age of thirty-three without having had his share of willing women.

				I got it. But I didn’t have to like it. 

				“You don’t think you’re the first for me?” he asked.

				“I know I’m not.” I plucked at a loose thread on my blouse.

				“Not sexually, no, but you’re the first in other ways.”

				“I am?”

				“You are.” He grasped the back of my neck and pulled me to him for a long kiss filled with affection and tenderness.

				Then he took my hand and placed it on his chest. Beneath the cotton of his T-shirt, his heart beat rapidly against my palm.

				“Feel that?” he asked. “You’re the first woman who’s ever made my heart beat like that. You’re the first woman I’ve ever wanted to spend all my time with, the only one who could convince me to start a new life. You’re the first woman who’s ever made me genuinely happy. Who makes me glad to be alive, who makes me burn hotter than fire. You’re the first woman who’s ever made me afraid.”

				I stared at him. “Afraid?”

				“Afraid of how good this is. Afraid it won’t last.” He pushed a lock of hair off my forehead. “Scared to death of losing you.”

				“Oh.” I was speechless. I swallowed hard. “You’re… you don’t have to be scared of losing me.”

				Something flickered in his expression that I didn’t understand, couldn’t decipher.

				“I don’t?” he said.

				“No.” I shook my head. “No.”

				“Good.” He pulled me closer. “Because you’re the first woman I’ve never wanted to let go.”
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				Pink and red hearts, smiling teddy bears, and cheerful cupids plaster the windows of the shops lining Avalon Street. The sidewalks are edged with dirty piles of snow, the roads crusted with slush. Skate-blade grooves scar the frozen surface of the lake, and skiers’ ruts twist through the mountain trails. 

				I walk through downtown, unconsciously glancing at every young woman in the hopes that one of them will be Maggie Hamilton. In my imagination, we have a good, old-fashioned ninja fight where I take her down with a lot of violent kicks and spins.

				I now understand the fierce protectiveness that Dean has always had for me. I know that white-hot burn of rage, the certainty that you would do anything, anything, to make things right. I hate the helpless feeling simmering at the edge of my anger, the fear that my husband could be hurt. I want to stand in front of him like some avenging angel, battling anyone who dares to try and destroy what he has worked so hard to build. 

				Though I knew I shouldn’t, this morning I looked up Maggie’s contact information in the student directory, then called her from one of the phones at the public library. Another girl answered and said that Maggie was staying with her parents for the spring semester.

				I know I can’t track her down and demand answers, so instead I’ve looked up tons of information about sexual harassment cases, legal recourses, case precedents, how to deal with false charges. Dean’s lawyer put him in touch with another attorney who specializes in sexual harassment cases. At least we can start a defense. 

				But it’s fucking scary. I found a report online that discussed how educators are particularly vulnerable to false charges from embittered students—and even if the professor is proven completely innocent, he can still face devastating, long-term repercussions. Professionally, emotionally, and financially.

				That cannot happen to Dean.

				No way. Not now. Not ever.

				I stop outside The Happy Booker and wait for Kelsey, who is stalking toward the store with her hands shoved in her coat pockets and her shoulders hunched.

				“When the pioneers established settlements, what made them think this was a good place?” she remarks as we go inside. “Especially when they discovered that winter is a bitch?”

				“Have some hot chocolate.” From behind the front counter, Allie waves toward the hot-chocolate maker she set up by the cash register. “It’ll warm you up. Free sugar cookies too.”

				“Huh.” Kelsey blinks at her, then approaches the little table. “I guess that sounds pretty good.”

				Allie beams. I introduce them to each other and go behind the counter to check my upcoming hours on the schedule and program them into the calendar on my phone.

				“You going to lunch?” Allie asks me.

				“Kelsey’s taking me to Matilda’s Teapot,” I say, then amend it to, “Well, she’s tolerating Matilda’s Teapot because she knows I like it, and it’s closing soon.”

				“And because, for whatever reason, your husband is snarling and growling at everyone these days,” Kelsey adds, “which leads me to believe you could use some strawberry scones and apricot tea.”

				“What’s wrong with Professor Hottie?” Allie asks.

				“He’s just stressed out with work,” I say, aware of Kelsey’s sharp gaze.

				I wish I could confide in her and Allie, but Dean and I need to deal with this alone. Since we returned to Mirror Lake a few days ago, he’s been mostly quiet and grim-faced, either holed up in his office or working out at the gym. When we’re together, he hugs me often, asks how I feel, pulls me close to him at night in bed, but he is silently under siege.

				Are you sure you’re okay, Dean? “Fine.”

				We should meet with that counselor soon. “Okay.”

				I scheduled my follow-up appointment with Dr. Nolan. “I’ll be there.”

				“So I was thinking of us hosting a Willy Wonka party,” Allie tells me. “We can wrap golden tickets around small chocolate bars and leave them at the toy store down the street and a few other kids’ places.” She pushes a tumble of red curls out of her eyes as she peers at her planning worksheet. “Will you take some to the library too? Maybe give them out during story time?”

				“Sure. I have a shift tomorrow morning.”

				“I can give some to my colleagues who have kids,” Kelsey offers. Apparently the sugar cookie sweetened her disposition.

				“That would be great,” Allie says. “We can have a buffet of different candies, of course, like gobstoppers and lollipops. I’ll play music from the movie, and we can do trivia games related to the book. Oh, and we’ll have balloons with little prizes inside them that the kids have to pop to win. We might need to move a couple of shelves to make room.”

				She bites her thumbnail and stares out at the store, where most of the shelves are almost bare.

				“At least moving the shelves will be easy,” I remark.

				Allie sighs and shakes her head, pushing her purple-framed glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You think I’m a total basket case, don’t you?”

				“Yes, but I really love your perseverance.” 

				Despite the daunting circumstances of downhill sales, a big rent hike on the building, loss of customers… Allie has never once wavered in her determination to turn things around with balloons and lollipops. 

				I have a pang of regret that I wasn’t able to help her out with a small business loan. All my other ideas sound fun and feasible, but not potential sources of revenue.

				“Oh, I also saw an article about making edible teacups out of ice-cream cones.” Allie starts scribbling on a notepad. “And we’ll have a chocolate fountain. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

				“You’re really good at this stuff, Allie.”

				“I like doing it. It’s fulfilling, you know?”

				I don’t know, but I wish I did. I glance at Kelsey. “Are you fulfilled, Kels?”

				“As long as I have a glass of wine every night, sure.”

				Allie grins and pats my hand. “Everyone wants to do something fulfilling, Liv. It’s just that a lot of people have a hard time figuring out what that is for them.”

				“So what’s it for you?” I ask.

				“Being creative, helping people, doing neat things for kids…” She shrugs. “It’s why I like parties, I think. Everyone has a fun time, enjoys the food, forgets about troubles for a while, leaves feeling good. I love being able to give that to people. And I love giving people books, chatting with customers, learning new things, being my own boss, all that stuff.”

				“How do you know that’s what you love?” I ask.

				“It makes me happy. Isn’t that how you always know what you love?”

				I look at Kelsey again. She shrugs, then gives a barely perceptible nod. Not even she can refute Allie’s statement.

				I pick up my satchel and sling it over my shoulder. After giving Allie a hug good-bye, I follow Kelsey outside and we walk to Matilda’s Teapot. A grandmotherly woman seats us near the window and serves us homemade soup, quiche, fruit salad, and Assam tea.

				I give Kelsey a brief outline of how things went for us in California. I’m not ready to tell her about the miscarriage—not ready to tell anyone—and I have no idea if or when I’ll be able to. 

				I do wish I could tell her about Maggie Hamilton. Kelsey would go into firestorm mode if she knew Dean was being threatened with a false charge. I’ve never actually seen Kelsey in firestorm mode, but I imagine she’d be a highly impressive and unstoppable force.

				I turn the conversation to her work so I don’t give in to the temptation to confess. We split a plate of petit fours before gathering our things to leave. We part ways at Kelsey’s car, and I decline her offer of a ride home.

				Instead I walk back to Avalon Street. There’s a fancy baby boutique located about halfway down the street, not far from the Wildwood Inn. I pull open the door and am greeted by the scent of lavender and the gentle cadence of a lullaby. Everything is in shades of pink, cream, blue, and yellow. The cribs are made of gleaming wood, the bedding looks fluffy and pretty, and artwork of cuddly animals lines the walls.

				“Hello.” A well-dressed woman approaches me from behind the counter. “Can I help you find something?”

				“Just looking, thanks.” I enter with a touch of caution, closing the door behind me.

				I look at the tiny baby clothes, the ruffled bassinets, and patterned diaper bags. There are pink-and-white striped stepstools, hand-carved wooden blocks, butterfly lamps, and rocking chairs.

				I stop beside a wall of baby clothes and pick up a blue cotton hat that is soft as a cloud.

				“That’s one of our most popular newborn hats,” the saleswoman says. “Made of organic cotton and hand-stitched. Comes with a full matching layette too.”

				I have no idea what a “layette” is. I didn’t have a chance to find out. I pick up another hat, the same as the blue one but in a shade of pastel pink.

				“I’ll just take these.”

				“Shall I wrap them up?” She goes behind the counter and rings up the hats. “Are they a gift?” 

				I hesitate. “Um, sure.”

				“For twins?” She starts to package them up in a yellow-striped box with tissue paper. 

				“No. Just for… for a friend.”

				“Oh, how lovely.” She finishes wrapping the box and ties it with a big yellow bow.

				I pay for the hats, then go back outside into the cold winter air. Once I’m home again, I slide the box underneath the bed and tell myself not to remember it’s there.
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				[image: I]ce crusts the window of the conference room. The sky is a sheet of gray. Students trudge through the dirty slush covering the quad. 

				I shift my gaze from the window to the other side of the table. Ben Stafford from the Office of Judicial Affairs is reviewing his notes. Frances Hunter is sitting beside me.

				“I’m speaking with Miss Hamilton the week after next,” Stafford tells us. “She’s been out of town since the alleged incident, but will be back mid-month. After I interview her, we’ll try to schedule a mediation meeting in the hopes of coming to a resolution. In the meantime…” He clears his throat. “I am obliged to conduct a full investigation.”

				Anger burns my chest.

				“Why do you have to conduct an investigation when she hasn’t filed a formal charge?” I ask.

				“Miss Hamilton’s father has contacted me with… concerns about ensuring that no stone is left unturned,” Stafford explains.

				“You mean he wants you to follow his orders.”

				Frances shoots me a look of warning. She’d told me not to bring in my lawyer yet, though I wish I hadn’t listened to her. Edward Hamilton is a lawyer, and he’ll know exactly how to fuck with me.

				“No way can you keep this confidential if you’re doing an investigation,” I tell Stafford.

				“I assure you we’ll do our best.”

				“Dean, we don’t want this publicized any more than you do,” Frances says. “The university does take strong measures to ensure the privacy of everyone involved.”

				“But there are some steps we must take in the interim, Professor West,” Stafford says. “Steps involving your contact with other students.”

				A tense silence descends. I tug at the knot of my necktie. Frances puts her hand on my arm.

				“Dean…”

				Fuck. Her tone is both conciliatory and regretful. I don’t want to hear this.

				“You can’t be at King’s while the investigation is ongoing,” she says.

				“I have a lecture and a seminar to teach this semester, Frances.” I force my voice to stay level, though I’m ready to throw something at the wall. “I have five students working on their dissertations and theses.”

				“You need to take a leave of absence.”

				“No.”

				Frances and Stafford exchange glances. 

				“Professor West, university policy dictates that you should be suspended during the course of the investigation,” Stafford says. “But at this point, you can excuse your absence as a semester’s leave.”

				“Which will do no harm to your reputation, given the IHR grant,” Frances adds. “We’ll announce that your workload precludes you from teaching this semester.”

				My jaw is locked tight. Pain radiates over my skull.

				“I need to work, Frances.”

				“You still can. Just… not at King’s.” Her voice falters, as if she knows what cold comfort that is. “It’s either a leave of absence or a suspension, Dean. I’m sorry.”

				I swivel the chair around to stare out at the gunmetal sky. “What about my students?”

				“I’ll ask Professors Worth and Collins to substitute until we can find an adequate replacement.” She pauses. “No changes will be made to your salary at this time.”

				I couldn’t give a fuck about my salary, but her remark outlines one stark fact. This could all end badly. Even if I’m vindicated.

				My career and reputation could be destroyed by the malignant lies of one girl. If this goes public—and it’s only a matter of time before it does—even if Maggie Hamilton is proved a liar, my name will be tainted with the sordid accusation of sexual harassment.

				“Professor West, either way you’ll be required to stay away from the university campus,” Stafford says. “You’ll be allowed to continue advising your current graduate students on their work, but we ask that you limit your association to emails and that you BCC Professor Hunter and myself on your correspondence with them.”

				“Christ.” The word escapes me on a hiss. “Want me to wear a fucking monitoring device too?”

				“Dean, this is as much for your protection as anything else,” Frances says.

				“Bullshit. There’s no way a suspension is standard procedure when a student lies about a professor.”

				Frances and Stafford are both silent. 

				Anger scalds my insides. I know they’re doing this to ward off Edward Hamilton. If I’m out of the picture, they can assure him they’ve already taken disciplinary measures. 

				Edward Hamilton’s father has a university building named after him, and Edward has carried on the legacy of big donorship. The administration doesn’t want to lose that. If they could grant Maggie Hamilton a PhD just to appease Edward Hamilton, they would.

				“What does she want?” I turn to look at Frances. “Does she want me to sign off on her thesis? Because I will, if it’ll shut her up.”

				“Our goal is not to shut students up, Professor West,” Stafford says.

				Frances narrows her eyes at me disapprovingly before slanting a glance at Stafford. “If that’s all, Mr. Stafford, I’ll be in touch.”

				Stafford closes his briefcase. “Send me the paperwork approving the leave of absence, as well. Assuming that will be your course of action. I hope we can complete the investigation within a month or two, Professor West, but sometimes these things take longer.”

				He nods at us, then strides out of the room. The door clicks shut behind him.

				“What Miss Hamilton wants,” Frances tells me, “is either to seek justice for a—”

				“I didn’t harass her!”

				“For a perceived wrong,” Frances continues tersely, “or she’s an angry student who is using a powerful weapon against a man in a position of authority with whom she has had a contentious relationship. And while you know quite well I am strongly inclined to believe the latter, it is my duty as chairperson not to discount the former.”

				I shove to my feet. “She’s doing this so she can blame me for not graduating. So her father won’t cut her off. She wants to save her own ass.”

				“Dean, you can’t talk about her like that, especially in front of Stafford.” Frances sighs. “Look, I hate to lose you for a whole semester, but really, you need to stay away from the university. I meant it when I said it’s for your own protection. Would you please request a leave of absence for research purposes?”

				I’ve taught at universities for the past seventeen years, first as a teaching assistant then as a professor. The only year I didn’t spend in a classroom was when my grandfather was sick. I’d hated not having the familiarity of academia, scholarship, routine. And when Liv and I were apart, I’d spent most of my time at the university because it was the only place I’d felt like I knew what the hell I was doing.

				Liv.

				My chest constricts. “Frances, if I can’t teach right now, I’ll go fucking insane.”

				“You don’t have a choice, Dean. Between you and me… you’re banned from King’s University until further notice.”

				“You don’t have the authority to ban me.” 

				“Do you want me to go to the board of directors to get it?”

				I drag my hands over my face, hating the helplessness and anger.

				“I’ll expect your request in my office mailbox before the end of the day.” Frances walks to the door. “Your leave will be effective starting on Monday, the first day of the spring semester.”

				She pauses. “I’m sorry, Dean. But you need to let the process work itself through, which means you need to stay out of it or risk getting into further trouble.”

				Her heels click down the hall. I go in the opposite direction to my office. Before I can think too much about it, I sit at my computer and write a terse request to Frances and the board of directors requesting a leave to conduct “unexpected and time-sensitive research with the support of my IHR grant award.” 

				I send the email to the board members, the chancellor, Frances, and Stafford, then print out paper copies to sign and date. I bring the letters to Grace, the administrative assistant, who assures me cheerfully she’ll get them sent out right away.

				I return to my office and hammer out an email to my graduate students, explaining that I won’t be on campus this semester for research reasons but will still be available for advising and any help they need via email and phone. In a useless act of defiance, I don’t BCC either Frances or Stafford on the email.

				I take some books from the shelves, shove a bunch of lecture notes and papers into my briefcase, stack folders to pick up over the weekend. I send Liv an email that I need to work late.

				What I need to do is figure out how I’m going to tell her about this.

				I get some work done, organizing the curricula that I now have to hand over to another professor. At seven-thirty, I shut down my computer and head to the gym. Run a couple of miles on the indoor track, lift weights, hit the heavy bag like it can fight back. 

				When I stop to get my water bottle, Kelsey the pit viper is waiting for me by the benches, her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed. 

				Just what I need. Another harpy telling me what I should or shouldn’t do.

				“What happened?” she asks.

				“What’re you talking about?”

				“When I saw Liv the other day, she looked like some pale, heartbroken waif from a Victorian melodrama.”

				Goddammit. I don’t want to hear this.

				“Are you guys having trouble again?” Kelsey asks.

				I look at her for a long minute. I don’t have the energy to battle her. Part of me wants to break down and confess everything, for no other reason except to get it out. But I’ll never do that, not even to Kelsey.

				“Kelsey…” 

				She blinks at me through her glasses, her blue eyes suddenly wary—as if she knows this is worse than the time Liv and I separated.

				“Dean?” She grabs my wrist. “What happened?” 

				“It’s…” I don’t even know what to say. “Look, I love you, right? You know that.”

				“You’d better fucking love me considering how much crap you put me through,” she replies tartly.

				“But I’m not going to talk about this.” I pull my arm from her grip. “I can’t.”

				She stares at me. Dismay colors her eyes, muting her sharp gaze. She steps back.

				“Okay, Professor Marvel.” She jerks her thumb toward the other side of the gym. “Let’s go so I can kick your ass at racquetball.” 

				We play two games, and I decline her offer of a third before heading to the men’s locker room. After a shower, I change into jeans and a sweatshirt and drive home.

				It’s a freezing night, ice covering the sidewalks. I let myself into the apartment and drop my briefcase and coat by the front door.

				A single lamp glows in the living room. Liv is curled up in an overstuffed chair, her legs tucked beneath her old quilt and a notebook open on her lap. She’s wearing one of my old San Francisco Giants sweatshirts, the sleeves rolled up past her elbows. The light shines on her long hair. She gives me that smile that makes my heart pound.

				I love her. God, how I love her.

				“There you are.” She puts the notebook on the sofa. “I was getting worried.”

				“Sorry. Bunch of stuff to get done and went to the gym.” I approach her. “Thought you might be asleep by now.”

				“I was waiting for you.” She gestures to the coffee table.

				A chocolate cake is on a platter alongside two plates and forks. There’s a note propped against one of the plates:
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				I stop. “It’s my birthday?” 

				“All day.” Her smile widens. “I wanted to wish you happy birthday this morning, but you were already gone when I woke up. So I waited to tell you in person.”

				I sink onto the sofa. “Thanks for remembering.”

				“We’ll go out to dinner soon to celebrate.” Liv unwraps a package of candles and puts a few on the cake. “I know you’ve been busy this week, so maybe next weekend.”

				“Did you make the cake?” 

				“Yes, earlier today. Chocolate layer with chocolate-orange ganache and orange buttercream.”

				“Wow. Gourmet.”

				“Only the best for you.” She lights the candles, which cast a reddish glow on her pretty face. She slides the cake toward me. “Make a wish.”

				My one wish comes without any thought, but with my entire heart.

				I lean forward and blow out the candles. Liv cuts two slices of cake and puts them on the plates. She hands me one and sits back in her chair with the other.

				I take a bite of cake. “This is amazing.”

				“Not bad, huh?”

				We eat in silence for a while. Liv licks a drop of icing off her finger.

				“How was the meeting?” she asks.

				“Not good.” I can’t look at her, but her responding dismay lodges in me like a knife.

				“You want to talk about it?”

				“Later. Tell me about your day.”

				“I worked at the library, then helped Allie start planning a treasure hunt day, which is the next big event after her Willy Wonka party.” Amusement softens her voice. “She thinks the promise of chocolate coins will bring in hordes of people.”

				“She might be right.”

				“I give her credit. She never gives up.”

				Liv sets her half-empty plate on the table and picks up her quilt, then moves over to sit on the sofa. She tucks herself against me.

				I put my empty plate aside and pull her closer. “That was great. Thanks.”

				“You’re welcome.” She spreads the quilt over both our legs.

				She’s had the quilt for as long as I can remember, but I realize I’ve never known where it came from. It’s a faded old quilt with blue, green, and purple rectangles. The edges are frayed and some of the threads are coming loose.

				“Where did you get this?” I ask.

				“I never told you?” Liv plucks at one of the threads. “The second time I was at Twelve Oaks, another girl and I went to a few of those antique shops along the coast. I found this at one of them. The guy told me it was vintage homemade, but considering it’s falling apart, I don’t think he was quite telling the truth. I think vintage homemade quilts are supposed to last forever. Anyway, it’s warm and has always reminded me of Twelve Oaks.”

				“You ever think of going back?”

				“Why would I go back when I have you?”

				“Just to visit.”

				“No. I loved it when I was there, but it’s part of a totally different life. Like a magical place that you realize still isn’t home.”

				She burrows farther underneath the quilt, against my chest. Her notebook drops to the floor. I reach down to pick it up. Liv’s Manifesto is written on the cover.

				“What’s this?”

				“Hmm? Oh, I started that a few weeks ago.”

				“Can I see it?”

				“Sure.”

				I open the book and leaf through several pages of her handwriting. 

				[image: I will trust my instincts… I will figure out what I did wrong… I will learn what I’m good at… I will buy a fuzzy baby hat… I will stand up for you, even if I’m scared…]

				I close the book. My throat is tight.

				“Just promises to myself.” Liv takes the book. “Well, stuff about the future, anyway.”

				I will learn what I’m good at. 

				“But I still haven’t done anything, Dean.”

				I know my wife’s doubts. I know where they come from. I know she has wondered what she would have done if we hadn’t gotten married.

				Liv moves to pick up the plates and take them into the kitchen. When she returns, she stops by the coffee table and looks at me.

				“You want to tell me about the meeting yet?” she asks.

				Everything that’s happened to us snarls in my head. All Liv ever wanted was to live a happy, normal life. All she wanted to do was feel safe. I was so convinced I could give that to her. Instead I keep pulling her back into insecurity and fear. Exactly the way she lived for so long. 

				And she’s doubted both me and herself. Questioned our whole marriage. She found something in another man that I wasn’t giving her.

				That one still crashes into me like a sledgehammer. What did that bastard give her? What did I miss?

				“Dean, don’t.” 

				For a second, I think she read my thoughts. 

				“Don’t shut me out,” Liv says. “Please. Not again.”

				“I’ve been suspended from the university.”

				“What?”

				“Not officially… at least, not yet.” I rub the back of my neck. “But I’m not allowed to teach or even be on campus because they’re starting an investigation. So Frances said I could either take a leave of absence or she’d have to request that I be suspended. I took the leave.”

				“Oh, Dean.” She sinks onto the edge of a chair. “How can they do that to you?”

				“They say it’s university policy. I say it’s because they’re up against the Hamiltons.”

				“What about your students?”

				“Frances is getting a sub for my classes. I’ll still advise my grad students via email.”

				“I’m so sorry.”

				“Time to work on my book, anyway. Get the conference finalized. Watch daytime talk shows.” 

				“How long will you have to stay away?”

				“At least for the semester. Or however long the investigation takes. Supposed to take only a month or two, but with Edward Hamilton involved, it could drag on.” I shake my head. “Stafford is meeting with Maggie in a couple of weeks. She might tell him I made a move on her several times.”

				“Oh, no.”

				“I should’ve anticipated this, especially after what Maggie told you. Helen said she—”

				I stop. 

				Liv stares at me. “Helen?”

				Shit.

				“When did you talk to Helen about this?” Liv asks. 

				“After I got Frances’s email.”

				“And you told her? Before you told me?”

				Jesus Christ. I am so fucking sick of hurting my wife. 

				“You were pregnant, Liv. I couldn’t tell you until I knew what was going on.”

				“You couldn’t tell me because I was pregnant?” She looks at me in disbelief. “But you could tell your ex-wife? What the hell?”

				“Helen’s an academic, Liv, she gets the university environment—”

				“And I don’t. I’m the fragile little wife whom you had to protect from bad news.”

				“That’s not what I meant.” 

				“What did you mean, then?” she snaps. “You told me how bad things were with you and Helen, how you never wanted to see each other again after you got divorced. I know you buried the hatchet when we were in California, but even so… why would you go to her first instead of me?” 

				There’s no answer to that question, except that my fear will never go away.

				“I’m sorry. I was trying—”

				“To protect me,” she interrupts. “I get it. And how has that worked out for you?”

				“I’ll never stop trying, Liv. I can’t.”

				She takes a breath, her expression so… so sad that every part of me aches. 

				“Dean—”

				“Liv, please. Please don’t. I’m so sorry. If you cry, I’ll lose my mind. Just… just come here. Please.”

				For a heart-stopping minute, she doesn’t move. Then she sits beside me on the sofa in the same place she was before. She puts her hand over mine. I can feel the ridge of scar tissue still crossing her palm.

				For a long time, we sit there, looking out the window at the lights of Avalon Street and the black expanse of the lake beyond.
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				[image: D]ean, it sounds to me like you are harboring a great deal of guilt and anger for things that have happened to Liv.” Dr. Gale studies Dean as she speaks. “Especially for circumstances beyond your control, like the miscarriage.”

				Dean doesn’t respond. He’s wound so tight that even his jaw is clenched.

				“And you’re angry about things that happened to Liv before you even met,” Dr. Gale continues, her voice gentle. “Like her relationship with her mother and the abuse. The way she was treated.”

				Dean turns his head to stare out the window. His arms are folded across his chest, his fingers digging into his biceps.

				I take a breath and exhale slowly, restraining myself from jumping in to fill the silence. This is our second meeting with Dr. Gale, the counselor whom my former therapist recommended. I like Dr. Gale—she’s on the granola side with curly hair, a flowing skirt, and an office filled with plants, low lighting, and comfortable furniture. A little rock garden fountain sits in a corner of the room.

				The Zen-like atmosphere, however, has done nothing to put my husband at ease.

				“Dean?” Dr. Gale prompts. “What do you think of that?”

				“I think you’re right,” he says, his voice clipped.

				“We need to look at how your anger and guilt are affecting your relationship with Liv now,” Dr. Gale says. She glances at me. “How do you feel about it, Liv?”

				Sad. Also guilty.

				If I admit that, Dean will be even more upset. But if I don’t admit that, we’ll still be locked in a thorny, hurtful secrecy that we only think is protective.

				“Liv?” Dr. Gale is still looking at me.

				I tighten my hands together. Dean and I are sitting on either end of the same sofa, and the distance between us suddenly seems as vast as an ocean.

				“I don’t want him to be angry,” I finally say.

				“That’s what you don’t want,” Dr. Gale says, “not how you do feel.”

				Dean makes a noise of impatience. I try to focus on the doctor.

				“I feel… like it’s my fault that he’s angry and guilty,” I admit.

				“It’s not your fault,” Dean tells me.

				I know that’s not true. I pleat the folds of my skirt, disliking the idea that my husband still views me as a blameless good girl. That he won’t hold me accountable.

				“Dean, can you tell me what you liked about Liv when you first met her?” Dr. Gale asks.

				Dean glances at her, faintly surprised. “I liked everything about her.”

				“Can you be more specific?”

				“She was determined, beautiful, intelligent, kind of shy, and…” His voice trails off.

				“A maze,” I say.

				“A maze,” Dr. Gale repeats.

				“He knew it would take work to get to know me, and he liked the challenge.”

				Dr. Gale looks at Dean. “Is that true?”

				“To a degree, yes.”

				“And then how did you feel when you did get to know Liv? When you reached the end of the maze, as it were?”

				He stares out the window again. “I didn’t want to leave.”

				We’re all silent for a moment. My throat aches. Dr. Gale gives me an encouraging smile.

				“What about you, Liv?” she asks. “What did you like about Dean when you first met?”

				“I trusted him instinctively. I liked his strength and confidence. The way he made me feel. The sense that he would protect me from anything.”

				“And how have your feelings for him changed over the course of your marriage?”

				“They’ve gotten stronger, except…”

				“Except?” Dr. Gale prompts.

				“Except sometimes now I think he’s too strong, too protective. That’s why he didn’t want me to go with him to California. That’s why he didn’t tell me about the OJA situation until he absolutely had to. He won’t let me in or give me bad news because he doesn’t want me to get upset.”

				“What do you think of what Liv just said, Dean?”

				“I think she’s right,” he replies shortly.

				“What I’m hearing from Liv is that she doesn’t feel as if you always treat her like an equal partner,” Dr. Gale suggests, her voice gentle. “That perhaps your overprotectiveness is not allowing either of you to connect the way you should.”

				“It’s not just him.” I still dislike the implication that I’m blameless. “I was happy to let him be that way. No one had ever protected me before, and it felt good that he wanted to. That he could. We… our marriage was so safe, like a fortress where nothing could hurt us. Except…”

				“Except?”

				“Except we… we ended up hurting each other.” The admission scrapes my soul raw.

				Tension stiffens Dean’s entire body. I want to reach out and grab his hand, touch his arm, something. My fingers dig into my palms. A new pain fills me at the reminder of what happened to us last fall and the fact that we still haven’t fully dealt with it.

				“Okay.” Sensing the thick tension in the room, Dr. Gale looks at her notepad. “So, for a long time your marriage has been a safe haven for both of you. What else has been good about it?”

				I shift, embarrassed, though the answer comes without any thought. 

				“Sex,” I admit.

				“Sex between you has been good?”

				“It’s been great.” My face heats. I glance at Dean. He’s still staring out the window, unreadable.

				“Dean?” Dr. Gale turns her gaze on him.

				“She’s right,” he says.

				“So you’ve always been able to connect on a sexual level.”

				I nod. “Always.”

				“Perhaps that’s part of the problem,” Dr. Gale suggests. “You might be using an intense sexual relationship as a substitute for connecting on emotional and intellectual levels.”

				“Bullshit,” Dean mutters.

				“Dean…”

				“What, Liv?” He turns to look at me, irritation tightening his features. “You think we fuck good because we’re not emotionally connecting?”

				My flush deepens. “No, but maybe we sometimes use sex as a way to avoid dealing with stuff.”

				“What stuff?” he snaps.

				“Like you feeling guilty and angry when bad things happen. Or the fact that we never really talked about what happened last fall.” 

				“We didn’t have time, Liv! We had to go to California and—”

				“But we had plenty of time to fool around, didn’t we? We always made time for that.” Something clicks in my head. A rush of intensity pours through me. 

				“You can control sex, Dean,” I say. “You’re totally in command when it comes to fucking. You know exactly what to do and when to do it… you know how to… to orchestrate both my pleasure and yours… you make me so crazy with wanting you that I forget about everything else.”

				“So why is that suddenly a problem?” he asks.

				“Because everything else is important too! And you can’t control it all, no matter how much you want to. You can’t stop some things from happening.”

				“I’m the one who got you pregnant when we hadn’t planned it,” he retorts.

				“Oh, right, it was your fault, wasn’t it?”

				“I didn’t use a condom! You got pregnant, you had all these doubts, you suffered a miscarriage… whose fault was that, if not mine?”

				“I’m part of this marriage too, Dean! You’re not fucking a wind-up doll when we’re in bed together… you’re so damn good at sex because you know how to control it, but you’re doing it with me, not to me.”

				“You think I don’t know that?”

				“I think you don’t want to admit that I have an equal responsibility for everything that happens in this marriage, both good and bad.” A shudder ripples through me, and I’m suddenly cold. “If you admit that, then you have to accept that I’m also at fault.”

				“None of this is your fault,” Dean mutters.

				“It’s my fault that I kissed another man.” I almost wince when the words come out.

				A wave of anger radiates off Dean. My heart seizes. Dr. Gale blinks.

				“We should talk about that, Liv,” she suggests gently. “When did it happen?”

				Before I can respond, Dean shoves off the sofa and goes to the door. 

				“Dean…”

				He stalks out, slamming the door. I throw Dr. Gale a look of apology, then take my coat and satchel and hurry after him.

				“Dean!”

				He’s halfway to the parking lot when I catch up with him. I grab his arm. He yanks away and keeps walking, his boots crushing the packed snow and ice.

				“Dean, please.” I come to a halt, watching his broad back as he gets farther away, his stride long, his whole body rigid with fury. 

				He stops by the car. I approach him. A cold wind blows his hair across his forehead. He shoves it back and turns to face me. His eyes are black as night. 

				“What, Liv?” He spreads his hands. He’s trembling. “What now?”

				“I don’t know! I’m trying to figure it out. That’s why you need to come back in and talk to me.”

				“I don’t want to do this in front of the doctor,” he snaps.

				My breath comes out in hard puffs of white. Dean didn’t button his coat, and the lapels flap open in the wind. He must be freezing.

				“Then come home and talk to me,” I say. “Please.”

				He doesn’t respond, but he goes around to the passenger side and yanks open the door. I get inside. He slams the door and gets behind the wheel. We’re both silent as he drives back to Avalon Street. His frustration and anger are tangible.

				I have a sudden memory of our first meeting. Of him crouching beside me on the sidewalk, his fingers brushing the sleeve of my sweatshirt. Of him standing by the street, hands in his pockets, all relaxed, masculine confidence. The breeze ruffling his thick hair, the way he gave me that easy smile, white and striking.

				Now I can’t remember the last time he smiled.

				He puts his hand on my lower back to guide me over patches of ice as we walk to our apartment. Inside, we shed our coats and I go to turn up the thermostat. I watch my husband as he paces to the window. He digs into his pocket for a loop of string.

				Tenderness fills me. Only Professor Dean West has a habit of making complicated patterns when he doesn’t know what else to do. After another few twists, he unknots the pattern and wraps the frayed string around his fingers.

				“I never…” He shakes his head. “I never thought you were less.”

				“I know you didn’t.”

				I brush at a stray tear. I haven’t thought about Tyler Wilkes, my former cooking instructor and the man I made the mistake of kissing, since long before Christmas. I think about him now, though. Not in a romantic way, but because I finally understand why I was drawn to him when for so long Dean was the only man I wanted.

				Tyler believed I could do something when I didn’t think I could. Granted, he believed I could cook a soufflé, not climb Mount Everest, but he wanted me to try, fail, try again, fail again, and finally succeed. He didn’t try to shield me from disappointment because he wanted me to believe I could do it too. And he made me prove it when I was doubting everything about my life. 

				Dean has always loved me, always supported me, always tried to protect me. But he has never challenged me to rely on myself.

				“You just always wanted to give me the safety I never had,” I tell him. “But life isn’t safe, no matter how hard you try to make it that way.”

				He doesn’t respond.

				“Dean, I… I spent a lot of years doing what my mother told me to do.” I have to push the words past my tight throat. “Being quiet, trying to cooperate. When I left her, I thought I’d finally be able to stand on my own. But living with Stella and Henry was so repressive. And even though I did well in high school, that whole mess at Fieldbrook…”

				I feel Dean’s flash of rage. I don’t look at him. A jagged flashback threatens. I tear it apart, fling it aside. Breathe.

				“I spent so much energy trying to deal with what happened,” I continue, rubbing my damp palms over my skirt. “Trying to forget. To stop blaming myself. And then when I first met you, I was still trying to figure out who I wanted to be. Who I could be.”

				I lift my head to look at him. He’s watching me, his expression unreadable, his posture tense.

				“You showed me so much of that,” I say. “So much more than I even knew existed. You showed me how to be free, and what it feels like to be safe and wanted and loved. You showed me how to love. How to stop being afraid. How to fight for what I want. Especially when what I wanted most was you.”

				His eyes glitter. I press a hand to my aching chest.

				“Then when… when things got so messy between us, I turned to another man.” I swipe at another tear, swallow the bile of guilt. “It was like… like I didn’t know what to do without you. If someone else had been the problem, you would have dealt with it. You would have been strong and protective and just… there.”

				I take a breath. “But you weren’t there, Dean, because we were the problem. And I didn’t know how to handle it alone, so I… well. Then the pregnancy... I was conflicted about it, but I wanted to figure out how to be a good mother. I thought I could be, that it would be another way to prove myself, but then the… the miscarriage…”

				“And I wasn’t there.” His voice is rough. “Again.” 

				“You couldn’t have been there! There was nothing you could have done. None of it was your fault.”

				“Then why is it screwing us up again? It’s like I told you last December. I don’t know what it is I’m not giving you.”

				“You have to let me fail, Dean, and you have to believe I can get back up on my own.”

				“I know you can.”

				My heart constricts. “But you have to let me prove it. You have to accept that I’m going to get hurt, but also that I can be self-reliant. You can’t always save me.”

				“No. I can’t.”

				It’s the first time he has ever admitted that. And I don’t want to imagine how much it cost him to finally do so.

				A lengthy silence descends, taut with painful foreboding. I don’t know where we go from here. I don’t know what will happen to us, to him, to our lives.

				I can’t imagine Dean being banned from the university. It will make him crazy not to be able to teach or lecture, especially with a spurious investigation going on. He’ll feel trapped, helpless, like a caged tiger leashed with rage. 

				And what if he sees his students and fellow professors in town, what if they start asking too many questions, what if Maggie makes an accusation that ends up in the university newspaper, and Dean is unable even to defend himself…

				A sudden dizziness hits me. My heart is beating too fast.

				Before I can think too much, I grab my cell phone from my satchel and scroll through email. I find the message Simon Fletcher CC’d to me. 

				
				 

				Dean, 

				The Cambridge team will be here soon and specifically asked for funding to lure you as an advisor on the excavation of site 4000. Plans starting in Feb and continuing into summer. Lots of folks looking forward to seeing you again and correcting your abysmal Italian pronunciation. 

				     Did I tell you James Fenton from the U. of Glasgow is here? Says he owes you a beer from some ancient bet. Apartments are basic but comfortable. Weather’s good. Food and wine excellent. Nice break from the arctic Midwest, I’m sure, and you ought to meet Dr. Billings. Make arrangements soon so we know when to expect you. 

				—SF

				 

				
				I read the message twice, aware of a strange feeling inside. A simultaneous breakage and flowering, like a green shoot pushing its way through a dry seed. 

				“Simon’s letter.” I look up at Dean. 

				He’s watching me, his expression suddenly wary. I force myself to say the only thing I can. The only solution.

				“I want you to go to Altopascio.”

				“No.”

				In my entire life, there is not much I’ve been certain about. The ground has always shifted beneath my feet. I’ve had a hard time planting myself firmly on it, trying to figure out in which direction I should or even could grow. I’ve questioned everything—my mother, myself, my choices, my decisions.

				But I got Dean right. From the beginning, I knew I could trust him, trust myself with him. I knew we were meant to be together. I knew our love would burn as bright as the stars, no matter how dark the night became. 

				I know that still.

				“I want you to go.” My voice is stronger, more resolute.

				“I’m not leaving you, Liv.”

				“No, you’re not.” I approach him, reaching out to rest my palm on his chest. His heart beats steady and strong against my hand. “But you need to heal, and the only way you can start is to get away. You can’t stay in Mirror Lake. You can’t be near the university. You can’t be around me.”

				“Liv, you just had a miscarriage!” He pulls away from me in frustration. 

				“We saw Dr. Nolan last week. She said everything is okay now.”

				“The hell it is.” His eyes harden mutinously. “I’m not leaving you alone. No way.”

				My thoughts are spinning, tumbling, but all centered around the growing conviction that this is what we both need. 

				“Dean, do you remember that trip we took to see the monarch butterflies in Pacific Grove? The monarchs had migrated back from Mexico for the winter. All those eucalyptus trees, alive with orange-and-black monarchs like tiny, stained-glass windows. The air was just filled with butterflies. One of them landed on your shoulder.”

				“I remember.”

				“And do you remember the guide told us that scientists don’t really know why so many generations of butterflies return to the same place every year?”

				“I remember.”

				“I think it’s because they instinctively know where home is.”

				“So do I. And it’s with you. Not halfway across the world.”

				“The butterflies migrate to survive,” I say. “They need to escape the cold. They need nourishment. And once they have that, they always return home.”

				“I’m not leaving you.” 

				I take a breath, trying to find the strength to press forward. “Dean, I’m not asking you to go.”

				“What?”

				“I’m telling you to go.”

				He stops. Turns to stare at me.

				“I know you, Dean,” I remind him. “I know you’re burning with the need to defend yourself, to clear your name, to prove that girl is lying. You want to take action. You want to throw yourself into work, hire a legal team, get back into the classroom, host the huge conference… all while worrying about me and our marriage. 

				“And during all of that, not once will you acknowledge that you’re hurt too. You won’t even realize that you need to give yourself time and space to grieve. And you can’t do that if every day you’re confronted by the reminder of what you think is failure. You can’t do anything here. You can’t.”

				He just looks at me. I can almost see every muscle in his body deflecting the truth of my words.

				“I want you to do this,” I say. “You have to.”

				I know this now too—he needs to be out in the open space of medieval ruins where he can find treasures and relics hidden in the soil. He needs to have discussions with fellow professors about medieval settlements and material culture. He needs to see old friends, drink good wine, visit the museums in Florence, eat fish that tastes like the sea. He needs to remember that life is both transitory and filled with permanence.

				“If I go, then you’re coming with me,” he says.

				For a moment, I feel myself waver, picturing the two of us escaping to Italy together. Then I shake my head.

				“Allie already has my days scheduled for the rest of the month at the bookstore. I’m working ten hours a week at the museum helping organize a new exhibition, and I’m volunteering at the library on Tuesday and Thursday mornings. I just took two weeks off from all of that without notice when we had to go to California. I can’t leave right away again. People are counting on me.” 

				It feels good to say that, so I say it again. “People are counting on me.”

				I look down at my phone and hit the reply button on the email. I start typing. This is a tough tactic, but I’m up against both my husband’s stubbornness and his overprotectiveness. The only thing I can do is appeal to his professional reputation and career, both of which are in serious danger.

				“What are you doing?” Dean asks.

				“Emailing Simon. I’m telling him that you’re going. He’ll announce it to the team, and they’ll all be expecting you. The Cambridge people have applied for funding on your behalf already. You won’t let them down.” 

				“Liv—”

				“Otherwise you’ll stay here stewing and growling, hating every minute that you can’t go to the university and can’t do anything. And you’ll hate it so much you might very well end up doing something to make things worse.” 

				I finish typing the message and send it to Simon. “Or you can go to Italy, Dean, and see old friends and do what you love to do. You need this. You need to get away.”

				I look up at him. A tender ache fills me. My beautiful, strong husband is standing with his shoulders slumped and his face ashen, lines etched deep around his eyes and mouth. Tears sting my eyes.

				“I can’t leave you,” he says, his voice a hollow echo.

				“You’re not leaving me.” I struggle for a moment with the realization that when he goes, I’ll be alone. “I have things to do too, Dean. I’m going to help Allie come up with another way to save her bookstore. I’ll make Kelsey take me out for margaritas if I start to feel morose. I’ll read picture books to little kids at library story time. I’ll think about you and miss you and talk to you, all the while knowing we’re doing the right thing.”

				Silence falls, pulsing with the truth of what I’ve learned and what Dean has yet to acknowledge. Our relationship, our love, cannot and will never be perfect. It will, however, always belong only to us in all its flawed, intense beauty. Perfect in its very imperfection.

				“Kiss me,” I whisper.

				His expression softens. He crosses the room and cups my face in his hands, tilting my head to exactly the right angle before lowering his lips to mine. I close my eyes and sink into the feel and taste of my husband, the warmth of his body burning away the lingering cold. I press my hand to his face and part my lips beneath his.

				And there is us again, the familiar, lovely way that we fit together, the slide of his tongue across mine, the delicious way he kisses my lower lip. I feel him as part of me, his heart beating in time with mine, the center of his soul enclosing everything we have ever been to each other and all that we will ever be. 

				I move my hand to the back of his neck, drawing him into me, knowing, knowing that we are the same, that the differences and difficulties we’ve had will never have the power to destroy the very essence of us. 

				Dean lifts his head, resting his palm against the side of my neck.

				“The semester after I first met you…” He brushes his thumb across my lips, then moves away from me. “After I knew I wanted to be with you, wanted to know everything about you… I taught a course on medieval cosmology.”

				“I remember.” I swipe my damp eyes with my sleeve.

				I cling to a memory of Dean stretched out on the old sofa in the university apartment he’d lived in during that first year. Jeans and a T-shirt, his standard attire on those long weekends when we’d hole up together to work, study, play, make love. He was reading a book about medieval philosophy, his reading glasses a sexy professorial contrast to his wavy, overlong hair and whiskered jaw. 

				I was sitting across from him, writing up a report on digital preservation. I thought we were both immersed in our studying, but when I snuck a glance at Dean from across the coffee table, I found him watching me with an intent gaze that sparked heat through my entire body. 

				Without a word, we both pushed our papers and books aside. He held out his arms. Smiling, I got to my feet and then fell against him as our mouths pressed together hot and deep.

				Bliss followed. Pure and raw.

				“You… you were teaching something about the constellations, I think.” I curl my hand around the back of a chair. “And celestial astronomy…”

				“Music of the spheres.” Dean unwraps the loop of string again and twists it around his fingers. “That was part of the curriculum. It was based on Pythagoras’s discovery that a length of string produces the certain pitch of a musical note. The medieval concept is that the planets and stars are set on concentric spheres that rotate around the earth and are arranged in harmonic ratios. Each sphere produces a musical tone, and the revolution of the spheres together creates a kind of mystical symphony.”

				“It’s a beautiful idea.”

				“You know I’m not much of a romantic.” He looks at me. “But that semester, even I had to admit it was more than just a coincidence.”

				“What was?”

				“The fact that I was studying the perfect harmony of the stars and planets at the exact same time I was falling in love with you.”

				I can only stare at him. I can’t even speak.

				Until this moment, I didn’t know it was possible to love my husband even more than I have for the past five years. I didn’t know this kind of love existed, the kind that can both make you whole and shatter you to pieces. 

				Dean twists the string between his fingers a few more times. Then he pulls his hands apart and shows me the pattern stretched between his palms.

				A heart.

				I smile through my tears. For a long time, we just look at each other. A thousand emotions thread the air. Rather than sorrow, my soul fills with love and tenderness. With hope. With strength. Fortune favors the brave.

				 “You became my world the minute I saw you, Olivia Rose.” He breaks our gaze first and drops the string onto the foyer table. “You know that, don’t you?”

				“Yes. And it’s why I know you’ll do this for us.” 

				I move toward him. He meets me halfway. We stop a foot away from each other. He holds up his left hand. I put my palm against his. Our wedding bands make a familiar, soft click before I slide my hand over so we can weave our fingers together.

				“I’ll be here, Dean, love of my life.” I tighten my hand around his. “I’ll be waiting for you.”
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				The first time I brought Dean to meet Aunt Stella, it was spring. Wisconsin bloomed with dandelions, green leaves, tulips. Even the town of Castleford seemed brighter, more colorful, although now I suspect that my perception had less to do with the season and more to do with Dean’s presence.

				Aunt Stella and Henry lived in a little, two-story house that was a polar opposite from the West family’s beautiful villa. My aunt was a sour-faced woman who gave me a brief embrace and looked Dean over with a critical eye. Henry, thin and wiry, shook Dean’s hand and then disappeared into his garage workshop.

				“Sit down.” Stella patted her short-cropped hair and gestured to the worn sofa. “Olivia, fetch your… guest something to drink.”

				I scrounged through the rusted refrigerator and came up with a pitcher of lemonade. After pouring three glasses, I returned to the living room where Dean was complimenting Stella on her choice of circus-themed artwork.

				“Heard anything from your mother?” Stella looked at me.

				“No.” I handed her a glass and sat beside Dean on the sofa. “Have you?”

				“Got a letter maybe a month ago. Said she was in New York, New Jersey. Something like that.”

				A knot formed in my chest. Though Aunt Stella was my father’s sister, my mother occasionally dropped her a letter or note—and I could not help believing that was because she knew Stella was the only way she could reach me. If she ever wanted to.

				“How is she?” I asked.

				“All right, I guess. Living with a mechanic or a musician. Something like that.”

				“Did she give you an address?”

				“Nah. Likely she’s moved on already.”

				Likely.

				My glass was cold and slippery between my palms. I hated to ask the question, but couldn’t help it. “Did she ask about me?”

				Stella shook her head and sipped her lemonade. Dean settled his hand on my thigh.

				“Looks like you’ve had a warm spring, Stella,” he remarked. “I noticed the tulips along your front walk.”

				Stella brightened a little and began chatting about her garden. I rubbed my shoe over the brown shag carpet and tried not to wonder where my mother was now. Tried not to wonder if she ever thought of me.

				We stayed through a dinner of meatloaf and potatoes. Dean asked Stella what she put in the meatloaf to make it so moist (it wasn’t). He listened to Henry’s description of repairing a chain-link fence as if it were interesting (it wasn’t). He wondered if the serving spoon was an antique (it was).

				He asked about the town, the local businesses, Henry’s electrician job, and Aunt Stella’s bridge club. He asked about the schools, their church, the last state election, the farmers’ market. He asked how much snow they’d gotten last winter.

				When we returned to our room at the only motel in town, I watched Dean as he unbuttoned his shirt.

				“I love you,” I said. It was the easiest confession I had ever made.

				He stopped in the motion of pulling the shirt off his shoulders. My heart skipped a beat. For a frozen instant, he just looked at me.

				Then he smiled—slow and beautiful.

				“I’m really glad to hear that, beauty,” he said. “Because I love you too.”

				 The words sang through me, filling my whole being with light, hope, and happiness. I flew across the room into his open arms. He enclosed me in a hard embrace. I wrapped my legs around his waist and lowered my head for a kiss.

				I love you. Love you. You.

				Within seconds, our kiss was deepening with heat, our tongues sliding together. I ran my hands over his smooth shoulders, his skin so warm and taut with muscle. His breath brushed my cheek as he trailed his lips down to my neck and the hollow of my throat. I shivered, squirmed.

				He lowered me to the bed, his eyes darkening as he undressed me. He eased my skirt off, pulled my shirt over my head, flicked open the front clasp of my bra. 

				Naked, I felt different, bared to the depths of my soul. I watched with a pounding heart as he kissed his way down my body, licking the peaks of my breasts, smoothing his hands over my hips, dipping his tongue into my belly button.

				He slipped his hands between my thighs and eased them apart. 

				I lifted my head to stare down at him. “Dean…”

				“Easy.” He stroked my thighs in a soothing motion, much the way he had the first time we made love. “Do you trust me?”

				“I… of course.” I trusted him with everything—my heart, my soul, my life.

				“I’ll make it good,” he promised.

				And he did. He always made it good. He rubbed me through my underwear, pressing the damp cotton into my cleft. So smooth, so adept was his touch that I started twisting my hips and panting. Urgency spiraled through me.

				Dean moved lower, his fingers tangling in the elastic as he pushed it aside. His hot breath contrasted deliciously with the sudden rush of cool air. My eyes drifted closed, my body strumming with excitement as he probed gently with his forefinger. Then he slipped his tongue into me. I gasped, bucking upward so hard that he settled his hands on my hips to keep me still.

				“Oh, God… Dean… Dean.”

				Pleasure cascaded over me, in me. I stretched my arms over my head and pushed toward him, trying to intensify the stroke of his tongue against every intimate crevice.

				I shifted, reached down to grab a fistful of his hair. “Dean, please.”

				My plea went unheeded as he continued to take his time. It was more than good. It was exquisite—a slow exploration of my sex, an increasing push toward rapture. He stroked, licked, sucked. I writhed, panted, moaned. Finally, when convulsions broke in waves over me, Dean held my thighs open and used his mouth to urge every last sensation from my body.

				Gasping, I watched him rise and shed his trousers. He rolled a condom onto his thick erection, the shaft gleaming in the dim light. He pulled my panties off my legs and dropped them to the floor. 

				Then he came over me, bracing his hands on either side of my head, easing himself inside me. His lips captured mine, and the press of his body sparked renewed need through me. 

				I lifted my legs to hug his hips, and then we rocked and thrust together in a rhythm that felt so right, so natural, that I never wanted it to end. I came again, intense and sharp, tightening my muscles around him and feeling him convulse in response. He thrust deep, his own orgasm shuddering through him with a force that matched my own.

				He rolled over and hauled me against him, his breath stirring the tendrils of my hair. I burrowed against his side, pressing my face to his shoulder. 

				And so it was there, lying entangled with Professor Dean West at an old motel in the only town I’d lived in for longer than a few months… that was the moment I finally knew I was home. I was loved.

				Loved.

				I hadn’t even realized how desperately I’d wanted love. How much we both needed to know that in a world of dark corners and sharp needles, there really is a place where kisses taste like apple pie and where stars spill like sugar across the sky. 

				A place where unknown roads no longer scare you because you have another hand to hold. A place where butterflies always flutter whenever you see each other, and a single touch tells you that you are not alone. A place where every kiss still feels like the first.

				In that place of us, Liv and Dean, love has its own poetry and language. Allure, quatrefoil, fleur-de-lis. Right here. PR9199.3 R5115 Y68. My white knight. I’m yours. Give me a kiss. Pie love you. I remember. Professor. Beauty. 

				The sound of textbook pages turning as rain pours outside the window. The twist of a string around his long fingers. That tight, knotted ball inside me opening, flowering into pleasure for the first time ever. Papers about library collections, medieval architecture, database systems, and archeological surveys. 

				Quiet weekends, board games, take-out pizza, houseplants, and boring foreign films. The soft, gentle healing of old wounds. The glide of his palm over my skin, his deep voice whispering in my ear. The easing of my heart.

				The way he smiles at me. The way I look at him. The way we can always just be us.
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			  Submission is her only escape… and punishment takes many forms. Seeking escape from her criminal past, a desperate woman enslaves herself to a dark trio of men who own an antiquated Louisiana plantation. Known only as Lydia, she becomes controlled by three very different men—malicious Preston, inflexible Kruin, and gentle Gabriel, all of whom introduce her to a world in which the lines between pleasure, pain, and shame are irrevocably blurred. 
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				And he did.

				Struggling with a tormented past, undergraduate Olivia Winter once led a practical but isolated life. Then she met Professor Dean West, a brilliant scholar of medieval history who melted Liv’s inhibitions and taught her the meaning of both love and erotic pleasure. 

				But after three years of a blissful, lusty marriage, Liv and Dean now face a crisis that threatens everything they believe about each other. And when dark secrets and temptations rise to the surface, the fallout might break them apart forever.
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