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Two good men vie to heal a widow’s heart—but it only holds room for one. 

Clara

Unless I find a lifeline, my bookstore will close its doors forever. My best shot at saving Book Nirvana is my late husband’s collection of rare, racy books, but I’m not ready to open that red door and face the flood of memories. And I’m not ready to open my heart again, even if the two new men in my life tempt me to try.   

Nick

I came to Book Nirvana in search of antique bawdy books and fell hard for lovely, lonely Clara. As a widower, I understand her skittishness, but the spark between us is undeniable. My academic connections could rebuild her clientele, but if she discovers my secret scandal, her fragile trust will shatter.   

Dalton

I’m over the moon for beautiful, bookish Clara, but how can a teacher like me compete with a suave professor like Nick? Clara and I have so much in common, and our sweet friendship could bloom into something deeper if it weren’t for my rival’s grip on the vulnerable widow. I don’t trust him, and neither should she.

Come to Book Nirvana for chosen family, laughter and tears, sizzling passion, and a love triangle for the ages. 

Through theRed Door was previously published and has been revised and updated with new chapters.








  
  
A Note to Readers:


First of all, I do not use generative artificial intelligence in any part of my writing process. All my books were written by me, with feedback from my human editor and human beta readers. Different "authors" may make different choices, but I believe the best art comes from human minds, spirits, and hearts. Take that, robot overlords! 

Through the Red Door was previously published under the same title by The Wild Rose Press in 2018 and has been substantially revised and updated.

Back then, I wasn’t as knowledgeable as I am today about the usual structure of a romance novel. Thus, you’ll see that most of the story is told from Clara’s point of view, with only a handful of scenes from the hero’s POV. In my later romance books, the POV distribution is more equal. 

And it’s a love triangle! I didn’t know at the time that love triangles are one of the most hated romance tropes. Let me assure you, the guy who doesn’t win Clara’s heart gets his HEA in Book Two of the Book Nirvana series. I hope that helps you enjoy the story as it unfolds. As always, thanks for reading!
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Clara


The dream is fading fast. I snuggle into the warm sheets and cling to the last wispy echoes of Jared’s touch. His hand slides up my thigh and traces the curve of my hip, igniting a silvery shiver of pleasure. He whispers against my throat and gently cups my breast… 

The merciless phone alarm shatters my bliss.

With a groan, I roll over to his side of the bed.

Empty. Cold. Jared still visits my dreams, but the break of dawn carries him away like drifting smoke.

I reach for the framed photo on my nightstand. Astride his racing bike, my husband grins as if forever stretches out before him and the ride is all downhill. His triathlon T-shirt molds his muscular chest, and shiny spandex shorts hug his powerful thighs. He told me once that on his bike, he felt invincible. 

He was wrong.

And so I begin another day of widowhood, aching for the soul mate a careless teen driver killed while checking her phone. All that remains are memories, echoes, and dreams.

I kiss his image, then wipe the smudge off the glass and sit for a long time on the edge of my too-large bed, gazing at nothing. A pair of little black-headed juncos hop on the linden branch outside my window. Jared loved that tree’s perfume when it blossomed in early summer. He’d leave the window open, so we could wake to its fresh scent.

No flowery scent invades my bedroom this morning, but the tree will bloom soon, another sharp, stabby reminder of what I’ve lost. 

Just two more weeks until the anniversary of Jared’s death, and I still don’t know how I’m going to make it through that day. At least I have work to occupy my thoughts. 

I trudge to the bathroom, let my nightgown drop to the floor, and stand under the massaging showerhead Jared installed. Near-scalding water pummels my shoulders and trickles down my cheeks, making it easier to pretend I’m not crying.

A few months before he died, Jared finished this bathroom remodel, adding grab bars for the hot, slippery moments we shared beneath the steamy spray. I remember his muscular body pressed against mine, warm water flowing over and between us while his soapy hands slide over my skin, clutch my hips, lift my thigh…

—A jet of cold water breaks the spell. Once again, I’ve stood here dreaming until the hot water tank is exhausted. 

I climb out and wipe steam from the mirror. Dripping wet and still flushed from the hot shower and hotter memories, I examine the dark circles beneath my eyes and pull out a tube of concealer. Damn, I’m almost out. 

I yank a comb through my snarled hair, long overdue for a trim—but why bother? My customers at the bookstore don’t care about my wild mane or my pale, unadorned face. I pick up a lipstick, then drop it back into the drawer. It’ll take more than a swipe of color to revive my looks, especially after a year of the grief diet. Nothing tastes good anymore. 

Squinting at my reflection, I trace my jutting collar bones, then the curve of my breasts, still reasonably perky for my age because I’ve never nursed a child. And now, I never will. 

We’d been trying when Jared died, and for a few weeks afterward, I clung to hope. But no, it was just grief knocking my body’s rhythm out of whack. There will be no baby with Jared’s lake-blue eyes, his shiny chocolate-brown hair, his warm laugh. Yet another layer of regret weighs me down.

I quickly dress in a worn satin blouse and jeans, plus Jared’s vintage tweed vest, then gulp down scalding coffee and gather my things for work. Our Eugene, Oregon bookshop opens at ten, but I like to arrive at least an hour beforehand to deal with paperwork, deliveries, and special orders. 

Jared and I bought Book Nirvana from an old hippie couple the year after we married and devoted the next seventeen years to lovingly building up the business. Even though I sense his presence strongly there, the memories are gentler, easier to take than at home—maybe because I’m seldom alone at the shop.

There’s Harry, our silver-haired part-time salesclerk whose crooked smile always lifts my spirits. And there’s Margot, our twenty-year-old tattooed, spiky-haired pixie who works around her classes at the University of Oregon. Customers too, of course, though not enough. They come in to browse, sell used books, and pet Lulu, our aggressively friendly orange tabby. Besides soothing my gloomy moods with purrs and head-butts, she also keeps the mice at bay.

I can’t afford to lose inventory to mice. In fact, I can barely afford to keep the shop running with just two employees. Since a major chain bookstore opened a few miles away, my stream of customers has thinned to a trickle. Jared would’ve known what to do. He was the one with business training and networking skills. My specialty is arranging the shop floor and organizing the books. Now, all the responsibility rests on my shoulders—hard work, endless worries and decisions—but I’m determined to hang onto what Jared I started together. Book Nirvana is all I have left.


      [image: ]The brass doorway bell jingles as I let myself in and pause for a moment to breathe in the sweet, musty scent of books, old and new. If I could bottle that perfume, I’d make a fortune. Who can resist the warm woody bouquet of paper and lingering vanilla top notes? 

An hour before opening, the shop is an oasis of tranquility. I set my bag on the glass counter, then check the round oak table where we display books by local authors. As usual, Lulu tumbled the books during the night. The yellow vase of daisies will last for another few days, and Margot did a good job of neatening up the kids’ corner, though I’ll probably find building blocks and plastic dinosaurs stashed in unexpected places. Those littles are wily.

Relishing the stillness, I scan the aisles for loose or mis-shelved books. When I reach the rear wall, I trail my fingertips over the red door, its shiny lacquer smooth and cool.

Jared’s low, sexy chuckle echoes in my memory. 

I lean my forehead against the painted wood and close my eyes. My hand drifts to the doorknob, then drops. 

It’s too soon. I can’t.

Purring like a motorboat, Lulu hurries over to twine around my ankles.

“Good morning, puss-face.” I scoop her up and bury my nose in her silky, book-scented fur. She indulges me for a moment, then twists out of my grip and trots to her food dish with a demanding yowl.

After serving her majesty’s breakfast, I turn my attention to the wheeled cart of books waiting to be shelved. I enjoy tucking new acquisitions into their proper place, setting everything to rights. Today’s cartload includes a half-dozen copies of a local writer’s latest mystery, several cookbooks, and a stack of slender graphic novels: anime, horror tales, and urban fantasies.

With all these nestled into their spaces, I return for the last book on the cart. My breath catches when I spy the bright pink Post-It on the cover. This volume is bound for our special collection.

Even though I’m alone, I glance over my shoulder before opening the big coffee-table book of African erotic art. The first full-color page depicts a gleaming wooden sculpture—a stern male figure with an elaborate headdress and a huge, erect phallus. Heart hammering, I slam the cover shut with a bang.

The special collection was Jared’s baby. He lovingly curated hundreds of erotica books and arranged them in the cozy room behind the red door. Visitors who cross its portal can browse beautiful volumes of artwork, photography, Victorian erotic stories, and more. Truly, it boggles my mind how many ways people have dreamed up to celebrate sexuality. 

I keep the back room locked, of course. Can’t have kids wandering into the adult collection. I only unlock it for non-creepy-looking adults. Over the years, I’ve learned to detect a certain vibe that signals potential sticky spots left behind. 

After losing Jared, I’d just as soon forget about the walls of sexy books. Let people think the red door leads to a storage closet. But even without advertising, our special collection continues to draw a steady stream of collectors and connoisseurs. 

A smart business owner would build on that advantage, but since Jared’s death, I haven’t set foot inside the red room, too intimidated by the tumble of memories, the echoes of passion. Images of beautiful people sharing ecstasy still ignite tingling warmth between my thighs, a reminder that my body is very much alive. But those books, those feelings also fill me with aching sorrow for what I’ve lost.

Jared used to bring home volumes from our adult collection, and we’d page through them together, curled up on the couch. Literary foreplay.  

I close my eyes and drift back to Jared’s deep voice narrating an erotic story by Anaïs Nin while his free hand delves inside my top, teasing my nipple with feathery strokes…

The doorway bell tinkles, jolting me from my reverie. Harry backs into the shop, his long arms wrapped around a plastic storage bin. I blow out a shaky breath, set down the book, and trot over to help. 

“Good morning, Boss Lady. Glorious weather, eh?” He beams, then peers closely into my face. “You okay? Your cheeks are flushed.”

“I’m fine. I, uh, overslept. Had to rush. What’s in the bin?”

“Why, we talked about this yesterday. Don’t you remember? Margot and I are redoing the front window display.” He pries off the plastic lid to reveal a collection of seashells. “She’s making a sign: Your Perfect Beach Read.”

“Oh, right.” I start toward the counter, then swivel back to Harry. “There’s no beach in Eugene.” 

He chuckles. “Actually, there is, along the river. Anyway, the idea’s what’s important. The beginning of summer break is a great time to grab new customers.”

God knows we need them. Spring has been slow at the bookshop, with barely enough profit to keep the lights on and make payroll. And our lease expires soon. Our landlord hasn’t raised the rent in years. If he does…I try not to think about that.

“I’m sure it’ll be beautiful, Harry.”

“Damn skippy!” He deposits the bin behind the counter and rubs his bony hands together.

Before he came to work for Jared and me, Harry was a postman, which accounts for his trim, wiry build and deep tan, now maintained by a daily run. If I were thirty years older, I could fall hard for handsome Harry. His dazzling white hair gleams in the sunlight streaming through the plate-glass window. He sheds his denim jacket and pulls on his Book Nirvana apron.

The aprons were Jared’s idea, deep red, emblazoned with ‘Serving up delicious reads since 1973,’ technically true because we bought the shop from an old hippie couple who settled in Eugene after the Summer of Love.

Harry gets to work on the window display, leaving me to concentrate on paperwork and the few customers who wander in. When Margot arrives a little after two, I retreat to my office, really just a small desk behind a carved wooden screen. I’m ready for a coffee refill when she knocks on the screen and peeks around the corner, her eyes twinkling.

“Hey Clara, there’s a dude here who wants to look in the back room.” She waggles her thrice-pierced eyebrows. “You wanna check him out, or should I just give him the key?”

“What’s he like?”

Margot rolls her eyes heavenward. “He’s gorgeous!”

“Well then, guess I’d better have a look.” I’m curious to see what sort of guy merits that label in Margot’s world.

I stride around the screen and skid to a stop.

She’s right. He’s gorgeous.

The man leans over the counter, examining the fliers posted there, so my first view is the firm curve of his behind, cupped by soft wool slacks. His crisp white dress shirt stretches across broad, muscular shoulders, and his rolled-up sleeves reveal powerful forearms dusted with sleek, sable hair. At my approach, he straightens to greet me, a half-smile on his full lips.

I gulp, and my hand strays to the locket nestled between my breasts.

Dark eyebrows arch over his espresso brown eyes. His nose is straight and sharp with flaring nostrils, and his olive complexion whispers of strong sunlight. Mediterranean, or maybe Caribbean? A shadowy beard dusts his jaw, and when he inclines his head to smile down at me, one perfect black curl flops onto his forehead. The hand he extends is broad and warm and surprisingly gentle. 

I gaze into his sparkling eyes, step in closer—then jolt backward, startled by my own reaction. Not since Jared have I felt so compelled to touch a man.

“You must be Clara. I’m Nick.” His voice is deep and velvety, like rich dark chocolate. Weird—I’m suddenly hungry.

He reaches into his breast pocket and hands me his card: Nicolas Papadopoulos, Ph.D., Professor of Cultural Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley.

I fan myself with the card, then tuck it into my pocket. My hand lingers over my heart, toying with my locket, a nervous habit since childhood.

The professor’s eyes home in on my fiddly fingers. “That’s a lovely piece you have.”

A hot flush races from my belly to the roots of my hair. “What can I do for you, Professor Papa…um?”

“Just Nick.” His slow smile is mesmerizing.

“You’re certainly the tallest Greek I’ve ever met.” I wince, mortified. In nervous moments like this, I tend to blurt whatever stupid thought comes to mind.

“My dad was Greek,” he explains. “The height comes from my mom’s family.”

Something about the professor’s elegant posture reminds me of the sculpture from this morning’s new book, gazing imperiously into the distance, its oversized phallus at attention. A shiver dances down my spine. 

“Sorry, I just…what can I do for you, Nick?”

“Ah. Yes.” He takes a step backward and clears his throat.

Is he flustered as well? A smile tugs my lips upward. Who’d have thought I still have the power to fluster a man—especially one so jaw-droppingly handsome?

“I’m researching for a book project” His gaze flicks toward the back wall. “Your collection is well spoken of in my circles. I hope to find some new material.”

“Anthropology books?”

He clears his throat and rocks back on the heels of his expensive-looking Oxfords. “My specialty is cross-cultural sexual practices and mores.” He flashes a bashful smile, his eyes cast downward.

Is he for real? He certainly looks the part of a professor, and his business card seems legit.

“Well, since you’re an expert…” As I reach behind the counter for the red room’s key, the motion tugs my blouse loose from my jeans. When I turn to hand it over, I catch his gaze flicking upward from my butt.

I tug my blouse back down and hope he doesn’t notice the blush staining my cheeks. “Pull cord for the lights is on your left. Please let me know if I can be of any further assistance.”

“Or me!” Margot pipes up from the children’s section.

She’s been listening, then. Well, who could blame her? We both watch him stroll languidly down the cooking aisle toward the back room, turn the key, and step inside, pulling the door closed behind him.

Margot fans herself with a Doctor Seuss book. “What a hot-tay! Mama like!” She waggles her eyebrows. “Why don’t you give him a tour of the special collection?”

I aim for a nonchalant laugh, but my jaw clamps so tight that it comes out a choked squeak.

Margot hurries over and drapes her skinny arm across my shoulders. “God, how stupid am I? I’m so sorry, Clara.” She squeezes me in a side hug. “It’s too soon, right? Sometimes I forget. I mean, I don’t forget about Jared, of course not. I just don’t think…” Poor girl looks like she wants to crawl under a bookshelf.   

I return her hug. “Hey, kiddo, you meant nothing by it. All the same, I think I’ll leave the back room to you and Harry a while longer.”

With the distressingly handsome visitor safely out of sight, I force my attention back to my work. I file invoices, clean fingerprints from the glass counter, and restock paper bags, but again and again, my gaze is drawn to the red door.








  
  

Chapter Two
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Nick


Book Nirvana is aptly named, that’s for damned sure. 

There are places in this world where a person feels instantly at home, and Ms. Clara’s shop is one of them. The sweet, almost edible scent of books hangs in the air. Early-summer sunlight bathes the space in a welcoming glow and highlights the colorful posters on the walls—Peter Max’s psychedelic sunset pointing toward the art books, the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine above the music section, and a lush still life of fruit, bread, and wine for the cookbooks. Farther down, I spot comic superheroes, a futuristic spacescape, an armored knight charging into battle. Above the famous red door, Ingres’s La Grande Odalisque throws a languid glance over her bare shoulder—at once an invitation and a dare.

But the jewel of the collection is Clara herself. My buddy at the University of Oregon told me about the pretty shop owner, but “pretty” hardly does her justice. A hint of fire glimmers in her unruly dark hair. Like the Pacific on a stormy day, her eyes shift between green and gray—eyes a man could get lost in. Something about this woman revs my pulse. 

So what do I do to impress the lady? I ogle like a horny teenager as her delicate fingers fiddle with the locket between her breasts. And of course she noticed. 

At least she let me enter her erotica collection. Leo, a cultural anthro prof like me, warned me I’d have to pass Clara’s inspection before she’d unlock her red door. And what I’ve found on the other side is breathtaking. 

This snug, richly decorated room is the perfect metaphor for my book project, an invitation to discover sensuous secrets. Red tones bathe every inch of this jewel box, from the worn Persian carpet to the reddish-brown bookshelves that fill the walls floor to ceiling. In the corner, there’s an ornate wooden stepstool to help visitors reach the top shelves. In the center of the room, a plush antique love seat with an S-curved back so that two people can sit side by side facing opposite directions. I run my hand over the scarlet velvet, worn bald in places. What kinds of spicy conversations have played out on this odd little sofa?

I picture myself seated here, opposite Clara, a large, illustrated book balanced between us—maybe a Japanese pillow book? Ancient Indian temple carvings? Bewigged Baroque lovers cavorting in manicured gardens? Clara’s pretty mouth falls into an O of surprise, her hand grasping mine as an erotic image makes her breath catch and then quicken…

I shake off the inappropriate fantasy. I’m here for work, not seduction, no matter how lovely the bookshop owner is. I’ve got too much riding on this project to permit any distractions. Besides, carrying a torch for a woman who lives so far away is pointless. 

I fire up my tablet and get to work.

Two hours later, my rumbling stomach reminds me how long it’s been since lunch. I stand and stretch my shoulders, stiff from hunching over books. Exploring this treasure trove in just one session is impossible. I’ve got two weeks in Eugene before I have to return to Berkley for my summer graduate seminar. Hopefully, the lovely Clara won’t mind me hanging around her secret chamber.

Since I’ll be spending so much time here, I really should take her out for coffee. Strictly a professional courtesy.

Right. Would I ask her out if she weren’t so stunning?

Of course I would. We share a common interest. And it’s just coffee, right?

My conscience harrumphs. “Hands off,” the pesky little fucker grumbles. “Don’t mess up a valuable connection.”

He’s annoying, my inner chirpy cricket, but he’s right. I’ve learned the hard way that mixing business and pleasure can be disastrous.

Nevertheless, this kind of work requires caffeine, so I smooth my shirt, square my shoulders, and open the red door.

“Be right with you,” a female voice calls. While I wait at the counter, a sleek orange tabby cat trots over, sniffs my pants leg, and meows. I crouch to stroke its silky fur, and the cat answers with the loudest purr I’ve ever heard and twines around my ankles in a figure eight.

“Wow, she really likes you.” Clara’s spiky-haired young assistant rounds the corner, pushing a book cart. “Lulu, don’t trip the customers.”

Clara steps out from behind a carved wooden screen—Balinese, if I’m not mistaken. Just for a split second, her eyes widen and her lips part. Then the moment passes, and her startled expression relaxes into a cool smile. It happens so fast I almost doubt my perception. But no, that spark was real. It echoes behind my sternum, a powerful magnetic tug.

“Did you find something interesting?” she asks.

I hold out the old-fashioned key, but it sways on its velvet cord and slips from her grasp. Don’t want her to think I’m toying with her, so I take her hand in mine and place the key in her palm, a simple touch that shoots a thrill of warmth up my arm. “Interesting is not a strong enough word for what I found here.”

From behind the cookbooks, the young assistant titters like a demented sparrow.

I clear my throat and tap the cover of the book I’m holding. “I’ve never seen a finer volume of Japanese Shunga. I’ll take this one today, please.”

“Would you like me to wrap it for you?”

“In plain brown paper, you mean?” I suppress a teasing grin, noting the rosy wash tinting her cheeks. “No wrapper needed, thanks. I want to read it right away. I’ll be back for more volumes soon.” I hold up my phone. “I hope you don’t mind. I took some photos to present to my department chair in hopes of enlarging our collection.”

“Oh. Er, yes. Of course.” Clara rings up my purchase.

I glance over my shoulder at the assistant, who makes a show of arranging comic books. Yeah, she’s definitely eavesdropping. I lean onto the counter and lower my voice. Clara’s rose perfume wafts between us, rich, simple, ripe.

“I noticed the little coffee shop next door. Can you spare me a few minutes to discuss your collection?”

Clara seizes her lower lip between her teeth. Her gaze flicks toward the front door and back. Seems I’m the only customer at the moment. 

The beauty squares her shoulders. “Margot, I’ll be next door for a few minutes. Can I bring you anything?”

The girl grins. “Oh no, I’m fine. You go ahead, Boss Lady. Get off your feet.”

As Clara steps around the counter, Margot shoots me a merry wink.

I duck my head to hide my grin. Looks like I have an ally. Now, to disarm her skittish boss.
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When Nick holds the door of Coffee Dreams for me, I pass close enough to inhale his cologne: fragrant wood, a touch of moss, and a hint of old books. When his warm breath brushes the back of my neck, my knees wobble just a tiny bit.

What’s wrong with me? Handsome men come into my shop all the time. Why is this one making me so dizzy?

Relax, you goof, I tell myself. It’s just a coffee break. We’re in public and fully dressed. If the conversation lags, I have the perfect excuse to flee back to my desk.

The tempting odor of fresh coffee and sweet baked treats reminds me I haven’t eaten in several hours. Since losing Jared, I often feel disconnected from my body, as if sensations like hunger or fatigue are happening to someone else, not to me. But my stomach picks this moment to rumble loudly as I approach the glass case laden with muffins and fat cookies.

“I’ll have a large cappuccino and one of those blueberry scones,” Nick tells the server. “And the lady will have…” He smiles over his shoulder.

“I’ll have the same, thanks.” My greedy stomach clamors for more, but I restrain myself, not wanting to abuse his hospitality.

“Let’s sit over here by the window.” Nick indicates a low armchair for me and lowers himself gracefully into its neighbor. He takes a bite of his scone, then carefully wipes his fingers before opening the book he bought. The endpaper inside is swirled with cloud-like designs in delicate blues and grays. When he turns the page, my eyes bug out. 

The drawing fills two pages: a Japanese courtier, his silk kimono open, presents a kneeling geisha with his huge, engorged penis, dark purple and ridged with bulging veins.

My fingers clench around my scone, crushing it to smithereens.

“Oh crap, I’m sorry.” I drop the mess onto my plate and brush crumbs from the page, which sends them tumbling onto Nick’s lap. I reach for his leg, realize what I’m doing, and snatch my hand back, mortified.

My hands fly to my glowing cheeks—probably just as flushed as that enormous painted penis.

“Here, let me get you another scone.” Nick rises and moves to the counter, giving me a minute to swallow my humiliation and clear away the evidence.

While his attention is diverted, I can’t resist taking a peek. The next two-page spread displays an orgy scene: an elaborately coiffed woman astride the huge cock of an elegant, balding man who reaches out to diddle another woman between her splayed thighs. Surrounding them are six more women, each rubbing a companion’s foot against her own clitoris, all of them entwined in an intricate human knot.

Jared and I were adventurous lovers, but this is beyond anything we ever tried or even imagined. Turning the book sideways, I peer closer at the drawing. Something touches my shoulder. Startled, I squeak like a little girl and slam the book shut.

Beside me stands Nick, the smutty professor, holding a plate with two scones. Is that a blush coloring his chiseled cheeks? With his dark olive complexion, it’s hard to tell. I lower my gaze and find myself staring right at his crotch.

Damn it!

With no safe place to direct my eyes, I close them and take a deep breath.

Nick chuckles, a low, rumbly sound. “Sorry, Clara. Beautiful women bring out my devilish side. Please forgive me.” He slides a new scone onto my empty plate, then sits beside me. “I guess Shunga isn’t everyone’s cup of tea.”

“Shunga?”

He opens the book and points. “This type of painting or woodblock print. There’s usually a funny text to go with it.” He balances the volume between us, resting on the arms of our chairs, then glances at me, one eyebrow raised. 

Okay, Clara, pull up your big girl panties. You can handle this.

I nod. 

Nick flips to a new page. “These beautiful costumes and hair arrangements date from the Edo era, roughly the 1600s through the mid-1800s. And here’s the text.” He points to columns of delicate characters.

“Can you read it?” I ask.

“Not very well. I have a friend here at the university who can help with the translations. This really is an extraordinary book.” He sips his coffee and flips the page.

“Are their, um, private parts always so large?”

He flashes another wicked grin. “Always. You know, it’s funny. In European artwork, male genitals are often unusually small, compared to…” He glances at his own lap. 

I follow his gaze, then jerk my eyes away. My voice cracks like a twelve-year-old boy’s. “Yes, I’ve noticed.”

“But in Shunga, all the genitals are outsized.” 

“Doesn’t that scare women away?”

“On the contrary—these drawings were presented in ‘Pillow Books’ designed to instruct young couples in the art of love.”

He flips another page. A lovely woman gazes serenely into the distance, combing her flowing black hair, while her open kimono displays her large, fuzzy bush. A man crouching to watch her from behind an urn appears to be salivating.

Nick flips the page again and points to an image of a couple going at it fiercely. “Notice how the woman’s toes are curled?”

I giggle. “I thought that was just an expression. You know, he made my toes curl.”

Nick closes the book. Something mesmerizing and a little bit dangerous glimmers in his dark eyes. The corners of his full lips twitch upward. “Everyone deserves to have their toes curled, don’t you think?” 

My ribs seize, halting my breath. Discussing sexy artwork with this gorgeous professor is a weird combination of awkward and titillating, but this is tipping into flat-out flirtation. Nick’s warmth, his husky voice, the erotic images laid out before us—it’s all too much. I’m hot and tingly, squirmy with embarrassment, and heavy with guilt. I’m not ready to feel this way again, despite my body’s undeniable reaction. 

Time to be honest with this kind man, before he takes this any further.

I clear my throat and sit up straighter. “I’m a widow, Mr. Papa—Nick. My husband passed away a year ago.”

His teasing smile melts, and his dark eyes shine with emotion. “I’m sorry, Clara. I hope I haven’t made you uncomfortable.” He lays his hand over mine, his touch warm and gentle. “I lost my wife two years ago. Cancer.”

The tension drains from my body like water through a sieve. He understands.

“My husband is the one who took care of our…” I gesture to the open book. “…our special collection. I haven’t set foot through that door since he died. But we still get a lot of visitors wanting to see those books. They used to talk to Jared, but now I have to screen them.”

“How do you decide who’s allowed inside?”

“Gut instinct. People have a certain oily vibe when they just want to leer at dirty books. And they’d usually be disappointed. I mean, it’s mostly older stories and artwork, and most of the books are quite expensive, which keeps the perverts away. They’re hoping for cheap porn, not art.”

The corners of his mouth quirk up. “So, why did I pass the test?” Deep within his dark irises, flecks of gold catch the light. 

“Well, you are a professor and all.”

“I am indeed. And you know what they say about us academics—‘Publish or perish.’ I heard about you from a colleague at the university here. I’ve been under pressure to publish something new, so…” He pulls out his phone and taps the screen. “I made a list of titles I’d like to buy for my department. It might take a few days to get an okay from our chairwoman. If I send you the titles, will you hold them for me?”

That means he’ll be back, giving me time to reflect on my reaction to this deliciously disturbing man.

As if reading my mind, he adds, “I’d really appreciate your help. And if I can’t get funding, I’ll buy them myself. These books are nearly as fascinating as their owner.”

I gape like a goldfish, then fold my hands in my lap and paste on a pseudo-calm smile. “I’d be glad to hold the books for you, Nick.”

I’d be glad to hold anything he wants me to hold.

For a terrifying moment, I’m sure I said those words aloud. I take a deep, trembling breath.

So does Nick. He gives my hand a final squeeze. When we stand up, I notice the top of my head only comes to his chin. I’ve always had a weakness for tall men, especially ones with deep, velvety voices, sparkling dark eyes, devilish smiles—

I squash those dangerous thoughts into an iron-clad box and slam the lid. This is a business connection we’re forging, a potentially valuable one. “Right. I look forward to seeing you soon.”

“Not as much as I look forward to seeing you, Clara.” My name slides off his tongue like a caress.

As I walk toward my shop, the heavy warmth of his gaze heats my back. Just to be sure, when I reach the sidewalk, I turn for one last glimpse. He’s still watching, a mysterious half-smile on his lips.








  
  

Chapter Three
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Clara


What the hell was I thinking? 

Back behind the safety of the wooden screen delineating my office area, I collapse into my chair and hide my roasting-hot face in my hands. If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect Arnie, my barista buddy next door, slipped something into my coffee. Is it possible to get drunk off a man’s smoldering gaze? And is that yearning simmering in Nick’s dark eyes, or am I just flattering myself?

He's probably just one of those guys who flirts with everyone. Thinking of him that way makes it easier to face the prospect of seeing him again when he comes for the rest of the books on his list.

Guilt pinches me hard, right in the gut, because lusting after someone new feels like a betrayal to Jared. He’s only been gone a year, for cripes’ sake. There’s no way I’m ready for a—what, a fling? A flirtation? A hot tumble among the naughty books? 

But the thought of running my hands over Nick’s tawny skin warms me in places that have been too cold for too long.

Gripped by frustration and shame, I scan my desk for a distraction. The bills overflowing my inbox clamor for my attention, but I need to move my restless body. Since customers have the annoying habit of re-shelving books any old where, there’s always work to be done. 

I find a cookbook in the mystery section, children’s picture books in the history aisle, and gardening tomes planted among the memoirs. As closing time nears, I’m rearranging art books back near the special collections room. I jiggle the antique glass doorknob, just to be sure. Shut tight. My fingers slide over the door’s shiny red lacquer, cool and smooth.

“Good night, Boss Lady.” Up front, Margot shrugs into her leather biker jacket. “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

“Thanks, kiddo. Please lock up. I’m going to stay here a bit.”

She pauses in the doorway and regards me, head cocked to the side like a curious bird.

“Was there something else?”

“No. Well, yeah. I mean…” She fiddles with one of her jacket’s many zippers.

“Out with it, then.”

Since the day she came to work at Book Nirvana, I’ve held a special fondness for Margot. If Jared and I had a daughter, she’d probably resemble this lively little bohemian.

Margot’s sigh puffs out her cheeks. “I just worry about you. You should be out having fun. You spend too much time here at the shop.” She twirls a hand as she searches for the right words. “Before Jared, you know, you used to have this light about you, and now it’s so dim.” She wrinkles her pointy nose. “I’m not explaining this well.”

Eyes prickling with tears summoned by her sweet concern, I push up from my crouched position at the bottom shelf, cross the distance to Margot, and enfold her in a tight hug. “Thanks for caring, kiddo, but I’m fine, really. In fact, I have a date to meet with my girlfriends tonight and guzzle some wine.”

Which is a bald-faced lie. The only girlfriends I’ll be communing with are characters on a reality TV show. The wine is real enough, though.

Margot’s grin lights up her pretty pixie face. “Okay then. Good for you.”

She has a point, damn it. Since Jared’s death, I’ve spent far too much time alone. Many of our friends have trickled away, uncomfortable with the singleton in their smugly married midst. A few steadfast friends from college still squeeze me into their busy schedules, but not as often as I’d like. And I’m partly to blame. I’ve turned down too many invitations with the excuse of needing to work. After a while, people gave up trying. And so, once again, I find myself alone on a Friday night.

At seven, the sky is still light, but a summer storm is brewing. Dark clouds roil overhead, and a brisk wind blows trash into little sidewalk cyclones. The humidity pulls my hair into curls which escape my chignon. Surrendering to the inevitable, I remove the pins and let it fall.

How have I become such a shaggy beast? My reflection in the window gazes back, a wild Celtic warrior-woman from a romance novel cover, battle-weary and scarred. But instead of a tightly laced bodice, I’m wearing one of Jared’s old tweed vests over a black satin blouse. Since his death, I never leave the house without something of his—sometimes his favorite pendant, a silver Celtic knot on a leather cord, sometimes the scarf his mother knitted for him. His scent faded long ago, but burying my face in the soft wool still comforts me.

I rub the worn tweed between my fingers and summon the memory of his face. “What shall I do, my love? Something’s got to change. I can’t live the rest of my life in this shop.”

No answer, but somehow, Jared’s presence surrounds me. In this bookstore we built together, his love, his warmth, his pride in what we made still linger.

It was Jared who refinished the round oak table holding our display of recommended books. It was him who installed the ornate crown molding overhead and stenciled the gold lettering on the front window. His vision polished what had been a dingy, dusty space into this warm, welcoming shop. Stepping through its door always buoys my spirits.

But if I don’t find a way to draw in more customers, I’ll soon lose this refuge. Then what?

A soft knock on the window startles me from my reverie. Harry stands under the awning, sheltering from the rain. He grins and waves.

I hurry to let him in.

“Harry! What brings you here so late? Don’t you have a date tonight?”

Beneath his standard-issue Pacific Northwest rain jacket, he’s dressed to impress in charcoal slacks, a crisp Oxford cloth button-down with natty yellow stripes, and a tie printed with Van Gogh’s sunflowers. A broad grin creases his weathered face.

“Yup. This one’s special, so I want to look nice.” He pulls a comb from his pocket and tames his wiry white hair. “I’m meeting her up the street at Pomodoro. Saw the lights on in here.” He pivots to show me his outfit. “So, do I pass inspection?”

“Very snazzy. If you weren’t already booked, I’d ask you out myself.”

He drops the grin and takes my hands in his. “Clara, I want you to think about something.”

Uh oh. Harry knows about the ever-growing pile of bills and the ever-shrinking profit margin. He’s come up with dozens of ideas to bring in more customers: a slam poetry competition, a drink-and-paint night. He’s even suggested a yoga class among the exercise books. 

His wiry eyebrows draw together. “You know I love you like a daughter, and I want you to be happy. Don’t you think it’s time to meet some new fellas? You can’t live the rest of your life alone.”

My shoulders sink under the weight of his kind but insistent gaze.

“It’s too soon, Harry. I just—I’m not ready.”

“Look, kiddo.” He leans an elbow on the counter, bringing his gaze level to mine. “I knew Jared for years before I met you, and I know he’d want you to live a full life.”

The force of my sigh lifts a stray curl from my forehead. “You’re right. I just can’t deal with dating yet.”

“I’m not saying you have to get serious about anyone, but don’t you think it’s time to dip your toes in the pool?” When I don’t answer, he continues. “It was really hard when I started going out with ladies again, after Eleanor…”

A few years back, Harry bought his wife a laptop for her birthday. She became a social media addict, reconnected with her high school boyfriend, and ran off with him, leaving Harry devastated.

“The thing is, Clara, I’m happy again. I have friends, and I have a new love. You could have that too. It’s what Jared would want for you.” 

I don’t answer, too choked up to speak, but he lifts my chin until I meet his gaze. “You won’t find love hiding out among your books.”

The kindness of Harry’s words and the weight of their truth make my eyes mist over. Seeing my reaction, because my wise old friend notices everything, Harry pulls me into a warm, bony hug. After a moment, he clears his throat and grasps my shoulders gently.

“What, Harry?”

“So, there’s a nice young guy in my running group.” His eyes twinkle.

“How young?”

“Around forty. He’s divorced, a high school teacher, good-looking fellow. Thought I might bring him by the shop, show him our running books.”

I give a little snort. “Show him me, you mean?”

“Why not? I can vouch for his character, at least. He’s a nice guy, and funny too.”

I cock my head, taking in Harry’s hopeful smile. Like Margot, his gentle prodding comes from a place of love. And why not? I’ve already had coffee with a handsome stranger. One more won’t hurt.

“Sure, I’d like to meet him.”

“Good.” He strides to the front door, leans out, and whistles.

“Wait, you mean now?” I rake my fingers through my humidity-snarled mane. “Harry, I’m not—”

“No time like the present.” He grins, the sneaky devil. 

Panicked, I duck behind the screen and fumble in my purse for my hairbrush and lipstick.

A moment later, the doorway bell tinkles again. With a gulp, I force my hunched shoulders down and step out to face my surprise blind date.

Harry stands grinning beside a tall, lanky man who gazes bashfully at the floor. He raises blue eyes to meet mine, flashes a wry grin, and shrugs. I chuckle in sympathy. This poor guy seems just as embarrassed as I am. And I have to admit he’s kind of cute.

He’s wearing a dark windbreaker over jeans and expensive-looking running shoes. He removes his knit cap to reveal a shiny shaved head, but his bony face is unlined, and an attractive blond scruff covers his sharp jaw. When Harry pokes his shoulder, the visitor ambles over and extends his broad hand. His touch is light and cool—comfortable, even. 

My shoulders unclench. He’s a local and an athlete. Familiar territory.

“Hi, Clara. I’m Dalton Garvey, from Harry’s running club. Sorry to come by so late. I got caught up in a parent conference…” His voice is deep and gravelly.

“No problem, Dalton. I’m always glad to meet Harry’s friends.” A giggle escapes. “Dalton. Sounds like the hero of a cowboy romance.”

He gives a one-shoulder shrug and a sheepish grin. “My dad’s a huge fan of westerns. I’m more of a history guy. Harry tells me you have an impressive collection.” 

My gaze flicks to the red door, then to Harry, whose smile is the picture of innocence.

“Were you, uh, looking for anything in particular?”

“As a matter of fact, yeah. Born to Run, by McDougall.”

My relief escapes in a giggle. Two red room visitors in one day would push my limits to the breaking point. Sports books? Piece of cake. “I think we have a copy. Right down this aisle, second shelf on the left.”

Harry makes a theatrical gesture of checking his watch. “Oh my, look at the time. I’d better hurry or I’ll be late. See you tomorrow morning, Dalton?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Dalton calls over his shoulder.

I grasp Harry’s elbow and whisper, “Give me a little notice next time.”

“If I had, you’d have chickened out.”

He’s right. I probably would have. When the door closes behind Harry, I go back to help Dalton find his running book. He’s waiting for me in the sports aisle, book in hand, and smiles at my approach. Nice smile. Open, unguarded.

“Harry was right.” He inclines his head toward the bookshelves. “Your collection is better than the big chain store across town.”

“Tell your friends. That store’s been sucking our customers away.”

“Well, you’ve got something they don’t.”

I glance at the red door behind him. If he only knew.

“Personality,” he continues. “That other place feels like the mall. Your shop is more…” He trails off under the weight of this awkwardness.

“Thanks. We try.” I gaze down at my feet.

Dalton clears his throat. “So, Clara, do you run?”

“Depends on who’s chasing me.” Oops. I didn’t mean to sound so flirtatious. “Sorry. I’m sure you’ve heard that dozens of times.”

“More like hundreds.” But his kind smile reappears.

“I’ve done some running—not much in the past few years, though. I’ve been pretty busy with the shop.”

“Right. Harry told me about your husband.” His voice softens. “It must be so hard, continuing after someone you love is just—just gone.”

This time, I don’t tear up. Interesting. Usually, my eyes mist over when anyone offers words of sympathy. Could Margot and Harry be right? Maybe I’m finally ready to begin the process of moving on. 

That thought sends guilt worming through my gut.

“You should come meet our group,” Dalton says, seemingly oblivious to my inner battle. “Lots of good people.”

“Oh, I’d be lagging behind you, I’m sure.”

“There are plenty of beginners. And Harry’s not breaking any speed records, but he always finishes the race. I admire that.”

“Harry’s a good man.”

“He is.” He glances down at the book in his hand. The overhead lights gleam off his shiny bald scalp. How would that bare skin feel under my fingers?

“So, um, Clara…”

Here it comes. He’s going to ask me out. Do I want him to?

“Could I interest you in a cup of coffee?” 

“Now? It’s pretty late.”

He taps his watch, a sleek model that probably monitors his mileage, his pulse, and God knows what else. “Oh, Jeez, sorry. How about a beer, then?

When I hesitate, he adds, “I won’t keep you long. Just one drink?”

It’s a beer, for goodness’ sake, not a big wining and dining deal. And once upon a time, I was brave. I miss that Clara, the one I lost in a fog of grief.

I raise my chin and look him in the eyes. “Why not?”

He blows out a long breath, then grins. It’s comforting to realize he’s as nervous about this as I am. Maybe Harry gave him a push as well.

We spend a pleasant hour perched on bar stools in the noisy tavern up the street, sipping Ninkasi IPAs, sharing a plate of tater tots, and talking about our town. How did I miss meeting Dalton before now? He grew up in Eugene, plays darts at a pub near my house, competed in the same triathlon as Jared two years ago, has even visited Book Nirvana a half-dozen times, yet I’ve never noticed him. 

I answer his questions about the shop, steering the conversation away from Jared.

He tells me about the social studies classes he teaches at North Eugene High School and about caring for his ailing mother. “A little more of her slips away every day, you know? It’s hard.”

When I squeeze his hand, he holds on for a long moment. His grip is gentle, smooth and dry, but no sparks of electricity zing up my arm, nothing like the full-body flush Nick’s touch ignited. Just a pleasant warmth. In the long run, isn’t that better? No man could ever replace the passion I shared with Jared, so why even try?

“So, our runners’ group meets at Blackbeard Coffee, Saturdays at eight. You know the place?”

“I do.”

“Why don’t you come by tomorrow? Harry will be there. You don’t have to run the first day, just say hi.”

“But if I want to run?”

A broad smile lights up his bony face. “That’d be great. I’ll introduce you to Mona. She’s always glad for someone to bring up the rear with her.” His gaze slides down my body, and he quickly corrects himself. “Not that you’d be slow. You look pretty fit.”

Skinny and fit are not the same thing, but I don’t spoil the moment by explaining how grief zaps my appetite. “Okay then, I’ll think about it. And thanks for the beer. I’d better get back home.”

He walks me to my car, parked in front of the bookshop. While I fish in my bag for my keys, he shuffles his feet on the pavement, reminding me of a cute, gawky adolescent.

“I hope I see you soon, Clara.”

“Me too.” The orangey light of the streetlamp gilds the pale scruff on his jaw. How would he react if I stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek? Would his skin be scratchy beneath my lips? Would he kiss me back? Would I like it if he did?

I give my head a little shake. What’s wrong with me today? Since meeting Nick, I’m not myself. 

I climb into my old Subaru and roll down the window to wave goodnight.

“Drive safe,” he calls as I pull away.

The misty rain patters softly on the windshield, blurring the familiar route toward home.

What a nice guy. Maybe this is the right path for me—just a nice, ordinary guy to share occasional evenings with. Someone to ease the loneliness, someone who doesn’t make me nervous and jumpy, like Nick does. Dalton’s touch is gentle, comfortable, while Nick’s is too electric, too magnetic.

Too dangerous.








  
  

Chapter Four
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Clara


Jared comes to me again in a dream so vivid, I’d swear he’s haunting me—if a haunting could be so sensual. He lifts the sheets and slides into bed beside me. The pale moonlight reflects in his midnight-blue eyes as he presses his warm, muscular body against mine. Holding my gaze, he skims his hand up my side, his fingertips tracing little whorls on my belly. He breathes my name, then buries his face in my hair and kisses the sensitive skin behind my ear. I wait, afraid to move, almost afraid to breathe lest I break the spell. Even asleep, I know this encounter is fleeting, and yet I’m so grateful to feel his touch again, to hear his voice, to taste his skin. 

“Clara.” He sighs, shifting his weight over me. The box springs creak as his body drives me deeper into the mattress. “My lovely girl.”

He’s called me that since our college days. I’d been with a few boys before Jared, but he was the first one who really loved me, who knew how to melt my reserve and open me, body and soul, like a full-blown rose. I always felt beautiful in Jared’s arms.

And now his hand slides down to caress my inner thighs, tracing a silvery line of pleasure up one leg and down the other, barely brushing the soft, yielding flesh between, until I clutch the sheets and throw my head back in frustration. Every cell in my body cries out for him.

In the moonlight, Jared’s roguish smile gleams. This is no misty, insubstantial vision. He’s right here with me, as heavy and warm as in life. He leans in to nibble my lower lip. “You want?”

In a voice hoarse with need, I groan out, “I want. Oh God, I want.”

His lips brush slowly, teasing as they feather down my throat, between my breasts, over my belly, down, down, down. When he finally reaches my tingling clit, I lift my hips to reach for his kiss. With exquisite slowness, he parts my slick folds with the tip of his tongue and licks me once, twice, and then slides back upward, his skin warm against mine, the length of him filling me in one delicious rush. His hot mouth clamps onto my shoulder as he thrusts hard and fast, banging the headboard against the wall.

I grasp his back and raise my legs to take him deeper, my heels digging into his muscular backside. He bucks against me, sending waves of electric pleasure up and down and in and everywhere, sparkling like stars beneath my skin until I cry out and clutch…

The long body pillow Jared gave me the last Christmas before he died. Just some cloth and stuffing, damp and warm but not alive, not a man, not my love. As the pulsing between my thighs subsides, I sob into the pillow, whispering his name again and again.

“Come back to me, Jared, come back…”
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“Just go,” I tell my reflection while adjusting my headband. Since Jared’s death, I’ve let the physical side of my life fall away until—well, here I stand, pale, flabby, and pathetic.

At my husband’s side, I spent whole days biking on rough trails, hiked Mount Hood, and swam in the sea. Now, my only exercise is toting books. Though I’ll probably come in dead last, running outdoors with a bunch of strangers will at least get me out of my sluggish rut. Jared would approve.

And so I pull on my running tights, lace up my long-neglected Nikes, and drive across town to Blackbeard Coffee. Soft spring air caresses my cheek through the open window.

At this early hour, most of the Market District is still dark, but cars pack both sides of the street near the café. Walking from the public lot two blocks away, I count a dozen 26.2 bumper stickers. Great, Harry’s running club is full of marathoners—as if this isn’t already intimidating enough. 

Through the glass front, I see runners from early teens to eighties jammed into the narrow coffee shop. Fighting the urge to flee, I square my shoulders, whisper, “Fake it till you make it,” and step inside. 

Happy voices echo off the café’s cement floor and walls, a roar of greetings and conversation punctuated by hisses from the espresso machines. I spot Dalton’s shiny, shaved head above the others. Catching my eye, he waves and slides through the crowd, then takes my hands like it’s the most natural thing in the world, as if we’ve been friends for a long time. The corners of his blue eyes crinkle into smile lines. 

“Clara. I was hoping you’d come.”

“Yeah, well, I could use the exercise. And I felt like trying something new.”

I wince, realizing how flirtatious my words might sound, but Dalton’s relaxed smile doesn’t flicker.

“Here, let me introduce you.”

I follow him, watching the easy movement of his long, graceful body as he makes his way back to the counter. Dalton is taller than Jared, with a runner’s wiry muscularity. His shoulders are broad beneath his reflective windbreaker, and his legs are sculpted like a superhero’s. I bite back a giggle at the thought: Super-Dalton, swooping in to save me from isolation and indecision.

“Clara, this is Mona.” He grins and slings his arm around the shoulders of a plump woman about my age with sturdy legs encased in hot pink, tiger-striped leggings. A neon-orange sports bra corrals her enormous boobs beneath her unzipped Oregon Ducks hoodie, and a turquoise headband restrains her corkscrew curls. She’s a running rainbow! And the bright colors she wears don’t come close to outshining her smile as she grabs my hand and squeezes.

“Hey, glad to meet you, Clara. Dalton says you haven’t run in a while.”

I give her a sheepish grin. “Yeah, I hope my knees don’t give out.” 

She pats my hand. “Well, you just take it easy today. Stick to the back of the pack with me. You’ve got long legs like Dalton. I’ll bet you’ll be chasing after him before long.”

Does she mean…? I glance up at Dalton, whose cheeks are bright pink beneath his blond scruff. 

“Clara!” A pair of strong arms wraps around my shoulders from behind and squeezes. “You came! Good girl.” Harry presses his scratchy cheek against mine.

“Oof. Easy, Harry.” I rotate to greet my old friend—and matchmaker, it seems. Caught in the act of winking at Dalton, Harry grins and shrugs.

“Will we be back in time to open the shop at ten?” I ask Harry.

“I’ll open today. You take your time, Boss Lady. Enjoy yourself.” He pats my arm and moves off toward a pair of sleek, gray-haired women.

Dalton rolls his eyes. “Harry’s kinda…”

I nod. “He’s a good soul. And he likes you. That counts for a lot with me.”

He grins down at his shoes. “Thanks.”

His shyness is dangerously endearing. Or maybe it’s just the unaccustomed early start that’s got me feeling a little off-balance and giddy.

After everyone arrives, an older man briefs us on the day’s route, and we set off, heading toward the river. Huffing and puffing, I chug past shuttered art galleries, antique shops, and bars, struggling to keep pace with the pack. I’d forgotten how hard the first minutes of a run can be. My leaden legs protest every step. Rosy memories clash with painful reality—how did I ever think running was fun? 

But after ten minutes of hell, my endorphins finally kick in, my gait smooths out, and I settle into an easy, fluid rhythm. I grin at the road stretched out before us and the bobbing backs in front of me. Look at me—running again! For the first time in ages, I’m fully in my body and in the moment, and it’s freakin’ exhilarating. 

The pack of runners stretches out as the speedier ones take the lead, Dalton among them, Harry not far behind. Soon, we leave the busy downtown streets and turn onto the South Bank path along the Willamette. The broad river slides smoothly past, its surface glittering green. The sun warms my back, and a cool breeze refreshes my sticky brow. Despite the effort required to keep up, I’m loving the camaraderie of all these people running together. I’m actually having fun! How long has it been since I could honestly say that?

Mona keeps up a steady patter of conversation, testimony to her superior lung power. “So, bookstore owner, huh? Must be fun.”

“It is,” I gasp, “but the record keeping is a lot of work.” 

“Man, I’d love that. I’m a CPA.” Puff, puff. “For city water and electric.” Huff, puff. “Not exactly thrilling, but it pays the bills, ya know?” Puff, huff. “Only books I see are the ones I bring in.” Huff, huff. “Love me some romance books. You know, the spicy ones. Muy caliente.”

Thus begins a breathless exchange about favorite books and authors, and before I know it, we’re rounding the corner back onto Pearl Street. Blackbeard Coffee is just a few blocks ahead. Buzzing with the thrill of victory, I pick up speed.

“Come on, Mona. I’ll buy you a coffee.”

Red-faced and panting, Mona matches my burst of speed and grabs my hand as we cross the imaginary finish line, applauded by the others gathered in front of the coffee shop.

“Tah dah!” Mona pumps our clasped hands overhead. “You did it! Four miles, baby!” She pulls me into a squishy, sweaty hug.

My grin stretches ear to ear. “Great run. Thanks, Mona.”

“Any time. You come back next week, you hear?” She peers into the crowd and waves overhead like an excited kindergartener. “Here she is, Dalton.”

Dalton pushes his way toward us. He’s shed his windbreaker, and his faded marathon T-shirt is plastered damply to his chest, revealing chiseled pecs and a tight belly. 

I yank my gaze back up to his flushed, grinning face. “You finished! Really good, Clara. How do you feel?”

“Marvelous!” A hundred percent truth—my blood is singing, my cheeks are hot, and my legs tingle. I know I’ll pay for this workout later, but right now, I feel like I could fly.

“Two days. Epsom salts.” Mona gives my back a hearty pat.

“Huh?” I turn to ask for clarification, but she’s already moved back into the café.

“She means you’ll be sorest two days after the run,” Dalton says. “A hot bath will help relax your muscles.”

“With Epsom salts. Right.” I grin up at him, feeling a little giddy. From the run, no doubt.

“Do you have to leave right away?” he asks, his eyes lingering on my face, not my sweaty bod. 

Bonus points for class, Dalton.

“Pretty soon. Saturday afternoons are a busy time at the shop. But I promised Mona a coffee.”

“Good. Can I join you?” His smile is lopsided, a bit bashful, and very charming. No wonder Harry thought I’d like him. He’s easy to talk to, and I could use a little easy.

Over foamy cappuccinos, Dalton and Mona introduce me to several members of the running group, a friendly bunch from widely different backgrounds, united by their love of running outdoors. Even though they’re all way ahead of me in terms of endurance and speed, every single one of them makes me feel welcome and at ease. 

Afterward, my hips protest when I hop down from my bar stool. Mona chuckles knowingly. “Take a few Ibuprofens, hon, and just keep showing up. That’s the important thing. Running is wonderful for clearing your mind, even if it hurts sometimes.”

Dalton walks me back to my car and waits while I unlock the door and peel off my clammy windbreaker. Sweat has glued my workout top to my skin., and when I look up, I find him gawking, pale eyes wide and lips parted. 

He chuckles and gives his head a shake.

“Sorry, Clara. You’re, um, very pretty. I hope you don’t mind my saying so.”

“Not at all.” In fact, his compliment brings a smile to my lips, though I certainly don’t feel attractive in my wind-blown, sticky state. “See you next week, then?”

“Count on it.” He flashes a broad grin, takes a few steps away, then turns back. “Say, do you like musicals?”

“Sorry?”

“You know, Sound of Music, Cats, Les Miz.”

“Oh, um…sure. I mean, I’m not a singer or anything, but I like to watch musicals.”

“Our school’s drama club won a state-wide competition, so they’re putting on an encore performance at the park’s amphitheater on Tuesday night. It’s Little Shop of Horrors. Lots of my students are in the play, so I pretty much have to go.” He twists his knit cap in his hands. “Maybe you’d like to come?”

A high school musical? Of all the dating scenarios I imagined, this has to be one of the most unexpected. On the other hand, he’s hardly likely to make a move in front of his students, so really, it’s just a friendly night out, a symbolic toe-dip back into the kinda-sorta dating pool. If it doesn’t feel right, we can go back to being running buddies—no harm, no foul.

Plus, Dalton’s hopeful expression is kind of adorable. 

“Okay, why not? I’d love to.”

He pulls his cap back on and grins broadly. “Cool. I’ll pick you up at six. At your shop? We can do dinner first if that’s okay. You like Thai?”

“I do. I’ll see you then.”

I shake my head and chuckle. A new hobby, a new friend, and a new date, all in one morning.

Driving home, a jarring realization hits me—I haven’t thought of Jared since I left the house. Neither have I worried about the bookshop or Nick, the too-handsome-for-my-mental-health professor who jolted me with his smoldering gaze and his flirtatious ways. Huh. I feel…relaxed, I guess. Maybe even a little bit like my old self? 

The memory of Dalton’s friendly, lopsided grin follows me back home. When I emerge from my post-run shower, I point my toe and flex my quads. Maybe I could become a real runner, even train for a race. As Mona said, running is a great way to clear the mind, and mine certainly needs clearing.

I towel off and, humming, let my imagination wander. I picture Dalton’s tall, lanky form behind mine, his shiny, shaved head gleaming, his pale eyes darkening as I stroke lotion onto my legs, smooth it across my belly and hips. How would his long fingers feel on my body? Would they glide across my skin like this? Would they cup my breasts with whisper softness, or grip me urgently?

A stiletto of guilt shatters my steamy daydream. What the hell is wrong with me? What kind of wretch desecrates the home she shared with her dead husband by fantasizing about a new man? 

Dizzy and nauseated, I clutch the bathroom counter and gulp deep breaths. 

This can’t be healthy, this sickening fear that grips me whenever I think about moving on. My lonely home has become a shrine to lost love, a cave where I hide from the outside world, my broken heart wrapped up in memories.

But you can’t live in a shrine.

I meet my own gaze in the mirror, my vision misted by tears.

“What should I do, Jared? I ache with missing you, and I’m so damn lonely.”

A soft breeze lifts the bathroom curtains. With a whispering sound, they settle back against the wall. I grip the towel tightly over my thundering heart. Is that Jared’s answer? He visits me in my dreams, but can he reach me during my waking hours?

Through the open window, a fat black fly buzzes into the room, zooms in frantic loops, then pings off my forehead.

“Oh, God.” I collapse in a fit of giggles. Here I stand, naked and dripping, searching for messages from the great beyond, and what do I find? A fly. With tears of laughter streaming down my cheeks, I roll up a magazine and chase the little pest back through the open window.

I skid to a stop. Poised on the windowpane, a butterfly gleams like moonstone, a gossamer creature of silvery blue. I hold my breath. The tiny flier slowly closes its wings, then opens them.

“Are you…” I don’t finish the thought because that possibility is too eerie to say aloud.

The butterfly slowly folds its wings again, opens once more, then flutters away, dancing on the wind.

I stare after it, hand to my heart, my mouth open in wonder.








  
  

Chapter Five
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Clara


“Hey Clara,” Harry calls in passing, “some guy from the U of O was here asking for you. He left a note. It’s on your desk.” 

Nick. My mouth silently forms his name. He said he’d be back soon for more books. Is today the day I must face him again?

At the counter, Harry chats with a sixty-something couple wearing motorcycle leathers.

“Here’s our boss lady.” His grin etches deep parentheses in his tan cheeks. “Molly and Dave brought us some good stuff.”

On my way to them, I nearly trip over Lulu, who twines around my ankles in greeting.

I nudge her aside. “Move it, kitty. I’ll feed you in a moment.” 

I extend my hand to the couple, first her, then him, both pink-cheeked and beaming as if they’d started their morning with a bracing bike ride. Or perhaps something even more fun.

Dave slides his arm around his wife’s waist. “We’re cleaning out the attic. Going to move to a smaller place, spend more time on the road. Hope you can use some of these books.”

“I’m sure we can. Do you prefer store credit or cash?”

“Cash, please. We need the gas money.” He slaps his wife on her leather-clad behind. “Got places to go with my sweetie. Maybe Baja.”

I quickly flip through the books, mostly hardbacks, including several coffee table books with gorgeous travel photos, and one for the special collection: a beautiful volume titled Paris Brothels of the Belle Époque.

Molly grins and winks. “This one’s an old favorite. Lots of good memories there.” She pats my hand. “Enjoy, darling.”

Maybe someday I will, when I can work up the nerve to pass through the red door. Until then, I’ll leave that realm to Harry—and perhaps Nick. I whip out my calculator, figure a fair markup, and make them an offer, which they accept. Smiling wistfully, I watch them through the window as they fire up their huge Honda Gold Wing and drive away. Seeing an adventurous older couple so much in love gives me a whisper of hope for my own future. 

I retire to my desk behind the wooden screen to tackle paperwork: bills, orders, bills, advertisements from publishers, more bills and, on top, a folded piece of notepaper. I open it carefully.

Even Nick’s handwriting is beautiful—bold, slanted script.

Clara,

I’d like to come by this afternoon with my assistant Darcy to get started.

About one? If that doesn’t suit, please give me a call.

I look forward to seeing you again. 

Nick

One o’clock. That leaves me—I check my watch—three hours. I take a few deep breaths to steady my jangly nerves. Three hours to brace myself before Nick strides through my door. Before his low, husky voice vibrates my bones. Before his dark eyes incinerate my defenses. Before the warmth of his body heats my skin…

Enough! 

I fold the note, slide it into my desk drawer, and set to work. The deep pile of paperwork awaiting my attention almost keeps my mind off Nick’s impending visit. Almost.

All morning, I find myself glancing at the clock. Just two more hours, just one…

This is dumb. I’m getting all worked up over nothing.

I open my desk drawer and sweep the remaining paperwork inside. There’s no reason to let Nick see how flustered he’s made me. 

Sunlight streaming through the big picture window makes the bookshop warm and stuffy. I unfasten the top buttons of my blouse and check my reflection in the mirror on the wall, then re-button both buttons, then unbutton one, all the while giving myself a stern, silent talking-to.

Stop dithering, you dolt. So the man makes you thirsty, so what? This kind of reaction is to be expected. You’re a healthy-ish woman with a perfectly normal libido. Your body doesn’t understand how much it’d cost your heart to jump into Nick’s arms. Or Dalton’s. Or anyone’s…

“Argh!” Disgusted with myself, I glare at my reflection. Before losing Jared, I was a strong, sane, level-headed person who handled life’s little catastrophes with poise and calm. Will I ever see that self again? 

“Help me, love,” I whisper. “This is so hard without you.”

My hand strays to my throat, and a shiver prickles my skin. Where’s Jared’s necklace? I clearly recall laying it on the bathroom counter before my shower—a silver Celtic knot on a black leather thong. Has it fallen somewhere? Or did I just forget to put it on? Nick will arrive in less than an hour, and for the first time since losing him, I’m not wearing anything of Jared’s.

I’m defenseless. 

My stomach lurches. 

“Memories do not live in things,” I remind myself with a whisper. “Memories live in our hearts.”

The affirmation from my grief support group helps a little, but my nerves still crackle with tension. I need to move. I’ll go shelve some books.

When I come out from behind the screen, the fringe on my scarf snags on a book cover from the self-help section and tumbles the volume to the floor. Bending to pick it up, I read the title: Learning to Love Again after Loss.

Blinking hard, I peer up and down the aisle. No one in sight, just voices up front, Harry and a customer discussing classic comic books. But somehow, the air around me crackles, as if a lightning strike were imminent. The brass doorway bell tinkles, and the little hairs on my nape rise in response.

I hear a woman’s voice, then Harry’s. “She’s in the back. Clara?”

I straighten my spine and turn to face the customer.

She’s stunning. Taller than me and a good fifteen years younger at least, the visitor strides forward with the assured carriage of a comic-book super-heroine, maybe one of Wonder Woman’s Amazon clan. Swirling tattoos cover her bare arms. Long, gleaming blue-black hair falls over her shoulders and down to her narrow waist. Slashes in her tight jeans reveal smooth, ivory skin, and her heavy leather biker boots clomp nearer and nearer. Pale blue eyes lock onto mine and narrow, appraising me without mercy.

“Clara?”

I nod, clutching the book to my chest like a shield.

She extends her hand. Soft and smooth, it holds no promise of my imminent demise.

“I’m Darcy Lee, Dr. Papadopoulos’s grad assistant. He told me to meet him here. We’re going to look at the sexy books, right?” She squeezes my hand and flashes a saucy grin. “Nice way to spend an afternoon. So, where they at?”

“I, um, the erotica section is back there. I’ll get the key.” Flushing like a radioactive raspberry, I slide behind the counter.

The key to the red door dangles from Harry’s bony finger. “You want me to handle this?”

I take a deep breath and give him a tight smile. “No thanks. I’ve been avoiding that room long enough. I’ll let her in. Her boss should be along soon. Tall guy, curly hair, Greek name. Please show him back when he arrives.”

Harry arches his wiry eyebrows but relinquishes the key.

I unlock the red door and wave Darcy into the small room. She pulls a tablet from her leather messenger bag. Its reflected light lends her pale eyes a slightly sinister gleam. Fingers flicking across the screen, she sashays slowly around the perimeter, her hips sliding from side to side like a 1920s movie vamp. She pauses here and there to check her tablet, pull out a book, and add it to the growing pile on the antique settee.

“This okay?” She inclines her head toward the pile of books. “He gave me a pretty long list.”

“Sure, of course. Can I, um, be of assistance?”

She rakes her gaze down my body, her scarlet lips stretching in a slow smile. “Oh, I’ll bet you could.”

Spluttering, I step back, not certain whether Darcy’s tone is flirtatious or mocking.

She trails her hand over the book spines until she reaches the volume she’s looking for. She caresses the cover and lifts an elegantly arched eyebrow. “I especially like this one. Tales from a Dressing Table.”

She leafs through the pages, her vivid lips forming silent Oh’s as she reads.

“Look.” She shows me an art nouveau drawing of two maidens cavorting naked on a bed, surrounded by piles of frothy discarded skirts and a little pug dog who licks his mistress’s ankle while she writhes under her friend’s caresses.

Darcy moves in closer, lowers her voice, and turns the page. “It gets better. See?” She reveals an image of two women with elaborate upswept hair, naked but for stockings and delicate high-heeled shoes, each rubbing her crotch atop a severed male head. My stomach lurches as I back slowly toward the door, fumbling behind me. But instead of the hard, wooden door frame, my hand encounters something more pliable. And warm.

“Hello, Clara.”

I jump so violently. I nearly knock us both to the floor.

Nick’s hand closes over my arm and pulls me around to face him, close enough to see the golden flecks glimmering in his dark irises and to inhale his woodsy cologne.

“Steady, now.” He chuckles. “I see you’ve met my assistant.”

Keeping his hand on my shoulder, Nick reaches for the book, which Darcy obediently surrenders, her eyes downcast.

“You’ll have to forgive Darcy. She takes delight in shocking people.” He releases his grip on me and flips through the pages. “You’re not the first to be startled by Franz von Bayros. His work got him exiled from more than one city.”

I peek over his shoulder and see a woman reclining on a couch, enjoying the attentions of her dog’s tongue between her legs.

“He drew many forbidden fetishes: bestiality, necrophilia. Like our Darcy, he liked to shock.”

“I had no idea we had something so creepy back here.” I shudder. 

Nick closes the book and places it atop the pile on the settee. “I’ll be glad to take it off your hands.”

“Please do.” The startling images make this rosy little room too hot and stuffy. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath.

Again, his warm, heavy hand falls on my shoulder. He leans in closer, his dark eyes twinkling. “Don’t worry, dear lady. My interest in such kinky material is purely academic. You’re safe with me.” Nick slides his hand down my arm and softly clasps my fingers. His touch leaves a trail of tingles and, in my imagination, his hand continues to glide over the silky fabric of my blouse, then inside, skimming over my bare skin…

He holds my gaze for a long moment, a hint of a smile on his full lips.

Darcy’s voice breaks the spell. “Here’s another one from your list, Professor.”

Leaning closer, he whispers in my ear, “Back to work.” His breath brushes against my skin like a kiss.

I’m jolted by a sudden urge to flee—away from the confining little room full of disturbing, titillating images—away from the press of Darcy’s teasing pale eyes and Nick’s inviting dark ones. Back to the safety of cookbooks and hobby books and mysteries.

“Right. Well then, I’ll leave you to it.” I back toward the red door, close it behind me, then lean against the wall to catch my breath.

Clearly, I was wrong. I’m not ready to face the red room. It’s too intoxicating, too unsettling. And so is Nick.








  
  

Chapter Six
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Clara


“You okay with being alone until Margot gets here?” Blue eyes crinkled with concern, Harry tilts his head toward the red door. Nick and his intimidating assistant still haven’t emerged. What’s keeping them back there so long? 

I force a reassuring smile. “Oh, I’ll be fine.”

Harry nods but doesn’t move toward the exit.

Surely my trusty assistant has better things to do than babysit me. I squeeze his arm. “Really, it’s okay. And hey, thanks for this morning. I haven’t run in a long time. It was fun. Helped clear the cobwebs from my mind.”

Up goes one wiry eyebrow. “And Dalton?”

I shrug, but a grin tugs at the corners of my mouth. “Dalton’s nice. He asked me out.”

“Good.” He beams. “It’s about time. For both of you. So, big plans?”

“He invited me to a drama performance by his students.” 

“Really?” He huffs a laugh. “I’ll have to talk to Dalton. I know schoolteachers don’t make much money, but he can do better than that.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Harry. Please. I don’t need the pressure of a fancy date right now.” I stare him down until he raises his hands in surrender. “Besides, it’ll be fun. I used to act in plays back in high school, you know.”

“Well, I’m glad to see you getting out. And Dalton’s a good guy. You could use someone stable like him in your life.” Glancing at the red door, he lowers his voice. “I’m glad you said yes to Dalton before that slick professor snatches you up.”

My cheeks heat. “No one’s snatching me up, Harry.”

“Pretty sure he wants to ask you out, though.”

My heart gives an emphatic thump. “Did he say that?”

“No, but…” He squints at the red door. “I’ve been around the block a time or twelve, and that guy looks at you like you’re his favorite dessert.”

I pat his shoulder and push him toward the door. “I’m a big girl. I can handle the professor. Now go. Enjoy your day.”

He pecks my cheek on his way out.

Harry’s not wrong about Dalton. A sweet guy, he made his interest obvious without jangling my nerves the way Nick did. Nick’s flirtatious banter is thrilling, but when he’s near, my mind races too quickly to places I’m not ready to go. Too scary, too much, too soon. Better stick with Dalton. I close my eyes and recall his bashful smile, his cool touch. Safe, easy—that’s what I need.


      [image: ]The hours tick by. Margot arrives shortly after Harry leaves, and together we field a steady stream of customers shopping for gifts, cookbooks, comics, mysteries, local authors—everything but erotica, thank goodness. The red door remains firmly closed. What are Nick and his assistant doing back there? In a quiet moment nearly two hours after their arrival, I hear a loud feminine squeal, then masculine laughter, followed by soft murmurs. 

I move closer to rearrange the messy cookbook aisle—which just happens to be conveniently located opposite the red door.

Again and again, Darcy giggles. Passing by with an armful of books, Margot rolls her eyes. I take care to keep my expression neutral, as if I haven’t heard anything, but my imagination is naughtier than the books behind the red door.

I picture Darcy and Nick on one side of the twisted little settee, somehow managing to balance both their gorgeous bodies while peering over the divider at a large picture book laid out on the other seat. Darcy leans over to turn the page, her river of glossy black hair fanning over the book while Nick’s hand slides beneath her tight T-shirt. He cups her pointy little breast and squeezes. She squeals again and pushes her hips back, grinding her perky ass against his crotch. He moans—softly, because he’s a classy guy—and whispers a suggestion in her ear, his other hand lifting her silky hair to kiss the back of her neck, inhale her scent…

The red door flies open with a bang, startling me into dropping the heavy cookbook I’m holding—right onto my toe. “Motherfudger,” I hiss and crouch to pick it up, then glance up to find Darcy framed in the doorway, her spooky pale eyes narrowed.

“You scare too easily.” She strides over and widens her stance, boxing me in with those black motorcycle boots. I can’t straighten up without bonking into her, so I peer up at her like the nervous dolt I am. 

Her expression is not unkind, merely curious. “Don’t give in to the fear, love. Try something that scares you.” She shifts her pile of books to her hip, reaches out a hand, and pulls me to my feet. Her eyes half-close into a feline gaze as she brushes a lock of hair from my forehead.

“Red hair. Pretty. Hey, do you want to take a ride on my Harley sometime? It’d do you good, I bet. Shake things up.” With a low, earthy laugh, she sashays to the counter and sets down her pile of books, then turns to wink over her shoulder.

My pulse picks up speed, and I remind myself to breathe. She’s only teasing me, trying to get a reaction.

Margot hops down from her stool behind the counter and reaches for the books, eyes wide. “Is this all for you?” 

“Oh no, I want more. Lots more.” Darcy leans onto her elbows, rests her chin on her interlaced fingers, and bats her lashes at Margot, who blushes like a fuchsia.

From behind them, Nick calls, “Darcy, when you’re quite finished flirting with the ladies, let’s carry out the rest.”

He stands in the doorway, his crisp dress shirt unbuttoned at the collar, revealing a dusting of silky black hair. The tall pile of books in his arms threatens to slip sideways. When I hurry to relieve him of half his stack, and he murmurs in my ear, “Darcy can be hard to take, but she’s an excellent assistant. She’ll try to get under your skin. Just ignore her.”

But Darcy’s intense gaze now focuses on Margot, who’s pulled up her Betty Boop T-shirt to display the swarm of tattooed bees dancing across her hips. Darcy traces their progress with a long, black-lacquered fingernail. Margot giggles and twists away, but not too far away.

“What a sweet little honey you are,” Darcy purrs. 

With a thunk, Nick sets down his pile of books.

Darcy straightens up. “Right. Off I go.” 

“I’ll help you.” Margot trots after her new friend.

Nick pushes an errant dark curl back into place above his forehead. “Kids.”

I clear my throat. “So, it looks like you found plenty of, er, materials for your project.”

“Oh, we did.” He nods. “You’ve created quite a collection there. I hope I’m not causing trouble by taking so many books.”

“No, no, it’s fine. Like I said, I really don’t have much to do with the back room.”

He cocks his head, smiling gently. “I’ll bet you don’t realize what you have here. Your husband had an extraordinary eye for beauty, both words and images. After all, he chose you, the brightest gem in his collection.”

Nick’s kind words about Jared stab me right in the conscience. What a traitor I am, spinning lustful fantasies while these two explore the erotica wonderland my dead husband created. I clutch a book and close my eyes against the tears threatening to drop onto its leather cover.

Nick steps back, both hands raised. “Oh, crap, I’m sorry. I’ve upset you. It’s still too fresh, isn’t it?”

I nod, swipe at my eyes, and ring up the first book. When I reach for the next one, he gently grasps my hand.

“Clara, would you rather not part with these?” His warm, dark eyes focus on me with such kindness. Knowing he’s been through a similar loss helps me articulate thoughts too painful to say aloud—until now.

“In some ways, I’m glad to see those books go. They stir up feelings I’m not ready to confront.”

He nods and glances toward the open red door. Inside, Margot and Darcy giggle as they gather more volumes. Darcy scolds, “Don’t drop it again, or Mama will spank you.”

Nick rolls his eyes and leans on the counter, his long, graceful fingers tented inches from my face while I bend to check the price stickers.

“Clara.”

“Yes?” I glance up to find him searching my face.

“I was hoping you might have a glass of wine with me tonight. We could…discuss my project?”

My breath catches. “Oh! Well, I…uh…”

He straightens up. “Do you already have plans?”

“Not really, but I’m—” Nick’s been so kind to me, and he deserves an honest answer. “I’m sort of seeing someone.”

“Oh.” He purses his lips. “Is it serious?”

I shrug, hoping to appear cool and collected—which I definitely am not with Nick watching me closely, as if my face holds some secret code. “Not yet.”

“Well then, what’s the harm in a friendly drink between fellow book lovers?” He raises one dark eyebrow, and a friendly challenge twinkles in his gold-flecked eyes.

I remember Darcy’s words: Try something that scares you.

“Sure. Okay. Why not?” I straighten my shoulders, relishing the rush of my own daring. “I close up at seven tonight.”

Take that, Darcy.

“Excellent. I’ll see you then.” The warmth of his smile dampens my inner warning bells. I even allow myself to meet his gaze for a long moment. Such lovely eyes, dark and mysterious and inviting…

Just then, Darcy and Margot come giggling up the aisle, weaving back and forth under the weight of the books they carry. Margot helps ring up the total, which comes in at over six hundred dollars.

Darcy whistles. “Did you go over budget, Prof?”

“A little.” Nick signs the slip and tosses his car keys to Darcy. “Bring her around, will you?”

Darcy flashes a grin at me, then at her boss. “I tried, but it looks like you got to her first.” She hefts an armful of books and hip-bumps Margot. “Give us a hand, my little chickadee?”

Margot gathers as many as she can hold and trots after Darcy like an eager puppy following its master.

Nick leans one elbow on the counter and chuckles. “Puppy love.”

“In Darcy’s case, it’s more like wolf lust.” My bold words startle me. It’s as if he’s jarring something loose, prying away a few bricks in my wall of reserve.

“Oh, her bark’s worse than her bite, if you’ll forgive the cliché.” He stacks up the last of the books. “So, I notice the café next door is having a wine tasting tonight.”

Next door. Familiar people, familiar territory. “Sounds great.”

I watch him go, sighing softly as I drink in the curve of his muscular ass beneath his soft dress slacks, the span of his shoulders, the graceful way he hefts the heavy stack of books. Lulu hops up on the counter and mews her approval.

“Right, puss?” I sigh. “That man is stunning.”

She gives me an affectionate head-butt before leaping down to continue her rounds.

A moment later, the bell over the shop door tinkles and Margot comes tripping back, a goofy grin on her elfin face. She pauses in the doorway, rubs her arms, and hugs herself.

“I like them,” she declares. 

“Them, or her?”

She shrugs. “Both, but mostly her. We have a date tonight.”

I giggle. “Almost makes me wonder if the two of them came here on false pretenses, just trawling for chicks.”

Margot’s eyes widen. “You too?”

When I nod, she skips over and squeezes me tight. “Clara, that’s so cool! It’s about time.” She clears her throat. “I mean, I’m glad you’re going out with someone.”

“Just a glass of wine, nothing to get excited about.” But the quaver in my voice belies my brave words.

“You nervous?”

“A little. I mean, I’ve been alone for a year, and now I have two dates in one day.”

“Whoa!” Margot fans herself. “You’re hot stuff, Clara.”

“It’s no big deal, just a run this morning with Harry’s friend, and now—”

“Hey, there’s no rule against dating more than one person at a time, especially if you’re not serious yet.” Margot grasps my shoulders. “Are you serious about either of these guys?”

I dismiss her ridiculous suggestion with a wave of my hand. “No, of course not.”

She slaps the counter with her palm. “Tell you what, why don’t I close up tonight? I don’t have to be ready until ten. You old folks will probably be in bed by then.”

My jaw drops. “Margot!”

“Oh, jeez, no. I just meant you don’t stay up so late. I didn’t mean…Sorry. Never mind.” Her expression is so contrite, I immediately forgive her and accept her offer to close up.

“And you be careful, Miss Margot,” I say on my way out the door. “I don’t trust that Darcy. She’s a predator.”

Margot grins. “Hey, sometimes it’s fun to play with fire.”








  
  

Chapter Seven
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Nick


I park my Karmann Ghia in front of Clara’s bookshop just before seven and give my reflection a final check in the rearview mirror. No spinach in my teeth, no visible boogers, no stray fuzz in my hair. I check my fly, pop a mint, and take a few deep breaths before climbing out of my low-slung car. Here we go. 

It’s been a long time since I’ve cared this much about making a good impression. Charming and disarming women usually comes easy to me—a skill I learned from the ultimate schmoozer, my Greek father. I swear, the man could charm his way into any woman’s good graces. The trick, according to Baba, is to notice that special something that makes a woman unique—and above all, be sincere. Women can smell phoniness a mile away.

Dad knew what he was talking about. After all, the cocky little Greek charmed my proud, statuesque mother right off her feet. God, I miss him. Baba would know what to do about this fascinating, alluring widow who lives too damn far away.

Why her, why now? It’s one of those questions you can’t answer with logic. The answer lies somewhere deep inside my primitive animal brain. Something about her voice, her scent, the tilt of her head when she gazes up at me. We’ve only spent a few hours together, but in her presence, I feel a bone-deep sense of rightness. Trouble is, I can’t quite trust my perceptions, especially after last year’s huge lapse in judgment nearly cost my career.

It blows my mind how perfect she is for me—owner of an amazing bookshop, and a widow too. She understands what it costs to open up your heart after such a deep loss. At least, I hope she does.

Right, enough stalling. I square my shoulders and stride to the entrance of Book Nirvana. Behind the counter, Clara’s spikey-haired assistant bends over a ledger. I try the door. Already locked. When I knock on the glass, she looks up, flashes a merry grin, and points toward the coffee shop next door.

Through the café’s window, I note the long, narrow space is already packed with customers. I spot Clara perched on a stool. God, she’s lovely. I pause a moment to drink in the sight of her. She’s let her hair down to fall in soft, russet waves over her slim shoulders. Her satin blouse has come untucked in the back, baring a crescent moon of smooth, pale skin above her dark jeans. Her fingers toy with a coffee stirrer, her gaze far away, as if daydreaming. She shifts in her seat and leans her cheek onto her hand.

A shiver vibrates deep in my belly at the memory of my own awkwardness when I first ventured out after Diana’s death. This is a huge deal for Clara, even if some not-yet-serious rival has taken her out. And it’s a huge deal for me. 

The last time I felt this gut-level certainty about a woman was when I met Diana, back in our undergrad days. Sure, I’m attracted to Clara—what straight man wouldn’t be? But beyond that, she’s a sweet, fascinating contradiction—lonely and sad, brave and hopeful, uncertain but reaching out anyway. Even if she doesn’t choose me, I want to help her step through the door and build a new life for herself.

When I push the door open, Clara glances up. Her wide-eyed gaze locks onto mine. Her lips part, and she grips the counter’s edge. Beside, her, the barista, a slim guy with a lacquered pompadour and huge doe eyes, looks me up and down.

“This him?” he asks Clara, his Southern drawl booming above the rumble of conversation.

She nods. 

“Nice.” He pats her hand, straightens up, and addresses me. “Welcome to Coffee Dreams. The wine guy is set up in the back.” He hollers over his shoulder, “Two more, darling!”

From the back of the café, a man with a perfectly groomed rectangular beard flashes a thumbs-up.

Clara makes the introductions. “Nick Papadopoulos, this is Arnie Stewart, barista extraordinaire.”

“For now, dear lady, for now.” Arnie heaves a theatrical sigh and wipes a wine glass with his bar towel. “Wish I had a crowd like this every night. The competition is getting fierce, especially since the chain that shall not be named opened up the street. If the new landlord raises the rent, I’m screwed.” He calls to the tattooed young woman at the other end of the counter, “Lana, would you find these good people a nice seat?”

Lana leads us to a tall café table and returns a moment later with a plate of olives, cheese cubes, salami slices, and nuts. “Compliments of the chef.” She grins and thumps her chest. “Which is me. Hey Clara, you met the new landlord yet?”

Clara shakes her head and reaches for an olive.

The server purses her lips. “I hear he’s a real prick. Anyway, enjoy.”

The din of conversation and laughter make it difficult to talk without shouting, so I scoot my stool closer to Clara’s. She doesn’t pull away when my knee presses against hers beneath the table. Does she feel it too, that sharp zing of pleasure where our bodies touch?

“So, what brings you to Eugene, besides erotica?” She pops a cheese cube into her mouth, then slides the plate to me.

I munch a few almonds before answering. “One of my anthropology students gave me the idea. I’d assigned some readings on shifting notions of sexual attractiveness—you know, what was considered ‘hot’ in different places and times.”

She nods, her gaze on the slice of salami she’s trying to spear with a toothpick. “Sounds like a fun class.”

“This kid didn’t think so. Told me the homework was boring. He said I should write a book about it, one with lots of pictures, like the slides I show in class. And it got me thinking—why not? I pitched the idea to my department chair, and she agreed a scholarly book with broad appeal would reflect well on the department, and maybe help my career too.”

“Your career needs help?” Clara spears me with those ocean-green eyes, and I nearly lose the thread of our conversation. Imprisoned by her gaze, I reach for an olive at the same moment she does, and my hand closes over hers instead. Her skin is soft, warm, silky.

Jolted, I release her. “Yes, unfortunately. There are three of us up for tenure next year. Let’s just say certain of my colleagues don’t approve of my area of specialty.”

“At Berkeley?” She raises an eyebrow. “I’d think you’d be rolling in sex out there.”

“Wouldn’t you? Fortunately for me, our department chair likes my work, but she’s not the only one who decides whether I get tenure.”

“Ah. Office politics.”

“Can’t escape that.” I nab a few more almonds and watch Clara fiddle with her toothpick, like a nervous undergrad facing an oral exam.

The bearded vintner slides between the tables and pours our first sample. “We’re starting with a crisp Pinot Grigio…” He natters on about nose and legs and bouquet and lingering afternotes. Clara flashes a shy grin and takes a sip, then closes her eyes and exhales through her nose.

“Well?” I ask.

“It’s—surprising.” She takes another sip.

“Do you like surprises, Clara?” I didn’t mean it to sound like a challenge but realize too late she might take it as one.

Don’t scare her off, numbnuts.

She meets my gaze, her eyes soft and thoughtful. “I used to. I think maybe a few surprises would do me good.” But before I can pick up that promising thread, she swallows the last of her wine and laces her fingers together. “You’ve travelled a long way just to find some sexy pictures.”

“Actually, I come up here several times a year. There aren’t many people working in my area of concentration, but there are three at the U of O.” I arch one eyebrow. “Must be something in the water up here.”

“Oh yeah, we’re a very sexy state.” A sudden flush lights up Clara’s cheeks. Is it the wine or something more interesting?

“Plus, my sister and her family live up in Corvallis, and my parents retired to Portland.”

Clara tilts her head, her expression hard to read.  

“So,” she continues as the vintner pours our next sample, a fruity Chardonnay, “you get together with these sex professors and, what, write about historical sex?”

“Cultural anthropologists. And yes, that pretty much sums it up.”

“And they pay you for that?”

I chuckle. “Not as well as I’d like, but yes.”

“Nice gig.”

“So is running a bookshop. That must be fun.”

“It mostly is.” She tastes the wine, closes her eyes, and moans softly. “Oh, my.”

I take a sip, purse my lips, and snuffle comically. “Lovely top notes of apple and pear, with muscular legs and a firm behind.”

Clara giggles. “Spoken like a sex professor.”

When I raise my forefinger, she interjects, “Sorry, cultural anthropologist.”

Our third sample arrives. The pours are getting more generous, our host’s voice more musical. Must be sampling his own wares. “This is a German-style Riesling. Notice the pleasant balance of acid and sweet, with notes of wet stone.”

I stick my nose into my glass and sniff. “Wunderschön.”

Clara sips and smacks her lips. “Ach du lieber.”

Laughing, I parry, “Wiener Schnitzel.”

“Oktoberfest.”

“Weltschmerz.”

She taps her pursed lips. “Umm…Dachshund?”

I bark out a laugh, rocking on my wobbly bar stool. She joins in, her laughter ringing like silver bells. I can’t recall the last time I had this much fun being silly with a woman—except for Diana. A thread of bittersweet weaves through this happy moment.  

Diana would’ve liked Clara. My take-life-by-the-horns wife had a knack for spotting people with kind hearts, and she would’ve appreciated Clara’s brave honesty.    

I wipe my eyes. “You have a wonderful laugh, Clara.” I reach for her hand. She lets me take it, but the moment has passed. Her smile flattens, and her gaze turns inward.

“It’s hard, isn’t it?” I ask. 

She nods and sighs.

Let me in, Clara. 

I take her other hand, holding them both lightly. “After Diana died, I used to feel guilty whenever I found myself having fun. Crazy, right? I mean, the last thing she’d want is for me to sit alone, all wrapped up in a blanket of grief. But it was hard to enjoy the lighter moments because I felt like I was…”

“Betraying her?” Clara’s eyes shine bright with unshed tears.

An almost irresistible urge wells up in my chest. I want nothing more than to enfold her in my arms, to cushion her against this hard, hard moment. But rather than risk our tenuous connection, I content myself with gently cradling her hands.

I clear my throat, my voice thick with emotion. “Listen, I’ve been through what you’re going through now. Of course, your experience is different, but I can tell you loved your husband very much, and you’re having a hard time letting go of your pain. Am I right?”

She takes a shuddering breath and nods.

“The pain will always be there. Sometimes it’s like an ocean wave, knocking you down when you least expect it. But here’s the thing.” I shift in my seat, searching for the right words. “You can’t stop the tide, but you can ride the waves when they come, then get up again and keep walking.”

She raises her gaze to mine. I hold the connection for a quiet moment before continuing.

“I know it’s hard to believe, but you will know joy again. At first, just little moments of lightness, like sun breaking through the clouds. And someday, not too far from now, you’ll find yourself happy for whole days at a time. I promise. Accept those moments when they come, Clara. Don’t push them away.”

I squeeze her hands. She drops her gaze but holds onto my fingers. Thank God. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to resist brushing a stray curl from her cheek, stroking her heavy auburn hair, and then…

“Ahem.” The vintner stands beside our table, holding a bottle. “Pinot noir?”

I blink hard and release her hands. “Sure, please.”

I watch her sip the wine, my gaze never leaving her face until she finally looks up. The corners of her mouth twitch upward. “It’s good.”

I nod. 

“The wine, I mean.”

“Oh, right.” I shake off my fog of infatuation and take a taste. “It’s very—what, silky?”

“Yes, and a bit…velvety.”

“With just a hint of…”

“Denim?”

“I’m thinking burlap.”

Laughing, we resume our wordplay over the wines, light and easy and fun. Finally, as we drain our glasses, I steer the conversation back to Clara, treading carefully. “So, has Eugene always been your home?”

“No, just since college.” She stretches her arms overhead and yawns. “Sorry, it’s been a long day. I went running this morning, and I’m starting to feel it.”

“You’re a runner?”

“I was once, but it’s been ages. You?”

I note her habit of deflecting questions about herself. “I’m a rower.”

“In the San Francisco Bay? Isn’t that dangerous?”

“There’s a lagoon where we practice. It’s peaceful out there, especially early in the morning.”

She nods, eyelids half-closed. “I’d like to try that someday, just gliding along on like a—what do you call it—a water strider?”

“Oh no, you’re much too lovely to be a water strider. You’re more of a dragonfly, I think. Bright, like a jewel, and hard to pin down.”

That pierces her armor. Her lashes flutter, and her mouth relaxes into a soft smile. “Thank you, Nick. I’ve always liked dragonflies.”

“I’m afraid I’ve been more of a bumble bee tonight, buzzing on about myself. I’d like to know more about you, Clara.”

“Oh.” She glances at the delicate silver watch on her wrist. “Well, it’s getting late.”

“There you go, flitting away again.” 

Please stay, Clara.

“Mea culpa.” She raises both hands in surrender. “So, how long are you in town?”

“Let’s see…” I check my phone. “I have to head back to Berkeley no later than…so…twelve more days.”

“Well then, maybe we can continue our discussion later.”

I bite back the grin that threatens to blow my cool cover. “Your boyfriend won’t mind?”

She blushes again, and damn, she’s so pretty in pink.

“He’s not really my…I mean…” She clears her throat. “Anyway, I’d like to hear more about your project. But I do need to get back home.” She wobbles a bit as she steps down from her stool.

I rush to steady her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and inhaling her scent. She smells of roses, simple, sweet, and intoxicating.

“Can I drive you home?”

She raises her eyes to mine, and for a dizzying moment it seems she might say yes. But she slides out of my grip. “No, thank you. My car’s right outside. I’m just a bit stiff from my run. I’ll be fine.”

“Let me walk you to your car, at least.” 

She sighs. “Okay. Thanks.”

As we walk to her parking space, a fine drizzle pats our cheeks like a caress. We stroll side by side to Clara’s Subaru, its windows fogged with dew. Illuminated by the streetlamps, the mist sparkles and dances down like a swarm of tiny fireflies. I want to linger here until the rain drenches us to the skin. 

As she inserts her key, I sense the tension radiating from her body. She squares her shoulders, then turns to face me, her jaw tight. “I had a good time, Nick. Thank you.”

I hold the door while she slides behind the wheel. Perhaps the barrier between us makes her more secure because she rolls down the window and reaches for my hand. “It’s such a relief to talk to someone who understands.”

My heart gallops. She’s getting away, and we haven’t set a date to meet again. She starts to roll up the window, but I hook my fingers over the glass. “Clara, wait.”

She pauses, eyebrows raised.

Don’t push too hard. Don’t scare her away.

I crouch, bringing my face level with hers. “Whatever happens, if you need someone who understands this journey, I hope you’ll think of me. I’m always ready to listen.”

And then, much to my astonishment, she slides her warm, delicate hand behind my neck, pulls me closer, and presses her angel-soft lips to my cheek.

“Thank you, Nick. Good night.”

Rooted to the pavement, I watch her drive away. When she disappears around the corner, I spread my arms wide, turn my face to the sky, and whisper, “Yessss!”
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I run my tongue over my tingling lips.

Why did I kiss him?

The hiss of my tires on the wet asphalt echoes the buzzing in my brain. Once again, the strong tug of Nick’s physical magnetism drew a startling reaction from me.

So what? It’s a cheek kiss, for cripes’ sake. Just a friendly gesture. No big deal.

But the butterflies in my stomach disagree, and so does the heat between my thighs.

Still, how lucky to find someone who understands what I’m going through, especially with the first anniversary of Jared’s death so near. Of course, I’ll have Harry by my side, and Margot. My younger sister will check in, my stepsister too. Dad will try to persuade me to come stay for a few days. But the thought of enduring such pain under the scrutiny of my brassy, bossy stepmother…I shudder. Better to ride it out in familiar surroundings, to find comfort in routine up until the wave of grief washes through me.

Maybe Nick could tell me how to weather the anniversary of my terrible loss. He’s already been through it. Twice, in fact. And he promised I’d one day know joy again. He was right, too. For those few hours in his company, I felt—what? Lighter. Warmer. Tickled by the possibility of something better.

I pull into the driveway of the upstairs flat I shared with Jared, now dark and still, full of echoes and memories. What would he say about Nick? 

I glance at my reflection in the rearview mirror and whisper, “I need your help, babe.” 

An answering gust of wind blows across the windshield, carrying damp petals from the linden tree beside the driveway. They stick, plastered to the glass by the rain. I reach out and stroke the window with my fingertips.

Jared’s favorite blossoms, a gift of remembrance and love.

Tears blur my eyes as I whisper, “Thank you.”








  
  

Chapter Eight
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Clara


“Nooooo.” I reach out from beneath the covers and swat my alarm clock. “Five more minutes.” 

I yelp in the middle of my wake-up stretch. Everything below my waist protests: my lower back aches, my hips are stiff, my calves throb, and my feet cramp. Those four miles have left their mark all over my body.

“Effin’ Epsom salts,” I groan. I forgot to buy some. In fact, my spontaneous evening with Nick precluded the hot bath Dalton recommended, so last night I simply tumbled into bed.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid.” I slowly heave myself upright and penguin-waddle into the bathroom. I’d love to take the day off, but Sunday is one of our busiest days, with just me and Harry on duty from noon till five. Time off will have to wait until I can afford to hire another assistant.

Ibuprofen dulls the pain by the time Harry backs into the shop, his wiry arms wrapped around a folded wooden contraption.

“What you got there, Harry?”

“Check it out.” He sets down his burden and shrugs off his jacket. “Found this in my garden shed. A bit faded, but…” Grunting, he wrestles the thing into position.

“There.” With a wide grin, he gestures to an old-fashioned deck chair, its well-worn striped blue and white canvas now stretched taut.

“Another seat for customers?”

“No, silly. For the window display. You’ll see.” 

Ten minutes later, he’s filled the chair with paperbacks, with more peeking out of a child’s beach bucket, and still more scattered among the seashells on the display floor.

I clap my hand, tickled by his clever arrangement. “That’s marvelous, Harry.”

“Wait, it gets better.” From his jacket pocket, he pulls a thick plastic packet, turns his back, and blows into a valve. Puff by puff, a shiny inflatable palm tree takes shape. “It’s too flimsy for real books, but I’ll tape some dust covers to it.” Harry steps back and grins at his creation: a perfect summer tableau filled with tempting beach reads.

“Brilliant. What would I do without you, Harry?” 

With Harry’s help, I field a thin but steady stream of customers. Sundays draw lots of browsers to our shop-lined street, and Harry’s window display seems to lure a few more shoppers than usual into Book Nirvana. The comforting routine keeps my mind off conflicting thoughts and emotions stirred up by the new men in my life.

Shortly before closing time, a young mother comes in trailing twin preschoolers who make a beeline for the children’s section, a sunny corner filled with beanbag chairs in primary colors and a low table whose legs are painted like crayons. One of the boys heads straight for the toy box and carries an armload of plastic blocks to the table, his cupid’s bow mouth set in a determined line. His brother stands on tiptoe to whisper in his crouching mom’s ear. 

“Well, go ask the lady,” she says. “Mama’s going to look at grownup books. I’ll be right there, see?” She points to the mystery aisle, then gives me a weary smile. “Jared has a question for you.”

My hand flies to my throat. 

The dark-haired tot reaches up his soft, sticky little hand. Blinking back tears, I let him tug me to the picture books.

I kneel beside him. “What kind of books do you like, Jared?”

With the heartbreaking trust only small children possess, he leans his curly head against my shoulder and whispers, “Dinosaurs.”

“Well then, let’s see what we can find.” I sit cross-legged on the floor, and the little guy climbs into my lap. His soft, baby shampoo-scented hair tickles beneath my chin. I close my eyes and inhale, and a pang of longing pierces me to the bone. 

Our child would have resembled this cutie.

I battle to keep my voice steady and gentle as I pull books from the shelves. “How about this one? Dino Danny Goes to the Beach.” I open the cover, and immediately Jared’s twin scoots over and leans against my ribs. 

“I like dinosaurs too,” he declares. “‘Specially the T-Rex. Rawr!” He claws the air and grins.

When the boys’ mother returns, little Jared sticks out his lower lip. “I wanna finish the stoooory.” 

His mom collapses into a beanbag chair. “Go ahead. Mama will read her book until you’re finished.” She mouths a silent “Thank you.”

I read on, my two squirmy little customers punctuating my narrative with comments and laughter.

“Look,” Jared says, “he has sand on his butt!”

“In his butt crack!” his brother chimes in, and they both fall over in a fit of adorable giggles.

“And so, with his bucket full of seashells and his shorts full of sand, Dino Danny climbed back into his mommy’s dino car. ‘Goodbye, ocean,’ he called out. And swoosh, whoosh, the ocean waved goodbye.” I close the book. “The end.”

The kids jump up, and Jared’s brother snatches the book.

“Ah, ah, ah!” their mother interjects. “What do you say, boys?”

Both brothers speed back to give me a hug, their sweaty little bodies colliding against mine with a solid thunk. Jared plants a sticky kiss on my cheek. “Thank you, Book Lady.”

“You have kids?” the boys’ mother asks as I ring up their purchases.

Keeping my gaze on the cash register, I shake my head.

“You should. You’re a natural. Thanks again for the break.” She stuffs their books into her backpack, takes each boy by the hand, and leads them outside.

I stare after them, lost in reverie and regret. A memory floats up: hot tears streaming down my face, yet another plastic stick clutched in my hand. “Negative again. I was so sure this time.”

Jared’s deep blue eyes glisten with unshed tears as he enfolds me in his warm, strong arms. “It’s okay, babe. If it’s meant to be, it’ll be. If not, we can adopt. There are lots of kids out there who need families. Just have faith.”

But we waited too long to begin trying, devoting the early years of our marriage to building the business. And now, my chance at motherhood is gone.

Harry approaches from behind and gently grips my shoulder.

“Having a hard time, eh?” His voice is raspy with emotion. “I miss him too.”

I take a deep, shaky breath. “I know you do, Harry.” Battling for control, I step out of his embrace. Too much sympathy and I’ll dissolve into a quivering mess.

But Harry isn’t so easily dissuaded. He grasps my hand. “Clara, I know this is hard to talk about, but listen.” He holds on, his grip warm and firm, until I meet his gaze. “The anniversary is coming up. If you need some time off, I’ll cover for you. Or we could close the shop for a few days.”

“We can’t afford to close. Besides,” I swipe at my eyes with the back of my hand, “I’d rather keep busy. Here, at least I’m doing something useful. Crying alone at home doesn’t help me heal.”

He releases me. “I know it’s not the same, but Eleanor left just a few weeks before our wedding anniversary. Our twentieth.” His smile is misty, his gaze far away. “I had a big surprise planned, a trip to the coast, a fancy hotel, spa day, the works.” He sighs. “Anyway, I went for a long run on that anniversary. Ran till my feet were bloody. Kept the crazy thoughts at bay.”

I squeeze his arm. “Well, I’m not in great shape like you are, but I might give it a try. And thanks, Harry. You’re my rock.”

He kisses my cheek, his bristly whiskers scratching pleasantly. “You’re not alone, Clara. I’ll be here for you.”

But he’s seventy-four. How much longer will he want to work in the bookshop? Surely, he has other adventures planned, dreams that will take him far away and leave me to manage things on my own.

The shop closes on Mondays, my one day to get away. Maybe I’ll follow Harry’s example and take a run in the park to clear my head. If nothing else, the exercise will build my strength. Between my floundering business and my broken heart, I’m going to need every bit of strength I can summon.








  
  

Chapter Nine
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Nick


“It’s not the same, Leo.” 

“Bullshit. Canoe, scull, kayak, they’re all rowboats, right?”

I grumble as I climb into the two-man inflatable kayak my friend brought for the afternoon of rowing he promised me. I envision the two of us gliding along the Willamette River in a sleek double scull, not this plastic toy. I feel like an utter fool, dressed for a serious workout in my skin-tight competition rowing trou and snug Cal T-shirt, while all around us families in baggy shorts and life vests paddle placidly on the park’s narrow canoe canal.

“I thought you said the U of O rowing team practiced here?”

“Nope, I got that wrong. They’re out at Dexter Lake. Too far to make it out there and back in time for this afternoon’s session.”

A cultural anthropology professor at the University of Oregon, Leo invited me up to Eugene for a “professional conference” with a few of his U of O colleagues and another anthropologist from Washington State. Turns out, Leo’s “conference” is really just a casual, boozy get-together and bitch fest, and his idea of a workout won’t even break a sweat.

And God knows I need to work off some of this tension. The memory of Clara’s graceful body, her shy smile, her sad, ocean-green eyes, her soft lips against my cheek—the reaction they stir makes tight athletic shorts a perilous wardrobe choice. At least she won’t see me dressed like a freakin’ sausage.

I’d have blended right in among the competitive rowers I was expecting. But out here, amidst the kids and the ducks, I look ridiculous. 

“Careful there, it’s tilty as shit,” Leo warns me as I settle into my mesh seat.

“This thing’s a bath toy compared to my scull back home.”

“How does a big guy like you not sink in that floating sliver?”

“A little thing called balance, my friend. Want lessons?”

“Nope. I got this.” The kayak wobbles ominously as Leo lowers himself into the front seat.

He’s a bulky bear of a man, tall and wide and ungainly, but a great teacher and a good friend since our undergrad days. His recent split from his longtime girlfriend shook him badly, and I know Leo’s craving company more than a real workout.

Leo pushes off, and we glide out into the canal, now crowded with canoes, kayaks, and stand-up paddle boards. The watery playground echoes with the splashes of amateur rowers, the laughter of children, and the ducks’ noisy commentary. I much prefer the near-silent, rapid backward slide of rowing, but this will have to do. And anyway, my friend needs me. 

I, of all people, know how hard it is to put on a happy face and start again after the loss of a great love.

“So, what did you think of the bookshop?” Leo asks. “Find some good smut?”

I smack the water with my paddle, splashing my rude friend. “The lady does not peddle smut. And yes, I found some high-quality erotic art books.”

“Oho!” Leo twists to grin back at me. “The lady, eh?”

“Isn’t that why you sent me?”

“I sent you for the books. Never met the lady, just the old guy and the younger dude with dark hair.”

“That was her husband.”

Leo lifts one shoulder. “Too bad. If she were single, maybe she’d tempt you to stay up here.”

Oh, she’s tempting, all right.

“She’s a widow. Bike accident.”

“Wow. That’s rough.” He points with his paddle toward an overhanging willow tree. “This way.”

We pivot smoothly, finding an easy rhythm as we dip our paddles into the jade-green water. Soon we glide beneath the trailing branches to a spot hidden from other boaters.

From the pocket of his cargo shorts, Leo pulls a slim flask. “Wee drappie?”

I check my smart watch. “It’s not even noon yet.” 

“Ach, ye spoilsport. Yer harshin’ me buzz.”

“Away with ye, Redbeard.” My pirate accent is even worse than Leo’s. “I’ll save me grog fer later.”

Leo strokes his bushy copper whiskers. “Suit yerself.” He takes a healthy glug. “So, pirates of the high seas we be, lurking in the shadows, scoutin’ out booty.”

“How’s your pirate novel coming, anyway?”

He sighs. “No further, alas. But speaking of booty, tell me about the bookseller’s widow.”

Jealousy prickles like a belly full of burrs. Leo may be a big, fuzzy lummox, but he’s smart and funny. And here. Clara might soon hook up with him, or with someone like him. In a town this size, there must be hundreds of men ready to charm her out of her sorrow and into their beds. Why did I have to meet such an interesting woman so far from home?

“Well, she’s…” I search for words adequate to the task of describing her.

“Pretty, I’ll bet.”

“Very.”

“And young?”

“About our age.”

“And hot for my Greek friend?”

I shake my head. “I don’t think she’s ready for romance.”

But the memory of Clara’s kiss raises goosebumps on my skin.

“Well then, it’s your job to persuade her otherwise!” Leo slaps the water with his paddle, splashing me and startling a mother mallard and her string of fuzzy ducklings from their hiding place along the bank. Quacking and peeping, they jet across the kayak’s bow.

Leo resumes his pirate’s brogue. “All righty then, shore leave be over. Back out to sea.”

We spend a pleasant two hours paddling back and forth on the canal, talking about our work and our fellow boaters. A canoe full of giggly college-age girls turns up beside us again and again. Finally, a tall, slim girl with rich brown skin and elaborate braids calls out, “Doctor Jones, is that you?”

Leo shields his eyes and squints. “Depends. Who’s asking?”

The girls paddle closer. “It’s me, silly.” Seeing Leo’s awkward half-smile, she adds, “Lenora Addison, from your anthro seminar.”

“Oh, right, of course. Lenora with the stories about hiking in Peru. Didn’t recognize you in your, erm…” He flaps his broad hand in her direction.

This is one of the hazards of being a college instructor. Lenora and her friends all wear tiny shorts and bikini tops. And this girl’s smile is dangerous, spiced with the brash confidence of a skilled huntress. Leo had better watch out. Such temptations could cost him dearly, especially when he’s in such a vulnerable state.

The girl’s sharp gaze lasers in on me. Her long, elegant fingers toy with her braids. “Who’s your friend, Prof?” 

Her boatmates giggle.

“Ah. This fellow here is a colleague of mine.”

“Really? What do you teach?” the blonde girl in the middle asks.

“Cultural anthropology.” I clear my throat. “In Berkeley.”

“Too bad,” the huntress says with an exaggerated sigh. “California is so crowded. Wouldn’t you rather be a Duck?”

“Sorry?”

“Come teach here!” the cute Asian girl up front squeals. And then, in a peal of giggles, the trio dig in their oars and splash away.

“Well, damn,” Leo complains, “you’ve been up here, what, two days? Already you’ve seduced a pretty bookseller and three students.”

“What did I do?” I protest. “I’m just minding my business and rowing your heavy ass around this duck pond.”

“I’ve gotta get me some ugly friends,” he mutters. “Can’t get any women with you around.” He dips his paddle, and I match his rhythm as we move back toward the boathouse.

“I thought we came out here to get some exercise, some sun, not some women. Speaking of, you’re getting pretty pink there, my friend.” I tap Leo’s neck, now roasted to a deep magenta. “You forget your sunscreen?”

He wrinkles his ruddy nose. “Sunscreen is for sissies, not for pirates.” 

“I wear sunscreen.”

“Why? Women swoon for your swarthy skin.” Leaning on his paddle, he noses the kayak onto shore.

“Having dark skin doesn’t protect me from skin cancer,” I tell him, echoing Mom’s admonition. In summer she’d slather my sister and me with sunscreen from head to toe, despite our squirmy protests. 

“You want to stay pretty?” she asked us, though it wasn’t really a question. “Then take care of your skin. You think your father would have fallen in love with me if I didn’t take care of myself?”

“Bella, I would love you if you had warts,” Papa crooned. “I’d love you if you had whiskers. I’d even love you if you were short. You are my goddess.” 

I smile at the memory of my stocky little dad standing on tiptoe to kiss my Amazonian mom.

“Help me with this, lover boy.” Leo’s voice breaks through my fog of nostalgia.

Together, we hoist the dripping boat and fasten it to the roof of his Rav4.

“Be right back.” Leo trots toward the restroom while I stretch my back and shoulders. Despite my grumbling, those two hours of paddling gave me a decent workout. I interlace my fingers, raise my palms to the sky, and close my eyes, letting the sun warm my stiff muscles.

At the sound of approaching footsteps, I move back to make way for a woman jogger. Red-faced and puffing, jaw set in grim determination, long auburn ponytail swinging in rhythm with her  steps, she’s a stunner.

My senses prick up to high alert. My pulse revs.

“Clara?”

She spins to face me, frozen like the proverbial deer in headlights, and nearly gets sideswiped by a speeding cyclist. She stumbles backward just in time, then claps a hand to her chest while staring bug-eyed at me.

Thank the gods she’s wearing more than those college girls. Nevertheless, the way her sleeveless top and running tights hug her slim curves stirs a reaction I’d rather not display in public. I quickly untie the windbreaker knotted around my waist and clutch it in front of my crotch, trying to strike a casual pose. 

I like to think of myself as a sophisticated, mature guy, but I can’t help drinking in the sight of her, from her glistening forehead to her heaving breasts to the curve of her hips and her slender, strong legs. My gaze rises just in time to catch her giving me the same lingering up and down glance. Beneath my crumpled jacket, my dick strains against my tight shorts.

I move closer, checking both ways first to make sure another biker doesn’t mow us down. “Dangerous here, isn’t it?”

Still breathing hard, she nods.

“Shall we?” I gesture to a bench a few steps away. She sits, and I sink down beside her, draping the jacket across my lap.

Clara unknots a bandana from her wrist and uses it to wipe her damp face and throat.

“I’m a mess.” Her shy smile tugs at my heart—and other parts. Hey, I’m only human.

“Me too. Hot today.” I’m not usually this tongue-tied, but with her so close to her lovely body in that revealing outfit, I find it hard to think of anything beyond how much I want to run my hands over her, press against her, feel the slippery slide of her sweaty skin on mine…

“You come here often?” Chuckling, I swipe a hand down my face. “Yeah, I’m a smooth talker.”

She chuckles, a low, earthy sound that gives me happy chills. “I don’t, actually. It’s been ages. You were rowing?”

“More like chasing the ducks. My friend—”

“Well, now, who have we here?” Leo strides toward us, a broad smile on his red, fuzzy face. He nudges me aside and plops down beside me, forcing me to slide against Clara, our shoulder pressed together, our damp thighs touching.

He grins expectantly.

“Clara, meet my friend Leo Jones. He’s a professor at the U of O.”

“Let me guess, cultural anthropology?”

He beams. “Oh, she’s a smart one. Is this the fair bookseller?”

I nod and shoot him a warning glare. 

She extends her hand to Leo. “Clara Martelli. So, Nick, you told him about my shop?”

“Right.” He nods, then actually winks at me—who does that? “Did my buddy clean out your erotica collection? He’s going to need a lot of reference material for his new book.”

Clara shoots me a wary glance. “Oh, we still have plenty of books left.”

“Good news!” Leo brays and smacks my shoulder. “Means he’ll have to come back for another look.” He pushes himself up with an exaggerated groan. “My, I’m sore. Not like Nick here. He can go all day. Right, buddy?”

I glare daggers at my smart-ass friend, now sidling toward the parking lot.

“I’ll just go fasten down the boat.” He says with a little bow. “A pleasure to meet you, Clara.”

When he’s safely out of hearing range, she leans against my shoulder and giggles softly. I fight the urge to slide my arm around her. 

“He’s quite a character.” She pushes up from the bench. “Ouch. Sitting was a mistake.” Placing both hands at the small of her back, she arches into a stretch, pushing her pelvis forward.

My cock throbs painfully.

With a gulp, I rise to my feet. “It was good to see you again, Clara.”

“You too, Nick.” She takes a step backward but keeps her gaze on mine. “Um, I was wondering…” Another step backward. “I know you’re busy at the college, but could we have a coffee sometime before you go? There’s something I want to ask you.”

My heart dances a happy samba in my chest.

Keep cool, Mr. Horny-Pants.

“Well, I’m busy today. How about if I stop by your shop tomorrow?”

“Okay, then.” She smiles like a woman who’s drunk too much wine, too fast. “I’ll see you soon.”

She takes a step toward me. Will she give me another kiss like the one replaying in my head on loop? No, alas, just a tentative finger-wave and a crooked grin before she jogs off down the path.

I watch her disappear behind a grove of pines. And then my wistful smile evaporates in a cold wash of horror. My hands are empty. My jacket lies crumpled on the bench. I’ve been standing here in front of God and everybody in my stupid stretchy shorts, my erection on full display.

Shit. Did she notice? Shit shit shit.
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Oh. My. God. Oh. My. God.

The words echo in my head, pounding to the beat of my footsteps on the riverside trail. Some things, once seen, can never be forgotten. The image of Nick’s huge erection straining against his shiny black shorts will remain etched in my mind’s eye until the day I die.

Even the unaccustomed strain of running doesn’t come close to explaining my thundering heartbeat. I don’t know whether to giggle or moan or scream, so I obey my body’s most pressing command: flee.

I weave between the other runners on the path, letting my vision blur, focusing all my attention onto the jolt of my feet hitting the ground, the rush of breath through my lungs, the ache in my quads.

Finally, out of breath, I plod to a stop and rest my back against a tree, head down, gulping air.

Okay, let’s not get carried away. He’s a guy. Our legs were pressed together. His body reacted. No big deal.

Except it is a big deal, a huge deal, because since Saturday night I’ve been rehearsing how I might broach the subject I so desperately want to discuss with Nick. The anniversary of Jared’s death looms over me like a thunderous black cloud, and I need him to give me perspective, maybe even hope.

But now, the idea of opening up the tenderest corner of my heart to a man whose lust is so evident—well, it’s just, just…

Impossible.

And he’s coming by tomorrow.

I lean my head against the rough bark and whisper, “Help me, Jared. There’s no one I can talk to but you.”

His answer comes in a sharp bonk on the head. An immature pinecone, tight and hard, drops beside my feet.

“What the…” From a branch ten feet above, a fat gray squirrel swishes its bushy tail, laughter in its bright, beady eyes. As if lecturing me, it barks and chatters, then scampers up the trunk. A few seconds later, another pinecone tumbles down and hits my shoulder.

“Okay, okay.” I rub the spot and back away, surprised by my own laughter. “Maybe a little stiffy isn’t such a big deal. Is that what you’re telling me?” 

I set off at a slower pace, heading toward the parking lot. “It was a pretty big stiffy, though.”

A crow swoops low overhead, cawing as it passed. 

“I got the message!” I call and shield my head with crossed arms. “Don’t drop anything else on me.”

Now that laughter has calmed my jingly nerves, I notice the loveliness of the summer sunlight through the trees, dappling the path as if someone had sprinkled golden confetti. A light breeze off the river cools my flushed face, and other runners greet me with waves and smiles, as if I belong among them. I’ll have to come out here more often. Nick said he’s only in town for a few weeks, so soon I’ll be able to run in the park without danger. No more distressingly handsome Greek gods in tight shorts.








  
  

Chapter Ten
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Clara


I stand in the sports books aisle, befuddled. In my left hand, a big, shiny paperback titled Training for Your First 5K; in my right, the memoir of an Olympic rower turned rowing coach. “This is so weird,” I say aloud. Lulu agrees, giving the box a sniff before twining around my ankles.

When I cut open this carton of new releases, I found these two volumes on top. Clearly, the book gods are sending me a message.

“What’s weird, Clara?” Margot calls from the other side of the bookshelf.

“Oh, just an odd coincidence.” I lift each book in turn. Both are eye-catching, with glossy photos of handsome athletes on the covers. The paperback about running is flexible, lightweight, and less expensive. The hardback memoir costs more but offers more substance. I flip through the pages and stop at a photo of a muscular rower, his body arched backward, straining against the oars, eyes shut, face turned to the sky, as if caught in a moment of passion.

“Someone’s trying to tell me something.” I slide both books onto the shelf.

She peeps around the end cap. “My psychic grandmother says there’s no such thing as coincidence.” She waggles her pierced eyebrows.

Well then, what kind of read do I want? Quick and easy, or long and deep? 

A moment later, the doorway bell tinkles.

“Got it,” Margot scoots toward the front counter. A moment later she calls out, “Clara, visitor.”

I close my eyes and puff out a breath, like a track athlete about to sprint. This morning, I dressed with care, knowing Nick might stop by. I tug the hem of my blouse, then change my mind and tuck it into my jeans, fluff my hair, roll my shoulders, and finally step out of the aisle.

“Hey there.” Dalton springs up from the worn armchair near the front window. I relax at the sight of his crooked smile—so like a bashful teenager’s. But his broad shoulders and the golden beard across his strong jaw are very grown up indeed. Today he’s dressed for work in crisp chinos, a striped Oxford-cloth shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a tie printed with running shoes. Cute, and a little sexy. I’ll bet at least one student in his class has a crush on him.

“Hi, Dalton. Good to see you again.” I check my watch. “Weren’t we meeting at six?”

Looking sheepish, he examines his gigantic loafers. “I’m playing hooky.”

He’s so freakin’ cute. My heart gives a little squeeze. “I’ve never heard of a teacher cutting class.”

“It’s my planning period, so…Anyway, I just got my teaching assignment for next year: world history. The textbook is pretty dry, so I’m looking for inspiration. We start with the Ancient Sumerians.”

“Weren’t they the ones with the curly beards and the winged lions?”

“Yup. They even put curly beards on the winged lions. Big fans of the curly beards.”

While leading him back to the history aisle, I scan my memory. Do we have any books on Ancient Sumerian art behind the red door? The thought arouses a tingle between my thighs, but it’s Nick, not Dalton, who I imagine helping me search for erotic images from long, long ago. I blow out a deep breath and force my focus back to the present moment.

“I like the way you use posters to label the different sections of your shop,” Dalton points to the reclining nude above the red door. “What’s in that room, art books?”

With my heart leaping in my throat, I fight hard to keep my voice steady, my tone casual. “That’s our erotica collection. It’s mostly art books, plus some literature and history.”

Dalton whistles. His facial expression remains a mystery, though, because I can’t force myself to look at him until we’re safely past the red door. Fortunately, he doesn’t ask for a peek inside.

“Let’s see, lots of photos in this one.” I stand on tip-toe, reaching for a heavy volume titled Art Treasures of the Fertile Crescent. It nearly slips from my fingers, but Dalton lunges and catches it gracefully, though he lands with his chest against my face. He smells nice, like Irish Spring soap, my father’s favorite. For a fraught moment, we freeze in this position, and I realize how easy it would be to reach up, wrap my arms around his neck, and kiss him. 

Clearly, too much time without sex has warped my brain. Pull yourself together, Martelli!

“Dangerous work environment.” Dalton grins and steps back. “Maybe you should wear a helmet.”

“Probably no more dangerous than teaching high school.”

“Naw, our kids are good. It’s the parents I’m scared of.” He carries the book to a low table beside the window and gracefully lowers his long body into an armchair. “Do you have a minute?”

I glance around. Margot’s at the counter, chatting with the only other customer in the shop.

“Why not? Leafing through the books is the best perk of working here.” I scoot a stool next to him and lean my elbow on the arm of his chair. How cozy, sitting there together, warmed by the afternoon sun. Dalton’s a cozy kind of man, easy to talk to—soothing, even, with his gravelly voice and crooked smile.

He turns the pages slowly, pointing to the photos. “Curly beard.” Flip. “More curly beards.” Flip. “Bull with a curly beard.”

“Maybe your students can make curly beards out of construction paper?”

“Cute idea. That’d make a great yearbook photo.” Dalton closes the book, peers at the price tag on the back, and whistles.

“Yeah, sorry. These big coffee table books are expensive.”

“Ah well. Guess I can write it off as a work expense, right?” He leans closer, and his warm blue eyes crinkle at the outer corners. “So, how are your legs after Saturday’s run?”

“Not as bad as I expected, but a little sore. The Epsom salts helped.”

“Stretching helps, too, and getting back on the horse.”

“The horse?”

“Going for another run.”

“Oh, I did. Yesterday morning, in the park.”

“Lucky you,” he says with a wry grin. “I was leading a unit review, not that anyone paid attention.” 

“Just one more week of classes, right? Anyway, I’d better get back to it. But I’m looking forward to tonight.”

“Me too.” He unfolds his lanky frame, reaches down for my hand, and tugs me to my feet. After he pays for his book, I walk him to the door. “See you at six?”

“Can’t wait.” There it is again, that boyish, bashful grin. “You’re a good sport to join me for a school play, Clara. I promise you’ll enjoy it.”

“I’m sure I will.” I give his arm a squeeze, and he surprises me by drawing me into a brief hug. His lanky body is hard and warm against mine, and he’s so tall, my head tucks neatly under his chin. The contact feels…nice, I decide. Not electric, like Nick’s touch, but definitely pleasant. 

He releases me just as the doorbell tinkles, signaling the arrival of a new customer. Dalton turns and lopes out, sidestepping around the dark-haired man who stands in the doorway, his brow furrowed.

Nick.

He squints at Dalton’s retreating back, his full lips clamped together. His ribcage expands in a deep breath, then he runs his fingers through his shiny black curls before turning to face me. His tight expression softens into a smile.

Compared to our usual outdoorsy Northwestern customers, Nick is the picture of casual elegance. His dress shirt skims his muscular chest and shoulders, and his soft wool slacks cling to the curve of his powerful thighs. Realizing my gaze has drifted down into the danger zone, I force my eyes upward. His sculpted cheekbones seem ruddier than I remembered. Is he blushing? I definitely am. 

“Nick. So good to see you again,” I squeak, then clear my throat. “What brings you here?”

He tilts his head, and one perfect curl flops onto his forehead. “You asked me to come by, remember?”

My fingers fly to my mouth. “Oh, right, I did.”

“Did I come at a bad time?” He glances over his shoulder in the direction Dalton went.

“Oh, no, no. This is a great time.” I call to Margot, “I’m going for coffee. Can I bring you one?”

She flashes a wide grin. “Nope. I’m good. You go on. No hurry. I’ll just—” She picks up a rag from beneath the counter. “I’ll dust the books.”

“Right.” I bite back a giggle. No doubt about it, Nick has a talent for flustering women.

“Do you have time for a coffee?” I ask him.

“I’m at your disposal, dear lady.” He crooks his arm and waits, his lips tilted in a flirtatious smile. I slide my hand into the crook of his elbow, enjoying the feel of his solid muscles beneath my palm, and let him lead me to the café next door.

“My, my, you two are becoming regulars,” Arnie sings out as we pass the counter. “What’s this, the third date?”

Nick gracefully ignores Arnie’s comment and orders our coffees. I sit in one of the squishy armchairs by the fireplace. Nick joins me, carrying a tray with three muffins.

“In case you care to crumble one again.” He helps himself, takes a bite, and moans. “So good.”

Startled by the rawness of his voice, I very nearly do crumble my muffin.

Nick wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “So. Was that your new boyfriend?”

I blink at him, my mind momentarily blank.

“The guy who hugged you?”

“Oh! Oh, that’s Dalton. He’s just…I sort of joined his running club, his and Harry’s.”

“Mmm hmm.” Nick raises one eyebrow.

“Harry’s my clerk. And my friend.”

“Mmm hmm.” The corner of his mouth twitches upward.

Itchy under his scrutiny, I babble on, “You could come run with us if you like. On Saturday morning. It’s fun…”

“That’s okay.” He lays his warm, heavy hand over mine. “I’ll stick to the water. Anyway, you wanted to ask me something?”

“Yeah, uh…”

Now that the moment has arrived, my courage flags. But he holds onto my hand, his gentle gaze inviting me to continue.

I gulp around the boulder in my throat. “I want to ask you, because you’ve been there…”

He nods, waiting.

“It’s almost here, the anniversary, and I don’t know how to get through it.”

“Your wedding anniversary?” 

“No, the day Jared…”

“Oh.” He releases my hand, fists his napkin, and stares into the distance.

“Nick, if you don’t want to talk about this—”

“No, it’s fine. I wish I had someone to talk to when the first anniversary of Diana’s death rolled around. You won’t believe me, but it caught me by surprise. I kept myself so busy with work and rowing and I…I guess I was in denial about the date.” He leans forward, elbows on knees, his shirt stretched tight over his broad back.

I’m hurting him, forcing him to discuss his own hardest moments. I reach out a tentative hand, pull it back, then swallow hard and lay my palm on his shoulder. “Nick, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you pain.”

“No, no, it’s fine.” He straightens and takes both my hands in his. “I said you can always talk to me, and I meant it.”

“Thank you, truly.” My voice wobbles. “So, any advice? Because frankly, I’m terrified. I’m sure it’ll get better eventually, someday, but how do I handle June twentieth?”

His narrow gaze holds mine for a long moment before answering. “Okay, here’s what I suggest. Have a picnic.”

My whole face screws up into a scowl of confusion. Is this his idea of a joke? 

“The park where we met is a pretty place. Did you and Jared go there?”

“Sometimes.”

“What did he like to eat?”

“Umm…fried chicken.” To my astonishment, I feel a smile stretching my lips. “He rode so many hours on his bike, he could pretty much eat anything he wanted.”

“All right, get some fried chicken, the best in town. Pack a blanket, maybe a journal. You have one of those?”

I nod. I tried writing out my churning emotions in the first weeks after Jared’s death, but journaling only magnified my shock and pain. Instead, I’ve kept myself busy in the bookshop in an effort to keep my mind off my grief.

“So, I should go have a picnic…alone?” 

“No, with Jared.”

Stung, I jerk my hands free. “Nick, that’s not funny.”

He leans in, forcing me to gaze right into his eyes—his dark, liquid eyes with their shimmering flecks of gold. “Clara, I’m serious. Look, you talk to him, right?”

“Right…” I haven’t admitted that to anyone. “Do you talk to your wife?”

“Diana? Yes. Often.” He sips his now-cold coffee and grimaces. “Some might find it odd, but I know she hears me, somehow.”

“Does she answer you?”

A slow smile spreads across his lips. “In her way, yes, she answers me.” He huffs a laugh. “You know, Clara, you’re the first person I’ve ever admitted that to. I talk to my dead wife. Does that make me crazy?”

“I don’t think so.” I take his hand and lace my fingers through his. We sit together in silence, breathing through the pain only someone like us can know, someone who’s lost the love of their life.

Finally, Arnie the barista saunters over with a steaming carafe. “Really, y’all, I appreciate the business, but don’t come over here to mope and let your coffee get cold. You’re depressing the other customers.” After refilling our cups, he sashays back to the counter, clucking his tongue.

I take a sip. “So, you think I should, what, spend the day with Jared?”

“Exactly. Talk to him, sing to him, write him a letter, draw his picture, take a walk with him.” He grips my hand again and presses a kiss to my fingers before continuing. “If Jared could have one wish, it would be for another day with you.”

My breath catches, and a ragged cry bursts from my chest, as sharp as broken glass. I hide my face in my napkin and curl forward, quaking with sobs. Nick’s hand traces gentle circles on my back. Even through my shuddering moans, I relish that warm, human contact. 

He understands.

I’m not one of those stoic widows who reins in her tears. I’ve cried gallons since losing Jared, but this wash of tears feels cleansing, even healing.

Wordlessly, Nick hands me more napkins. When I’ve caught my breath and mopped up the worst of the damage, I slowly straighten up.

Nick’s voice lowers to a soft rumble. “My experience was different from yours. Diana died from cancer, so we had those final months to talk through our goodbyes. We said…” He trails off, turning away. “We said so many things to each other. You never got that chance. You still have a lot to say to Jared.”

His message slowly sinks in. I’ve been so focused on the pain of talking about Jared, about what could have been, should have been. Talking to him would be so much easier.

Sniffling, I squeeze his hand. “Thank you, Nick.”

“My pleasure, dear lady.” He releases me and sips his coffee. “And now, I want to ask a favor of you.” 

“Of course.”

“I’m hosting a little get-together on Wednesday at my place.”

“In Berkeley?”

“No, the house where I’m staying, near the campus. It’ll be low-key, just a handful of colleagues and their significant others. Wine, snacks, small talk.”

“A professor party?”

He chuckles. “Sounds dull, right? But Leo will be there, and the other cultural anthropologists who came down for our ‘professional conference.’” His fingers hook into air quotes. “Anyway, I’d love it if you’d join us. Leo told his department about your special collection.”

I reflect for a moment. It does sound dull—except for the part where I get to spend more time with Nick. “Sure, I’d love to come.”

He beams. “Marvelous! Here’s the address.” He pulls a pen from his pocket and scribbles on the back of another business card. “It’s two blocks from the campus library. Any time after seven.”

“Can I bring anything?”

“Just your lovely self. The woman I’m staying with is a marvelous cook.”

He’s staying with a woman? For a moment, I wonder if I’ve misread his intentions. I was so sure he was flirting with me, but perhaps that’s just his way—one of those charming guys who flirts with little girls and old ladies and every female in between. Then again, his reaction in the park suggests otherwise.

I tuck the card in my pocket. “Anyway, thanks so much for listening, Nick. It’s so good to talk to someone who gets what I’m going through. But now, I’d better get back to work. I have—”

“A date with the skinny bald guy?” 

My jaw drops.

I thought Dalton’s crooked smile was cute, but Nick’s is heart-melting. “Hey, if he didn’t ask you out, he’s a fool.” He pushes up from his chair. “Have fun tonight, lovely Clara. If you change your mind about tomorrow, you have my number.”

I nod.

“I hope you won’t change your mind, though.” One last lingering glance, then he strides through the door.

I watch the smooth motion of his muscular body until he disappears from view. Suddenly, a dull cocktail party never sounded so good.
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I sit behind the wheel of my Karmann Ghia and watch Clara stroll back to her shop, hips swaying deliciously. The wind lifting her hair is balmy, but she keeps her arms crossed over her chest, as if she were cold. Or perhaps she’s just protecting her heart.

I answered her summons in hopes of a bit of flirtation, another date if I got extraordinarily lucky. But I hadn’t expected this. After that gut-wrenching discussion, I feel…

I swipe a hand down my face.

Wrung out, that’s how I feel. Two years after losing Diana, it still costs me dearly to talk about the horrible months after her death. And so I seldom do, not even with those closest to me.

But opening up to Clara leaves me feeling lighter, too, as if I’ve set down a heavy burden I’d gotten used to carrying. Because she understands—or at least she’s on her way to understanding—the process of grieving a great love. We’re walking the same path, though she lags several steps behind. And what I want now, more than anything, is her company on the journey.

I massage my hand, remembering the soft warmth of her palm against mine. Sure, I’m attracted to her—very much so. Any hetero man would be. What surprises me is my need to comfort her, and how much I’m dreading my return to Berkeley. Only eleven more days until my summer seminar begins.

But Berkeley isn’t the far side of the moon, and my family lives in Oregon. I’ll be back soon.

Careful, I caution my over-eager self. Go slow. Don’t scare her off.

The magnetism between us is undeniable. It shines in her eyes, sizzles in her gentle kiss on my cheek—but another show of lust like in the park might send her skittering away, never to return. Clara’s heart is still fragile. I know well just how fragile.

In the months after Diana’s death, friends and family urged me to talk through my grief, but after watching my wife waste away to a silent, gaunt shadow, I simply didn’t have the energy.

My sister Calista came down from Oregon to drag me to a grief group. She held my hand as we perched on hard folding chairs in a church basement, listening to sobs and moans and yells and whispers about the cosmic unfairness of it all. And when everyone in the circle had spoken, when it was my turn to bare my aching soul to those strangers, I just couldn’t. Even with Cali by my side, I couldn’t say a word.

So my brave, beautiful older sister unburdened her heart while I sat there stoically, listening to her regrets about how she’d never be an aunt now, never hold my child in her arms.

“It is what it is,” I tell my reflection. Diana is gone until we meet again someday in the great whatever-comes-next.

But Clara is here. Clara with her sea-green eyes, her blushing freckled cheeks, her shy but knowing smile, with her collection of erotic books locked away, like her locked-away heart. If she gives me a chance, I’ll stand beside her while she opens the door.
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