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“If we love like it’s our last moment, in every single moment, 

we will not ensure that our lives will be without challenges. 
Nor will we ensure ourselves of another moment. 

We will, however, ensure that our lives will 

never be without love again.”

 

Donnie Wahlberg

 

 



PROLOGUE

 

I can’t do this anymore!

Tess stared at the featureless ceiling above her bed, battling another one of her, as of recent disturbingly frequent, attacks of existential claustrophobia. A moment ago she had checked the time on her cellphone. Fortunately, she had been able to reach it by fumbling for it with her right hand without having to move her whole body. Right now it was better if she didn’t.

2:26 a.m. 

Didn’t seem to matter anymore when she actually went to bed, or to sleep, or what she had done before going to bed. The time between two and three in the wee hours of the morning was the worst. It hadn’t always been that way, but somehow her early morning awakenings had become a kind of new normal.

The situation she was in right now didn’t help. The weight of her current bed partner’s hand lay heavily on her left breast, as if unconsciously laying a claim on her. He was lying on his side, his handsome face, its features right now hidden in semi darkness, mercifully far enough away, so she didn’t have to suffer the full impact of his breath; even though that didn’t diminish his annoying snores and snuffles. 

Tess turned her head a little to glance at…John…and again wondered what he was doing here; what he had been doing here maybe twice a week for how long?

Seriously? 

She couldn’t remember…

Whatever.

Too. Damn. Long.

John stirred, made a few more annoying snoring noises. 

How did she ever…

Got to get out of here!

Like now!

Of course, when she showed up at Rachel’s door, after the complaints about being woken up at an ungodly hour, there were going to be endless questions probing into matters she’d rather not deal with right now. Still, anything was better than this. 

Of course, there was Evan, who lived much closer and would not be asking questions. 

Tess, hardly daring to breathe, very carefully picked up John’s wrist, ever-so-slowly lifted the hand off her, slid out from underneath the covers and carefully lowered the hand back onto the bed. 

She took a deep breath. 

John’s snuffles faltered, making her freeze. The hand she had removed slid across the sheet as he rolled onto his back and immediately commenced to make repugnant noises.

Tess waited until the sounds seemed to have settled into a regular rhythm of sorts, then tiptoed across the room to her walk-in wardrobe. In the full-length mirror doors she saw her dimly lit nude figure. Her face grimaced back at her. She carefully slid aside the door, took a pair of denim shorts off a coat hanger, as well as a T-shirt, bra and a pair of panties from the shelves on the left. 

Outside it would be hot and muggy. Welcome climate change, which made summers more like something you’d expect from Florida. The aircon kept the interior of her townhouse at a comfortable 78ºF, but once she was outside, the less she wore the better.

The wardrobe door creaked as she closed it. She froze again, until she was sure that John’s noises continued unabated and with comforting regularity. Finally she snuck out of the bedroom, just remembered to take her cellphone, closed the door behind her, went downstairs on wooden steps that mercifully did not creak and into her lounge, where she dressed. She grabbed her purse, put her cellphone and keys inside and slung it over her shoulder, before putting on her sneakers and heading for the door leading into her garage.

Crap!

How could she have forgotten? John’s car was parked outside in her driveway, completely blocking it. 

Tess fought a brief battle with herself. If she went back into the bedroom, where John’s keys would be, he might wake up; and then she was screwed. Also, he drove a souped-up, gas-guzzling Mustang with a noisy exhaust that would have made a Harley owner proud. Even if she managed to find John’s keys she wasn’t going to get away without him waking up and almost certainly making an unpleasant scene.

There went her plan to ease her Prius out of the garage going electric, with the only accompanying noises coming from the roller door opening and closing again; by which time she would have been safely distant down the road and on her way.

Well, the choice of destination definitely had been taken out of her hands. Walking the three blocks to Evan’s would just take a few minutes.

Tess had gone about a third of the way, when a fat drop landed on her unprotected head. She looked up into the dark sky; realized that the extra stifling sultry air, which had hit her in the face as she left her townhouse and the aircon, had been a sign of far worse to come. Which it did almost immediately, as another few giant drops smacked into her upturned face.

Tess wondered if she should…

No! 

She wasn’t going back there.

During the few seconds it took her to decide what to do, the rain had turned from a spatter of a few fat drops into a, mercifully warm, deluge. 

Tess took the purse off her shoulders and tucked it under her left arm to protect it from the worst as she started running, spattering the water in puddles that hadn’t been there seconds ago. As if the torrent from above wasn’t enough, her heedless run splashed up water into her pants, while her sneakers spurted water like demented fountains.

Around a corner; down another block; another corner; jogging through the deluge, ploughing through puddles of water and muck.

There it was!

Evan actually lived in a real house. An old brick one; first in a row of several similar houses that hadn’t been sold to townhouse developers so far, but surely would soon enough, once it became profitable. He had rented the place about two years ago. It was close to where she lived and had a front lawn that right now had turned into a small pond. There also was a back garden, separated from the street by a six-foot high fence that had seen better days. 

Car in the driveway. 

No lights.

No surprises. 

Evan was a cop and worked erratic hours. Right now it looked like he was home and not on some stakeout or whatever; probably trying to catch up on some sleep. Tess didn’t envy him the things he had to see and put up with in his job. He talked about it, reluctantly, but she knew he held back the worst; mainly to spare her. It made her wonder how anybody could live with what he had to face on a regular basis.

The wooden fence had a rickety gate, latched on the inside, but with a small hole to poke a hand through and operate the catch. Not exactly a surefire method to keep out burglars, but Evan had security lights installed in the back. They might or might not discourage wannabe lowlifes. If they didn’t and Evan happened to be home, God help them. If he wasn’t… Well, the furniture was secondhand or worse and the electronics also weren’t worth the risk of getting caught breaking into a cop’s house. 

Plus there was Evan’s custom-made sign on the fence.

 

GRUMPY COP LIVES HERE
IF YOU HAVE TO B&E
SMILE FOR THE CAMERA

 

Every time Tess saw the sign it made her smile. This was Evan in a nutshell.

Well, this time she was the burglar intending to enter Evan’s house without a by-your-leave.

Of course, she knew where the key was and she had a license to enter anytime; even unannounced if unavoidable. Well, right now announcing herself might wake a sleeping Evan. So, sneaking it would have to be.

Making sure it didn’t creak, Tess opened the gate, went inside, closed it behind her and, flattening herself against the wall to avoid turning on the motion-triggered lights, crept around the corner until she had reached the small bush, right next to the house. From the soil between two of the larger roots she extracted a small Ziploc bag with a key. Keeping close to the wall, she proceeded to the French doors, unlocked the one in the center, let herself in and carefully closed and latched it again.

She paused, listening for any sound indicating that Evan was awake; or that if he was asleep he had heard her entering. Around her sneakers a puddle of water spread onto the wooden floor. She threw her purse onto the sofa, took off sneakers and the T-shirt, which dropped beside the sneakers. 

She considered stripping completely. 

But with Evan home…

Better not.

She paused again to listen, continued down a short hallway until she arrived at a half-open door; peered inside.

Whoa!

But what else had she expected? The aircon was turned off, because Evan didn’t believe in wasting electricity unnecessarily. He obviously also was not troubled by the humid heat wafting in through the two slightly open windows and hadn’t been awakened by the rain, because he was sprawled on his belly across the bed without a stitch of clothing. In the dim glow from the street lighting outside seeping around sides of the gently waving curtains, she got a good look at a tight bare ass. 

She also got a whiff of the scent pervading the room. So different to the reek in her bedroom right now…

On the bedside table she saw the outlines of the accessories of Evan’s job: a pair of handcuffs; a wallet that held his police ID badge; a cellphone; a big ugly gun in a paddle holster. 

Tess told herself to stop perving on her friend and slowly pulled the door close as far as she dared without getting the lock to click in and wake him up. 

She stood there for a few moments, her ear against the door, then snuck off down the hallway.

 

•~•~•

 

Evan emerged from a pleasant dream. Even though he couldn’t remember what it had been about, he suspected that it might have revolved around a romantic interlude with the one woman he actually wouldn’t mind a romance with but couldn’t.

He lay still for a moment, then rolled over on his back.

Yep. Definitely that kind of dream!

His eyes snapped open. 

This house had rather noisy pipes, especially when…

Someone was using his shower!

He had no idea why she was here, but the universe and Tess worked in mysterious ways, which he had long ago stopped trying to unravel.

Evan swung his legs out of the bed and took the Beretta out of the holster; just in case he was wrong about the identity of his early morning visitor. He rose, slipped into a pair of jeans; tiptoed to the door, put an ear against it, listened for a few seconds, then slowly pulled it open and peered up and down the hallway.

He crept down the hallway to check out the lounge. Near the French doors he spotted a pair of sneakers and a crumpled piece of clothing, surrounded by a wet patch. Wet footprints, glistening in the dim light, suggested that the intruder had entered here, paid a visit to his bedroom, then continued into the other hallway. From underneath the door to the bathroom at its end shined a bright light.

Evan tucked the gun into the back of his jeans, very carefully opened the door to the bathroom and stepped inside.

His bare foot touched a wet bra, shorts and panties. 

Safe in the knowledge that the running water would mask his approach, he stepped closer to the shower cubicle with the frosted panes. Yep, definitely not a dangerous visitor. The frosted glass of the small shower cubicle couldn’t quite hide the woman behind it.

Evan knocked on the door.

Tess screamed.

“Hello there!”

“You scared me!”

“Serves you right.”

“I almost peed myself!”

Evan laughed. 

“Fortunately you’re in a shower.”

“Shut up!”

Evan laughed again, prompting a series of muttered curses, whose precise contents were masked by the prattling of the water against the frosted glass door.

“I’ll be out in a moment,” she said.

“Mi casa es su casa. As is my shower. Obviously. Take your time. Water use is included in the rent.” 

“Don’t peek!” she commanded, opened the shower door a slit and poked out her head, trying to hide the rest of her behind the frosted pane. 

He had neither the heart nor any intention of disabusing her of her erroneous assumptions and be deprived of the view.

“Did you have to scare me like that?” she said, looking at him with pretend disapproval.

“No. Was fun though.”

He grinned and turned to leave. Behind him he heard the shower door close.

“Could I have a towel?” she called. “Please! Something dry to wear would be good, too? If you have clean—meaning washed!—underwear from one of your conquests, that’ll be fine. No D-cup bras thanks! They’re just a tad… Ahh, never mind.”

Evan held his tongue. He hadn’t had any female visitors for quite a long time and had ages ago disposed of the souvenirs left behind by his last one. 

“Ev?” 

He grinned to himself but said nothing as he went to the hot water cylinder compartment at the other end of the bathroom, where he kept his towels.

“Don’t you dare, Evan Hunter!” Tess yelled.

When he didn’t reply…

“I’m going to kill him,” she growled. “I swear I will.”

“What was that?!”

“Nothing.”

“I thought you said ‘kill’.” 

He took out a towel and placed it beside the wash basin. From the cabinet above the vanity he retrieved a plastic bottle, which he placed beside the towel.

 “Towel’s right here. Sorry, but no trophies. Definitely no D-cups. And, yes, I know they’re—”

“Watch it, buster!”

Evan laughed.

“I seem to remember when there was a new trophy every couple of weeks or so,” Tess called. “Did you keep them as souvenirs?”

“Shut up,” Evan said good-naturedly.

“If you have no trophies, give me any damn thing I can wear. As long as it's dry.”

“Sure. Come see me in the kitchen when you’re out of the shower. With a towel wrapped around you. Just make sure it doesn’t fall off and expose your less-than-D-cup assets. Not sure I could handle it.”

“You wish!”

“Who took a peek into my bedroom not so long ago?”

Evan closed the door, cutting off whatever Tess said.

 

•~•~•

 

When Tess got out of the shower the promised towel was under the bathroom sink mirror. Beside it stood a bottle of Listerine mouthwash. Tess stopped and looked at it, considering what it implied. What it said about Evan. 

He could have asked her if she wanted some. He hadn’t. Instead he had just put the bottle beside the towel and left it at that. There was so much thought and consideration in that simple act, it almost made her tear up. Who could have known that the self-contained pain in the ass from high school and college would become the Evan of today? 

She knew some of what had happened during his life before they met again; but here, too, he kept some parts to himself. Only his old buddy Dean was likely to be privy to some of the secrets that had made Evan into the friend he had become. 

Tess opened the Listerine and spent the next few minutes rinsing all remaining traces of—and hopefully any DNA belonging to—John from her mouth. That done, she dried herself as well as she could. She could have done with a second towel to wrap around her mass of hair. 

He hadn’t thought of that.

Not that she cared. He had thought of what mattered.

Tess considered herself in the mirror. 

Shouldn’t have made that D-cup comment.

If Evan were so disposed he could milk it until she was ready to scream. But she didn’t think he would. However, once upon a time…

Tess wrapped the towel around her, making sure it was safely tucked in with a double fold-over to prevent it from slipping off her breasts. That done, she considered herself in the mirror again. Evan’s sassy comment came back to her; especially the parts about her chest measurements. She didn’t know what to make of them. Evan usually refrained from making any comments that could be construed as sexual. 

Unusual it was, but she trusted Evan almost as much as Rachel. Truth be told, she might actually trust him more. Rachel had a tendency to talk far too freely, even about confidences, when she was tipsy or worse. On the other hand Tess had never seen Evan inebriated; not even when they were at college. She was sure that what was said between them stayed there.

Tess emerged from the bathroom into smells of food that made her mouth water. She dropped her wet clothes on top of the soggy pile near the French doors and started for the kitchen, when Evan came into the lounge.

He glanced at the mess on the floor.

“Not touching that,” he said. “Thought I’d let you figure out what to do with it.”

He had that Evan-smirk on him; the one that upon a time had infuriated her. Now it was almost charming, despite its sass. 

They regarded each other for a few moments.

“What?” she finally said.

He chuckled.

“You think this is funny?” she snapped.

Keeping a straight face wasn’t easy.

“Fucking riot,” he said deadpan and twitched his head in the direction of his bedroom.

“There’s stuff on my bed. It’ll be too big, but it’s the best I’ve got for unexpected late-night female visitors.”

She made a face at him.

“Breakfast?” he said.

“Breakfast?”

“Yeah. It’s almost five.”

“I know what time it is.”

Evan regarded her for a few silent moments.

“What?” she growled.

“What was wrong with this one?”

She opened her mouth, but then closed it again. She really, really didn’t want to talk, even less think, about it.

“Well?” Evan said.

“Breakfast would be nice,” she said softly. “Really nice, thank you.”

 

•~•~•

 

As Tess walked out, Evan allowed himself a guilty look at her back and what the towel didn’t hide. Just as well she hadn’t realized that the towel, while securely fastened, wasn’t wide enough to completely cover her butt. The bottom of those cheeks moving as she disappeared into the hallway caused a brief surge of regret stabbing through him. He ruthlessly suppressed it and focused on making breakfast.

Not long after, Evan surreptitiously watched Tess across the small table, as she tucked with obvious gusto into scrambled eggs, toast and coffee. She wore one of his linen shirts, sleeves partially rolled up, with the top three buttons left unfastened. He couldn’t see the—for her oversized—track pants right now, but she had looked rather cute when she returned to the kitchen with their bottoms rolled up. Her hair was still wet, but he liked it that way. With a bit of imagination…

“Sorry I woke you up,” she said in between forkfuls of scrambled egg. “But there was this rain and I got soaked, and my phone died, and—” 

“Do you know how totally stupid and dangerous it is to walk around alone like this; especially at night?”

“I was going to drive to Rachel’s, but my driveway was blocked and—”

“You could have stayed home.”

She shook her head.

“Called me?”

“You were sleeping.”

“I might have been awake.”

“You could have been out on a job.”

She hesitated.

“All right, I could have called. But…” 

She fell silent; stared at her plate.

“What’s this one’s name?” he said quietly.

“Don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I really don’t.”

“You know you do.”

“What would you know about what I know? Just because I show up here like a wet dog and borrow your shower and your clothes, that gives you no right to—” 

“Tess!”

She pulled that familiar Tess-is-being-stubborn face.

“Well?”

“John.” She sighed. “Would you believe it? John. I was having a ‘John’ over at my place, and—” 

“Tess! Why are you here? Am I right thinking he’s still in your bed? In your house? Unattended, with the alarms deactivated?”

Her look told him everything he needed to know.

“Maybe I should—” he started.

“No! I don’t want to snoop. Should have left a note. Something to explain why I just left at four-thirty-something. Plus that I don’t want to see his face again. Maybe even that I never ever in the whole of space and time want to date or even talk to anybody else called ‘John’ again. And—”

“Shut up and eat.”

“I should have left a note!”

“Tess! Eat!”

She stared at her plate. 

“All right,” she muttered. “Tess. Eat.”

“Good girl.”

“Don’t patronize me, Evan Hunter!”

She jabbed her fork into the innocent leftovers of her scrambled egg. Evan watched her in silence as she finished off what was on her plate. Tess always emptied her plate. It was something he really appreciated about her. 

But he also knew her well enough to know she was hurting and deeply troubled about something. She was, however, not going to share it right now. 

When she was done…

“Thank you. That was good. You’re the best.”

“You’re welcome.”

Without asking, he refilled her coffee from a thermos flask.

“He wanted to take it to the next level,” Tess said tonelessly.

“Ahhh.”

“ ‘Ahh'’ what?”

“He’s out. Poor John. Without a ‘Dear John’ notice at that. Probably didn’t have a clue that he hadn’t even made it to the first level.”

She gave him a dirty look.

“Am I wrong?” Evan said.

Tess said nothing; just shook her head.

“How long was he in the picture for?”

“Couple of months. I think. No, make that six weeks. Or maybe five? Fuck! Listen to me. I don’t even know for how long I’ve been…”

She took a sip of her coffee, put the cup down again and looked at him.

“How’s your love life, Ev? No bras in the house. No panties. What’s going on?”

“I’m having a break.”

“Wow! Since when? How long for? Why? You’re not thinking of becoming celibate, are you?” Suddenly her eyes widened. “You’re not sick, are you? Please tell me you’re not!”

“Lots of questions, but what else is new? To answer them in the sequence asked… It’s been a while. Don’t know. No intention of being celibate. Not sick; at least not as far as I know.”

“So?”

“So nothing.”

“Ev!”

Maybe it was time to let the cat out of the bag. It had taken some time to come to this decision. He had agonized over it for more nights than he cared to count. But the final conclusion had been inevitable. There was only one way to fix the emotional mess he was in.

“Might as well tell you.”

Suddenly her lovely eyes looked more troubled than he had seen them for a long time.

“This isn’t going to be good, is it?”

He hesitated. But he had gone too far. Time to follow it through to the bitter end. 

“Depends on how you look at it. Changes are in the air. Soon. In my life. In our lives. With our little…arrangement…”

The words stuck in his throat.

“Ev?”

“I’m quitting the force.”

“Why? When? What are you going to do?”

“The correct answers are, respectively, ‘I have to’, ‘end of this month’ and ‘hit the road to try and figure out what to do with my life’. Because I really don’t know where that’s going. Time for a serious reset.” 

“You're leaving?”

Evan nodded.

“You're leaving me?”

“Not you. Portland. Really sorry, Tess. Still, let’s face it, we’ve had separate lives without even knowing the other was close by for a decade. We’d just be going back to the time before we met again.”

“What am I going to do without you? How can you just give up on our clandestine friendship and refuge from the everydayness of existence and—”

“Tess!”

“And who will ever—ever!—be able stop my rants like you do?”

“I’m sorry, Tess.”

“Did you do something really bad? You’re not corrupt or something? You can’t be, because that’s not the kind of guy you are. Hang on! I think I know! You’re on the track of police corruption and everybody hates you because you’re not playing their game and now they’re—”

“Tess!”

“It’s not that?”

“More like a mid-life crisis come early.”

“But what about the house? You love this house. It may not be yours, but you told me you leased it because you loved it at first sight. Even told me you were thinking of maybe buying it!” 

“Not on the table anymore.”

“Why?”

“Just… Things have changed. People change. That’s about it, I guess.”

“You guess?”

“What can I say?”

“Sometimes you're weird.”

“That’s probably true. Anyway, I'm hitting the road for a few months. Have a look around this country and maybe the rest of the world before it's too late.”

“Too late for what?”

“We both know it’s going to the dogs. I’d love to see things I haven’t seen, before they’re gone forever as we mess up the planet and maybe wipe humanity off the face of the universe at large.” 

“Ev! Please think about—”

“I have. Going to pack what comes with me. It’s not much anyway. Two suitcases will cover it. When I’m gone, a charity truck’s coming around to empty out the place. They’ve already been here and know what they want and what they’re going to discard.”

Tess had listened with apparently increasing incredulity.

“You talk to Dean about this?”

“Yep.”

“What did he have to say?”

“That I’m having a premature midlife crisis.”

“He’s right. Couldn’t you wait a bit longer until you have it? Normal people do, you know! You could put it into suspended animation. Wake it up again in a decade or so. Why does it have to be now?

“I don’t mean to sound selfish, but have you no regard at all for the needs of your friend Tessa Weaver, who will have nobody in the same neighborhood into whose house she can break with impunity at five a.m. and have a shower and leave her wet clothes on the floor or wherever and get breakfast made for her even though she’s being a total user?”

Tess was cute when she went off into one of her rapid-fire speeches.

“What are you grinning at?” she snapped, and he realized that his face had given him away.

“I’m smiling.”

“At what?”

“Who would have thought, eh?”

Her eyes softened.

“Yeah,” she mused. “Who would?”

“Often wondered why we were at loggerheads with each other for all that time.”

She pulled a face.

“Face it, Ev! You were a geek and had all the charm of one. Rachel thought you were cute, but that wasn’t the general consensus. Lily Resnick once told me she thought that for you girls were like computer keyboards. Hit the right keys in the right order and presto.” 

Her mouth twisted into a wry grin. 

“Of course, Lily had her eyes on you just as much as Rachel. I suspect she just said that to keep Rachel away from you.”

“Just like you did. Successfully.”

“Sorry about that.”

“Anyway,” Evan said, “Lily was wrong. You all were, in more ways that you know.”

He almost said more, but bit it back. Except that he really wanted to know something that had been bugging him for over a decade; but bringing it up never had felt right. Maybe it still wasn’t, but now things were different. 

“Now that we are where we are in life, Tess… Just one question. And I’d really appreciate an honest answer.”

“I’ve never lied to you!”

“I know, but—”

“Then why did you say it?”

“Because this one’s about the distant past. Sometimes people lie to themselves. Usually to make things look less… Ahh, I don’t know.”

Tess nodded thoughtfully.

“Ask,” she said. “I promise I’ll do my best not to confabulate.”

“Thanks. So… I don’t know if you remember that day in front of Maseeh Hall… You and Rachel were sitting on one bench and Dean and I on another on the opposite side of the footpath. I knew you and Rachel were talking about me, because I did sneak a few peeks and you weren’t exactly being subtle. Even Dean noticed it, and that’s saying something. He started pestering me about going over and sitting down beside you to see what would happen if I did.”

“Was that what he was doing?”

Evan grinned. 

“You noticed! Of course you did! Well, I was almost ready to yield, just so he’d stop nagging and—”

“You were?”

She gave him a strange, unsettling look, but quickly concealed whatever was going on inside her behind an expression she probably also used during corporate meetings. 

“As you may remember, I didn’t,” he continued. “But I always wondered what you would have done if I had sat down beside you? Laughed at me? Told me to piss off? Asked me what the hell I was doing? Kissed me?”

Tess took a sip from her coffee and slowly put the cup back on the table.

“Truth is, I don’t know anymore,” she said, her face a strange mix of what might have been conflicting emotions. “Maybe I knew then, but it’s been a long time.”

“Fair enough.” 

He reached across the table; placed a hand on the one resting beside her cup. 

“Bygones. It already was when we met again.”

“Yeah,” Tess said pensively. “You know, I sometimes wonder if fate had us in its sights. Telling us to clean up our act.”
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