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​Chapter One
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Happiness was a shock. So was knowing she belonged. 

It was an old house, built in the 1930s. The bedroom window looked into a cherry tree whose blossoms fell like pink snow in April, Steven said. The bathrooms had original green-and-white tiles. The kitchen had been updated, meaning the previous owner had a gas line installed which Sam loved because she preferred it to electric. When she moved in, the burners were a sight. She scrubbed them clean, and the rest of the house too. Steven was a typical bachelor and didn’t mind dirt and disorder. Basic maintenance wasn’t on his radar either. The radiator in his study was broken and he graded papers with a blanket draped around his shoulders. He’d applied for a research grant that would take them to Boston for the spring term. There was an obscure poet he wanted to write a book about, Clara Levy, who brought out her first volume in 1950 with a newly established press, The Hedgerow, in Cambridge. Sam suggested England, or if not there, then California. She’d lived in LA for a few months, and though she was an upstate New York girl, born and bred, she was tired of winter, and this one had been particularly harsh. Steven said no. She asked why it had to be Boston. Okay, the press was there, but couldn’t he get whatever he needed online? 

Steven confessed his soft spot for Boston. He’d done both his undergraduate and graduate work at Harvard, so for him it would be like going home or returning to a place he was happy, since his actual home in Creve Coeur, a suburb of St. Louis, wasn’t happy. Expanding on this, the blanket clutched and his breath visible in the chill of that room, he said it was wonderful how the word “home” could so easily be associated with happiness. His right eye had a difficult stye on the lower lid, a condition he was prone to. His beard, coming in thicker every day since he stopped shaving, was ginger. The hair on his head was brown. He was six feet four inches tall, which made plane travel uncomfortable, and a California King-sized bed necessary. Alcohol was consumed daily but in moderation, cigarettes were avoided altogether, and he never exceeded two cups of coffee a day. Sugar intake was strictly limited, as was salt. He had a passion for Reggae and the work of Juan Miro. The stained glass of Medieval cathedrals sometimes crept into conversation when his mood was quiet, and he reminisced about traveling in Europe when he was young. What made him wonderful, even extraordinary, was that he believed in her, asked little of her, and was delighted by her presence in his life. His zeal helped her overcome the feeling that they were a cliché, the professor who fell for his student—risky behavior in this #MeToo climate. She worried what his colleagues might think, and he said no remarks had been made. That seemed unlikely, since he described the English department as close-knit, except for the adjuncts, who kept to themselves. The hierarchy was entrenched, and their low status meant a lack of security and low pay. That fall, all her classes were taught by them, the best of whom was Professor Morris, seated behind her wobbly desk up front, guiding their discussion of “Paradise Lost.”

When Professor Morris ended Sam’s reverie by asking if anyone had any questions, Sam raised her hand.

“Isn’t it possible that Milton saw Satan as a rebellious figure because it made a better poem, and not because he was trying to say the Puritans were right?” she asked. 

“It’s clearly politically motivated,” the student who sat next to her said. His name was Clarence. 

“But what mattered more? Politics or art?”

Professor Morris asked, “Is it a blatantly political piece? I say it isn’t. Does politics inform it? I don’t how it can’t. None of us writes in a vacuum.” 

Clarence raised his hand as the bell rang. Professor Morris said they would continue the discussion next time and wished everyone a lovely weekend.

Sam put on her coat and backpack. Outside, the air was bracing, and the sky was chrome.

Politics and poetry shouldn’t mix, she thought. She was certain that Milton was just making people think about human nature, not the specifics of the world they lived in.

She was halfway through her sophomore year. At first, she loved being in a serious atmosphere, but she was tired of how people pulled poems apart and approached them mechanically. Then there was the whole discussion of what you could or couldn’t say, depending on your race and gender. Sam once suggested that woke thinking amounted to censorship and was treated badly by several students. She pushed back. The discussion then turned to the value of sensitivity readers. Sam said they weren’t necessary, and that if you didn’t know how to write without using stereotypes you should hang up your laptop. Eventually, she was given some ground because she was older than her classmates, who regarded her as an oddity, a thirty-something trying to find herself after other pursuits had failed. The professors didn’t care about her age, only about how well she took criticism. She took it better than she once did, but still tended to get flustered. 

One day, a fellow student, whom Sam described to Steven as a beanpole because he was tall and so skinny his collar bones protruded, asked what she was trying to convey with the phrase, “The rich wet vein descending from heights we stood on once.” She said the image just came to her, and she gave it words.

Beanpole didn’t like that answer and said it was fine to write from one’s gut, as it were, but there had to be an internal logic that let another person connect. Sam said she didn’t know how anyone else would connect with her work, it was a gamble, a chance she always had to take. She said poems weren’t recipes, were they? Here Professor Barns, whom Sam didn’t like nearly as well as Professor Morris, jumped in and said in any kind of writing you had to put yourself in the reader’s shoes, see your work through their eyes, and determine where they might get lost. 

Sam then asked Beanpole if he got lost in her poem, that is, if he were confused. He said not really, he knew what she was driving at. The professor asked him to say what that was, and he suggested the vein Sam referred to was love itself, or the experience of love.

“See? You got it,” Sam said, then laughed. Beanpole looked at her skeptically but accepted her invitation for coffee after class. She didn’t want any hard feelings.

The content courses were harder. She’d taken Steven’s Survey of Romantic Poets and struggled with rhyming lines. They felt artificial and Steven said this was the point, to elevate poetry above usual speech and purpose, even if the subjects were universal and thus accessible. He suggested that she think of it as an earlier fashion, like women’s dresses from a different century. It’s just what people did, what they liked, and what they were used to. Poetry was an ancient art, one that was usually spoken, and rhyming lines kept the listener engaged. Steven knew best, of course, and while Sam found the idea interesting, she wanted to write her poems the way she wanted. And to have them loved. People seemed to, and she wondered if she were shallow or sentimental, like a Hallmark greeting card. Steven assured her that she wasn’t. She was an original. Also, a courageous artist.

She walked briskly against the cold. Snow was on the way; she could feel it. She always could.

She felt something else, too, as she walked over the gorge, a subtle suggestion in the way the icicles caught the low sunlight, or how the rushing water quieted as if dampened by the cold. Her head turned just in time to see Timothy’s old Mercedes roll by. He must have seen her too. Did he know she’d be here now? Their breakup had been hard, but she didn’t think he was stalking her. This was the main road between downtown and his house. He was just probably on his way home from somewhere. 

As she continued along her route, the fraternities, including the one Timothy lived in years before, fell away and were replaced with houses. Many had pumpkins past their prime. In one yard, a deflated pilgrim lay rumpled on the grass. Sam didn’t see why anyone would decorate for Thanksgiving. Perhaps a hay bale or some corn stalks, but a pilgrim was cheesy. Christmas was another story. You could pull out all the stops for that one.

At home, Steven was chopping vegetables for a chicken dish he was fond of. On the counter was a bottle of white wine and two glasses. She pecked him on the cheek, and he asked how class was. She said it was fine.

“Guess what?” he asked. 

“What?”

“I had an email from Martin Alistair, you remember.”

“The guy at Hedgerow.”

“He’s willing to let us come by his place and go through anything he has on the press’s early days.”

“That’s awesome! You must be so pleased!”

Steven did a quick jig. 

She hung up her coat and put her pack in the dining room on one of the chairs they never used. The table doubled as her home office. As she put out their plates and silverware, she wished again that they didn’t have to leave. She was comfortable there, in his cozy home. Back in the kitchen, Steven had put the vegetables in the pan with the chicken and everything gave off a lovely, rich smell. He asked her to open the wine, and she did. She tasted it, stood before the window, and stared uneasily into the inky darkness beyond.

A little later, they sat down to eat. Steven slid a piece of chicken onto her plate. The candles flickered. He liked having them with dinner. The shutter slats were closed. They didn’t go with the style of the house. Neither did the wallpaper in the powder room. The original owner’s wife had once worked in publishing, and the book jackets of her firm’s most popular titles had been haphazardly glued everywhere, even on either side of the mirror.

“I can’t wait to show you Cambridge,” Steven said.

“Will it be cold?” 

“Until April, possibly May.”

“That doesn’t sound too great.”

“Same weather as here. You should be used to it by now.”

She asked him to tell her more about the press he wanted to write about. He’d told her a lot already, but she knew he liked talking about it and making it fresh.

“Edith Alistair was a trailblazer,” he said. “She bought a bookstore on Harvard Square, then she set up the press. The first book she brought out was by a lesbian. In 1949. Can you imagine?”

“That took courage.”

“I’m trying to track it down. The book, I mean. It was a tiny print run.”

“What’s it called?”

“You, Forever. By a Laura Brown.”

He explained that the son, Martin, didn’t know how to find a copy and Steven had been hunting everywhere online.

“Well, if you do find one, I bet it will be expensive,” Sam said. Steven agreed. He’d tried to find information about the author, but had no luck there, either.

“It’s still in business, right?” she asked.

“The press? Sure, but they haven’t published poetry for years. They moved to fiction, then non-fiction, and now it mostly brings out academic works.”

“They could publish you.”

“The press publishes a book about itself.”

“Why not?”

“Well, strictly speaking, there’s no reason it couldn’t, but I’d like a wider audience, and that means a university press. I’m hoping Dunston will take it.”

“Would it publish one of its own?”

“We’re always encouraged to query here, first. I had lunch with Maxwell last summer to sound him out. He was interested and liked the proposal I submitted. Of course, Baker just got turned down. He’ll go begging to Chicago, I imagine. They’re a bigger press, so it might work out for him.” 

Sam admired how Steven thought strategically about his career. She asked if he wanted coffee, and he said he did if she didn’t mind making it. She cleared the table, set up the coffee maker, and turned it on. She gazed again through the window over the kitchen sink. The house she used to live in was a ten-minute walk away, and if the road didn’t bend, it might be visible through the naked winter trees. Timothy was probably there right now, having another or sleeping it off.

She wished she didn’t care, but she did. That’s what happened when you loved someone.
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He came often in dreams, and the sense of him lingered after she opened her eyes and took in the bare branches of the cherry tree. They were together for three years, two good, and one not so good. 

Melissa was the beginning of the end. There was nothing like the reappearance of an old girlfriend with a twelve-year-old son—a son they didn’t know about, until then, to cause an earthquake.

Melissa wasn’t a schemer. She didn’t want anything from Timothy except for him to know their child. Sam thought being a father would be good for him and might overcome the weight of alcohol and self-pity, so she invited them over. Timothy didn’t take his eyes off Melissa once. With him, she was polite but cool. Sam admired her calm and quiet dignity, and they became friends. 

Late last summer, about two weeks before the fall semester started, Sam called Melissa to say she’d moved out of Timothy’s house. Melissa already knew because Mark, her son, had told her. He stayed over at Timothy’s every other weekend.

“I hope it wasn’t because of me,” Melissa said.

“It was because of him.”

They agreed to meet for coffee on campus near where Melissa worked. She was waiting when Sam got there, wearing a pale pink sleeveless dress. Melissa always struck her as belonging to an earlier era. It was both odd and interesting. As soon as she sat down Melissa said, “I think you did the right thing. Leaving him, I mean. Please don’t take offense at that.”

“None taken.”

Melissa said Timothy was finding her absence hard, judging from what Mark said. He talked about leaving town, moving to California, and setting up a photography studio. In other words, la-la land.

“Things aren’t easy for him,” Sam said.

Had she trained herself to say that, after three years of covering for him? And how did that sound to Melissa, given that he had money, no responsibilities, and could do what he wanted while she was a single parent?

“No doubt. But I’m worried about letting Mark spend time with him when he’s drinking,” Melissa said.

“I can’t imagine Timothy would do anything to endanger him.”

“Not intentionally, no.”

Sam wanted to beg Melissa not to keep Mark from seeing Timothy and knew that wasn’t her place.

“Is he trying to get back together with you?” Sam asked. Melissa sipped her coffee and returned the cup to the saucer.

“He just keeps trying to extend our time together. Like, when I go pick up Mark, he asks if I want to stay for dinner. I always say no.”

Sam nodded.

“The thing is, we were together hardly at all, way back when. I don’t know why he thinks he knows me. He doesn’t know me. Not at all.”

“You’re just another dream.”

“Yeah.”

They promised to stay in touch, though Sam could tell talking about Timothy made Melissa uneasy.

He had that effect on people, even members of his own family.

His older sister, Angie, and Sam’s best friend wasn’t surprised when Sam told her they’d broken up.

“He didn’t deserve you,” Angie said.

“I don’t see it that way.”

“I know. But you pulled your weight, and he didn’t pull his, so it comes to the same thing.”

Sam said nothing, yet felt Angie had no right to be critical. Her relationship with her boyfriend, Matt, wasn’t exactly rosy. There was a woman Matt had been involved with who floated in and out of sight from time to time.

Timothy’s twin sisters, Marta and Maggie, who lived in New York City, weren’t surprised, either. 

I love him, but he’s a self-obsessed jerk, Marta texted. And Maggie wrote, He can never hold on to what matters.

Timothy’s mother, Lavinia, invited her over to the house as soon as she heard the news. They were good friends, though at first, were suspicious of each other. They came to value traits in one another, chiefly hard work and a practical approach to solving problems. Sometimes, their opinions about Timothy aligned against him. He must have found that hard, Sam thought.

Alma, Lavinia’s housekeeper, ferried in a fancy silver tray with Lavinia’s best china tea service. Sam was mad about tea. They sat in the living room, though Sam would have preferred the humbler kitchen. Lavinia wasn’t born to money and struggled through many lean years with her first husband, Potter, Timothy’s father. When they divorced, she married her boss, Chip. Then Chip died after being struck by lightning on the golf course of the Dunston Country Club. Potter’s second marriage broke up, and now he and Lavinia were back together, remarried. Sam and Timothy attended the modest ceremony only a couple of months before.

Lavinia poured Sam a cup of Oolong. She wore a linen pantsuit in a pale blue that made Sam think of a tropical ocean. Her fingernails were painted pale pink. Sam admired her small build, though there were times when she seemed frail. How she managed to bear and raise five children was a wonder.

Sam sipped her tea. On the table in front of her were two dozen long-stemmed white roses in a crystal vase. The center of each blossom was a pale green, reminiscent of spring itself. She wanted to write a poem about this color and how surprising it always was. 

“You did the right thing. Three years is a long time to listen to excuses,” Lavinia said. She held her cup and didn’t drink from it.

“Yes.”

“You’re sad.”

“I’m just processing.”

“And . . . I’m sorry, I’ve already forgotten his name.”

“Steven.”

“Right. How’s it going with him?”

“Great.”

Steven was committed to a common future. He’d been on the market for a while, as he put it. His last relationship was even longer than Sam’s, over five years. His ex was a poet too, now in California, teaching at Berkeley. He wanted certainty, something he could count on, someone to always be there. He didn’t talk about marriage, but Sam assumed he’d raise it before too long. As to children, she couldn’t say.

She laid all this out to Lavinia.

“Can you see having a child with him?” she asked.

“He’d be a good father.”

“You thought that about Timothy too.”

Sam paused. She’d wanted a baby and Timothy didn’t. That’s why they broke up, or why she gave up on him, to be specific. At the time she assumed she would still want a baby and would act on it later, when things settled down. She was only thirty-two, and she still had time, but the whole idea of nurturing a new life, which once seemed beautiful, now seemed impossible. 

Lavinia asked Sam if she heard anything from Foster, Timothy’s younger brother.

“Not since I moved out, but I’d like to invite him over for dinner. I think he and Steven would get along. Steven loves animals. He wants to get a dog, in fact,” Sam said.

Foster worked for a vet and was planning to become one himself. He and Timothy weren’t close, but they looked out for each other. Sam was reluctant to call him because he might blame her for the breakup. She was afraid of his low opinion. Recognizing that made her feel like a fool.

Lavinia asked about school and Sam told her she was having second thoughts. 

“Oh? Why?” Lavinia asked.

“I just want to write. Coursework tends to get in the way.” 

“The classes don’t help you write better?”

“Not really.”

“Did you think they would? I mean, is that why you enrolled?”

“I think I just wanted to see how I’d like it, and if I’d even be up to it.”

“And you found out that you were.”

Lavinia said she didn’t finish college, and sometimes wondered if she’d missed out on an important chapter in her life. Of course, she had no idea what she’d study if she went back. Literature, perhaps. She always loved novels. 

They sat with their tea. Lavinia said that despite all her life changes, Sam looked great, and she was glad to see her.

“Thank you for inviting me,” Sam said.

“You’ll always be a part of the family as far as I’m concerned,” Lavinia said. 

“I appreciate that.”

Sam felt a rising wave of sadness and said she better go. She said she’d come again soon. That was months ago.

Steven didn’t understand why Sam wanted to invite Foster to dinner all of a sudden but wasn’t mean about it. She said it had been a while, they used to sort of be friends, and since she’d be gone over the spring, she wanted to touch base. Steven asked if Foster were another admirer and she said no, she could handle a romantic involvement with only one Dugan male at a time.

Foster didn’t return Sam’s text messages for three days, then wrote with an apology and said he was snowed under with school. Dinner sounded fine. He asked if he could bring anything. She said whatever he liked to drink, like sparkling water or Italian lemonade. Foster was scrupulous about avoiding alcohol. Then she asked how he felt about tofu.

It’s spectacular, he texted. 

They settled on the following Saturday after Foster finished his shift at the clinic. The vet he worked for was helping with his tuition and hoped Foster would join his practice when he finished school. Foster didn’t think he could just take the man’s money, so he kept working, but not for pay. Lavinia had made a sharp remark about that more than once. Foster ignored her.

Steven made a vegetable stew and asked Sam to taste it. When she said it was too spicy, he added coconut milk to smooth it out. 

“You have a highly sensitive palate,” he said and gave her a quick kiss. “And the soul of a poet,” he added.

“And the heart of a lion?”

“A lioness.”

She went to shovel the front walk for the second time that day. A steady snowfall had erased her morning’s efforts. The walk was long, and she worked up a sweat. She removed her insulated jacket and kept working, her breath swirling away in silver plumes. Her neck was cold because she’d cut her hair just last week. All her life she’d worn it long, and found it took a surprising amount of courage to tell the stylist to go ahead. Steven said short hair made her an even more commanding figure than before, though she was formidable already because she was just under six feet tall. For much of her life, she was also heavy. She lost the excess weight during her first year with Timothy. It took a while to get used to being thin. Buying new clothes was strange, then great fun. Timothy never liked what she wore, new or old. He found her taste too plain, “hippyish,” he once said. Steven didn’t comment except to say she looked nice, even when she didn’t. Since moving in with him, her fashion sense had improved and now light wool dresses, tailored slacks, and leather boots made up her winter wardrobe. Jewelry was something she’d developed a taste for, particularly silver and turquoise. A place down on the Commons boasted pieces from tribes in New Mexico and Arizona. Steven bought her a bracelet with turquoise when she moved in with him. She loved it but found it hard to wear when she was working, because she often wrote by hand.

The snow picked up and swirled madly. She didn’t have far to go. The few cars that passed were quiet, their tires muffled. Then one with chains went by, and the sound was harsh.

She reached the end of the walk. Steven opened the front door and asked how she was coming along. 

“All done!” she called across the distance.

“Great. Come inside, before you freeze!”

He closed the door, and she stood, sweating heavily. Now that she was no longer in motion, a chill settled. Yet she lingered to watch the snow in the purple light of late afternoon and recalled a poem she just read written by a woman who lived in the Pacific Northwest, Abigail Lois Pratt. 

One world becomes another 

When snow falls 

Be like the snow 

Silent, lovely, frequent 

Unique, prized 

Cold

Falling snow used to fill her with longing. Later, it became a nuisance. Now, she loved its beauty. A healthy progression, she thought.

Steven had set the table and opened the wine. Sam told him everything looked just beautiful and went to take a fast shower. Afterward, she put silver clips in her hair and looked like a girl from the Roaring Twenties, in her loosely fitting green dress. The freckles across the bridge of her nose suggested youth and innocence. As a child, when she studied them in the mirror, she searched for a secret pattern or invented one that changed according to her mood. Deep sorrow caused them to form a swan’s neck. Good cheer made them suggest a giraffe. Timothy said she was just projecting her obsession with her height, and she supposed there was truth in that. 

Foster had arrived when she returned downstairs. His cheeks were red from the cold. He said he’d been out walking his latest adoptee, Mirabelle. The new owners would rename her, and he hoped to talk them out of it because the dog, a pit bull mix, responded to it well. Sam gave him a quick hug and he said she looked great.

“You too!”

“I think I’m underdressed.”

“Nonsense.”

Foster wore wool slacks and a pullover sweater.

“I see you’ve met Steven,” she said.

“Obviously,” Steven said. He handed Foster a glass of the sparkling water he brought, with a wedge of lime in it. 

They took their drinks into the living room where Steven had set out cheese and crackers. Foster regarded the cheese with suspicion, then ate some crackers. The fire, which had struggled to rise after Sam lit it, was now drawing well.

“I’m glad you could come. It’s been too long,” Sam said to Foster.

“It has.”

“How’s school?” 

“I’m learning about parasites and communicable diseases.”

“Sounds rigorous,” Steven said.

“It is, but sometimes it’s not as hard as I thought it would be. Other times, it seems impossible. I think it’s a function of how much sleep I’ve had.”

Foster asked Sam how her semester was going. She said fine, pretty much as usual. She wasn’t enjoying the coursework as much as she once had. She preferred to spend her time writing and thought the degree wasn’t worth getting, at the end of the day.

“You only need it if you want to teach, or go to graduate school, right?” Foster asked.

“Essentially,” Steven said. “But Sam’s not interested in a teaching career, I think we can all agree on that. She’s free to dig in on her art.”

Sam ate a cracker. An icy draft reached them from the poorly glazed windows.

“Almost sounds like you’re deciding for her,” Foster said.

“No, no, not at all. We’ve talked about this a lot,” Sam said.

They hadn’t. The one time she raised it, Steven seemed uncomfortable, and she said nothing further. He might worry about what his colleagues would say if she dropped out. She didn’t want to make him look bad, but that wasn’t enough of a reason to stay in school when everything told her to quit. She searched Steven’s face for signs of what he was thinking, but his expression was pleasant and inscrutable.

Foster asked if she were looking forward to living in Boston. She said she was. He said he’d been a couple of times and really liked it.

Steven said dinner was almost ready.

As Sam and Foster went into the dining room, and Steven segued into the kitchen, Foster leaned in and said Timothy was having a tough time. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sam said.

“He showed up at my place last weekend. I made him a sandwich, gave him coffee, listened to him ramble about this and that and finally asked him to leave because I had to study.”

“You know he’s not my problem anymore, right?”

“I just thought you should know.”

They took their seats. Sam poured herself some wine, then called into the kitchen to ask if Steven needed any help. He said no and appeared a moment later carrying a large ceramic bowl he put on the sideboard. He filled a smaller bowl for Foster, one for Sam, and the last for himself. He asked Foster to help himself to a chunk of bread and he did, then passed it over to Sam.

The stew was good, but still too spicy. Foster didn’t seem to mind. He said he appreciated the ingredients since he was trying to eat healthier, which Sam thought silly because he was skinny and always had been.

Steven asked Foster what kind of dog would make a good house pet. He thought the time had come to adopt one when they came back from Boston, of course. Assuming Sam was on board. 

“Small or large breed?” Foster asked. He leaned back in his chair comfortably. Though his coloring was different, he looked a lot like Timothy, especially around the high cheekbones they’d inherited from Lavinia.

“I don’t know. I like bigger dogs. I’ve heard small ones can be fussy,” Steven said.

“Dogs are needy in general. Small dogs more so, I think. But they tend to live longer, if that’s a factor. Parting is always so hard.”

Foster told them about a family whose pug had reached the end. They all crowded into the room to be present for the final injection. The parents were teary-eyed, but the two children didn’t give anything away.

“They probably didn’t understand what was going on,” Steven said.

“They knew they would never see their pet again.”

“It’s so sad. I don’t think that’s something children should go through,” Sam said.

“They told us in advance they all wanted to be present. We couldn’t overrule them,” Foster said.

He talked about his childhood pet; a mutt named Thaddeus. He was found wandering around the neighborhood. No one knew who the owner was. He probably didn’t have one. Foster’s mother didn’t want a dog, his father was all for it, but then his father had random enthusiasms, courtesy of his fondness for whiskey. Foster was only eight at the time and didn’t keep up well with feeding and walking, so Angie jumped in and took charge. She said she hated Thaddeus, but Foster knew she loved him. She let him sleep on her bed, a habit Foster didn’t recommend to anyone considering adopting.

“You have to act like you’re the leader of the pack. A dog is happier when he knows his place,” Foster said.

“I wouldn’t like a dog on the bed,” Sam said.

“Wouldn’t be any worse than me,” Steven said. They all laughed.

Steven asked Foster which was better, looking at a shelter, or going through a breeder. Foster said if you wanted a purebred, you should find a breeder, but if you were open to just a good all-around mutt, then a shelter was the way to go.

Steven nodded thoughtfully, yet Sam could sense his mind was elsewhere.

Foster said he’d brought an apple pie for dessert but left it in the car. He could get it now if they liked.

“That sounds great!” Steven said and stood up to clear the table.

They ate their pie in the living room. Foster asked Steven what he’d be working on in Boston, and Steven told him a bit about the press and the woman who founded it. Then he excused himself to do the dishes, and once they were alone, Foster told Sam Timothy needed to go into rehab. The family had discussed it. 

“Will he go, do you think?” Sam asked. 

“If you talk to him.”

“Oh, God, Foster. Don’t ask me to do that.”

He said she didn’t have to. That was entirely up to her. The family considered her one of them, and always would, whatever she decided. He just wanted her to understand how worried they all were. Timothy was on a downward spiral, and it was bound to end badly.

“Get Melissa to talk to him,” Sam said. She wished Steven would return. Water ran in the kitchen sink, and dishes were going into the dishwasher. He was taking his time, giving them a chance to talk.

“I tried. She said it wasn’t her place,” Foster said.

“That’s ridiculous. They have a child together.”

“And you had three years together.”

Sam asked what she could say that would make Timothy listen.

“Just tell him you don’t hate him, that he didn’t ruin your life,” Foster said.

Sam was sure Timothy didn’t think that. He never felt guilty about anything. But maybe he did now, and alcohol was making it worse.

Sam asked if they were considering an intervention. 

Foster said they were, but frankly if Sam could get him to listen, a lot of time and trouble could be spared.

“Except for me,” Sam said.

“I know.”

Sam realized wanting to stay close to the Dugans meant she’d have to do it. She should do it anyway, because of how she and Timothy broke up. She’d handled that badly. When she said she was leaving him, she assumed he’d seen it coming, but it took him by surprise. He was so sunk himself he didn’t know how unhappy she’d been.

“All right. I’ll text him. No promises as to how he’ll respond,” Sam said.

“No promises required.”

Steven returned and apologized for being so long in the kitchen. He sat down in the empty chair by the fireplace. Sam thanked him for doing the dishes.

Foster said it had been a great evening, but he had to get going. Tomorrow was a big study day.

Sam and Steven stood at the living room window and watched him drive off. 

“Listen, I need to get in touch with Timothy. He’s in rough shape, and everyone thinks I might be able to help him. I hope you don’t mind,” Sam said.

“No, I don’t mind.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course!”

Steven said he had just a few essays left to grade, and they wouldn’t take him long.

She followed him into his study where he’d rigged up a portable heater and an extension cord. Sam said she was calling a repair person on Monday. It was time to get it fixed.

“I suppose you’re right. I don’t know why I put it off,” Steven said. He sat at his desk, a stack of papers at his elbow. He put on his reading glasses and picked up the first one. The student addressed the issue of Wordsworth’s use of figurative language. Sam read, daffodils are how the author returns us to the world, while clouds are what remove us from it. Steven’s pen hovered over these words, then he put a plus sign in the margin. Once again, poetry was pulled apart, and analyzed instead of experienced, but, of course, that was an oversimplification. People had to be able to find common ground when they talked about any art form, and this was how that happened. 

She left Steven alone and went back to enjoy the fire for a little longer before going to bed. Her phone was on the mantlepiece, and she picked it up.

You need to stop drinking, she texted Timothy. Get help if you must.
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​Chapter Three
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Over the next week, Sam sent Timothy three more text messages. He answered none. She called Foster and gave him an update. He thanked her for trying. He was getting ready for finals and didn’t have time to talk. Sam called Lavinia and asked if she’d heard from Timothy, and she said she hadn’t. She knew Foster had asked her to reach out to him, and she wanted to thank her for doing so. Then she said she had a gift for her, and she could drop it off whenever it was convenient. Sam thanked her and said she’d let her know soon.

Sam studied for finals too, though her heart wasn’t in it. She’d put in her official withdrawal from school two days before. She had yet to tell Steven. He was looking forward to Boston and was trying to line up a tenant for their place while they were gone. A visiting English professor from Brown was the most likely candidate. He and his wife had been at Dunston since late summer and were living in a house they needed to be out of around New Year’s. Steven knew him and thought he would take good care of their things, but of course, letting other people live in your house was always a gamble.

Steven assigned Sam the task of finding a place in Boston. Martin Alistair gave her the name of a realtor he knew, and she forwarded Sam a list of options. Most were three bedrooms. She and Steven each needed a workspace. It was important to have onsite parking too, preferably in a garage. A six-month lease was hard to find but she did, in a townhome in West Cambridge with a wood-burning fireplace. 

Steven signed off on the townhome, paid the deposit, and scheduled a visit with the couple hoping to rent their house. Sam needed an excuse to be absent when they came, because she didn’t want to answer polite questions about what she’d be taking in the spring semester when she was introduced.

Timothy supplied it when he texted and asked if she could drop by. He had a Christmas present for her. He hoped she didn’t mind. She did mind, less about seeing him than about returning to the house where she’d felt hopeful, then desperate.

Steven was put out when she told him Timothy had asked to see her, especially on such short notice. She said it couldn’t be helped and was sorry she wouldn’t get a chance to meet their tenants.

“Prospective tenants. I haven’t decided yet,” Steven said. He didn’t look up from the book he was reading.

“Okay.”

“I asked for a couple of references. They’re getting those to me today, I think.”

“Good.”

He glanced at her over the top of his bifocals.

“Did you ever trash a place you were renting?” he asked.

“What? No, of course not.”

“I did.”

“Seriously? When?”

He patted the space on the sofa next to him as a request that she join him. She was due at Timothy’s in a few minutes, but she did as he asked.

He said during his sophomore year of college, he had a tough time. His parents were getting divorced, and once a week, like clockwork, each called to complain about the other. Steven’s younger brother was still living at home, and he, too, had a case to plead, usually for Steven to ask the parents to lighten up and act like adults. As the elder son, he felt responsible. He heard them out but had nothing helpful to offer. They said they didn’t want him to choose sides, but that’s exactly what they wanted. His mother accused the father of cheating on her, which Steven was sure he did, and his father said his mother had lost touch with who he was. Both things were true, but his father’s cheating was worse than his mother’s losing touch. While he didn’t side with his mother, because she was hard to live with, and made his father unhappy, he spent most of time talking to her. His father accused his mother of alienating Steven from him, which put him in the position of having either to defend his mother or say he was fine with his father’s cheating. He didn’t want to do either and hated being caught in the middle.
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