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What She Wrote

Chapter 1
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Angie Gregory was grading papers. Because of course, she was. She taught English 101 and 102, and had 30 students in five classes who wrote each week. That equaled 150 writing assignments that needed to be graded weekly. Plus, a midterm research paper, also in class piles, waited for her this weekend.

Sometimes she felt like she spent more time on each essay than the writers did.

It was not how she had envisioned spending her life.

She took another sip of wine and looked at the piece in front of her. Students joked that her comments got blunter by her second glass of wine but her grades tended to be higher. There was debate whether it was better to be at the top of the pile or the bottom. She snorted. Students.

She spent 15 hours in class. Six hours in the office for students. Thank God, as a lecturer she didn’t have to go to department meetings or serve on their damn committees. Her friends did, because they were tenured or about to be. It sounded awful. 

No, she just spent 30 hours a week — she’d logged it once to see — reading and grading freshmen writing. She wondered sometimes how they managed to get to college and not know how to write a complete sentence. Well, she was determined they’d know at least that much when they left her class.

And she could grade at home: put her feet up, pour a glass of wine.

She looked around her one-bedroom loft apartment. It was on the second floor of one of the buildings downtown, an old brick building, with a wall of paned windows. People exploring the shops and restaurants of Moscow, Idaho, sometimes looked up and wondered what was in those rooms above the shops. Well, she was, only partially insulated from the noise and laughter she heard from below. She and a handful of other renters like her.

She loved her apartment — a big open space with light-colored wood floors, white walls and 10-foot ceilings. It was filled with light from those windows. And yes, it got hot. The windows faced west. She didn’t care — the sunsets were magnificent. 

Her furnishings were simple because there had to be space for her books: shelf after shelf of books. Bookshelves under the windows. Shelves on the wall that divided the big room from the bedroom and bath. Shelves even in the bedroom. 

She had some art, usually bought at the student art fair each spring. But mostly, she had books. She had all of her books going back to her childhood. After her parents died, and she came out to Seattle to go to college, the one thing she’d kept were all the books. Having the books made her feel like she still had a family.

Of  course, she had all her books from college, B.A. through PhD. Add in the books she bought from the used bookstores in Moscow, because thank God, a college town had plenty of used bookstores. And she got a discount at the university bookstore for those books she just had to have.

She sat in a comfortable overstuffed chair from Ikea with its white slipcover and matching footstool and graded from 2 p.m. until 6 p.m. every day. She could not get behind on grading. It didn’t bear thinking about.

But tonight was Friday night. On Fridays, she ended her grading hours early so she could fix supper and meet her friends at Pete’s.

The wine from her afternoon grading would serve as a pre-function for the drinking she’d do with her friends. Friday night with her girlfriends was her lifeline. She wondered if they knew how much she needed them, and how hard it was sometimes to make it through the week. But she knew she’d have Friday girls’ night out. ‘Just get to Friday’ was her mantra, and she chanted it often.

But this week was apparently fall semester midterms for everyone, and her friends were grumpy. Here they were, in a bar on Friday night, and they were talking about work. Angie sighed. She didn’t want to think about work. Just one evening a week? Please God, just one evening without work?

She had that stack of research papers waiting for her to start on this weekend too, but she didn’t want to talk about it. On top of the other grading.... She sighed and took a gulp of her white wine. At Pete’s you could order one of dozens of beer varieties, but wine? There was the house red or the house white. Tonight she was drinking house white.

“Please, we need you to keep trying to pound it into their heads,” her friend Marilee — Dr. Marilee Dupont — begged as they sat in a booth in the back of the bar. It was a typical cowboy bar. A big wooden bar with a mirror surrounded by liquor bottles. Two pool tables in the center front; booths around the perimeter. A small dance floor in back with a stage for live music. Country music, but Angie didn’t care. She came because of her friends. 

Angie was tired, more so than usual, and she’d been thinking about giving it up. Although what a person did with a PhD in English language and literature besides teach she didn’t know — wait tables? She’d probably make better money.

“I get students who can’t write a paper — and these are seniors. I can’t teach writing and agricultural sustainability!” Marilee was still complaining.

“I know,” Angie has said wearily.

“I get them too,” Gail Tremont agreed. “In the Intro to Theater class. What are high schools teaching these days? Because it’s not how to write — or think clearly.”

“I don’t know,” Angie said, because she ranted about that regularly. She wasn’t going to rant tonight. She wanted to forget those essays she’d just finished and the research papers still waiting for her. She took another sip of her wine.

“I ask my students to write summaries of articles,” Rebecca Jones said. “And they don’t know what I’m talking about. Or so they say. I think they have an auto-erase program in their brains. As soon as they’re done with a course, they hit rewind and erase.”

Rebecca taught political science. She’d gotten tenure last year. It had been rough. And Gail was going through it now. Why did they give women professors such a hard time? Well that was a question that answered itself, wasn’t it? Because they were women. Duh. 

The English department had made it clear that Angie would never have that problem. They didn’t want her in a tenure-track position — she’d teach fewer classes. No, they wanted her to stay where she was: teaching a huge load of courses, grading papers, and making shit wages to do it. She wondered if her friends knew how little she made. She never talked about it. But she actually made so little she was eligible for food stamps. She was too proud to do it — not after that first year. Although some day, her summer finances were going to get too bad, and she might have to do it again. 

She was frugal. Her rent was low because it wasn’t easy to find someone who would put up with the noise of the bar downstairs. She didn’t mind it, although the night they had an 80s revival last spring, and played Addicted to Love a half-dozen times? That had been bad — an earworm she couldn’t get rid of for days.

“True,” she said belatedly to Rebecca’s comment. “Happens between English 101 and 102 even. I’m like I just taught you this! And they give me that blank look.”

Angie looked around the bar; it was filling up. She needed another glass of wine. She excused herself to go to the bar. She was of medium height — 5-foot-6 — with medium-length hair, blonde in case anyone noticed, although these days it came out of a bottle. She was slim enough — exercise was free, and she took advantage of the rec center —and curvy enough. Tonight, she was wearing a coral top over a short, black skirt with black tights and short boots with a three-inch heel. She had on some earrings that had real coral in them. She looked good, and she noted the appreciative looks. And she was grateful for them. Maybe she could find a dance partner when the music started. Maybe the dance partner would lead to something else.

She got her glass of wine, and turned to go back to their booth, when she saw him walk in. She closed her eyes for a moment. The pain was sharp and took her breath away. She took a deep breath and let it out.

Michael Brewster was not a tall man. Maybe 5-foot-10? She bet Gail was taller than he was. He was a blonde, even more than she was, with blue eyes that she could look at forever. At least once upon a time she thought she could. He also used the gym regularly —she was careful to avoid his usual times — and it showed. He didn’t look like the usual English professor, who usually had a myopic, geeky look going — if they weren’t older than dirt. Most of them were older than dirt. No, he had that scruff along his jaw, and a wooden beaded necklace half hidden by his white T-shirt and slouchy tan jacket. She remembered when he got that necklace. She clamped down on her teeth and swallowed. He looked.... She shook her head. She had no words, and for a writer to have no words? 

Well she wasn’t a writer anymore, was she? She graded writing, she didn’t do it.

She frowned, once she could breathe again. He was alone? Where was Jennifer? 

Not her business, not her problem. She gulped the wine from the glass in her hand, and then turned to the bar to get another before walking back to the booth. She needed to make this one last. She’d already had three here, and two before she came here. Slow it down. Besides, happy-hour prices were ending. This one was full price. Make it last, Angie girl.

She slid back into the booth. Marilee squeezed her hand, but didn’t say anything. Angie was grateful for her support. And her silence. For so many things.

Gail was telling one of her stories. Angie relaxed and listened. They were like mini-portraits of people. 

She wondered what story Gail would tell about her. It surely wasn’t the story she thought she’d create. She glanced at Michael Brewster. He was leaning against the bar surveying the crowd, a bottle of beer in hand. 

She gulped her wine. She’d be frugal another night.
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Chapter 2
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Michael Brewster leaned against the bar at Pete’s, a beer in hand from Rants and Raves — a porter called Cowpoke. It was a bit heavy for him, but he was friends with the owners of the Rants and Raves microbrewery in town. What else would a couple of English graduates name their brewery? He would have to try a lighter beer for his second. Maybe Anonymous. That’s what he usually drank. Was that wishful thinking? In a small town like Moscow, Idaho, no one was anonymous. Especially not Michael Brewster.

The bar was packed. Well, the students had just finished midterms week for fall semester. He supposed they had something to celebrate. Most faculty just saw a stack of things to grade. 

He was here getting ready for act two in the shitshow he’d made of his life. Jennifer was leaving him. And she’d flung herself into the department faculty meeting to tell him so. Dramatic, he conceded. And embarrassing? Well, yeah, and that’s what Jennifer wanted. She informed him and everyone that she’d gotten an offer for a job in Seattle and she was going home to her parents, and taking the twins with her. Where she was wanted.

Why that needed to be said in a department faculty meeting was still unclear. But his stuffy, mostly older colleagues had been fascinated. Most interesting thing to happen in the department in a long time. The last time was probably the gossip that had surrounded his first venture into a soap-opera life.

He didn’t want to think about that. Didn’t want to think about today’s meeting, and Jennifer’s announcement either. He plain didn’t want to think at all. He wanted a beer, and for all of Pete’s drawbacks, it had the best selection of local microbrews in town. He wondered if he should just start at the top of the list and see how far down the list he could get before he passed out in the alley behind the building.

Jennifer was leaving him and taking the twins. She’d been gone when he got home. She must have packed up the kids and stopped in to make her announcement on the way out of town.

So, he still didn’t know much. 

He knew his wife was gone. And that she’d taken his sons with her. Joshua and James. Two 5-year-old blondes with mischievous grins and warm hugs. Joshua was already reading. James was more outgoing and had been playing soccer this fall.

He adored his sons. If anything good had come out of the last shitshow in his life, it was the boys. He closed his eyes briefly against the pain of that loss. He would fight to stay a part of their lives.

He’d been trying to find Jennifer, but she wasn’t answering her phone. He finally had called her mother, who informed him that he wasn’t welcome in their home or their lives. Jennifer was coming home where she was welcomed and loved. And he should leave her alone. That was what he had wanted wasn’t it? She hung up on him, leaving him more baffled than he was before. What the hell had Jennifer been telling them?

He might be the rising star of the University of Idaho English department. He might have a book out that was getting noticed by the literary world, an ecological dystopian novel called Uprooted. But his personal life was a disaster. And he had no one to blame but himself.

Unfortunately, he had hurt others as well as himself. 

He’d seen her when he walked in. Of course, he had. Angie Gregory was hard to miss. In a cowboy bar like this, she stood out as if she had a spotlight focused on her as she moved through the bar. He’d stopped by the door and just stared at her. He probably would still be standing there, just looking, if someone trying to get inside hadn’t bumped him out of the way. She’d gotten her wine, and headed back to a booth of women — most of whom he recognized, even if he couldn’t recall names right now. Hell, he barely could recall his own name.

He turned to the bartender, got his Anonymous, and tried not to stare at Angie and her friends. Damn it, why had he chosen this bar to come to? There were other bars he could have chosen to get drunk in. Bars where Angie Gregory wasn’t sitting in a booth laughing with her friends.

Well, that was good, wasn’t it? He knew the previous shitshow had been devasting for her. Damn Jennifer and her theatrics. The theatrics had gotten Jennifer what she wanted — a husband on faculty at the university. And set the tone of their marriage. Drama. More drama. Plate-throwing dramas. ‘I’m leaving’ dramas. ‘I’m sleeping with someone else’ dramas. Drama and more drama. 

He’d gone home to that now empty house. And it had been so silent. With Jennifer, it was never silent. No silent treatment from her! He’d walked through the rooms. Most of Jennifer’s stuff was gone. There was nothing of her in their bathroom. Very little left in her closet. Her jewelry was all gone. There wasn’t as much missing from the boys’ room. Some clothes. A favorite toy or two. He didn’t see James’ soccer ball. He was pretty sure several of Joshua’s books were missing.

Figured. Even her exit was about her. Not the boys.

The house was so quiet, it had chased him out of there and down to Pete’s. Maybe he’d even try his hand at pool again. It had been a long while. This wasn’t the kind of place Jennifer wanted to frequent. Jennifer liked the martini bar. That’s where her friends went. She liked places where she could dress up, and he was supposed to wear a tie. She liked socializing with other professors and their wives. 

Being a professor’s wife had status, she said. And she wasn’t hesitant about using it. His fellow faculty members liked her. She knew how to flatter old men. She was pretty, given to wearing high heels and short skirts — tastefully short, of course. She flattered their wives too, who thought she was charming.

She thought they were old biddies and said so repeatedly when they were alone. 

It did him no harm to his image as an up-and-coming faculty member to have her on his arm. Well, apparently, that was over. Good thing he’d gotten tenure before today’s drama. 

A band was setting up. Country-western music, but they sounded pretty good. He and Jennifer had season tickets to the chamber music series and the piano series. They saw every play, went to every opening show of the art gallery. Jennifer wanted to be seen as a sophisticated member of UI society. And he was agreeable enough to go along. He liked all those things. He suspected Jennifer didn’t. Actually, he knew she didn’t. She had said so.

He got another beer. Switching to the Hunga Dunga brewery for a Biting Tango. You had to like a brewery named Hunga Dunga, and Biting Tango seemed like a fitting title for his marriage. He took a sip and frowned. Was there mango in it? He drank up anyway.

So here he was feeling sorry for himself in a cowboy bar in Moscow, Idaho. So yeah, he had tenure, and that wasn’t easy to get these days. English departments had fewer and fewer tenure-track lines, and more lecturer lines because they wanted people to teach the massive amount of required writing courses. That generated the FTE that allowed senior faculty to teach their seminars with only 10 students. So he could offer a course on dystopian science fiction with 20 students in it, while a lecturer would have 30 students, and multiple sections, all being taught from the same syllabus approved by the department curriculum committee.

Lecturers like Angie.

He glanced her way. Damn it. He would have to pick the bar she was in. There were other bars. He could leave. Hell, there were other bars on this block!

But he didn’t go. Angie was laughing with some guy now, and they were headed to the dance floor. He smiled. Angie loved to dance.

He sipped his beer. The mango was growing on him.

Maybe he should have another one.
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Hank rarely came out from behind his bar. The fact that he did now and was approaching the table where the four women sat couldn’t be good, Angie thought with a frown. 

Hank was in his 60s. He’d gone to school here, and he always wanted to own a bar. So about 10 years ago, after he’d been away and made some money and raised a family, he and his wife came back. They’d bought Pete’s. And at closing, he always played Toby Keith’s song, I love this bar.

She smiled at the man as he approached.

“Ladies,” he said.

“You coming over to ask me to dance?” Marilee teased. “I’d be happy to.”

Hank blushed a bit and grinned. “No ma’am,” he said. “Wife says that if I’m ever going to dance it ought to be with her. She’s been waiting 40 years for that dance. She’d leave me if I danced it with someone else.”

Angie and her friends laughed. She expected that would show up in one of Gail’s stories one day soon. That was how Angie knew about Pete’s story and the last call song, after all. How Gail knew about it? No one knew.

“No, I need a favor, and I hesitate to ask it, but Angie? Michael Brewster is in back. He’s drunk. I’ve been hoping to sober him up, or that someone else from the English department would come in that I could send him home with. But it’s getting close to closing time, and you’re the only English faculty member who’s come in tonight.” 

Angie looked at him blankly. Her friends were silent. Hank had a lot of nerve, she thought, then realized he must be one of the few people in town who didn’t know the story. He was too nice a man to do this to her deliberately. It was exactly what he said. She was the only other English faculty in tonight.

“Hank,” Marilee began.

Angie shook her head, and Marilee fell silent. 

“Not like him to tie one on,” Hank continued. “And it’s been a long time since he was a regular here. But, well, there are a lot of students here, and they shouldn’t see a professor falling down drunk.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Marilee muttered, but her eyes were on Angie. This was her call. 

Hank smiled at that. “I should have cut him off, but I didn’t realize how drunk he was getting. A quiet drinker.”

It’s not my problem, Angie thought. Let someone else take care of him.

“Call his wife,” Rebecca said quietly to Hank. “Let her come get him.”

“He says she left him,” Hank mumbled, embarrassed. Although it couldn’t have been the first time the bartender was privy to people’s drunken revelations. Maybe he was just embarrassed he was telling other people.

Angie looked up at him at that comment. She looked at Marilee and raised her eyebrow in question. Marilee shook her head. No, she hadn’t heard anything. Gail was shaking her head too. 

“Come on,” Marilee said with a sigh. “I’ll help.”

The women looked at each other and then at Angie. Angie nodded, and got up. They couldn’t just leave him in back.

“How bad is he?” Angie asked, resigned. She was none too sober herself. Usually having to watch her pennies kept her drinking controlled. But she’d shed that restraint hours ago.

“Not crying, yet,” Hank said. “But he’s close. And he’s thrown up once.”

Angie grimaced.

“Angie,” Michael said, squinting at her. “She took my boys.”

Angie was silent. She’d known Michael since their undergraduate days. She’d followed him out here when he got the offer of a tenure-track position, swallowing her anger that she had been just as qualified for the position as he had been. And he had agreed. Maybe more, he said. But they were a team. And one of the team had a tenure-track position!

So, they’d left Seattle, and all the opportunities there — possibilities not opportunities, she guessed — and came out here. She’d started teaching a couple of sections of Writing 101 — just until another position opened up either at University of Idaho or WSU just across the border — and writing. And her writing had been going well. Their combined income let them rent a house together. She didn’t make much, but it was enough to push them into comfortable, rather than frugal.

He’d proposed that Christmas — what was it with men and proposing at Christmas? Did they figure they got out of a Christmas gift that year? A two-fer ring? Angie didn’t know. They set the date for April 20. It was going to be a simple wedding. She didn’t have much family. Her parents were dead, and everyone else lived on the East Coast. He had family in Seattle, and they would all be coming out for the wedding.

A simple spring wedding in their back yard with family and the few friends she’d made. She’d met Marilee at some college function, and she and Marilee bonded tightly.

Marilee was going to be her bridesmaid.

And then at a shower for her that her friends hosted, Jennifer Angelo, a graduate student in English, showed up. Michael, who had good-naturedly agreed to be there, turned pale. She didn’t think blondes could go paler, but apparently, they could.

“I got the results back, Michael,” she said. “You need to tell her now. Because it’s twins. And the paternity test says you’re the father.”

Michael Brewster told her that this wasn’t the right time for this conversation. And Jennifer put her hands on her hips. “And when will be the right time? After the two of you are married? After I’ve given birth? Maybe on their third birthday?”

Angie thought she had a point. Marilee cleared out all the women who had come for the bridal shower. Thank God, she had stayed behind, however.

Jennifer looked them over and shook her head. “Are you sleeping with them too?” she asked. “Or just me?”

“Jennifer, I told you it wasn’t going to happen again. I told you if it turned out the children were mine, I would support them. I told you I love Angie, and I am going to marry her,” Michael said. “All of that is still true.”

“No, not all of it,” Angie had said quietly. “I’m not going to marry a man who has already been unfaithful to me. So. you need to leave — both of you. The two of you can figure out what is best for the babies. But marrying me isn’t part of the plan.”

She’d seen the flash of triumph in Jennifer’s eyes, but really, she didn’t care about Jennifer. Michael had cheated on her. Cheated on her since he proposed, no less, because Jennifer wasn’t showing much, if any. And if he’d cheated once? Had there been others? A man with Michael Brewster’s looks had plenty of opportunities. If he wasn’t going to be faithful, it wouldn’t be just one lapse. And to hide a pregnancy from her?

“You heard her,” Marilee said, and she escorted them both out of the house. And then she came back in and held Angie while she cried.

She’d gone home with Marilee that night, and weathered the first days of scandal from the Dupont Ranch, coming into town only to teach her two classes. And a scandal it was, mostly because of Jennifer’s taste for drama.

“Keep the drama on the stage,” Gail said frequently. 

“Or on the page,” Angie agreed. Although nothing was getting written on her pages at all. And two sections of Writing 101 weren’t enough income to live on either. Marilee just told her she could pay her way at the ranch by weeding, and helping with the cooking — a bigger task than she’d realized. Really that ranch was not meant to be run by one person — male or female. 

She talked to the chair of the department, who tried to be sympathetic, but could hardly hide his delight when she asked about taking on more sections, starting in the summer. “You’re staying in Moscow then?” he asked.

She just nodded, but truthfully, she had no place to go. If this had happened while they were still in Seattle? She would have been better off. But returning to Seattle would require money she just didn’t have. And she wasn’t going to ask Michael for any either. She stayed. And she taught.   She learned how to meet other men. There had been no one since she met Michael at 18. And only a high school boyfriend before him — she could hardly picture his face.

What she didn’t do was write. But hey, who gets everything they want?

She pulled herself out of the past. So the twins must be 5 years old, she thought. And from that comment, apparently Michael loved them. That was good. A father should love his sons. 

“Come on,” Angie said finally. “You’ve got to walk a bit to sober up so you can go home. Then you can figure out how to solve the problem, whatever it is.”

Michael Brewster nodded, and obediently got up. He saw Marilee. “Hi,” he said. “She took my sons and left me.”

Marilee just looked at him. “And did she interrupt a woman’s bridal shower to make the announcement?” she asked dryly.

“No,” he said, taking her question seriously. “This time, she interrupted the faculty’s department meeting to announce she was leaving.”

All four women looked at him in silence. 

Wow, Angie thought. Just, wow. She looked at Gail, who mouthed ‘drama on the stage’ at her and rolled her eyes. Angie snorted. Gail’s department had so much drama this might not even rank in the top five.

English, however, tended to snipe at each other through carefully crafted emails — sent to the entire faculty, of course — or behind the closed doors of faculty reviews. They were always frigidly polite in the halls and main office. 

Quite frankly having experienced that frigid politeness, she’d almost prefer a department that threw things.

“Well that must have been something,” Angie said. “Come on. You need to go home and sleep it off.”

They herded him toward the back door, exiting through the kitchen rather than through the main bar with its hordes of half-drunk college students. “Where’s your car?” Marilee asked. “You can’t drive, but someone can drive you home, and I can bring them back.”

“Don’t remember,” he mumbled. “At the university? Maybe?”

Angie didn’t even know where he was living. Not in the house they’d shared. She did know that much. She’d heard that Jennifer had expensive tastes, so probably in one of the more modern cul-de-sac neighborhoods. 

He stumbled, and Gail braced him. They were of a height; Angie had thought so. 

“Hell,” Angie said. “Let’s take him to my place. He can sleep it off on the couch. We’re not going to be able to get him to the university to get his car. And if he’s already thrown up once? Nobody is going to want to risk her car for him.”

“You sure, girlfriend?” Merilee asked with concern. She’d been the one to help Angie patch her life back together after that insane wedding shower. She knew how fragile those patches were some days, even now.

Angie looked at Michael. He had tears beginning to run down his cheeks. “The house was so quiet. I went there, and she’d taken all of her things, and some of the boys’ stuff. She took the boys and left. I don’t know why. She won’t answer her phone. She’s gone. Back to Seattle. And the house is so empty. So, I came to drink. I’m sorry, Angie, I didn’t know you were there. I just couldn’t go home and sit in that empty house. And I used to like Pete’s.”

Angie sighed, yeah, Pete’s had been their favorite bar when they got here. All these beers, and it seemed so Moscow. But not Jennifer’s type of place, she didn’t think. Thank God.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Angie said. “Who else is going to put up with a garrulous drunk?”

Marilee chuckled. “He is that,” she agreed. “OK, ladies, we have a plan.”

And they continued herding him the two blocks to Angie’s place, and up the stairs. He managed to get inside the apartment and to the bathroom before they heard him throw up again.

“And I’m out of here,” Rebecca said and hugged Angie. “I sympathy vomit. And you don’t need that. Besides there’s only one bathroom.”

Angie laughed and hugged her back, and then she hugged the other two as well.

“Call me,” Marilee said firmly. “You hear? You call me in the morning. I need to know you’re OK.”

“I don’t think I have to worry about Michael Brewster tonight,” she said wryly. “He’s going to have an intimate relationship with the toilet I’m afraid.”

“It’s not Michael I’m worried about,” she murmured, soft enough so the other two women couldn’t hear. “Call me.”

Angie nodded. “I will,” she promised. 

She closed the door behind them, and went to find bedding for the couch. It was quiet in the bathroom, and Angie went to check on him. He’d kicked his shoes off, and taken off his jacket. And then he’d stretched across her bed and fallen asleep, cuddling a pillow.

She sighed. She found another quilt, and tossed it over him. Probably best anyway, she thought, as she found her things for the night and went out to the couch to sleep there. He was closer to the bathroom this way.

She shut down her brain when it wanted to sort through all the bits and pieces of what Michael had said. Sleep, she told it. Sleep now. But she kept hearing his broken voice say, ‘she took my sons.’ It made her hurt. Hurt because there had been real pain in his voice when he said it. Hurt because that was a shitty thing to do. So yeah, she hurt for him.

But most of all, she hurt for herself because they should have been her sons. And damn it, that was the thought she’d been avoiding. Her eyes burned with tears. Sleep, she told her brain again. And this time it listened.
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Angie was sitting in her ‘grading chair’ working through the research papers her students had turned in when Michael staggered out from the bedroom. She’d heard him in the bathroom, so she was prepared for him to appear, and she was ready.

While she waited, she graded. Some of the papers were pretty good. That’s how she’d trained herself to think — she was on a scavenger hunt for good papers. If you focused on the bad, you’d go insane. She’d been given a grading curve to go by to keep from grade inflation. Really, the committee on Writing 101 thought its lecturers were idiots. But then, if they acknowledged them as equals, they would have to confront the severe difference in pay. 

Easier if you thought the lecturers were idiots. Or pretended to yourself that you believed that. In reality, the lecturers had the same credentials. The same years of experience. What separated the two groups?

Well almost every lecturer was a woman.

And 80 percent of the tenured faculty in English were white men.

Huh. What a coincidence.

She’d never thought of herself as a feminist particularly. But university politics around pay equity was going to get her there. One of these days she was going to walk into a Writing 101 class and say, hi, my name is Dr. Angie Gregory and I’m a feminist.

She smiled. She wouldn’t. Probably. She wasn’t the kind of person who made waves.

Michael looked hungover when he walked out, and better looking in spite of it than he deserved. He was still wearing his white T-shirt, and the light tan khaki pants. His scruff was now scruffy but it still looked good on him.

“Coffee in the kitchen,” she said, nodding toward the far wall where the ‘kitchen’ was situated. A big kitchen table — also from Ikea — separated the kitchen from the rest of the main room. She liked Ikea. It was cheap, and it came in pieces so that she could lug the boxes up the stairs from her car. She saved up her money, and once a year she shopped Ikea when she took a vacation to Seattle. She loved Seattle. After her parents died in a car wreck her senior year of high school, she’d wanted to get away from all the memories in her hometown, Wilmington, Delaware. Her father had been a vice president with some big corporation; her mother was an attorney with another one. Their life insurance had been enough to pay for her education anywhere she wanted to go.

University of Washington won the lottery simply by being about the farthest from Delaware as she could get. Stanford had been maybe 70 miles farther, but the Pacific Northwest seemed like a great place, and she said yes to UW. Undergraduate, master’s, PhD. The insurance paid for it all. But there had been little left after nearly 10 years of schooling.

Maybe she would have done it differently if she’d known what was to come. But that could be said about a whole lot of choices she’d made. Starting with falling in love with Michael Brewster in her World Literature class when he challenged the Eurocentric views of the professor. After class, she’d mustered up all of her available bravery to agree with him. He’d smiled at her, and asked if she wanted to get some coffee.

She did.

They became inseparable after that. 

Or maybe not. Maybe she’d been inseparable. Apparently, he’d found ways to squeeze in time for other women.

She blurted out, “Were there other women besides Jennifer?”

He paused with the coffee cup up to his mouth ready to take a sip. He looked at her, shook his head as if he couldn’t believe she’d asked him that, and drank the coffee in one big gulp. Well, she couldn’t believe she’d asked either.

Or that in the past six years, she’d never had the courage to ask before. Of course, she hadn’t spoken to him more than a handful of times in those years. And most of those times had been early on and involved her telling him to go away when he tried to talk to her about it.

“No,” he said. “Jennifer was a mistake. It was late. The grad students had a celebration party for someone who had just gotten a job offer. I was invited. I had too much to drink, and I woke up in bed with her. She assured me she was on the pill. I was too ashamed to think. I put it out of my mind. And then she showed up at my office.”

She nodded. Good to know she hadn’t been that stupid. She knew some of Rebecca’s story — and she had trusted a man who had lied to her the whole time. But she’d been very young when it started. And she didn’t think Rebecca had trusted a man since. Well, she could relate to that. She hadn’t either. As the saying went, she wasn’t looking for Mr. Right, just Mr. Right Now.

Trust issues. She had them.

“How did I end up here?” Michael asked.

“You were drunk. Hank said he’d been watching for English faculty who could take care of you. I was the only one that was there last night. Marilee and the others helped get you here. You couldn’t remember where your car was parked.”

“Well, thank you,” he said. He sipped more coffee. “My car is around the block from the bar. I must have been really out of it, if I couldn’t remember.”

“You were garrulous, weeping, and throwing up,” she said. “Doesn’t get much drunker. Oh, and then you passed out on my bed.”

“Jesus,” he said, disgusted with himself. “I was in bad shape after Jennifer dropped her bombshell — in the department meeting, did I tell you that? — but that’s pathetic.”

Angie laughed. “It kind of was,” she agreed.

“You should have loaded me up in your car and dumped me on my lawn,” he said, laughing at himself. 

“I probably would have if I knew where your lawn was located,” she agreed. “But since you weren’t sure about your car, we didn’t even try questioning you about your house. Not to mention you were throwing up. None of us wanted to risk our cars.”

He just shook his head. “I’m so sorry.”

She laughed at him. “There’s eggs in the refrigerator, or if you can stand to wear those clothes you can treat us both to breakfast at the Breakfast Club.”

He looked at himself, and shrugged. “They’ve served breakfast to hungover people before,” he said.

She set aside the stack of research papers she was grading — class section number 2 — and found her shoes. “Let’s go then,” she said. She didn’t know why she’d made the suggestion, except that she really did feel like a big greasy breakfast, and Michael was looking haggard from his hangover.

They walked down the flight of stairs into the alley, down the alley and turned left, another left and they were at the Breakfast Club. The owner took one look at them, and shook his head. “Aren’t you two too old for hangovers?” he asked as he led them to a booth in the back where they didn’t have to face the sunlight.

“He’s hungover,” Angie said. “I’m just hungry.”

Michael looked out from bleary eyes. “Coffee,” he said.

Troy laughed and went after coffee.

“People will talk, you know, about us being seen out for breakfast the morning after Jennifer leaves,” Michael said.

“I know,” Angie said. She wasn’t proud of it, but this was her petty revenge on all the gossips in this town. She liked Moscow, she really did, but she couldn’t deny that the stereotype of small-town gossip was true. And they had made her life a living hell that first year after Jennifer announced she was pregnant.

At her wedding shower of all places! Who does that?

Apparently, the kind of woman who announces her divorce at a faculty department meeting. Her lips twitched. She could almost admire that.

“So did you know Jennifer was thinking about a divorce?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No,” he said. “We have had problems. A lot of them. She got a husband like she wanted, but she didn’t get one who loved her. And I tried. Especially after the boys were born. I loved them from minute one.” He smiled softly as he was recalling that. 

Angie’s eyes burned. She would not cry, she told herself. She wouldn’t. 

“But Jennifer? She’s a difficult person.” He stopped. “Sorry. You’re the last person who should be burdened with my confessions.”

Angie shrugged. “Or maybe the first person who should get an explanation.”

“I tried to, remember?”

She nodded. “And I didn’t want to hear it. I was devastated. You were the only person I had in the world. And then you were gone too.”

He was silent. “You had your friends,” he said. 

“I did,” she agreed. And they had saved her life. Literally one night. But she wasn’t going to tell him that. Marilee had intervened, and got her help. And never mentioned it again, except to ask if she was still seeing her therapist. She was. She paid for those health benefits, she might as well use them.

Jesus, she’d become bitter about money, she thought somewhat appalled. Well, pinching pennies while others did less work for more money did that, she guessed. But it wasn’t... good. Wasn’t healthy? Most certainly it wasn’t attractive.

A bit of self-loathing for everyone this morning. 

“I had no one,” he said. “Everyone was on Jennifer’s side. The wronged woman about to have twins.” He shrugged.

She hadn’t thought about it like that, but even she had seen it that way. Pregnant woman tops fiancé like scissors took paper.

“Your boys are 5?” she asked. 

He nodded and smiled. He brought out his wallet and showed her a photo. Two boys, each missing a front tooth, grinned at her. They looked like Michael. She said as much.

“Mom says she’s got a photo of me at the same age with the same missing tooth,” he agreed. 

“So you had no clue this was coming?” Angie persisted, still confused how that could be.

He shook his head. “Were we fighting? Yes. When weren’t we fighting? She lived for the drama, Angie,” he said wearily. He frowned as if his head hurt, and she pulled out a bottle of ibuprofen and handed him two pills. He nodded his thanks.

“What did she say in the department meeting?” Angie asked, and then giggled.

He looked incredulous. “You’re laughing about it?” he demanded.

“You’ve got to admit, it’s pretty funny,” she pointed out. “From what I’m told those things are dreadfully dull. At least in the English department. Gail says theater gets more dramatic.”

He snorted. “I bet they do.” Then he laughed. “Yeah, I guess it is. She flung open the door, and announced she was leaving. She wasn’t going to take it any longer. She was going to Seattle where there were people who loved her and who knew her value. And she was taking the boys.”

Troy sat their breakfast plates in front of them. “Enjoy,” he said.

Angie started in. Michael picked up his fork but he just moved eggs around for a moment.

“Truth be told, if she’d left the boys with me, I wouldn’t care that she’s gone,” he admitted. “I’d be relieved. But she took them! She doesn’t even like being a mother. Why did she take them?”

“You just said it,” Angie said. “Because that was the only way she could make you care she was gone.”

He looked at her silently, and then he started to eat. They finished their meal in silence.
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Michael Brewster hadn’t been this hungover in years. Probably not since he’d woken up in bed with a grad student named Jennifer. That was a disaster of large enough proportions to teach him to moderate his drinking. So it was a bit ironic that the morning after Jennifer left, he woke up in a strange bed with a hangover.

A bit? 

Until he got the courage to dress and walk out of the bedroom, he wasn’t even sure whose bed it was. 

And he never expected it to be Angie Gregory sitting there. Near as he could tell, she hated him. And he couldn’t argue that she didn’t have cause.

She was sitting in a big slipcovered white chair, her feet up on a footstool and she was reading papers. She had a coffee cup on the side table. And she was wearing reading glasses. When had she started wearing glasses?

He stood and looked for a moment. That blonde hair, the perfectly proportioned figure, the blue eyes he couldn’t quite see from here. She was wearing black yoga pants and a white T-shirt and she was gorgeous. 

He felt the pangs of regret that he always felt when he saw her. He didn’t cross paths with her very often. Given the nature of a small town and the fact that they taught in the same department? It had to be deliberate, on her part. He had enough integrity to stay away from her. Barely. 

It was only his sons that made that possible. If it wasn’t for them, he wouldn’t have married the wrong woman in the first place.

She looked up at him and shook her head. He winced, because this was not the way to make a good impression. She directed him to coffee, and then surprised him with the suggestion of breakfast out. 

It was going to be all over town, he thought, not sure how he felt about that. Not sure how he felt about any of it.

Except that Jennifer had taken his sons when she left. He was devasted about that.

After breakfast, he thanked Angie for rescuing him, and went to find his car and go home. To an empty house. Without the boys, it was not a home. Not his home. He checked his phone. No calls, no texts, no email. 

Just gone.

So what did Jennifer want? For him to chase after her, and plead for her to come back? He considered that. Maybe.

If he did, would she return? And then what? Would she do it again? What would she do the next time she needed a drama fix? 

The phrase ‘such a drama queen’ didn’t even begin to cover Jennifer Angelo Brewster.

He shook his head. He didn’t want to think about the drama Jennifer created inside these walls. Very luxurious walls. Jennifer had found the house, and persuaded him to buy it. He hadn’t gotten tenure yet, and he was wary about buying a house. But it had been perfect for the boys, and in a good neighborhood, she insisted. The boys would attend the best elementary school in town, and there was a fenced back yard and a built-in swing set. He had to admit he was sold once he saw the swing set, even though the boys were barely walking at the time.

He stripped off his clothes, tossing them in the hamper and took a shower. A long shower, because Angie was right, he’d been so hung over he’d been throwing up. 

Jesus, that was pathetic. What a way to make an impression on the woman he loved.

Did he still? He thought about that as he found sweats and proceeded to go out for a run in Mountain View Park — one of the other selling points of this house. They were right on the edge of it, and he loved to run there.

Did he love Angie Gregory? He hadn’t let himself think about that question in the last five years. That was a path that led to heartbreak, and not just for him. He tried to make it work with Jennifer. And yearning for another woman would have made his marriage unbearable.

The town approved of his marriage. He’d done the right thing. The responsible thing. He’d married the woman who was carrying his children. Maybe he even saw it that way. But people then returned to their normal lives. The stories don’t talk about what it’s like for two people to live together after that.

After the ‘and they lived happily ever after.’

Because whatever his marriage had been it hadn’t been happy. Not for him. Not for Jennifer. And he worried that it hadn’t been happy for the two boys, although he did everything he could to make it a good place for them. 

And of course, there was Angie. 

He loathed himself for what he had done to her, the woman he loved. Yes, he had then, and probably did still. What a stereotyped shitty stunt: get drunk with your graduate students and wake up in bed with one of them. He’d be embarrassed to write such a clichéd scene — it was humiliating to have actually lived it.

He’d wondered early on if Jennifer was lying about it. But once the twins started to grow up, they looked so much like him, that it was hard to deny it. He really had done that. 

He made the three-mile loop that he usually ran, and headed back to the house. He should do something to thank Angie — and her friends — for rescuing him. Probably the only thanks they wanted was for him to stay the hell away from them, and particularly from Angie.

Parked in front of the house was a dark sedan. It screamed official. Government. A cop? He slowed to a walk, and went up the sidewalk to his house. He kept an eye on the car warily.

A man got out. He was short, wearing a suit, and had a clean-cut vibe to him.

“Can I help you?” Michael said, accepting the fact that he was here for him.

“Michael Brewster?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He reached inside the folder he was carrying, and pulled out a manila envelope and handed it to him. “You’ve been served,” he said.

“By whom? For what?”

He didn’t answer, just returned to his car. Michael watched the stranger drive off before he opened the envelope. Divorce papers. He glanced at the name of her attorney. A Seattle address. Well that was fast, he thought, and put an end to the speculation that she wanted him to chase after him.

He considered that, and qualified it. Tentatively ended it.

But also attached was a no-contact restraining order. He frowned and read it. She was physically afraid of him? What the hell? 

The first time Jennifer had hit him, the babies had been only months old. She had flown into a rage about something, and flew at him with a metal slotted spoon. Even a woman with little muscle strength could do a lot of damage with one of those. He’d protected his face, that had been his only thought. He didn’t want to go teach with a black eye from his wife. He couldn’t fight back. He outweighed her by 50 pounds, and he did have muscular strength. Working out at the campus gym had become his refuge from a marriage he knew was a mistake.

It was so ingrained in him not to hit a woman. His dad had been insistent on that. Once his sisters started wearing bras, his dad had one of those father-son chats that embarrassed them both. You cannot hit them, no matter what, his dad had said. No man with any self-respect or honor hits a woman. He remembered thinking that wasn’t fair. His sisters were older than he was and they teased him unmercifully. And he couldn’t retaliate? 

Words, his father had insisted. Not with your fists. Use words. 

And he had. Eventually they all grew up to be adults who loved each other. And he used his words still.

But when Jennifer attacked him, he’d been stunned. Use your words, he could hear his father say. He’d grabbed her, pulled her into a hug, and held her until the anger broke and she cried.

Post-partum depression, the therapist suggested when they sought couples’ counseling. Michael had accepted that as a diagnosis. He saw to it that she had more time away from the boys. He could grade at home and take care of them and let her go out with her girlfriends. In fact, he loved it. 

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the end of the rages. 

He shook his head, as if that would dislodge the memories, and looked at the papers in his hand. He read them all, carefully. 

It was a Saturday. He should wait until Monday to call his attorney. But, the papers seemed a bit ominous. And ‘his attorney’ was a man he played racquetball with once a week. He found his phone, looked up Mark’s phone number and called him.

He told him what had happened, starting with the dramatic declaration in the faculty department meeting and ending with the papers he’d just been served. “I know it’s a Saturday, and maybe it all can wait until Monday,” Michael said apologetically. “But, the restraining order? It seems weird.”

“Have you ever hit her?” Mark asked neutrally. “I’m your attorney, and I won’t judge. But I need to know.”

“No,” Michael said definitely. “Never. Not her, not the boys. We don’t even spank.” He hesitated. He took a deep breath and blew it out. And for the first time he told someone. “Actually, the reverse is true.” 

He found it almost impossible to say. “It’s me who was the victim, Mark. Not her.”
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Angie was restless. She couldn’t face those research papers right now. Damn, but it felt good to sit across from Michael again. She closed her eyes against the pangs of memory. 

Instead of going home, she window-shopped. She couldn’t afford anything, and she saved her money for books. The day she couldn’t afford books, she would get a new job, even if it meant waiting tables. 

On impulse, she went into one of her favorite used bookstores to browse. 

Browsing bookstores was better than anything to lift her mood. It was the first week of October — midterms in her world — but Oktoberfest in the real world. And the shop’s owner had a display of books about beer. She laughed. “Perfect for this town,” she said.

The owner, a retired professor in mathematics of all things, just grinned. “I’m thinking of having a Last Friday celebration, with books and beer. Maybe some music. Would that interest you?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Not sure I need another book, and certainly not one about beer, but music and beer and books? Yeah, I could go for that. And maybe some travel books to Germany?”

He nodded approvingly. “I like that,” he said. “I expect you back here then. Bring your friends.”

Angie laughed and agreed. Why not? The squad would like it. Feeling better about the world, she headed back to those research papers that needed grading.

She had been an only child. But she never really noticed, because she had book friends. The classics: Jo of Little Women and Alec Ramsey of the Black Stallion; the more recent books like Katniss in Hunger Games, Hermione from Harry Potter, and of course Bella from Twilight. Her parents made sure she read the classics that would get her to college; and the local librarian slipped her all the books that teen girls were reading.

Looking back at the books that came immediately to mind, she could see how primed she’d been for adventure. She was going to do something. Instead, she was a mouse.

Gail had a movie night at her place once; they’d watched a 1984 move Romancing the Stone with Kathleen Turner and Michael Douglas. They drank wine, ate pizza, and laughed a lot. Truly any movie with Michael Douglas was OK in her book. 

But she was afraid she was like the Kathleen Turner character, a romance novelist who hides in her home writing about adventures she’s too timid to take on herself. 

Except she wasn’t writing either. Reading about adventures she’s resigned to never experience in the flesh. 

She had a flash of herself as an old woman still grading papers for the English department. Crankier. A major drinker. Her apartment a hoarder’s hideaway. 

Alone.

She shook her head against the image and found her phone. There was a missed call from Marilee. Gratefully, she called her back.

“You OK?” Marilee said without any preamble.

“Restless,” she admitted. “But yeah, I’m OK.” And if she sounded surprised, it was because she was. “We went out for breakfast, and I sent him on his way. He was contrite about getting drunk. And his car was around the corner from Pete’s, he said.”

“You went out for breakfast?” Marilee’s voice was carefully neutral. “I suppose at the Breakfast Club.”

“Yup,” Angie said. She grinned. “Let the gossips get ahold of that. Because Michael definitely had the look of a man who had not been home yet.”

“No ugly flashbacks, no desire to drink at 10 a.m.?” Marilee persisted.

Angie laughed. “No, although I did have this flash of myself at age 70 still grading. You know that comic strip character, Maxine? Like her. Grumpy. Glasses. Drinking too much. A hoarder’s apartment of books.”

Marilee was silent for a moment. “I hope not,” she said at last. “For any of us.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t know that I’m brave enough to do anything to change that fate either,” Angie said more seriously. “I also realized that I’ve become really obsessive and bitter even about what lecturers make and what we do for it. And yet, I’ve never protested. Never done anything to change that.”

“Do you want to?” Marilee said. “I know a woman who’s been talking to people about a union for lecturers. I’ll put you in touch, if you want.”

Angie thought about that. Her first reaction was to want to think about it, or say no. But why not? “OK,” she said slowly. “Yes, maybe I should.”

“Her name is Sarah Lynch and she’s here in Agriculture. Want me to give her your phone number?”

“Yes,” Angie said, a bit more certain about it. “Yes.”

“Good,” Marilee said. “Why don’t you come out to the ranch tomorrow? We can go for a ride.”

“Are you going to make me herd cows?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

Angie laughed. It was too soon for the big roundup which was always a lot of fun. Another month. 

And heartened by taking steps forward — a union for lecturers, a plan to go riding — she settled into grade papers. She might get them all done today. That would be great.

But she found it slow going. She kept thinking about Michael and the past. Good times as undergraduates. Working together on projects in their master’s program. Completing their PhDs. They’d had such plans! Such innocent, bright plans.

Finally, near tears, she decided to walk to the gym and work out. Safe to say she probably wouldn’t bump into Michael. That man was going to be an unhappy camper for the day. She laughed a bit.

It was a bright crisp day. She added a gray hoodie to her sweats and T-shirt ensemble and headed to the gym. It was a 30-minute walk, the perfect warmup.

She did the rowing machine for 20 minutes, followed by 20 minutes on the elliptical. She was just starting on the weights, when she heard the young women talking. 

“Is that her?”

“Yeah. He left her for Jennifer. But I guess she’s moving on him now. Can’t blame her. I would too.”

There were giggles. 

“Jennifer said she was afraid of him now.”

There was silence. 

“Jennifer likes drama.” Someone said uncertainly.

“You think she would lie about it?”

“Maybe.” Someone dragged it out. “But would you go out with him?”

“Maybe.” Someone mimicked her. “If he asked? Damn right I would.”

Angie decided she’d had enough of a workout for the day. She unclenched her jaw enough so that she could smile and nod at the young women as she left. She looked them over, glad she didn’t recognize any of them. Not her students, at least, speculating about her dating life.

She walked home, her hands in the pouch of her sweatshirt so no one could see that her fists were clenched. 

Had Michael Brewster been abusive to his wife? 

Frankly, she couldn’t see it. He’d never been the least bit aggressive with her. But if any woman could push buttons it was Jennifer Angelo Brewster. That wasn’t an excuse, of course, but it did mean that just because Michael had been a gentle lover and a kind partner with her, he might have been very different with Jennifer.

She still couldn’t see it. 

Did he know Jennifer had been spreading rumors about their marriage among students? That was kind of a line in the sand among the faculty. Faculty who involved students in their private lives? That had been part of what had been so scandalous about Michael getting Jennifer pregnant. She’d been a grad student in the department. He wasn’t the first faculty member to marry a student, but it was still somewhat of a scandal when they did — even if they didn’t throw a fit at a bridal shower for someone else. 

But a faculty wife gossiping with students about her husband? That... wasn’t done. But neither was interrupting a department meeting to announce you were leaving him. That still made her laugh a bit. She pictured those old farts. They would be positively gleeful at the drama, all the while trying to maintain that dignified expression of concern on their faces.

She grinned again.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like the men who ran the department. She actually liked most of them. But there were inequities that they maintained that hurt her personally. And their acceptance of those inequities permeated the department. It affected so many things. Some obvious, some subtle. But there was almost a stench to the department that smelled of old-fashioned ways, old-fashioned beliefs, old-fashioned curriculum. A psychological musty smell.

She smiled at her whimsy.

It troubled her what the students had said about Michael. It astounded her that someone had seen her and him together — probably at breakfast, but it could have been leaving Pete’s — and the gossip was already out.

Small towns.

But it wasn’t her problem. And she wasn’t going to let it become hers either. Michael Brewster could handle his own problems. He’d made this bed, and he could just lie in it. Literally made this bed, as a matter of fact.

Maybe she’d see if one of the online movie channels had Romancing the Stone listed. That, wine, and another set of research papers should keep her occupied.
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Marilee had introduced Angie to horses and riding. All four of “Marilee’s squad” had been forced — was that too strong a word? Angie thought about it and decided it was accurate — to learn to ride. Gail liked it; watching her learn had been the highlight of one spring a few years back. Rebecca liked the horses, but not riding: she said she bounced too much. With those breasts? Angie bet she did.

But it was Angie who really liked riding, trail riding they called it. Saddle up a horse — western saddle — and spend hours exploring the ranch. They would never run out of places to go on 6,000 acres. Nine square miles. That was a lot of riding room.

“I want to go up into the timber and check something it out,” Marilee said as they saddled two horses: Star for Angie and Jazz for her. “I’m still worried. That fire last month came way too close.”

“We don’t get up there much,” Angie observed. “Is any of the fire damage on your place?”

“No,” Marilee said. “God’s own luck. And I’m still pissed. I could have had that stock pond available if it wasn’t for that blasted bank.”

Angie didn’t comment. Marilee and the new banker had started out feuding. Then it became something more. A lot more. Then Trent revealed he expected Marilee would leave the ranch — and the university — and follow him back to Boise in a year. 

And it was back to the feuding stage again.

But they seemed to be... non-feuding again. Angie glanced at Marilee’s body. She was starting to show. Well, that would start some gossip soon. Agriculture’s hot-shot professor was going to be a single mom.

But none of that managed to get the stock pond built. 

The ranch once had 1,000 acres of timber — pine mostly, but spruce and hemlock as well — but former generations of the Dupont family had used the timber to build the house and for heat as well. There was about 200 acres of timber left. Marilee was determined to preserve that. 

“I’m thinking about planting more trees,” Marilee said now as they headed north. It was also uphill, but a gentle slope that didn’t require anything of the rider. “I could expand the forest slowly and build it up to the size it once was.”

“Reforestation is supposed to be good for the planet, isn’t it?” Angie asked. She could feel the tension leave as she rode. She patted Star on his withers. Angie had ridden almost all of Marilee’s horses at some time or another. Not Cody, Marilee’s cutting horse, but all the rest. Star was one of her favorites. She patted him again.

“It is, as long as you don’t deplete your water supply to do it,” Marilee said. “And it would help replace those that burned.”

Water was a sore point with Marilee. Angie didn’t understand the whole thing, much less why it would be such an issue between Marilee and Trent. And she wasn’t going to get Marilee all riled up again by asking her. Not today.

“So I went to the gym,” Angie began, and she told her about the conversation she’d overheard.

Marilee frowned. “That’s worrisome,” she said. “It doesn’t sound like the Michael we all knew. Of course, neither does getting a grad student pregnant and having to marry her.”

Angie nodded. What could she say? That about summed up her feelings on the matter.

“I wonder what set Jennifer off?” Marilee said. “Why now? Something did.”

“Good question,” Angie agreed. “But not my question. Not my problem.”

Marilee looked at her for a moment. “Are you sure?” she asked at last. “You have never really gotten over him, have you?”

“Of course, I have,” Angie said defensively. “I moved on.”

Marilee looked at her skeptically.

“I have,” she insisted. “I’ve dated other men. I’ve built a life. And Michael’s not part of it.”

“You’ve dated other men when you knew it wouldn’t go anywhere,” Marilee said. “You don’t fool me, Angie. They barely count as flings.”

Angie laughed at that. “You would know,” she teased. Both of them had been quite happy to have ‘happy for now’ relationships, sometimes ‘happy for tonight’ ones. 

“I would,” Marilee said. She grinned at Angie. “But it’s also why I know you still feel something for Michael.”

Angie shook her head. “It’s more that it was such a betrayal I just can’t risk it,” she said quietly. Sadly. “I don’t trust my own judgment. Michael says Jennifer was the only time he ever cheated. If that’s even true.” She thought about it and shrugged.

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with your judgment,” Marilee said. “Michael? It’s Michael’s piss-poor judgment that’s in question.”

That made Angie laugh. “Trust takes work,” she said. “You have to get to know them. Understand them. That takes time. And I just don’t have it in me to build another relationship like that.”

Marilee nodded. “You wouldn’t have to if Michael came back. The two of you already have that foundation, flawed though it may be.”

“Marilee! Are you encouraging me to chase after Michael?” Angie didn’t know which surprised her more: the idea of chasing after her ex, or that Marilee was encouraging it.

Marilee shrugged. “You’ve never gotten over him, and he’s back on the market so to speak. You might want to consider it.”

“No,” Angie said firmly. “I’m not going to get sucked into the hurricane that’s coming for him. Talk about a drama queen’s exit! What will she do next?”

“Good point,” Marilee agreed. “What about the boys? Michael is very attached to them.”

“You know more about Michael than I would expect,” Angie said. “How come?”

“You avoid him and every mention of him,” Marilee pointed out. “I don’t have to. I’ve seen him around. Heard whatever gossip was making the rounds. I’ve even chatted with him at gallery openings and the like. Not like you.”

Angie shrugged. Surprising, and not. Marilee knew everyone. She talked to everyone. Angie was more introverted by nature, and being pulled into the spotlight by Jennifer bursting into her bridal shower? She might never recover from that.

If she did, it would be because of her friendship with this woman. Men might come and go, but women friends were forever. 

They reached the tree line. It was chillier here. A pine forest didn’t have the undergrowth of the deciduous forests of the East Coast that she grew up with. And Seattle had these wooded areas even within the city with dense layers of undergrowth that seemed perpetually damp unless it was August.

“These pines are old growth?” she asked.

Marilee thought about it and nodded. “As far as I know. Might have had a fire come through here, but it was before Dupont showed up. Four generations back at least.”

Old pines with scattered needles below them. They rode silently through them. 

“Something bothering you?” Angie asked.

“Wouldn’t take much to set this alight,” Marilee said. “I’m worried about fire. Another lightning strike? And we’re back in it.”

Angie didn’t blame her. It seemed like the whole Pacific Northwest was on fire this past summer.

“Are we through the danger season yet?” she asked.

“It’s really dry,” was all Marilee said, and she turned her horse back toward the house. “One of the guys said he thought he saw signs that someone had been up here on ATVs. Probably just riding around for the day. But it worries me.”

Worried Angie too. Put things in perspective a bit, she thought. She fretted about making too few dollars to cover her bills and leaving her with no book money. About what to do, if anything, about Michael.

Marilee was worrying about nine square miles of land. And she was deeply rooted here. This was her land in a way that Angie could barely grasp. 

Maybe the connection Marilee had to her land was like having a child? She understood that desire better. She was 33 years old. She wanted a child, and it felt like time was running out. That made her hurt, and she thought again about blonde twin boys. 

They should have been mine. 

That was what hurt the most about Michael’s betrayal. He’d stolen the children she had hoped to have and gave them to someone else. 

They should have been mine, she thought again, as they stripped the tack off the horses and brushed them down.

“Have you always wanted children?” Angie asked suddenly.

Marilee looked at the log house that had been in her family for generations. “It needs children,” she said softly. “It’s lonely.”

And so are you, Angie thought. 

And so am I.

Angie smiled at her friend. “Well, in five months it won’t be as lonely.”

Marilee laughed and patted her belly. “No, we’re going to be just fine.”

But Angie wondered about that too.
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Michael Brewster wandered through the house, not sure what to do with himself. He made himself a sandwich for a late lunch and ate it. But he couldn’t have told you what was in it two hours later. He did a load of laundry of the boys’ clothes that had been left in the hamper. He folded and put them away. It felt like a gesture of hope, as if they weren’t permanently gone, but just away to see the grandparents, and they’d be back.

That reminded him that he needed to call his parents, who also lived in Seattle. He started to tell his mother what had happened, and got choked up. She put him on speaker phone so that his father could hear as well. He finally stammered the whole thing out. His family was close, and he didn’t hide much from them. The details of his marriage, yes, but this? They would need to know.

“Do you know what prompted her to do this now?” his mother asked. “As in, not last week, not next month? What happened right now?”

“No,” he said. “We weren’t even fighting about something. I don’t know what set it off.”

“You called your attorney?” It was the first thing his father had said the entire time.

“Yes,” he said. “Even though it’s a Saturday. The restraining order — that seemed over the top. He’s handling everything.”

“Good, because you need to honor that restraining order to the letter of it,” his father said. His father, the lawyer.

“I know,” he said. “But the boys?”

“I’ll call her,” his mother said. “Nothing says I can’t check in with her and see if we can see the grandchildren while she’s visiting her parents. See her, for that matter.”

“Do you think she’ll let you?” Michael asked, hope rising.

“Probably,” his mother said. She was an attorney as well. “She’ll want the stage so she can do the whole drama thing for a new audience.”

Maybe, he thought. “I’m worried about the boys,” he admitted. “She rarely has responsibility for them for any length of time.”

There was silence, and Michael was afraid he’d revealed more of his marriage than he’d intended.

“You take care of yourself,” his father said after a pause. “And let your attorney handle it.”

“We love you,” his mother added.

“I love you too.”

Michael hung up and felt lonelier than ever. He had wanted a home like his parents had. He and Angie would have created that home. He closed his eyes against the shaft of pain that thought sent through him.

Think, he ordered himself. “Why now?” he said it out loud in the quiet, empty house.

He considered that question and went into her office. Was that the right term for it? Her study? Book room? He didn’t really know what she did in here, to be honest. Read some, he supposed. Mostly she used it to escape the boys. To escape him. It was set up like a home office, however, not unlike the room he had for his study. 

He rarely came in here. He couldn’t remember the last time, actually. It was Jennifer’s refuge, and he respected that. Anything that would keep her on balance. 

He sat down at her desk. It didn’t look like she’d taken anything. Weird, because if he left this house, his study would be the first things he packed. He hit the space bar of her computer and it came up. Feeling like a jerk, he explored it to see if the browser would launch her email account without a password.

It did. He hesitated. “Why now?” he whispered, and he looked at the list of emails. He didn’t touch anything that hadn’t been opened. Instead he scrolled down to Friday morning. There was an email to her mother. He opened it.

It was about what he would have expected. He’s mean to me, I can’t take it anymore, I’m coming home, etc., etc. Then a line that made him frown: I’m bringing the boys. I’m afraid of what he will do if he finds out.

Finds out what? That’d she’d left him? No ‘if’ about that. He scrolled back farther. An Ancestry account? Had she gotten into genealogy? Not something that interested him particularly. But he would support anything Jennifer might take up. 

She’d dropped out of her master’s program when they married because she was pregnant. Being pregnant with twins was miserable, he agreed. But she could have returned to it. She hadn’t been interested. Not a lot interested her. Seen and being seen? Going out with her girlfriends for lunches at the ‘in places’ — such as Moscow had. The galleries. All of that was really about being seen.

Curious now, he clicked on the Ancestry link. It opened in a new browser window. She’d sent in swabs? He didn’t remember giving her one, but she wouldn’t have had trouble getting one if she wanted it. Swabs for her, for the boys, for him? 

He paused and looked at the family tree more closely. There was no line from his sons to him. What the hell did that mean?

He called his attorney back. “I need you to come look at something,” he said. “Now, if you can.”

Mark Briggs heard something in the tone of his voice, he guessed. “I’m on my way.”

Mark studied the screen in silence. He was seated in front of the computer now, while Michael paced anxiously. “I’m going to create a user in your name,” he said. “And give it access to this tree. And then we can explore it more without leaving tracks.”

Michael nodded. Mark did it, and then suggested they go to Michael’s computer instead.

Michael logged into his computer and then into Ancestry.com. “They have O blood,” Michael said.

“What’s yours?”

“AB.”

Mark was silent, and then he said, “Michael? I thought you had a paternity test done?”

Michael nodded and he swallowed. “I gave a sample, and Jennifer sent it all off to the lab.”

“She lied to you,” Mark said bluntly. “Either she substituted a sample — which would mean she knew who the real father was — or she falsified the report when it came back that you weren’t the father.”

“They look so much like me,” Michael whispered. 

“Except for their blood type.”

“Except for that.” Michael shook his head. “I need to get out of here,” he said. “I need to think. And I can’t here.”

“Where are you going to go?” Mark asked as they closed down the computer.

“Out,” Michael said. “I need to walk. And think.”

“I advise against doing any of that in a bar,” Mark said dryly.

“No, no bars,” Michael agreed with a short laugh. “I haven’t recovered from last night yet.”

And it was that thought that made him realize what he needed. It wasn’t fair to her, he knew, but right now? 

If Angie would take him in, he was going to abuse her hospitality. He needed her.

“One question I’m going to need answered, Michael, is do you want to fight child support?” Mark asked.

Michael scowled at him, outraged, of course he would support his children!

Not his, a voice in his head reminded him. The boys weren’t his.

They felt like his, he thought stubbornly. He’d raised them, hadn’t he? Loved them?

“Can I get custody?” he asked suddenly. 

“Of children who aren’t even yours? Even in this day and age, a single father has a problem,” he said. “And now this?” He shook his head. “And it depends on where she filed for divorce.”

Michael found the paperwork. “Idaho,” he said.

“Might work in your favor,” Mark Bitters said. “I’ll do some research. But you need to think this through, Michael. Even if you were the primary caregiver, sole caregiver is a whole different layer.”

“We’re not going to get shared custody if I’m here, and she’s in Seattle,” Michael pointed out. He thought about it for a minute.

“Mark? Drag it out. Let her experience being the caregiver for a few weeks. Even with her parents help. And let me think about what I want. Right now I can’t think at all.”

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Mark warned as he got into his car.

“Define stupid,” he muttered when Mark could no longer hear him. Because there was legally stupid, and then there was stupid stupid.

And he was going for stupid stupid.
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When Angie got home from the Dupont Ranch, Michael was sitting on the steps up to her apartment. His posture was dejected. His expression said his mind was far away. Angie almost turned around and walked away.

Almost.

“Michael?” she said softly.

He blinked and looked at her. “The boys aren’t mine,” he said, blurting it out as if he was still trying to get a grip on that thought.

She sagged a little. “Say again?”

“Everyone kept asking me why now? And I didn’t have an answer,” he said, painfully. “We weren’t fighting — at least not any more than usual. I couldn’t figure it out. So....” He trailed off.

Angie looked at him. She stepped around him and went up the hallway that led to her apartment. He continued to sit there and stare.

“Come on,” she said with a sigh. “I can at least make coffee.” And to hell with it being almost suppertime. She wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight anyway. Not after that bombshell.

He obediently got to his feet and followed her into the apartment. 

She pointed to the table, “Sit.”

He did, and she made coffee, aware that he was watching her. She wasn’t sure he was tracking very well, though. She set a cup in front of him and sat down with hers. Hers had cream and sugar; his was black. Some things you don’t forget about a person, she thought. How they take their coffee. How they like to have sex. What they taste like in the morning. She shut down all of that.

“So you were trying to figure out why now?” she prompted him.

He nodded and sipped his coffee. “I went into her office, and I looked at her email from her computer. And there was one to her mother,” he said in one long rush. Then he closed his eyes. “And it said, I would be angry if I found out, and she needed to come home.”

“Found out what?” Angie asked, puzzled.

“I went further back in her email and there was an email from Ancestry.com. And I clicked on it. There was a family tree. But I don’t have a line to my sons.”

“So you think they aren’t yours?” Angie asked baffled. “They look like you. You had a paternity test done. A missing line, and you doubt them?” She forced herself to stay in her brain about this. Do not let feelings engage, she told herself. This is a mental exercise. That’s all.

“I called Mark Briggs,” he continued. She wasn’t sure he’d even heard her. “He came over. He found why there was no line. They’re O blood type, Angie.”

“And you are what?” 

“AB,” he said. “It’s impossible for me to have fathered them. Jennifer lied.”

Angie closed her eyes as the pain of that statement overwhelmed her determination to keep it a mental exercise. She just sat there and forced herself to breathe. 

That bitch, she thought when she had a clear thought in her head. That fucking bitch.

The two of them sat there for a long time just trying to breathe.

Finally Michael stirred, and he looked at Angie. “I’m sorry I came here and dumped this on you,” he said, and Angie thought he sounded sincere. “But there’s no one else for me to go to. I don’t have.... And at some point, I would want you to know. So I decided now was as good as time as any.”

Angie didn’t look at him. She took a gulp of coffee and wondered if she had Kahlua in the kitchen cupboards. Marilee was of the opinion that a white Russian was good for the dark nights of the soul as she put it. 

So why was the agricultural prof more poetic than the English prof? Angie glanced at the stacks of papers she still needed to grade. Might be an answer?

The distraction of a few free-thinking moments relaxed her stressed-out muscles enough so she could actually breathe. “Yes,” she said finally. “I guess this is something I deserve to know. The paternity test?”

He shook his head. “Mark says either she knew the father and substituted swabs, or she falsified the report when it came back. He’s going to check on that. And a whole host of other unanswered questions. But why, Angie? Why would she do this?”

“Because she wanted a faculty member husband,” Angie said. “Didn’t you say something like that earlier? She turns up pregnant? She’s going to use it to snare the husband she wants, not necessarily the father of the babies. I’d guess she picked you because you were similar in coloring to the man who actually is the father.”

“Jesus,” Michael muttered. He ran his hand through his hair. “I hadn’t even thought about him. Whoever he is has a right to the boys, too.” He thought about that for a moment and pulled out his phone and sent a text to Mark.

Mark: Adding it to the list of questions.

“You need to think back,” Angie said. “Were there blonde male grad students that year?”

He shrugged. “No clue,” he said. “Might have to go back and look at some point. Mark said he would add it to the list of questions.”

Angie got up and looked in the refrigerator. She could make omelets, she thought. Or Michael might spring for Thai food. The restaurant was just down the alley a block. 

“You have any cash on you?” she asked. “For Thai takeout? Or I could do omelets.”

He pulled out his wallet and looked. “I’ve got cash.”

She called in an order. She remembered his favorite dishes there too. Maybe Marilee had a point. A lot of the getting to know you stuff was already done between the two of them. She wasn’t sure that made it easier or harder. What if Michael had changed in the last six years? What if he now liked Thai food milder than he used to? Or had developed a peanut allergy?  After all, she’d changed in six years. Hadn’t she?

She looked at the shell-shocked man sitting at her table. He looked haggard, beaten. How could he not have changed? Of course, he has.

“I’ll be right back,” she promised. And she walked downstairs to get the to-go order. She called Marilee and told her.

“That bitch doesn’t even begin to cover it,” Marilee said. “That’s.... Are you sure, Angie? Sure that’s what she did?”

“Michael has AB blood, Marilee,” she answered, and saying it made it seem real to her as well. “And according to Ancestry.com the boys are O. And that can’t be.”

“Might want to require a blood test,” Marilee said absently. “How can I help?” she added, more energetically.

Gail had once said Marilee was the see the hill, marshal the troops, take the hill kind of person. Now if she just had a hill that need to be taken.

“If I think of anything, I’ll let you know. I just needed to say it out loud to someone who isn’t sitting at my kitchen table with a shell-shocked expression on his face.”

Marilee laughed a bit. “I bet he does,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything. You got condoms in the nightstand, right?”

“I am not having sex with Michael!” she protested.

“Comfort sex? Make-up sex? You’ve had sex with men for less reason,” Marilee pointed out. 

“And fewer complications,” Angie muttered.

“Take care, Angie,” Marilee said serious now. “I don’t want to see you go through that year again.”

No, Angie thought soberly. She wasn’t going back there. Not for anyone.

She picked up the Thai food and started back slowly. But still, she ached for him. To find out now? He adored those boys. Had this changed anything really? That might be a good question to ask.
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“I haven’t asked you, have you finished your novel?” Michael said as she set out plates and forks and opened up the containers. She filled her plate and motioned for him to do so. He obeyed. That troubled her almost more than his shell-shocked absence.

“No,” she said shortly, hoping that discouraged him from pursuing the topic. 

But he didn’t seem deterred. “You must be close,” he said with a frown. “You had it well underway when we... were together.” He stumbled a bit over those words. 

She was silent. How to explain that all her creativity stopped? Stopped by the horror and hurt, stopped by the sheer embarrassment. And then? Stopped by the workload. She read and edited so many pieces of work, there was no creativity left for her own work.

“Too many papers to grade,” she said with an attempt at a smile. “You know how it is.” Although he didn’t. Not really. Writing was considered part of his work load — he got paid to write. And his teaching load was less to begin with. So he taught half the classes, and they were mostly upper-level seminars. That was very different.

He frowned but didn’t pursue it. “I feel adrift,” he admitted. “Random questions. Random thoughts. I’m sorry.”

“Eat,” Angie said. She knew that stage. She’d been there. Marilee had taken her out to the ranch for most of the summer that first year. And she had just let her blurt out as needed. Did Michael not have a friend who would let him do that? Was that why he came here?

“It’s OK to feel adrift,” she said now. “Michael? Don’t you have friends to turn to?”

He was silent, as if he was thinking about that. “Our social circle was selected mostly by Jennifer,” he said slowly. “Faculty in the department. People she thought were worth knowing. She had women friends — graduate students, women from town, a few faculty wives. I was expected to socialize with their husbands. But most of our friends wanted nothing to do with me, and I couldn’t blame them. And I didn’t make any more. I had the boys. I had my work. I had my students. And I socialized with whomever Jennifer chose for us.”

Sounded lonely, she thought, troubled. Jennifer had isolated him from his friends, and replaced them with people she deemed acceptable.

“Mark Briggs and I play racquetball,” he added. “He’s a friend. An attorney who answers his phone on a Saturday? That’s a friend.” He grinned at her. “And I grew up with attorneys for parents. I know how rare that is.”

“A friend indeed,” she said with a laugh. “Have you told your parents?”

“Called them before I found out this latest bit,” he said. “So they know she’s in Seattle. Mom’s going to reach out to her.”

Angie liked his parents, although she found them a little intimidating. But they’d always been warm to her, and it was obvious they loved Michael and his siblings. “Did your parents like Jennifer?” she asked suddenly.

“They... welcomed her,” he said. “And she flattered them both. They knew what she was doing, but it still eased any uncomfortableness. But we didn’t spend much time there. When we visited Seattle, Jennifer dictated who we saw. I insisted my parents see the boys at least once. But mostly? It was her family, her friends.”

She looked at him consideringly. He was slurring his speech. Worn out, she thought. She knew what she was going to do, and she almost hated herself for it. “You need to sleep,” she said finally. “You know where the bedroom is. Why don’t you lay down for a while? This has left you exhausted. We’ll talk some more when you’re rested.”

“I’m imposing on you, Angie,” he protested. She thought it was half-hearted at best.

“Go lay down, Michael,” she said gently. “I’m OK. I’m going to grade some papers. See if you can get some sleep. We can talk more when you wake up.”

He yawned, and laughed. “Guess so.” He was almost lurching from side to side as he walked back to the bedroom. She frowned.

She heard him use the bathroom. Then silence. She grabbed a stack of papers to grade. Instead, she just looked out the window toward the west as the first rays of sunset filled the horizon. It was the best view of the day — that evening sky through the multipaned windows that were set from waist high and rose up to the ceiling. She wondered why warehouses from this era had windows like this? What purpose did they serve? But it had been a different era with different attitudes. Architectural embellishment was for people’s pleasure. Just look at Gail’s Victorian house. She grinned. Of course, the embellishments in her loft weren’t embellished with a dozen colors like Gail’s house. Just white walls, black window trim, and a glorious sunset of reds, oranges, yellows and purple. No hint of the earth below. She watched it for a while.

Her novel. He would bring it up. It was based on the friendships of women, of her and Marilee, Rebecca and Gail. Of the breakfast club group. Women friends. Ironic, that even as she experienced the safety net those three created for her, she lost her ability to write. Gail understood that best, she’d stopped writing plays for years after a nasty breakup. And here she was, writing again and that asshole from her past shows up. Life could be a bitch.

Marilee just likened it to falling off a horse. “You’ve got to get up and back on,” she said firmly. Advice she used about men as much if not more than about writing — or riding for that matter.

It was just that it was such a God-damned struggle to get through the day, much less put words on the page. Every day she made through, felt like a major achievement, because there was one day when she stopped trying. Couldn’t keep struggling along.

She couldn’t remember what triggered her defeat that day. Seeing Michael with his new family? Maybe? The twins would have been infants. They were like the picture-perfect poster for the up and coming young faculty family. She thought university advancement might have been using them as a recruitment poster actually.

She sensed now it hadn’t been wedded bliss from the inside, but from outside? Damned sure looked like it. 

It had been a bad week teaching. Some classes just never clicked, and that term had been one of them. So after a day of classes that hadn’t gone all that well, but generated 100 plus essays to read, she’d found out that she hadn’t made the finalist list for a tenure track position in the department. And a faculty member had pulled her aside to explain the facts to her: she never would. Why would they? They needed her too badly in the teaching pool for Writing 101. 

She headed down to Pete’s. She drank too much, danced a lot, and let one of the men there that night take her home. 

And then around 2 a.m. she woke up in a strange bed with a man whose name she couldn’t recall, and she was nauseated by it. The amount of liquor she’d consumed probably didn’t help. She slid out of bed, and went home to her apartment — empty and still strange to her, that first year. And she had thought if this is all there is ahead for me, I don’t need to go on. I’ve done it for a year. And I don’t need 40 more years of repeating this one. I just don’t. Getting older, grading piles of essays for just enough money to live on — barely — if she taught both semesters, summers and winter intermission. If she never traveled, never bought new clothes at full price. She wasn’t writing — and she couldn’t remember not writing before. She had a box of mementos that her mother kept, and in there was some of her earliest stories. Stories she’d written for neighborhood kids, age 5. To never have the joy of writing a story again? She couldn’t bear it.

She had some sedatives the doctor had given her right after it all blew up. And some opioids for pain. And she poured herself some vodka and swallowed them all. And then she went to take a bath.

She wasn’t sure why, but she knew all the great dramatists had women dying in a bathtub. 

She was done. She kept drinking the vodka, enjoying the feeling of no pain, of feeling relaxed. Someone pounded on the door.

She ignored them. She didn’t care who it was. But whoever it was kept knocking, and finally she opened the door. Marilee. She’d been calling and texting, and Angie’s silence had worried her. She drove in to town to check on her. 

She’d made Angie throw up as much as she could. She made coffee and forced her to drink some.

“Why?” Angie asked resentfully. “Who are you who gets to determine whether I live or die?”

“Not on my watch,” Marilee said grimly. She was scrambling eggs. Making toast. At... Angie glanced at the clock, at 4 a.m. “You don’t get to die on me, Angie. I won’t lose another person I love, you hear me?”

Angie started to cry then, and Marilee held her. Then she made her eat and come out to the ranch for a while. 

She had never had the nerve to try it again. She wasn’t brave enough. And she’d already taken all the pills she had. So unless she could get more or got the courage to do a messier death with a knife or a gun, she was stuck with living.

And Marilee insisted that she live. If the days still seemed dreary with too many students, too many essays, too little money, there was always Friday night with her friends. There was Saturday breakfast club once a month. There were Gail’s opening nights, and Rebecca’s political organizing. 

And there was Marilee and Dupont Ranch. Horses. And dogs named Rachel and Carson, which really made her grin.

So no big joys. Still no writing, and that hurt like an open wound. But small joys. Daily pleasures. The discovery of a student who could write and nurturing them. Mostly? There were her women friends.

God bless them.

And she took a deep breath, turned on the light next to her grading chair now that the sun was down, and read another section worth of research papers.
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Angie paused in the doorway to her bedroom and watched the man on her bed. Sleeping soundly, she thought, and she slipped into the bathroom and got ready for bed. When she came out, however, he had rolled onto his side and was watching her.

“I should go home,” he said quietly. “I’m in your way, and it’s not fair to you. But Angie...,” He trailed off as if he didn’t know what he wanted to say.

She gave him space to finish the sentence, but he didn’t. 

“It’s OK, Michael,” she said quietly. “We may not be friends now, but we were once. And you should be able to crash on the bed of an old friend in a time like this.”

He smiled briefly, and she headed out to the living room for another night on the couch. She needed to get out of that small bedroom before she did something stupid. 

Like crawl into bed with him.

She was surprised when he followed her out to the living room. 

“I like your loft,” he said.

She glanced at him, and not sure what response to make, she set about making up her bed on the couch. 

He wandered over to her reading chair. “Are those your research papers to grade?”

“Some of them,” she said, and she gestured to the neat piles of paper on the bookshelf behind the couch. “I’m almost done with them.”

Michael glanced at the piles and his eyes widened. “A lot of grading,” he said neutrally.

She snorted. “No shit,” she said. “But a different topic, Michael. You don’t want to discuss teaching load with a lecturer, trust me. You don’t.”

He smiled briefly. 

She studied him for a moment. “You’re trying to distract yourself,” she said slowly. “From what?”

He walked to the window and looked out. His hands were jammed in his pockets, which tightened his chinos across what was a great ass, Angie noted almost resentfully. 

“I hadn’t realized how much I had allowed Jennifer to isolate me,” he said. 

She waited. Nothing more. “Michael?” she said. “Why would Jennifer want you isolated?”

He turned to her. “Doesn’t every abuser do that?” he said bitterly. “Classic behavior.”

She frowned. Was he confessing to abusing his wife? Then it hit her. No, she thought with pity, he’s confessing to being abused by his wife.

“Physical?” she asked, keeping her tone matter-of-fact. He didn’t want her pity. Who did? She could attest to the corrosiveness of being pitied. 

He gave a half-shrug of agreement. “We saw a counselor,” he said. “And at first, it seemed like postpartum depression. Not that is an excuse, but caring for twins was hard work, and she would lash out. So anti-depressants were prescribed, and I took on more responsibility for childcare. Most of it really. I loved doing it.”

“But the violence didn’t stop?”

He shook his head. “No, it didn’t stop. She’d fly into a rage. And then she’d beat on me. I’d try to restrain her without hurting her. I was always afraid I’d leave a bruise on a wrist or something, and she’d be showing it to all of her girlfriends looking for sympathy.”

He swallowed hard and turned back to the window.

“Did she leave bruises on you?” she asked. She felt out of her depth here. She might — might — know what to say if a woman friend was the victim of domestic abuse, starting with get out of there! But she didn’t have any clue what to say here.

He shrugged. “Yes. Bruises. Scratches.” He paused and sighed. “And once a cracked rib.”

“Did you see a doctor for that?” she asked, appalled at what she was hearing. That wasn’t ‘she flew into a rage and beat on me with her fists.’ That was real damage. “How did she even do that?”

“She would use kitchen utensils when she angry,” he said. “Wooden spoons. But that was a rolling pin. And yes, I saw a doctor. I said I fell.” 

Angie snorted. What every woman said too. The doctor probably didn’t even question it. Of course, they rarely questioned it when women said it either — and they knew the woman was probably lying. So this is what the stats look like up close and personal, she thought. One out of four women. One out of ten men. She could hear the humiliation mixed with the pain.

“Does your attorney know? Mark Briggs?”

“I told him this morning,” he said. “She had a restraining order served saying she was afraid of me. He needed to know that wasn’t true. That it was the reverse of what was true.”

Angie said nothing for a moment. Quite the tableau, the writer part of her brain thought. Two people in a dark loft. The man at the window, his back to the woman. The woman stands by the couch, clutching a pillow. She’s been making a bed for herself there.

“You stayed,” she said. “Why?”

“The boys primarily,” he said. “And I couldn’t stand being in the spotlight again. Jennifer would storm and rage and make me into the bad guy — again. And probably accuse me of abusing her. And I’d be tarnished as either an abuser or some wimp who let a woman abuse him. Neither had appeal.”

“No,” she agreed. “I can see that.”

He laughed a bit. “And neither were going to get me tenure,” he admitted. “So I numbed myself and got through it day by day. And there were the boys. I can’t begin to tell you how much I love them, Angie. Watching them grow up? Seeing them develop their own personalities. Joshua is already reading. We read together at bedtime every night. He reads a page, then I do. James adds commentary.”

He laughed at that. Angie just listened to him and ignored the ache in her heart.

“James is athletic, and we let him play soccer this fall. What a hoot! Have you ever watched 5-year-olds play a sport?” He laughed. “They like kicking the ball. But at first, they weren’t picky about which goal they kicked it toward. So someone would kick the ball and then all of them help get it there — both teams — while coaches try to yell instructions about blocking it, not kicking it. And parents just yell. I’d laugh until I cried.”

Angie ignored the hurt. They should have been mine, the voice in her head mourned.

“Did Jennifer go watch?” she asked curiously.

He shook his head. “Joshua and I would go. Give her some ‘me’ time.”

Angie watched him for a moment. “You were afraid she would hurt the boys, weren’t you?”

“It worried me,” he said. “She didn’t, Angie. I would have left her then. Had her charged. Fought to get custody. But....”

“But you did most of the parenting?”

Michael nodded. “I loved it. I love them both.” He laughed bitterly. “And they aren’t mine.”

“Yes they are,” Angie said definitely. “You raised them. You love them. They’re your boys, Michael. It’s no different than if you had adopted them. Or used IVF. Those are your boys.”

He looked at her. “I’m not sure that’s helping,” he said wryly.

She shook her head. “A bit of clarity never hurts,” she said. “So let’s be clear. Those are your sons.”

She paused. It felt like she was compelled to be honest with him. “I just wish they were mine.”

He let out a long breath. “I wish they were too,” he said quietly. “I wish they were, too.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 12
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Angie set the pillow down. She was going to regret this. I’m going to get hurt again, she thought. But she already lived with the pain of losing him. And the bitter numbness that had taken over her life? Pain might be better. And God, she missed this man.

Yearned for him, she thought. That was the word. There was this constant hum of yearning in the back of her mind that no one had come close to dissipating. It had been six years. And the yearning was still there. 

She padded across the loft to Michael who just stood there watching her come to him. She stopped within touching distance, and looked at him. “Stop me if you don’t want this as much as I do,” she whispered, and she stretched up just the few inches necessary to find his mouth and kiss him. 

Just lips to lips, and it made her shudder with pleasure. Yes! her body shouted. This. She teased the corner of his mouth, tasting him, the his lips again.

She started to pull back when he just stood there. Then he shuddered, put his arms around her and pulled her close. He parted his lips and encouraged her to explore deeper. She smiled against his lips, and then used her tongue to deepen the kiss, wanting more. 

Wanting him.

He stroked her back, and she reached up to cup the back of his head and pull him to her. She felt the familiar feel of his hair and she sighed happily. Her fingers found the sensitive spots along the base of his skull, and she felt him respond to them.

She smiled, feeling a warmth pooling in her own body, and she widened her stance a bit, encouraging him closer.

Michael’s tongue was in her mouth now, and they were dueling. Tongue to tongue. Her mouth, then his. She thought she could climax from this alone. The sheer need for this, and with this man, overwhelmed her.

Michael pulled his head back, pushing her head to his shoulder, and holding her tightly. “I shouldn’t be doing this,” he said miserably. “I’m a mess. And I hurt you badly once before. I’m so sorry, Angie, that I hurt you like that.”

Angie almost pulled away, but stopped herself. He was holding her like she was his last hope, and while his words might not say that, she would listen to his body. And his body wanted her as badly as she wanted him.

She was silent for a moment, trying to think what she wanted here. Well, besides the obvious. She wanted to haul him into her bed and make love. Maybe not the best idea she’d ever had, she admitted to herself, but it was most certainly the idea her mind seemed obsessed with right now. 

“Knowing what you know now,” Angie said slowly, “Think back to that party, Michael. When you woke up with Jennifer in bed with you? Were you naked? Was she?”
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