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            Chapter One

         

         
            I’m so sick of people saying that love 
is all a woman is fit for.

            —Jo March, Little Women

         

         Looking backward and forward and every which way, Amy had to admit that dating Banana Brad had marked a new low in her love life. Still, she wouldn’t trade her brief relationship with the guy who wore humongous fruit costumes in public for someone less…memorable. Because now she was ready for anything. Like Derek, her latest boyfriend, greeting her at the door of their apartment dressed in nothing but tighty-whities. And a sliver of pepperoni stuck to his right knee. All right. No biggie. After a long day of faculty meetings and budget reviews, she was up for a few laughs.

         “How’s it going?” she asked him.

         “I’ve met someone,” he said as eagerly as if he’d spent the last eight hours without human contact. Which was usually the case. Seriously, it was like coming home to a lonesome puppy. Yesterday, he had babbled on and on about Manet and his water lily paintings before she’d even pulled the key out of the lock. Monet, not Manet, she’d mumbled under her breath. Monet is the artist who painted water lilies.

         “Hope you’re hungry,” she said. “I’ve got takeout.”

         He popped the pepperoni from his knee into his mouth. “You’re not listening.”

         “Sure I am.”

         Amy breezed by him and dropped the China Castle bag onto the kitchen counter. Spending an hour in the Honda service station, only to be told that her Civic was “a goner,” required an immediate infusion of wine. She looked in the refrigerator, its shelves crowded with cartons of restaurant leftovers. “Where’s the bottle of merlot?”

         Derek leaned against the doorway, arms folded across his bare chest. “We drank it.”

         “We did?” One glass, flat on her ass, described her tolerance for alcohol. “I don’t remember. Though I guess oblivion is the price of inebriation.”

         “Another famous quote I’m supposed to know, professor?”

         “What? No. No biggie. I was just—”

         “Nothing’s a big deal to you, is it?”

         “Let’s see,” she said, closing the refrigerator. “Unreliable cars. The slow, agonizing death of print journalism. The gunky glue on labels that sticks to things forever.”

         “Haha. Very funny.”

         She was going to tell him to keep his shirt on, but he wasn’t wearing one. “I’ll open the chardonnay. Want some?”

         “It’s all yours.”

         His undies were in a bunch about something, but where the heck was the corkscrew? Amy checked under the dirty dishes in the sink and peeked into a box with a half-eaten pepperoni pizza inside. Derek routinely left things in odd places to, as he put it, exercise his creativity. The only items in the recycling bin were a cream-of-mushroom-soup can and the empty bottle of merlot they had presumably drunk. Finally, she found the corkscrew beneath yesterday’s pile of mail. A copy of the literary journal The Rustic Review, addressed to Dr. Amy Marsden, was on top of it. She’d been a subscriber ever since they published one of her sister’s short stories last year.

         She opened the journal and read aloud from the table of contents. “‘Escarpment’ by Jo Marsden.”

         Derek grumbled a comment and snapped the waistband of his briefs.

         “It’s not my fault if you ran out of clothes,” she said. “It was your turn to do laundry.”

         “Don’t change the subject.”

         “There’s a subject?”

         She rubbed her forehead. The apartment always reeked of varnish and wet rags, giving her a perpetual headache. Like his idol, Jackson Pollock, Derek dripped paint onto huge canvases—but from interesting angles, he had assured her when he showed her his work for the first time. All of them were untitled, a lack of commitment she applauded, if not necessarily the paintings themselves. You either got Pollock—and Derek—or you didn’t, she supposed.

         “Yeah, there’s a subject,” he said. “See? I told you you weren’t listening.”

         Wine would have to wait. He obviously needed her un-inebriated attention. If that was an actual word. Though it should be. And why were boyfriends so fricking high-maintenance?

         Derek turned on his heel and walked out of the kitchen. Crouching over Untitled No. 9 in the middle of the living room floor, he slowly poured a stream of tomato-red paint in the upper left-hand corner. Lifting heavy cans had done wonders for his muscles. What his labors had done for the art world had yet to be revealed.

         Amy grabbed a fork and a carton from the China Castle bag, and followed him to the living room to check out his latest creation. Blue violet was her favorite color, but she had yet to see him use it. She rummaged through her mind for a constructive criticism. “The streak of green on the bottom balances the composition,” she offered.

         “I’ve met someone.”

         The words sounded familiar. Had he said this already?

         “How’d you meet anyone? You never leave the apartment.”

         “She comes here.” Derek straightened up and regarded the canvas. “I think I’ll call this one Jaycee.”

         “The first painting you ever title and it’s the name of our pizza-delivery girl?”

         “You’re the chair of an entire history department. You figure it out.”

         “English department,” she said, correcting him. “Figure what out?”

         He fixed her with his dark, hooded eyes as she shoved forkfuls of lo mein into her mouth—and spit them right back into the carton.

         Jaycee Chambers, whose hair was cut to within an inch of its life, like Derek’s. Whose compact, sturdy body in its Marconi’s Pizza uniform was a perfect match for his.

         Derek threw globs of yellow paint onto the canvas and whistled. In the six months of their relationship, Amy had never heard him whistle. What kind of name was Derek Demerest, anyway? It was what a character in a porn movie would be called. Or a soap opera. Which this day was starting to feel like.

         “I should have guessed,” she said, closing the flaps of the lo mein carton. “Your stuff has been looking like pizzas lately.” Not to mention that they were down to having sex about every two weeks.

         “My work is art, not stuff,” he said with a sniff.

         “How long has it been going on between you two?”

         He shrugged. Since he never left the house, she assumed his days bled into one another like the paint on his canvases.

         “Do you have sex with her here?” she asked.

         “Between deliveries.”

         As recently as the pepperoni pizza in the box on the kitchen counter. And the empty bottle of merlot.

         “On our bed?”

         “My bed,” Derek reminded her.

         His bed in his apartment.

         Amy had agreed to move into his place when her apartment building was sold and reconfigured into a mental health clinic. The boyfriend’s turf—never a good idea. But she didn’t have to sign a lease. She could pick up and leave whenever she wanted. And it was ideal. Affordable, conveniently located near Laurel’s shops and restaurants, and a short commute to her job at Southern Illinois College.

         “This is the worst time for me to move, Derek. The fall semester begins in two weeks.” Her budding headache was in full bloom.

         He poured a wide white stripe across the top of the canvas in reply.

         “Any chance you can move?” she asked.

         “No way. I need these big windows for the light.”

         So do I, she would have said—if she wanted to hear his spiel about how he was the professional artist and she a mere amateur.

         “Finding an apartment in August is impossible.” Students would have snatched up everything in Rosewood, the college town, already. And Laurel, for all its recent gentrification, had few rental options. “I’ll pay you double for the room where we keep our art supplies. I’ll sleep on the futon.”

         “No can do. Jaycee’s lease ends soon, and she’ll be moving in.”

         “Gee. You guys didn’t waste any time.”

         Tears formed in her eyes from the paint fumes. Amy Marsden did not cry over breakups. Ever. On the bright side, Untitled No. 9—Jaycee—looked much better blurry. “You might have told me sooner.”

         “Yeah. S’pose so.”

         “Well? Why didn’t you?”

         Derek looked down at his body as if trying to remember where he’d left his clothes. All over the bedroom floor. Where he’d flung them in horny haste to screw Jaycee before Amy came home. “Sooner. Later. What difference does it make?” he said. “Nothing lasts forever.”

         Amy opened her mouth but no words came out. Her mind went blank. She was acutely aware, however, that her long, blond curls were spiraling from the August humidity. Her chest was flattened unflatteringly by the Jil Sander suit she had splurged on when she was promoted to chair. Derek squinted at her, probably wondering, as she was, what had brought a painter and a professor together in the first place.

         A shrill laugh nearly escaped her. Two people sharing their passion for art! They’d be both muse and mentor to each other!

         “The way I see it,” he said, “you act like you can take me or leave me. So I took Jaycee.”

         Right about now, when a relationship was heading due south, Amy would let loose a zinger or two. Witty repartee was her specialty, sharpened by years of growing up with her sister, Jo, and perfected by years of ending relationships. She clutched at her throat with one hand but couldn’t pull even a syllable out—or dump the lo mein onto the painting with the other hand.

         “Anyway, no biggie,” Derek said, swirling an orange J in the middle of the canvas. “And you can have the coffeemaker. Jaycee’s got a brand-new one.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         
            I think anxiety is very interesting.

            —Amy March, Little Women

         

         Amy lay on the futon in the small spare room dimly lit by a Buzz Lightyear lamp. Derek claimed he’d had it since seventh grade, but it looked pretty fricking new to her. Stained drop cloths, tubes of paint, coffee cans stuffed with brushes, and mannequin heads—his, not hers—filled the bookshelf. The heads were a mystery since he never painted anything resembling a human form.

         “I didn’t say a thing,” she whispered to one of her ferns she’d brought from the living room for company. “Not one stinking word.”

         The button fern’s tendrils seemed to be reaching for her. It always was sensitive to her moods, prone to droopiness whenever she had had a trying day.

         The steady rhythm of Derek’s snores pulsed through the wall. Having been so magnanimous as to give her the coffeemaker, he was sleeping the sleep of the just. Amy squeezed her eyes shut rather than check the gruesome time on the clock—and opened them again when not one stinking word repeated in her head: 3:13. Screw it. She might as well boot up the laptop and catch up on work.

         And stop obsessing over her speechless, zinger-free reaction earlier.

         She reviewed the syllabi for her fall semester courses—Canadian Short Fiction, Masters of the Russian Short Story, and Microfiction. Because of her innovative curriculum, her classes typically had waiting lists. But Athena Murphy-Kent, the latest addition to the English Department, was the star teacher of the faculty.

         Amy wished that she had Athena’s theatrical talent to make fictional characters come alive for her students. And—she had to hand it to him—the chutzpah of her pre-Derek boyfriend, Banana Brad. An aspiring actor, he had decided that dressing as various giant fruits was his brand. In a competitive job market, he needed to stand out from the crowd, he’d explained. In the short time they were together, he’d landed a few gigs at food fairs and supermarkets, a couple of children’s plays, and—go figure—a banking executive’s retirement party. (But alas, no Fruit of the Loom commercials.) He attracted a loyal, if small, following to his YouTube videos in which he hectored grocery shoppers to pump up their potassium. Even after an irate senior citizen assaulted the stem of his apple, Brad soldiered on.

         Originality, ambition, and courage in the face of a swinging handbag—what wasn’t to like? Until one night, he writhed on Amy’s bed, in full banana mode, moaning, “Peel me, babe. Peel me raw.”

         “It’s time you took the show on the road, Brad.”

         “Haven’t you heard of method acting?”

         “Haven’t you heard of therapy?”

         “I’m committed.”

         “You should be. Who rolls around on the floor to get in touch with their inner grape?”

         “A seedless grape,” he pointed out.

         “Whatever. It’s weird.”

         “I have to stay in the zone.”

         “You have to leave.”

         One of Amy’s favorite breakup exchanges. And she’d come up with quite a few doozies in her dating lifetime, heartily approved of by Jo, who heartily disapproved of the boyfriends. Sassing her way out of wacky relationships had proved effective indeed. So why no clever retort this time? Why stand there like a dumb bunny when Derek said, Nothing lasts forever?

         Shutting the laptop, she went to the kitchen for a glass of water. Sauce was oozing from the uneaten food in the China Castle cartons. The pipes creaked as she ran the spigot, and the walls groaned. Rather, the couple in the adjoining apartment, Geraldine and Pete Gallagher, were groaning. And panting and pumping and setting another record for sexagenarian sex. Though married, they lived apart, and he rented the apartment. Pretending they were having an affair had reinvigorated their passion, they told her. Apparently, some relationships did endure, contrary to Derek’s opinion.

         She drank half a glass of water and poured the rest into the sink. Watching it circle the drain, she heard Derek say Nothing lasts forever again.

         Theo Sinclair’s exact words to her the day he dropped her from his life.

         Theo—Jo’s Teddy, her Broody Bear, her best buddy.

         Theo—Amy’s first crush, her first kiss.

         Her secret love.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Since Derek monopolized the living room most of the day, Amy stayed in her campus office till early evening. They exchanged grunts when they passed each other on the way to their bedrooms or the bathroom. But she refused to eat in a kitchen where a growing stack of empty Marconi’s Pizza cartons on the counter advertised Jaycee’s presence.

         One a day. Like vitamins. She kept count.

         “Thorne wondered why you’ve been eating here all week,” Athena said over lunch in As You Like It Café, Laurel’s most popular restaurant. With its beamed ceiling, pendant lamps hanging from ropes, and brick walls lined with antique hutches, the café was reminiscent of Tudor England. On winter days, the oak tables around the central stone hearth were coveted spots. “What should I tell my hubster?”

         “That I got kicked to the curb.” Amy moaned with pleasure as she bit into a panini stuffed with grilled portobello mushrooms and roasted red peppers and eggplant. “And that he makes the best sandwiches in the universe.”

         “I won’t mention the pizza-delivery girl; otherwise, he’ll give Derek a hard time. You know Thorne. Café proprietor and knight in shining armor rolled into one.” Athena licked mayonnaise off her thumb. “And, I might add, a gorgeous specimen of manhood.”

         If Amy didn’t like Athena so much, she might envy her happiness with her knight, the only person in the world she let call her Thena. “Thorne’s all right. In a tall, athletic, wheat-gold-hair kind of way,” Amy teased her.

         “And don’t forget bone structure to die for.”

         “Your looks are to die for, too.”

         Tall and voluptuous, with dark curls cascading around her face, Athena was both girlishly cute and womanly sensual.

         “We do make a handsome pair if I don’t say so myself,” Athena said. “No offense, but you and Derek were a classic case of beauty and the beast.”

         “He might have looked furtive, like he’d stolen your money, but he had sex appeal.”

         “Was sex the main attraction?”

         “Yeah. And my fantasy that we’d inspire each other’s art.”

         They looked at each other for a few seconds and then cracked up. The other café patrons smiled, familiar with Athena’s hearty laugh.

         “Come to think of it,” Athena said, “it’s Thorne’s fault you were living in Derek’s place to begin with. He campaigned really hard for a mental health clinic in Laurel. Your apartment building was reconstructed because there weren’t sufficient funds to build a new one.”

         “An admirable cause worth sacrificing for.” Amy reached across the table to clasp Athena’s hand. “How do you two manage, living with his half brother?”

         “Just fine. We converted the greenhouse in the backyard into a cottage so Robin has privacy. And so do we.”

         “Is he responding well to the new schizophrenia medication?”

         “Remarkably well.”

         As Amy polished off the panini, Athena watched, wide-eyed. She pointed to a table where stout guys in overalls and John Deere caps were devouring enormous cinnamon buns. “Your appetite gives the bachelor farmers a run for their money.”

         “They are so adorable. All shy and awkward like teenage boys.”

         “Rock their world and date one of them.”

         “No way. I’m going dateless for the foreseeable future. And the unforeseeable.”

         “Word around town is they’re good marriage material,” Athena said with a playful wink.

         “Farmer’s wife.” Amy stared at the ceiling, trying the notion on for size. “Nah. Don’t see that happening.”

         “Ever wish you were back in Chicago?”

         “Only when I can’t get takeout in the middle of the night. Or have to drive all the way to St. Louis to visit the art museum.”

         “How long did you live there?”

         “From BA to PhD at the University of Chicago.”

         Twelve years of benefitting from all the social, educational, and cultural riches the city offered. Four more years of enjoying a rewarding academic position and a healthy bank account. Advantages Jo had not had the benefit of. Thanks to Amy. She had every intention of making it up to her sister. She just hadn’t figured out how yet.

         Slightly nauseous, Amy pushed her plate away. “I’m really in a jam, Athena. Classes start soon. If I don’t get an apartment, like, yesterday, I’ll be sleeping in my office and showering at the gym.”

         “I told you, come live with us. We’ve got extra rooms. You can use one as an art studio.”

         “Tempting, but strictly speaking, I’m your boss. The other professors already think I give you preferential treatment as my friend. If I moved in with you…”

         Athena grinned. “I am the chair’s pet. But I have an idea. Remember I told you my mother is a real estate agent? If Lydia can’t find you a place, nobody can.”

         Amy read the business card that Athena handed to her. “Your mother’s last name is Moretti?”

         “She and her partner, Ricki, traded names when they got married. And here Thorne and I thought we were cutting-edge when we hyphenated ours.”

         The Gallaghers, the Murphy-Kents, the Moretti-Murphys—everywhere Amy looked, couples found solutions. Even Derek and Jaycee had solved the problem of a surplus coffeemaker.

         Amy Marsden and Theo Sinclair were never a couple. Solving their problem should have been possible. But when a friendship is tested to the limit…

         Nothing lasts forever.

         Except gunky glue on labels.

         Amy gathered her satchel and bike helmet. With the Civic officially dead and on its way to the boneyard—where her last two cars had gone to meet their Maker—she’d decided to try cycling as a means of transportation.

         “Wanna ride on my handlebars and pretend you’re ten years old again?” she asked Athena. Her adult tricycle was squat with thick tires and a basket in back to hold her belongings and groceries. Safe. Practical. Something a ten-year-old wouldn’t be caught dead on.

         “Sounds like fun, but I’ll take a rain check. I need a refill.”

         “Of iced tea?”

         Athena waved to Thorne, pouring coffee for a table of middle-aged couples across the room. “Of my handsome hunk of a husband.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         
            I am lonely sometimes, but I dare say 
it’s good for me.

            —Jo March, Little Women

         

         Thanks to Lydia’s no-nonsense professionalism, Amy saw every available rental in Laurel and Rosewood. But the apartments were either unfurnished, too shabby, or located on a noisy street. The few houses she considered were newly renovated and worth investing in furniture for, but she had neither the time nor inclination to maintain an entire property.

         The search was exhaustive, exhausting, and futile. With one day left before Jaycee was to move in, and with Amy’s stress peaking, Lydia texted her.

         New Laurel listing. Immediate occupancy. Second floor of house, no upkeep required. Interested?

         Yes!

         Can you meet me there now?

         I’m on my way, Amy replied, adding the address Lydia had texted to her contact info.

         “I should have asked if you were allergic to cats,” Lydia said when they met on the porch of the Craftsman-style house.

         Thankfully, Amy wasn’t, because a half dozen cats had colonized the first floor where the owner lived. They draped their languorous bodies over the backs of the sofa and armchairs, huddled beneath end tables, and posed proudly on the rippled hill of toilet paper below the empty roll in the powder room.

         “A pet sitter is taking care of them while the owner is traveling,” Lydia said. “And there’s a dog being boarded, I believe. Do you mind living with so many animals?”

         “Not at all. And this is too nice to pass up.”

         The entire second floor would be Amy’s, but she had to share the kitchen, a minor inconvenience since she rarely cooked. The house was located a comfortable biking distance from town and the college, making any inconvenience worth it.

         “I may be able to negotiate a month-to-month rental,” Lydia said.

         “Thanks, but I prefer the security of a year’s lease.”

         “Let’s get the papers signed, then,” Lydia said, handing her keys to the private entrance accessed by stairs at the back of the house.

         As soon as Amy returned to Derek’s apartment, she arranged for a U-Haul van rental and started packing her belongings. She carefully placed her collection of ferns in the plastic crates she’d moved them in with.

         “The fuzzy one isn’t looking too good,” Derek said from the doorway of the spare room. The first words he’d spoken to her in days. The first time he’d commented on her plants, ever. “I kinda like it, though.”

         “Want it?”

         “Sure. I’ll make it the subject of my next painting.”

         The ailing squirrel’s foot fern seemed to shrink in its pot. And since when did his paintings have subjects?

         “Hey, you know what?” he said. “Jaycee’s moving in tomorrow. Once she unloads her things from the pizza-delivery van, you can fill it with yours. Save you bucks on the U-Haul.”

         Like relays. Girlfriend out, girlfriend in.

         “You think she’d mind?” Amy had enough trouble keeping cars alive. No use risking a U-Haul van’s life if she didn’t have to.

         Derek’s fingers flew over the phone as he texted Jaycee. “She’s cool. But she has to drive you to your new place ’cause she’s responsible for the vehicle.”

         “Fine with me.”

         The next morning, she and Derek helped Jaycee bring in her suitcases, guitar, and two boxes marked CRAP I DON’T NEED, BUT YOU NEVER KNOW. Jaycee walked over to the pile of Amy’s belongings and picked up a canvas. “Shit. I didn’t know you painted too.”

         Still Life With ? Amy called the unfinished painting. She’d fill in the rest of the title once she decided what else to add to the basket of pansies and three lemons on a wooden table.

         “A college professor. And an artist. Wow.” Jaycee punctuated each phrase with a crack of her gum.

         Amy started to modestly protest that she didn’t quite consider herself an artist yet. Her formal training had been inconsistent, her career took priority, there were only so many hours in a day, and—

         “It’s not art,” Derek said. “It’s like the stuff hanging in hotel rooms.”

         And this from the guy who, unlike Amy, hadn’t exhibited a single painting in a single art show in his life. Who’d had no formal training whatsoever.

         “I think it’s pretty,” Jaycee said.

         “Exactly,” he said. “Pretty.”

         Amy worked her jaw as if she were chewing gum, biting back all the Jo-worthy things she wanted to say. But she was thirty-four years old and a serious professional woman. Soon enough, Derek and his “raw genius paintings”—his assessment, not anybody else’s—would be in the rearview mirror.

         In no time at all, the three of them had loaded Amy’s possessions, including her bike, onto the Marconi’s Pizza van. Derek had the compunction to look sheepish, twirling the end of one of Amy’s long curls. A yellow splotch on his thumb gave her the teensiest twinge. His hands were good for something besides smearing paint on a canvas.

         “Guess this is it,” he said, looking off into the distance as if he’d lost something but couldn’t remember what. Like the past six months.

         “Guess so,” Amy said.

         “Guess I’ll see you around.”

         Not if there’s a God in heaven.

         “Sure you don’t need my help moving in?” he asked. Considering he rarely left the apartment, this was contrition indeed.

         “Positive,” she said, feeling a tad guilty for drawing mustaches on the mannequin heads with a black Magic Marker last night. But only a tad.

         “Guess we oughta go,” Jaycee said, jingling the van keys.

         The ride would be mercifully brief. Amy was moving to Laurel’s oldest neighborhood, a couple of miles from the center of town. The avenues were lined with charming Queen Anne and Victorian homes beneath mature oaks and sycamores. Athena and Thorne living nearby was an added attraction. When all was said and done, this split from Derek was long overdue. Six months was a relationship record she was glad to break.

         After weeks of overcast skies and oppressive humidity, the day was refreshingly cool and the sky bright blue and cloudless. “Nice weather for a change,” Amy said.

         “Sure is,” Jaycee said.

         “Thanks for helping me move.”

         “S’okay. How come you don’t have a car?”

         “It died. I don’t mind cycling, though. It’s great exercise, and it reduces my carbon footprint.”

         Jaycee cracked her gum with a frown. “Carbon what?”

         “Gaseous emissions? The eroding ozone layer?”

         “Global warming shit. I hear ya.”

         Buzz cut aside, Jaycee’s lush lashes, delicate nose and chin, and enticingly curved lips lent her a piquant beauty. If Amy still painted portraits, she’d paint hers.

         “I don’t have any hard feelings about this, Jaycee. I really don’t.”

         “I wanted Derek to tell you when we first started…you know. Doing it. But he’s a total chickenshit.”

         Amy swallowed a laugh. Chickenshit No. 9. Now that would be a good title for his latest painting.

         “I’m moving in with him to save money,” Jaycee said, yielding to a truck filled with hay bales. “It’s not like we’re serious. He’s a lot older than me, and he paints, I mean, all the time.”

         “Nice work if you can get it,” Amy murmured. Thanks to a trust fund, the amount of which he’d never disclosed to her, Derek had never held a job in his life.

         “I’m not committing to anyone until I get my shit together,” Jaycee said.

         Talking about Derek had launched another gum-cracking spree. Amy spoke above the noise to give directions to her new address—and had a delicious image of Derek pouring paint onto the canvas of Chickenshit No. 9, only to have his concentration interrupted by the sound of gum popping.

         The two graceful river birches framing the house seemed to nod their welcome in the light breeze as Jaycee pulled up to the curb. They unloaded the van, carrying everything up the brick pathway on the side of the house. The stairs to the private back entrance were narrow, but the door opened to a wide hallway where they stacked Amy’s things. The bike fit inside the backyard shed with plenty of room to spare. The owner shouldn’t mind her parking it there.

         “I can help unpack your stuff,” Jaycee offered.

         “No thanks. You’ve done more than enough already.”

         The double meaning of her words was lost on Jaycee, who cracked her gum with every step down the pathway to the street.

         “Can I take a peek inside before I go?” Jaycee said.

         “Sure.”

         They climbed the porch steps and peered into the large front window. A marmalade cat stared at them from its perch on the windowsill. Amy stuck her tongue out like a brat. It blinked one eye, as if it were winking at her.

         “What’s the deal with all the cats?” Jaycee asked.

         Amy grinned. “Squatters.”

         “Wonder who the owner is.”

         “No idea. I haven’t met them yet.”

         Jaycee’s phone chimed and she checked the text message. “My boss, Lando, says I’ve got to get the van back soon.”

         “Sorry if I held you up.”

         Apologizing. To the girl who, you know, did it with Derek.

         Jaycee pulled a slip of paper from her jeans pocket and handed it to her. “Here. Maybe you can use this.”

         “A Marconi’s Pizza coupon?”

         “You always tipped me well. I owe you one.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The first clue Amy had that the owner of the house might be unusual was the behavior of the cats. They formed a line at the bottom of the stairs whenever she went back and forth to the kitchen, though they never ventured to the second floor themselves. Their heads moved in unison as she ate, following the path of food to her mouth or a cup to her lips. The pet sitter managed to show up whenever Amy ran errands or dropped in at her college office, so she hadn’t had a chance to ask how freaked out she should be.

         Oddly too, there were no photographs or personal effects in the living room, nothing stuck on the refrigerator with a magnet. She preferred the cozy shabbiness of the mismatched furniture in her rooms to the spare décor of the first floor, courtesy mostly of IKEA. If she had the nerve—or rudeness—to snoop in closed rooms and closets, she might have had a shot at guessing the owner’s gender or age.

         “Health foodie, huh?” she asked the marmalade cat, looking at containers of nuts, dried beans, and grains in the pantry.

         It blinked its one good eye. She felt like a douche for having stuck her tongue out at a half-blind cat the day she moved in. “Any idea when my landlord or landlady is coming back?”

         The cat shrugged and sauntered away.

         “Just checking,” she called out. “It’s not like I’m lonesome or anything.”

         With a spacious bedroom, large bathroom, and a spare room to use as a study and art studio, Amy had as much living space as she needed. By the time Sunday rolled around, she was organized and ready for anything the new semester, beginning tomorrow, would throw at her.

         And not a moment too soon. She had initiated enough conversations with the cats that they were on the verge of talking back. Athena was busier than stink herself, preparing for classes, and getting ahold of Jo had been hard lately since she’d gone camping with friends.

         Settled in my new place, Amy texted her.

         Took you long enough to dump a-hole Derek, Jo answered three hours later, unenlightened about who dumped whom.

         House is great but cats everywhere. Reminds me of Theo’s menagerie.

         Oh yeah. The Ladue Zoo we called it.

         Amy was eleven and Jo thirteen when their father died. Two years later, their mother remarried a wealthy lawyer, and they moved from their mobile home in Normal, Illinois, to a stately manor in Ladue, an exclusive St. Louis suburb. The Sinclairs were their closest neighbors—next door having a different meaning when a house was nestled in acreage—and only-child Theo had grown up accustomed to the finest in everything.

         It took a while for Amy and Jo to adjust, particularly in the private school where their first names, thanks to their mother’s fondness for Louisa May Alcott’s novel Little Women, drew unwanted attention. Want to buy some limes, Amy? the other students would tease. Have you burned your dress and sister’s hair yet, Jo? They’d protest that their last name was Marsden, not March, to no avail. Luckily, none of their classmates made the connection between Theo Sinclair and the character of Theodore Laurence—Laurie—in the book.

         Heard from him lately? Amy texted Jo.

         Who?

         Theo. Who else?

         Nope.

         Ever going to tell me what you guys fought about?

         Never ever.

         Sounds passionate enough to be a lovers’ quarrel. Amy added a laughing-face emoji to her comment.

         Yuck. As if. Don’t even. Jo taught high school English in Seattle and occasionally slipped into teenage-speak.

         The sisters had been best friends with Theo since their early teens. Tomboy Jo used to joke that she was the brother he never had. The trio had squabbled and made up too many times to count. But an argument last year between Jo and Theo had sent them to opposite sides of the boxing ring—and kept them there. As for Amy and Theo…there wasn’t a referee in the world who could resolve their differences. Sporadic FaceTime calls with Jo, texts, emails, and one random encounter had been the extent of their contact the past five years.

         Amy clicked on her laptop picture file and opened her favorite photo of Theo. He was wearing shorts and a one-size-too-small T-shirt, printed with a picture of the Harbour Bridge in Sydney, Australia. His wavy hair—raw umber was the best description of its rich brown color—grazed his shoulders. His beard was just this side of scruffy, his legs just this side of tree trunks. Amy zoomed in on his smile bracketed by deep dimples, zooming out as she exhaled.

         Bet Theo’s traveling again, she texted.

         Who gives a hoot? Jo replied, adding a rolling-eyes emoji.

         Just wondering.

         Leave it to Amy to moon over a high-school crush.

         Jo, looking in Amy’s closet for a sweater one day, had found her stash of drawings that chronicled her secret love. Theo rowing in a lake. Theo bent in concentration over a model airplane. Theo laughing at Jo’s antics. The dimpled smile. Eyes like no one else’s eyes. Jo had never taken what she called Amy’s “puppy love” for Theo very seriously—to Amy’s enormous relief.

         Leave it to Jo to jump to conclusions, Amy wrote back.

         Leave it to was the sisters’ affectionate shorthand for expressing everything from sympathy to disapproval.

         What do you think of my latest story? Jo texted.

         Loved it. Might add it to my syllabus next semester.

         If you mainstream me, I’ll thwack you on the head like Bob Ross thwacked paintbrushes on trash cans.

         Haha!

         That was Jo in a nutshell—upstream all the way. Hiding her pride with bluster. Making her way in the literary world against all odds. With a little help from her little sister.

         Btw, did you get the check for your car payment? Amy wrote.

         Came yesterday. I owe ya.

         No rush. Miss your face.

         Miss yours too.

         Jo signed off with a GIF of Bob Ross feeding a baby squirrel.

         With the prospect of a busy day tomorrow, Amy went to bed early and fell immediately into a deep sleep—until noises dragged her from a dream of Jo galloping across a prairie on a horse with a mane of raw umber. Holding her breath, Amy listened intently as the microwave door banged shut, water gushed, and cats meowed in chorus.

         She tiptoed to the hallway and, grabbing a palette knife from the study, crept down the dark stairs. More noises—an ominous thunk, a grunt, a cat hissing—were coming from the kitchen. Had the owner of the house returned at the ungodly hour of one a.m.? Or had an ungodly burglar decided to make himself at home?

         She could run back upstairs and hide under the covers like she used to when Jo told her scary stories. Or she could stop being the girly girl her sister always complained she was and take charge of the situation.

         She stepped boldly into the kitchen, its bright lights illuminating a buck-naked male body standing in profile at the refrigerator.

         Chest broad.

         Arm muscled.

         Butt just this side of spectacular.

         And Amy just this side of drooling.

         But when he let the top freezer door swing open, it hit her right smack-dab on the forehead. And as she fell down, down onto the floor, her last coherent thought was, Whaddya know? Theo has dimples on those cheeks too.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         
            If we are all alive ten years hence, let’s meet, 
and see how many of us have got our wishes, 
or how much nearer we are then than now.

            —Jo March, Little Women

         

         Hey, are you okay, Amy?”

         Amy’s eyes fluttered open, and there was Theo Sinclair, bending over her. Somehow, between his derrière-dimple reveal and her return to consciousness, he’d dressed in grubby jeans and a wrinkled black T-shirt. The big gray cat, who always looked keen for a philosophical discussion, climbed onto her stomach and settled down as if for a long chat.

         “I am really sorry,” Theo said. “I didn’t even see you.”

         Questions rat-a-tatted through her mind. Theo in the nude? Theo in this house? Which apparently was his house?

         WTF?

         “When it comes to refrigerators,” she said, “I prefer a bottom-load freezer.”

         His face relaxed into a smile. “It came with the kitchen. Are you all right?”

         “I’m fine. While we’re on the subject, an automatic ice dispenser would be nice too.”

         “I agree.”

         “Have you considered dimmer switches for the light fixtures?”

         “I will now since…uh…apologies for…uh…no clothes. I didn’t realize the new tenant had moved in.”

         Amy extended her hand. “Let me introduce myself. I’m the new tenant.”

         “So I’ve gathered. When did you arrive?”

         “Couple of days ago.”

         “Can I help you up?”

         “Not yet.”

         Theo sat cross-legged and rubbed his chin. Except for a ridge on his once-perfect nose, his looks hadn’t changed since they’d met by chance two years ago. Longish hair, beard scruff, eyes as pensive as ever.

         There really should be a paint color called Aegean Sea. Deep blue with a hint of green.

         The tortoiseshell cat padded over and licked her cheek, and the marmalade tugged on a few strands of her hair. Flat on her back like this, Amy could imagine she, Jo, and Theo were teenagers again, lazing on a summer lawn and sharing what they wanted to be when they grew up.

         Lying on the floor like this, she could remember the time that she and Theo…

         “So, what’s the deal?” she asked him.

         “Deal?”

         “With you suddenly appearing in the kitchen at one in the morning.” In the buff. Naked as a jaybird.

         “I just got in from an overseas flight. I was starving and had no clean clothes, so I threw some in the washer and raided the fridge.”

         “Multitasking.” In his birthday suit.

         “Sorry if I scared you. What’s the deal with the palette knife?”

         “Multipurpose tool.” She waved it in the air. “I’m ready for anything.”

         “You always were.” Perpetually Prepared Amy he and Jo used to call her.

         “But not ready to run into you. In the flesh. Which I haven’t done for a while. See you, I mean. In the…Can you help me up now?” Rising would explain the rush of blood to her face at the mention of all the naked flesh she was thinking of.

         Theo scooted the cats away and, extending his hand, pulled her to a standing position. Perpetually Prepared Amy believed firmly in lovely lingerie—in case she died in her sleep—and was wearing a pretty pink pajama set made out of seersucker, a fabric that breathed. Even if the wearer of said seersucker could not herself breathe.

         Because all at once she was fourteen years old again, and Theo, the boy next door she was crushing on, was inches away from her. His familiar sandalwood scent made her nostrils twitch.

         “You look like you’re going to sneeze,” he remarked.

         “Cat hair.” She tossed the palette knife onto the table. “Or something.”

         Theo picked up the gray cat twining itself around his ankles. “Whaddya say, Coltrane? Did you miss me?”

         “Let me guess. John Coltrane, the jazz musician.”

         “The very same.”

         “You always did like jazz. And animals. Why so many cats, though?”

         “I foster all kinds of animals who were abandoned or whose owners died. I coordinate with the local vet to place them in permanent homes.”

         The washing machine in the utility room shuddered in the final throes of the spin cycle, making the ceiling lights flicker. “Gotta put the laundry in the dryer,” he said.

         “If you’re not too tired, can we talk? About this situation?”

         He arched one eyebrow. “That’s what we’re calling it?”

         “For lack of a better word.” Like disaster.

         “All right. Meet me in the living room. Watch you don’t trip on anybody.”

         Amy made it from the kitchen to the living room without stepping on any tails, and sat in one of the armchairs with a slight shiver. The bare-bones décor chilled her to the bone. There wasn’t even a television. Something shrank or swelled inside her—she wasn’t sure which—remembering how she and Theo would watch TV together after school, just the two of them.

         From the kitchen, she heard a cat or two thump against a wall and the whine of a blender. Theo appeared in the doorway and raised a glass of creamy liquid. “Protein smoothie,” he said. “Want one?”

         “No, thank you.”

         He crossed the living room and dropped onto the sofa in front of the stone fireplace. When he slid a glance along the length of her legs in the shortie pajamas, she tucked them beneath her body. “Cold in here,” she mumbled.

         “The AC must be set too low.”

         The careful way Theo put the glass on the coffee table suggested his own personal thermostat had lowered from casual to caution. Coltrane leaped to the sofa and moseyed over to his lap. “How long’s it been since we last saw each other?” he asked. “In the flesh?”

         She didn’t bat an eye at his choice of words. “Two years or so, remember? Jo and I ran into you at that bar in St. Louis.”

         “That’s right. I was getting ready to start grad school in counseling.”

         “And Jo had flown in from Seattle to celebrate my promotion to chair of the English Department.”

         Amy had begun the evening in a celebratory mood, but Theo’s chilly politeness put a damper on it. His shoulder was colder than the beer, Jo had joked.

         Sometimes Jo and her clever quips really got on Amy’s nerves.

         “Academia treating you well?” Theo asked, gently massaging Coltrane’s head while the cat purred loudly.

         “Yes. Four years and counting at the college here. Did you get your master’s degree?”

         “Graduated in May and moved to Laurel right after.”

         “Congratulations. You didn’t want to stay in Syracuse?”

         “Nope.” He pronounced the word with a hard p like Jo. “Laurel is close to St. Louis, and my best friend lives here. He’d been bugging me to invest in the area because it has a lot of potential, so I bought a few houses to rent out last year, including this one.”

         “I must have seen some of them when I was apartment hunting.”

         “Probably. A management company has been handling anything I couldn’t do long-distance.”

         “It makes sense for you to move here since you’re from St. Louis.” Knowing Amy lived in Laurel was neither here nor there in the Theo universe. “You might have…um…let me know you were in town. Or Jo.”

         “The hell with Jo.” He pressed his lips together as if to keep another remark about her sister from escaping.

         “Guess you’ve been busy,” she murmured.

         “The past few months have been a whirlwind—settling in, renovating the properties, and starting a job. I’m working toward my clinical hours for licensure as a counselor.”

         Theo Sinclair, dysfunctional family survivor helping other families survive. His parents’ miserable marriage a cautionary tale for other marriages.

         “Do you prefer counseling to—”

         “To being a doctor? In a heartbeat.”

         Theo Sinclair, dutiful son who’d followed his parents into their profession.

         He leaned forward and steepled his hands. “Okay. We’re up to speed on our lives. Let’s get to the point and talk about our living arrangement.” He spoke in what Amy supposed was his counselor voice—borderline stern with a hint of giving a shit.

         If she had a lick of sense, she’d say, Let’s not, go upstairs, repack her things, and ask Athena tomorrow if her offer to stay at her house was still open.

         But she’d signed a year’s lease. And living with newlyweds, whose household already included Thorne’s half brother, would be an imposition. As for her, envy of the Murphy-Kents’ happiness might rear its nasty head, jeopardizing her one good friendship in Laurel.

         “Just for the record, I auto-signed the lease when Lydia emailed it to me,” Theo said. “I didn’t bother checking the renter’s name.”

         Yeah. She got it. He wouldn’t have signed if he’d known the tenant was her.

         “I was in a hurry and didn’t notice your name either,” Amy said.

         She wouldn’t have signed if she’d known the landlord was Theo. She didn’t think.

         “A hurry?” Theo asked.

         “I had a housing emergency.” And evidently still had one.

         “My properties are listed under Lincoln Enterprises. You wouldn’t have known I was the owner.”

         “Lincoln…That was your mother’s maiden name, wasn’t it?”

         “Yeah. She reverted to it after my parents divorced.”

         Great. A half hour in each other’s presence, and she and Theo had already fallen into the conversational cauldron that was his family life. The one she’d lit the flame beneath.

         “Any chance we can switch to a month-to-month lease until I find something else?” Amy asked.

         He shook his head. “Rent money covers most of the properties’ expenses. And finding responsible tenants is a major pain. The previous one who lived here split for Paris without paying two months’ rent.”

         “The City of Lights. How…” She was going to say romantic but thought better of it. “How adventurous.”

         “He wishes. Paris, Texas.”

         “With all the students in the area, though…”

         “The management company strongly advised against renting to them. The property damage and complaints from neighbors aren’t worth it.”

         Another option occurred to her—suck up the loss on the lease and move into one of the apartments she’d seen. Owning her own furniture wasn’t the worst idea. And she could buy another car if the commute was too far. Earplugs if the street was noisy.

         But she didn’t have time to scratch her head, much less move again. The English Department budget needed a major overhaul, and next semester’s curriculum had to be discussed and finalized with the dean. There were hissy fits to deal with (the faculty’s) and what the administration called “grievances” (the students’). And it was up to her as chair to handle it all.

         “You and me living together is pretty weird, Theo. To say the least.”

         “True. But the house is big enough to keep out of each other’s way. And I can put up with anything for rent money. You know what they say: Beggars can’t be choosers.”

         Amy being “anything.”

         “I suppose we’ll manage,” she said.

         “I suppose we will.”

         Truce? she almost said. But hostilities hadn’t been openly declared.

         “Is it okay that I parked my bike in the shed?” she asked. “It’s my main means of transportation, and I don’t want it to rust or get stolen.”

         “Sure.” He flashed a smile. “Finally taking mercy on cars?”

         “How do you know about—” That’s right. It was Theo who had helped her negotiate with mechanics and insurance agents after the car catastrophes of her teens and twenties. “Actually, the cars have started dying of their own accord.”

         “Can’t blame them.” He rose, gathering Coltrane in his arms. “I’ve got to get to sleep or I’ll be worthless tomorrow. My supervisor barely approved of my taking a week off.”

         “Where’d you go this time?”

         “The Czech Republic. Let’s discuss sharing the kitchen and cleaning chores tomorrow.”

         “I rarely cook. And I make a point of never leaving anything behind.”

         Theo arched an eyebrow again, as if she meant more than spilled sugar on the counter or unwashed pots in the sink. She probably did. One conversation with a counselor and she was Freudian-slipping all over the place.

         “G’night,” he said over his shoulder as he walked to his bedroom, followed by a troop of cats.

         Bolting upstairs two steps at a time, Amy threw herself on the bed and muffled her groans in the pillow. Cursed the crap month of August, the town of Laurel, and Honda Civics while she was at it. Added variations to Derek’s last name. Doofus. Dingbat. Dickhead. Bemoaned her bad luck. “This isn’t happening,” she wailed.

         Thump. Thump-thump. Thump.

         “Opportunity knocking?” she called out as the low rhythm of knocks was repeated.

         “Is my cat in there?” Theo asked.

         “You have six,” she reminded him.

         “The Russian Blue. Silvery coat. Her name is Nina.”

         Amy got up to check inside the closet and behind the trash can and knelt to look under the bed. A pair of almond-shaped emerald eyes blinked back at her. “When did you sneak in here?”

         Nina twitched the ear covered in a cobweb.

         Theo’s arms were braced against the doorframe when she opened it. PRAGUE, she just noticed, was printed in small gold letters on the pocket of his T-shirt. “Did you find her?” he asked. “Or is she in your other room?”

         “She’s under the bed, stalking dust bunnies.”

         Amy stepped aside to let him in, and he slipped by her, coaxing in a low voice. “Come on out, girl. Let me see you. Come on, Nina.”

         “Nina Simone?”

         He nodded and, dropping to the floor, reached beneath the bed. “She’s shy and needs a break from them all once in a while.”

         “I didn’t think the cats ever came upstairs,” Amy said, focusing on the tiny red LEVI’S label on his jeans pocket. So much to read on Theo Sinclair. Except his face.

         “First time. Unless they sneak up here when I’m gone.”

         “They haven’t since I moved in. How do you get them to stay downstairs?”

         He got up and brushed dust off his arms. “I tell them to. They listen when it pleases them.”

         “Theo the Cat Whisperer.”

         “The Newfie who’s been boarded all week is really the one who keeps them in line.”

         Nina peeked out from beneath the bed. For reasons she’d be hard-pressed to explain, Amy didn’t tell him.

         Theo peered at her forehead. “You may want to put ice on that or you’ll get a lump. There’s a bag in the freezer.”

         She rubbed the bruise. “Jo will laugh her head off when she hears about all this.” The freezer door. The jazz-named cats. Theo, in the flesh. Their living arrangement.

         “Nina?” he called out again, ignoring her reference to Jo.

         “I don’t mind if she stays.”

         “You sure?”

         “I’m sure.”

         “Okay, thanks,” he said, stepping out of the room and closing the door behind him with a quiet click.

         Amy went to the window, pushed it wide open, and drew in one deep breath as if she were emerging from a plunge into freezing water. This situation sucked, and there wasn’t a whole lot she could do about it. It was a biggie. Stay in this house or go, she and Theo were living in the same small town. Not running into each other these past few months had been a matter of sheer luck.

         Lucky. To avoid Theo.

         Amy could never have imagined such an idea when he was her secret love. The years when she believed that, however long it took, however many other people they dated, they would be together. She had a special claim on his heart for their shared history. For being the one he went to whenever his home became a battleground. For how they understood—without words and without question—that they could rely on each other, no matter what.

         Nina rubbed against her ankles, and she bent to pick her up.

         “We almost made it,” she whispered, burying her face in the cat’s silky fur. She and Theo were getting closer, finally, with trips back and forth between Chicago, where she was a PhD candidate, and St. Louis, where he was an internal medicine resident. They were taking those first steps into the couple zone, inch by delightful inch.

         Until her fateful decision to enter four of her paintings into the Scenes from a Marriage exhibit in Chicago. Blistering, unsparing portraits of Theo’s parents engaged in the violent arguments she’d witnessed. To her joy and amazement, she won first prize and her work was featured in art articles.

         To her horror, Theodore and Marlene Sinclair, in all their fury, were identified as the subjects of the portraits to the St. Louis press. Shamed by the scandal, the Sinclairs divorced and resigned from their medical school faculty positions. Theo dropped out of his residency program and, despite Amy’s tearful apologies, dropped her from his life with three simple words: Nothing lasts forever.

         Art did not offer its usual consolation. Like a writer, she was blocked, unable to even draw for nearly two years. Though to this day, she couldn’t bring herself to paint a portrait. Or to stop wondering who had revealed the Sinclairs’ identity.

         Six years ago—but it felt like yesterday when her dream was shattered. And though she and Theo had resumed contact, if only intermittently, there was no escaping the painful truth that she would never have a special claim on his heart again.

         As Nina wriggled out of Amy’s arms, her phone lit with a text from Jo.

         Almost midnight here and I’m going crazy for some Ted Drewes frozen custard. Quickly followed by a close-up of a pimple on her chin. Hamlet dilemma. To pop or not to pop? And then a photo of the arm she broke last year when she fell playing pickleball, covered with stickers of barn animals.

         Random, screwball texts from the sister she adored and who could make her laugh till her sides ached. Proud, bristly Jo, who’d never admit how badly she was hurting from her estrangement from Theo, her Teddy, her Broody Bear. Any more than Theo would admit he missed Jo.

         “Not much longer.” Amy reached up to close the window, and the prickly fronds of the asparagus fern on the windowsill scratched her thigh. “Not if I have anything to do about it.”

         If she was stuck living in this house, she’d make the pain-in-the-ass of it worth her while by reconciling Jo and Theo. She owed it to them both. And maybe, just maybe, the Amy-Jo-Theo friendship of their early years would shine again. And then gradually, perhaps, she and Theo…

         Amy threw back the covers on the bed and punched the pillow hard, twice. No way, no how. She was not going there again. Not returning to the time when she believed that she and Theo would share a forever love.

         She lay down and curved like a comma on the bed, and Nina nestled into the crook of her body. She’d fill Jo in tomorrow. Or as soon as she stopped wanting to cry. Or scream. Or both. Shutting her eyes, Amy willed herself to sleep. But sleep didn’t come until the first wash of gray lightened the sky, just as she was thinking that there really should be a color called Dismal Dawn.
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