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  What would you do if you met your soul mate, but you were already married?  


  In The Good Enough Husband, Sylvie Fox delivers a riveting story about a woman who refuses to let her past define her future.


  For years, Hannah Morrison Keesling’s marriage to Michael was good enough. Then she wakes up one morning and it isn’t. Taking her puppy Cody along, Hannah drives north to put distance between herself and her past. Planning to go as far as her SUV will take her, she has to stop on the Lost Coast when her dog gets sick. There she meets small town veterinarian Ben Cooper.


  Ben is the man Hannah wishes she had met first.  He’s perfect for her, but gun shy because he’s been lied to before and vows not to be betrayed again.  Hannah leaves Michael and moves to Ben’s rural town to pursue a future with the man she knows is her soul mate. But Michael won’t let go so easily. Forced to make a decision between the man she chose and the man she loves, Hannah soon realizes that her choices will define everyone else’s consequences.


  
1




  “How’s your butt?” Hannah Keesling’s husband Michael palmed her ass, sliding his hand between her oversized sleep shirt and her bikini underwear. This was her least favorite way to wake up.


  Hannah squeezed her eyes shut, the words of the one friend she’d confided her problems to, coming back to her. “Friendship is the foundation of a good marriage,” she’d said piously. “When the going gets tough, remember why you chose him in the first place.” She wondered what her friend would make of this.


  “My butt’s fine,” she murmured, cracking one eye open. It was still dark. She hated how her body betrayed her, reacted to his clumsy seduction after all that had happened between them.


  “You didn’t ask how my cock feels.” Michael prompted. Why did he have to be so coarse? Their marriage wasn’t perfect, but she deserved a little respect, consideration. They’d started out as friends, added sex, then matrimony. Now it had morphed into a different thing altogether. And she was stuck in it, like a fossil in the tar pits.


  Hannah fought her way from sleep, through drowsiness, to wakefulness like a diver pushing through heavy water desperate for air. She didn’t have to ask how Michael’s penis felt. His engorged flesh eagerly probed her back, her butt, and her legs.


  “How does it feel?” she whispered, eyeing the bedside clock. It wasn’t even five in the morning. The bright Southern California sun hadn’t yet stolen the darkness from the room.


   “Very lonely,” he said. Hannah could hear a pout in his voice. The squeak of the metal springs and the rhythmic movement of the mattress told her that Michael’s hand was keeping his organ company. “C’mon, turn over and take off your shirt.”


  Her weak flesh responded, while her stronger mind rebelled. Hannah knew she should have been more excited, more responsive, desired him like real wives wanted their husbands. Guilt flooded her veins. Her husband wanted her, and she didn’t want him back. Hannah scooted away from her husband to the very edge of their bed. If this was all there was to marriage, she didn’t want any part of it anymore. Michael didn’t even try. Would it kill him to kiss her, light a few candles, tell her she was beautiful? The thought of thirty more years of frat boy groping killed any stirring he’d aroused.


  Saying yes, pulling up her shirt, spreading her legs—that would be the easy thing. But Hannah was done. She was tired of being her husband’s glorified whore. The finality of her decision made her next words come easy.


  “So this is foreplay?” she asked, unable to keep the disgust from her voice.


  Her remark hit the intended target. Cool air raised the gooseflesh on her naked legs and exposed back as Michael threw off the goose down duvet and stalked toward the bathroom. 


  “This is marriage?” he threw back at her. Michael’s anger surprised her. He never fought back, just stalked off to finish the job himself. “You think I like having to beg my wife to touch me? To make me feel good?”


  He was right, damn him. He couldn’t know that she’d learned to steel herself against his touch. Guilt and obligation took the place of desire now. “You’re right, Michael. This isn’t a marriage. I don’t think we can go on like this.” There was no point in pointing fingers or placing blame. Reasoning with him hadn’t worked no matter how many times she’d tried. Hannah knew what she had to do. She had made the decision to marry someone she wasn’t in love with, and they’d both paid the price.


  “God damn it, Hannah. Why do you make this so hard? I wanted a little quickie. You wouldn’t have to do anything but lie there. This could have been a win-win morning. But you have to go make everything an all or nothing decision.” He slammed the door. The angry squeak of the shower knobs and the unnecessary banging of razor against sink comforted her. He wouldn’t be back in the bed today. She’d escaped for the moment.


  ***


  Pulling suitcases from the walk-in closet, and angrily tossing in random clothes and underwear, Hannah couldn’t help comparing herself to some past-her-peak actress on a bad Lifetime movie racing against time and bad music before the battering husband returned home. She stilled her movements, and sat on the bed pulling the cool, salt-tinged air into her lungs. Her life wasn’t a burning bed situation. Between the move to the suburbs with all the consumer trappings, her change in career, and the relentless pressure she and Michael put on themselves to conceive a baby, Hannah’s life felt wrong. The unexplained infertility that had weighed upon them was a godsend now. She couldn’t bring a baby into this hot mess of a marriage. She’d been that child. Been there, done that, had the psychiatric scars to prove it. An innocent baby deserved more.


  With less urgency, she finished packing her bags. Hannah glanced outside. Still early, the sun hadn’t yet burned the marine layer from the sky. She’d already done the research. Made all the calls. Ignored her friend’s advice to try to work it out. If she left now, she could make it to Oregon in about twelve hours. Her friend’s words echoed. “Once you decide, there won’t be any turning back.” Now that she knew what she had to do—leave Michael—she couldn’t undo it. She couldn’t go back to playing the dutiful and pliant wife, even if she wanted to.


  Hannah’s nine-month old Lab mix puppy Cody sniffed around her bags, his tail twitching nervously. Any disruption in the order of his life, threw Cody off. She’d never met a creature so hewn to routine.


  She sifted through the fine hairs on the dog’s smooth black head. “Don’t worry, I’m not leaving you behind.”


  Cody’s tongue left a wet trail on her palm. She took that as a sign of approval.


  Bags loaded in the car, Hannah came back to the bedroom. Cody, unsure of what was going to happen next, jumped around her legs. Nudging him to his bed, she fished through her nightstand looking for the note she’d written out weeks before. Her fingers found the smooth surface of the cream envelope she’d addressed with one word: Michael.


  Lifting the flap, Hannah shook the thick card, embossed with her name along the top, onto the bed, slowly turning it over. 


  Michael,


  I’m going away for a few days. I need time and space to think about our future. Cody’s with me.


  Love,


  Hannah


  She hoped Michael didn’t notice the odd way the ‘v’ in ‘love’ folded in on itself. Hannah had debated for days on whether to keep that word in the carefully thought out missive. The strong black script disappeared one line at a time when Hannah put the card back in the envelope, and propped the note against the pillows. She patted her thigh and Cody got up from the spot he’d taken up by the French doors. His tail wagged, ready for an adventure. Without a backward glance, Hannah closed the bedroom door.


   


  “It’s not you. It’s me.” Michael’s voice burst the bubble of solitude that had cushioned Hannah for the last seven hours.


  Hannah let out a long sigh. “What did Dr. Stern say?”


  Rustling papers crackled through the car’s speakers. In her mind’s eye, she could see Michael sitting hunched over his desk reading from his carefully organized notes. “He called it immunological infertility,” he said, stumbling over the alliteration.


  “What does that mean?” Why couldn’t Michael ever spell anything out without a nine-hundred-word recitation? If she came back, would they ever be able to have a baby?


  “He said that my immune system is attacking my sperm. Treating them like a foreign invader, like it would treat a bacteria or virus.”


  “I guess I can stop taking Clomid,” she said, relieved to drop that last pretense. Undecided about their future, she’d taken the drugs to mask her indecision. Michael was silent. The dog’s panting and the whomp of the tires on the nearly deserted freeway filled the car with white noise. Hannah searched for the right thing to say. “Can this be fixed?”


  More silence. Hannah glanced at the Bluetooth display on the dashboard to make sure the call had not been dropped. Nope, three solid blue bars. 


  Michael’s answer came on a whoosh of breath. “There aren’t really any standard treatments. The cause is unknown. So, the cures are experimental. The doctor mentioned one treatment that involved a high dose of steroids. But the side effects would be bad and the chances of pregnancy not much better.”


  “I’m really sorry, Michael.” He had wanted a child as badly as she did. Hannah knew now that she would never have a baby with him. But, she hoped he could find someone else to have a family with one day.


  “It’s okay. Don’t divorce me over this,” he added only half-jokingly.


  Hannah glanced at her left ring finger bare of its two-carat engagement ring and its companion wedding band. She had slipped the small gold circles from her fingers a few minutes into the trip before fate put this final nail in the coffin. 


  Hannah looked around, not having a clue in hell where she was. “Look, I’m still on the road, so I’ll give you a call later tonight, and we can figure out what to do next. Okay?”


  “Love you, Hannah,” Michael said solemnly before disconnecting the call.


  For a few impossibly long seconds, the road blurred in front of Hannah. Her marriage was really over. The end of something she’d put so much time, and hope into made her heartsick. But his news solidified the decision to leave Michael. She hadn’t married him for his sperm, exactly. She had reached thirty-five and looked around, and decided to settle down. Hannah had truly loved him—in her own way. 


  Marrying one of her closest friends had seemed like such a reasonable idea. Hannah and Michael had met in New York in the heyday of their twenties, and after all the assholes had left her high and dry in her thirties, Michael was still around. And, most of her friends were married. Hannah had lived long enough to realize that she was never going to have the glamorous, worldly life that she expected, so she had made an adult decision. 


  She’d married Michael hoping to create the stability she’d never had as a child. If the world wasn’t going to give her fireworks and sparks, at least she could have good enough. Looking around at her college girlfriends and their sports watching, weight gaining, workaholic husbands, good enough was more than most women got. Guilt flattened the bubble of giddy elation that started rising in her chest. Hannah mentally shoved Michael right out of her mind, vowing to think about the future she wanted, not the past she’d left behind in Newport Beach. 


  She fiddled with the car controls and put on her favorite Shay Morrison CD, Scarlet Lady, and sang until her throat was hoarse. Hannah had stopped singing when she’d married Michael. He’d called her passion impractical. But she’d missed expressing her feelings this way. She looked around. All that singing and she’d gotten lost. How long was an album, an hour, an hour and a half?


  Where in the heck was she? She’d wanted to be near the ocean. Realizing she hadn’t seen the green spade shaped sign designating the California One for some time, Hannah took her eyes off the relatively empty road to look more closely at the car’s onboard navigation, to no avail. The point and click computer mouse like device that had seemed so futuristic at the dealership was of no help in figuring out where in the hell she was. But all these redwoods and not a lick of sand meant one thing. She’d lost the ocean again. 


  Hannah looked at the map one more time, but the colors, lines and squiggles meant nothing to her. Maybe she should pull over and figure it out. She wasn’t a man. She would pull over and ask for directions at the first gas station or convenience store she saw. Skip the help, the sound of Cody’s retching from the back of the car made pulling over right now a necessity. She should have known it was coming. The last few hours after passing the bustle of San Francisco and Marin County found the Sheprador looking a little green around the gills. The floppy-eared black and white dog, who’d always loved a car ride, wasn’t looking so happy-go-lucky anymore. Wrenching the steering wheel to the right, Hannah sped down a random exit ramp off the 101 freeway, spraying gravel as she braked the SUV at the next turn out. She hoped she didn’t ding the paint. With her luck, she would ruin the car that she and Michael had only leased. 


  Hitching the purple nylon leash to the dog’s collar, Hannah helped Cody leap out of the car – in time. The dog upchucked the all-organic biscuits she’d bought at a pet boutique earlier in the day. Queasy herself, Hannah empathized with Cody. The combination of coffee shop muffin, the never-ending drive, and conversation with Michael, did not settle her stomach.


  A few miles later, Cody forced Hannah to make another emergency stop on the shoulder of the freeway. He must have been at the end of his rope because thick yellow bile was all that came up before the dog shuddered with dry heaves. When Cody’s face lost the vomit grimace, she plotted her next move. The dog was not having a good time. But there was no turning back now. If she found somewhere to stop for the night or two, maybe she could even out the dog’s system. She hadn’t made a reservation because the Oregon cabin owners said they were nowhere near being overbooked. Looking at her watch, Hannah realized she had been standing next to her car for ten minutes and she hadn’t seen more than a handful of cars drive by. Northern California was not as traffic choked as San Francisco had been. She hoped there was some semblance of civilization, namely a vet, out here. 


  Hannah pulled her smartphone from the car’s console and typed ‘veterinarian,’ into the search box. She waved the phone through the air, and got a signal. Only one vet came up in nearby Garberville. She’d never heard of the place, but assumed it was a town of at least two people – the vet, and a guy with a cow, who needed the vet.


  Cody, now slightly foul smelling, jumped into the SUV on shaky legs. She navigated over to the address of the vet, glad the car’s fancy computer at least worked this time. Pulling up in the parking lot, she was surprised how little the building differed from her vet in Newport Beach. The building was slightly more rustic, wood paneled instead of stuccoed, but it looked large, and well lit. Hannah took the first calming breath of the day. A vet who took pains with appearances would probably treat her dog well.


  No receptionist stood behind the Formica and wood front desk. Not a lot of black granite here to impress pet lovers with open wallets. Hannah checked her watch against the hours posted on the door to make sure the clinic was still open. She hoped they didn’t close early.


  “Hello?” she called out tentatively.


  “Back here,” a deep male voice called back. “Just a second.”


  Cody slumped under her legs, lethargic. Hannah looked in the dog’s miserable eyes. He couldn’t die on her on this trip. That would be too much.


  A tall, broad shouldered, dark-haired man robed in a white lab coat emerged from an unseen side door.


  “Doctor Cooper.” He extended his hand. Hannah thrust out her hand to shake his, her bangles jingling, but the doctor ignored her hand, instead leaning down to pet the dog. “How can I help you?” he asked the dog, raising his voice a few octaves. “What do we have here, buddy? You don’t look so great. Let’s get you into a room and get a closer look at you.”


  At Dr. Cooper’s command, Cody, who could barely raise his head a minute before, roused himself and followed the doctor with a loyalty he usually reserved for those he knew well. Man and dog went through a door into a sterile looking examination room. With little choice but to follow, Hannah pulled her tired body from the wooden bench and brought up the rear.


  When the vet finally looked at her, Hannah felt her butt hit the chair before she realized that she’d nearly lost her balance. Infinitely grateful the plastic bucket seat in the corner caught her, because she had landed hard enough for it to sting. Her stomach roiled, her hands shook, and her ears rang. Only one other time had an attraction so instant or intense shot through her like this. Twenty years ago she’d come undone when Lucas walked into freshman orientation. 


  Hannah hadn’t thought it was humanly possible to feel this way again. She would be hard pressed to explain it to anyone, but something about Dr. Cooper made her want to know him more—a lot more. Her hair bounced around her face as she shook the inappropriate feelings away. Years of tamping down unwanted feelings finally did something more than give her an ulcer. After following her heart that first time with Lucas, she only used her head when it came to matters of the heart. Craving Dr. Cooper was not in the plan. 


  Oblivious to her discomfort, the vet guided Cody onto the stainless steel table, using a foot pedal to operate the hydraulic pump. The lift hissed as the dog glided to the doctor’s waist level.


  He finally extended a hand to her. “I’m Dr. Ben Cooper.” She shook it dumbly, suddenly embarrassed by the jangling bracelets that had seemed so cool this morning. She and Johnny Depp were too old for so much wrist jewelry. “Sorry there was no one upfront. Doris left early to pick up her sick grandson from school.”


  Dr. Cooper was too much to take in all at once. He had longish, brown wavy hair, broad shoulders, deep bass voice, and eyes blue gray like the winter ocean. If she could draw, this was the dream man she would have rendered. Until now, the idea of a soul mate had been a cliché. In a few seconds, that cliché had become a very real possibility. The sense that she needed to touch this man was spilling over her again like an ocean wave. Hannah tried shaking her head again like a dog with a flea, but it didn’t work a second time to clear her head. Maybe if she could think of something inconsequential to say, she would stop feeling so awkward. 


  “Um, the dog seems to be under the weather.” Forget Oregon, her next stop should be ‘Obvious Anonymous.’


  Dr. Cooper looked at her like she was someone’s doddering old aunt. Sympathetic smile lines crinkled around his eyes. He started speaking while checking the dog’s ears, eyes, and gums. “Let me guess. This guy is Max? Jake?”


  She shook her head, a small smile starting to crease her full lips. He could guess until the cows came home. He would never figure out the unique name she’d given her dog.


  “Bailey?” She shook her head again, smiling broadly now. “Cody?”


  Hannah gasped in surprise. “Fuck.” She clapped her hands over her potty mouth. “Sorry. How did you know?” She’d removed the dog’s tags at the same time she’d stashed her rings. The constant clinking of metal against metal would have driven her crazy for two long days in the car.


  Dr. Cooper paused in his examination of the dog, moving around the table to close the door behind her. Her whole body tingled in the very small exam room. He gently touched her shoulder, directing her to look at the back of the door. Affixed to the wood door, with yellowing tape, was a ragged page, torn from a magazine. On it was a chart – one column pink, the other blue. 


  “The most popular dog names in the English speaking world,” he said. The deep timber of his voice seemed to vibrate in her own chest with his body mere inches from hers.


  “Oh.” Oh? Was that the best she could come up with? It was rare that fate, or God, or the universe or whatever plopped a man like this right down in front of a woman—and the best she could come up with was, ‘Oh?’


  He walked back around the table, pulling the stethoscope from his neck. Placing the metal disk against the dog’s chest, he listened.


  “Is he going to be okay?” she asked, suddenly finding her full speaking voice.


  “Cody is going to be fine,” he pronounced, winding the stethoscope back around his neck, finished with his cursory examination. Surely, they had blood tests and x-ray machines up here.


  “What’s wrong with him?” she asked, genuinely perplexed. “He’s always seemed so happy.”


  “Motion sickness,” he said matter-of-factly.


  Who knew? “Is there some kind of doggy Dramamine I can give him?”


  He looked offended by the question. “Well, there are tranquilizers that we can prescribe for necessary travel. In your case, I’d recommend not driving long distances with the dog.”


  “That’s going to be difficult,” she said, Oregon’s plains beckoning.


  “Are you from San Francisco or Marin?” he asked, giving her no time to answer. “You can turn around and take him home, maybe fly to wherever you’re going,” he said as if she were driving the dog to the gallows, not the next state.


  “I’ve driven all the way from the O.C. Turning around would probably take twice as long as getting to where I’m going.”


  Something seemed to close in him. His open manner and friendliness vanished. “Figures. You have that kind of vibe,” he said.


  What in the hell had happened? “What kind of vibe is that?” Did she sound as offended as she felt? Hannah wanted to be on Dr. Ben Cooper’s good side. “I was planning on heading to Oregon.” That had to be a more acceptable vibe than Newport Beach.


  “What’s up there? If you don’t mind my asking.” His nice-guy tone was back, and she was pushed off kilter again. This was why relationships based on the head worked better than those based on the heart. She hated that damned push/pull feeling when a guy really got to her. 


  “Nothing, I hope. I need some time to reevaluate my life. Thought I’d head up to a ranch in Bly, maybe Ashland. See where things go from there.” Struck dumb one minute, diarrhea of the mouth the next. Well, this was going badly on all counts. It was time to pay, leave, and figure it out for herself.


  “So you’re not going to see anything or anyone in particular?”


  “Does that make a difference?” Were his questions out of concern for the dog or had he gone stalker on her? That was one way to kill the romantic feeling. 


  “Well, since your dog is sick and all, have you considered stopping here for a while? This is a very nice, low-key resort area, you know.”


  “And where is ‘here’ exactly?” This little hamlet did not scream tourist mecca by any means. On her quick drive along the main drag, it had looked any small town in California – dotted with wood frame and stucco buildings, a couple of cafes, a movie theater, and a lot of free parking. No spas. No luxury bed and breakfasts with smartly painted signs. Sausalito, it was not.


  “Here is Garberville, population nine hundred, give or take. But twenty five miles to the west is Shelter Cove.” He paused as if she should know what that was. “Have you heard of The Lost Coast?” He paused again, and this time she shook her head with lack of recognition. 


  “No,” she finally said aloud, probably sounding full of southern California snobbery. “Do you think Cody will get better over the next couple of days?”


  “As long as he stays put,” Ben said. “He’s going to get a little worse, before he gets better.”


  “Why?”


  “The road to the coast is a little windy,” he said.


  She was vacillating. Perhaps a stay in Shelter Cove would involve a little more get to know Ben Cooper time. Making major life decisions could involve meeting a new man, right? Maybe her new path should be a little more heart centered. Relying on her head had landed her Michael, after all.


  Sensing her indecision, he went in for the kill. “My parents rent their house for vacations. It happens to be vacant right now. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind you staying. Plus, they’re one of only a few rentals that allow pets.”


  Message received. If she were any kind of good dog owner, then she’d stop the driving, camp out in Shelter Cove, and get her shit together. She looked into those sweet brown eyes, and gave Cody the thumbs up. She’d do it.


  “Okay, I’m in—for Cody’s sake.”


  Ben Cooper looked at the large stainless steel watch on his wrist. “I’ll tell you what. I can close up shop here. Let me check on a couple of things, then you can follow me.”


  “Do you need to give your parents a call?”


  “Nah, I’ll do it later tonight. There’s no hurry. No one is beating down the door. Tourism slows down in September. Coastal winter trips aren’t very popular.”


  Hannah watched Ben’s back as he retreated somewhere into the recesses of the clinic. She showed herself back to the waiting room, where a young blond girl had taken over counter duty. She paid the bill, glad they’d taken her platinum card, and grabbed a spot on a bench outside. Cody seemed happier out of the car. His nose was upturned taking in the scents moving on the air currents. She sighed, feeling more settled, knowing that she’d have a chance to unpack and think about the decisions she had to make. She had to figure out how to tell Michael she was leaving, once and for all. And she needed to make a plan, sooner, rather than later.


  ***


  Dr. Ben Cooper took off his lab coat and hung it on the hook on the back of his office door exchanging it for his favorite leather jacket. What in the hell was he doing? His parents had closed up their vacation house for the winter. They no longer bothered with the sporadic rentals they got late in the year. And pets? He didn’t know their pet policy. They liked dogs as much as the next person, but he wasn’t sure they wanted a fifty-pound puppy roaming around their house and yard. His key was for emergencies. A nauseated dog did not qualify as any kind of emergency. 


  Ben zipped the close-fitting jacket, and ran a hand through his too-long hair, then glanced in the large rectangular mirror a previous vet, a rather vain southern California transplant, had affixed to the wall. He smoothed down the hair he’d ruffled. No reason for his hair to be standing on end when he went back to the waiting room. 


  Why was he doing this? He’d sworn off this kind of woman. Two long years with perpetual shopper Samara had weaned him from flashy women. O.C. Hannah was cut from the same mold. Her BMW, Louis Vuitton purse, Juicy sweats and gold bangles told him all he needed to know about her. It was no matter that her tall, lithe form had awakened his libido from hibernation.


  Despite all the warning signs of her shallow, flighty nature, his heart sank when he came up front. One of his veterinary assistants, Joy, was behind the counter. Other than her female presence, the vast room was empty save for the smell of disinfectant layered over stale urine. He gave Joy instructions on the one cat who was going to be hospitalized overnight, and strode outside, relieved that Hannah had probably made the decision for him.


  But there she was, sitting on the bench, long legs outstretched, frowning at her phone.


  “So?” she asked, pursing her full lips. “Which car is yours?”


  He pointed to the plain vanilla, none too clean, Ford Explorer in the lot. Ben looked at her, waiting for her look of disappointment that he wasn’t driving something more her speed. It didn’t come.


  “I’ll follow you, then?” she said, gathering up the dog’s leash.


  Ben stepped in her path. He kept his arms at his sides, resisting the urge to touch her—one time. “Why don’t I take Cody? I have a harness and gated area set up in the back for carrying animals. He’ll be more stable this way, and less likely to get sick on the ride.” He looked at her dubious expression. “You okay with that?”


  “I guess so.” She took out her phone, again, tapping the screen. The damned thing was encased in rhinestones. Nothing escaped her universe of bling. “Give me your number in case we get separated.”


  Ben held up his hands in supplication. “I don’t have a phone.”


   “Well it’s nice to meet you, Mr. Twentieth Century.” Hannah held out her hand again in mock greeting. He clasped it, even though her gesture was rhetorical. She pulled back like he’d burned her. “I guess I’ll follow you then.” She stalked off to her car, hopped in and started the engine. The waistband of her cropped jacket and the cut low-rise pants revealed a strip of warm looking tawny skin that he watched rabidly before his eyes skidded lower. He snatched a baseball cap from the passenger side of the car and pulled the brim low. Why was he looking at her ass? Why was he thinking about her in any way other than a dog owner?


  Ben strapped Cody in, careful to ensure the dog’s movement would be minimal in the car. He took a few seconds to massage the dog between the last few ribs, an acupressure point known to relieve nausea. Hannah had started her car, and was tapping incessantly at the phone again. This was why he didn’t have one of the blasted things anymore. It took over a person’s life. 


  A cell phone had put him at everyone’s beck and call, mostly Samara’s. He had received a never-ending stream of texts from his wife asking where he was, and what he was doing. It had been maddening. Then there were the assistants at his old Mill Valley office who viewed every flea and tick as life or death, and had to call him or text him about it. He was glad to be rid of the albatross.


  He pulled out onto the road, signaling well before turns and making sure the BMW was always in his rearview mirror. It was hard to miss the car with the rhinestone license plate holder, glinting in the late afternoon sun. A few turns later, they’d passed through Redway, the last populated area before they reached the cove. Without much traffic going in either direction, he focused less on making sure Hannah was behind him. With nothing but open road and fifty minutes in front of him, Ben’s thoughts closed in on him.


  Ben’s hand scraped against late afternoon stubble. Checking to make sure Hannah was behind him, he caught a glance at his forty-year-old face in the rearview mirror. Meeting his own eyes told him what he already knew. He was too old for this. Despite all his vows of celibacy and abstinence, and his dedication to the solitary life, he was attracted to Hannah. Why, was what he needed to ask himself? What was he doing having this woman set up house less than a stone’s throw away from his fortress of solitude? 


  After his divorce from Samara, he’d quit the rat race. He’d sold the fancy house in Tiburon, and his share of the gold plated Marin County practice catering to the toy dogs of the wealthy. When his parents bought a retirement home in Shelter Cove, he followed right behind them, like a rudderless teenager. He never suspected they’d be gone a year later, missing the collegiality of Davis, where they’d lived for much of his life. But once he’d settled in, he found he craved, no needed the isolation that the Lost Coast provided.


  Celibacy hadn’t been kind to Ben. As he steered into a brief straightaway, his hand drifted from the steering wheel toward his cock, already semi-hard with the thought of touching that smooth swath of skin Hannah had exposed. Just as he got close enough to his zipper to ease some of his suffering, he lost control of the truck, swerving into and out of a particularly curvy section of the road. Hannah slammed on her brakes, missing his chrome bumper by inches. 


  Great. The last thing he needed was a rollover. This could be a dangerous road, even to the familiar. He raised a hand in apology, and he focused on putting both hands back on the wheel for the duration of the drive. If Cody got sick all over his car, he’d look like an even bigger fool than he already felt.


  With his mind focused solely on driving, the remainder of the trip went more smoothly. He pulled up to the driveway of his parents’ wood-sided house, its blue paint weathered gray from constant sea exposure. Only a garage door and narrow front door faced the street. This side of the house was no more than an undignified entryway into a house dedicated to its view of the ocean. Hannah pulled up next to him. She swiped at her phone, making no move to get out. Ben shook his head in resignation. Maybe she really did need a vacation. 


  He leaned down and fumbled under the seat until he located the extra remote control and house keys. Squeaking and rumbling, the heavy wood door opened, revealing a large empty space. Hannah eased her SUV into the garage. She met him by the front door, no less alluring than she’d been an hour before. Only this time, instead of being overwhelmed by the glitz and noise of her jewelry, he actually looked at her, trying to figure out what about her was making him crazy.


  Hannah’s actual ethnic makeup was ambiguous, not that it mattered. Her smooth skin was a lovely golden hue. She was tall and slender, her head reaching his shoulders. Her hair came a little past her own shoulders. It was light brown and curly with blond highlights. He suspected the color wasn’t real, but didn’t care. She was getting under his skin. Maybe if he touched her once, or kissed her twice, he would have enough to take to bed and fantasize about. Kissing or a little making out did not mean he’d have to walk down the aisle.


  Ben’s problem was that he’d always taken dating and relationships too seriously. After his divorce his friends had urged him to take advantage of the hot and cold running women who were impressed with the ‘Dr.’ before his name, no matter that his patients were of the four-legged variety. But he didn’t like casual sex and liked gold diggers even less. He had to admit his friends from college and vet school sure looked like they were having a lot more fun with a lot less heartache. Seeking solo satisfaction was boring him to death. Hannah was only here for a week at the most. Maybe he could get her to drop her phone long enough to consider a little fun. After all, a little bit of fun did not equal commitment.


  ***


   “So, this is it,” Ben said gesturing at the nondescript house on Sea Court.


  “Are you sure this will be okay with your parents?” Hannah asked. “When Cody feels a little better, he will be an energetic adolescent.”


  Ben nodded, sorting through a few keys before finding the right one to open the front door. Chivalrously, he gestured for her to enter first. Being so near, and smelling the faint lingering odor of his soap and something else she was certain was unique to Ben, threw her for a loop. She urged Cody in first, and then stepped into the foyer. The street side of the house didn’t do it justice. There were few walls downstairs or up, and sunlight flooded in from the huge windows facing the ocean. The house was directly on the beach. The smallest strip of land separated the wood floors, glass windows, and teak deck from the churning waters of the Pacific Ocean.


  “Wow, this is so cool. This is exactly what I need. Please let me know how much I’m going to owe your parents.”


  “I’ll get your bags.”


  Hannah hesitated, hating to use him like this without any recompense. Vets weren’t supposed to be tipped, were they? “They’re in the back.”


  The picture windows drew her to them. They set at forty-five degree angles to maximize the light spilling into the house. She lived very near the ocean in Newport, but it was nothing compared to this. Here the shore was all dark and imposing. The waves pounded their way to shore washing over the smooth rocks, before making their way back to the deeper ocean. It would be easy sleeping with the constant drumbeat of the ocean to drown out her sorrows.


  Hannah started when the door slammed, the ocean having lulled her into some sort of meditative state. Ben bustled in carrying her two duffel bags and her tote.


  “You don’t travel light.”


  “There is dog food in there. I didn’t know if they’d have his grain-free brand in Oregon, and I didn’t want Cody to get sick.”


  “I’ll take these upstairs and show you the rest of the house.” She followed him up the staircase. The landing was all railing on one side, the cathedral ceiling soaring even up here. Three doors faced them. Ben opened the third, and plopped her bags on the bed. “This is the master.” He pointed to a richly stained wood door to the right of the bed. “That’s the bathroom. There’s a Jacuzzi in there.”


  She opened one of the bags and took out a ceramic bowl and the large bag of dog food. He stopped moving and looked at her for a second. He came closer, blatant attraction in his eyes. Despite the fact that she was in a strange house with a man she’d only met hours ago, she wasn’t the least bit afraid of him. She was scared of herself. Frightened by the feelings he so quickly and easily roused in her. The kind of feelings a married woman should ignore.


  He cupped her cheek with his open palm. If he leaned in to kiss her, she’d let him. She would. Why not? It wasn’t often in life that instant chemistry came along. It was too rare a feeling to dismiss. To her disappointment, his hand fell away and he took a step back.


  “Should I put some food down?”


  “No. Dogs are meant to fast every once in a while. He’ll be fine until tomorrow. Give him some time to get his system on an even keel.”


   “What about us humans?” She didn’t want him to leave. 


  “Mom is careful to empty the fridge. You won’t be able to shop until tomorrow.”


  “So?” she prompted.


   “There are two restaurants in town, The Cove on Seal, and the Chart Room on Wave.”


  Some developer had taken the cutesy names a little too far. “I’ve already forgotten what I saw on the street sign. Are we on Sea or Sail?”


  His smile was reluctant. “We’re on Sea Court. Anyway, neither one is open every day.” He looked at his watch. “It’s Friday, The Cove is open. They have pretty good seafood.”


  The phone almost vibrated itself out of Hannah’s jacket pocket. She ignored it. “Are you going to let me go alone?” Why beat around the bush? She wanted his company for a couple of hours more.


  Hannah could see the vacillation in the way Ben’s jaw muscles worked. She was used to that push-pull with men, but she always got her way. Dr. Ben Cooper was no different. The power of the pussy, whether women admitted to it or not, worked nearly one hundred percent of the time. Men could never resist the idea that sex may be dessert.


  He blew out a breath, then threw his keys up in the air and caught them. “I’ll drive.”


  “Will the dog be okay here?”


  “As long as he’s house trained, he should be fine. Do you have something for him to chew?”


  Hannah fished through one of her bags and pulled out a bigger ceramic bowl, and a hard rubber chew toy. She trotted down the stairs into the kitchen as if she owned the place, and filled the bowl with water. Confidence was one of her greatest assets. Cody drank thirstily. She sprayed some kind of peanut butter concoction into the toy, and the Cody happily grabbed it and flopped down in front of one of the picture windows. He’d be fine. 


  With nothing more to do, she followed Ben to the front door. He opened the door of his car for her, and she hefted herself in as gracefully as was possible with a running board and high-heeled wedges involved.


  It felt like they’d pulled into the inn’s parking lot before she’d finished buckling her seat belt. The town was miniscule.


  “Wow, I didn’t realize it was so close. We could have walked.”


  Helping her out of the car, he looked pointedly at the four inch sandals.


  “I do have other shoes.” She looked at her hand. He hadn’t let go even as he awkwardly locked the car with the other hand. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to let go either.


  “I thought nobody walked in Southern California.” 


  She looked in his eyes, and saw that he’d made a joke. Slowly but surely, he was thawing. “We don’t want to risk our lives walking along a six lane road to get from one strip mall to the next.” 


  A chuckle escaped his lips. He held the door open. An older gray-haired woman with a smart haircut greeted Ben warmly, and led them to an ocean side table. Their table was the quietest in the place. Ben watched the water beat against the rocks, though the view wasn’t very different from the one at his parent’s house. Ben spoke, eyes turned toward the foam on the jetty. “It’s always amazed me how water can wear out anything on earth. It’s absolutely necessary for animal physiology. Neither we nor our dogs or cats could survive without it. But it can take away life in a heartbeat.”


  He finally tore his eyes away from a view he must have seen nearly every day of his life. “What are you running away from?”


  The owner made a special trip to their table, leaning in, saving her from answering. She spoke softly. “Dr. Cooper, I’m sorry to say we’re putting out a fire in the kitchen.”


  “Literally?”


  “Yes. An actual fire.”


  “Georgia,” Ben said, halfway out of his seat. “Anything I can do to help?” Georgia waved him down.


  “Sit, sit. Can we come back to you guys in twenty minutes? I only ask because you’re a regular.” She gestured at the rest of the room. “The tourists wouldn’t understand.”


  “Take your time.”


  Georgia blew out a breath, relieved. “Wine’s on the house.” The owner darted away to have whispered conversations with another table. 


  “You’re a regular?” Hannah asked.


  “I don’t have the dexterity to cook on surgery days,” he said, flexing his capable looking hands. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  Michael came unbidden to her mind. She pushed thoughts of her husband away. “I, uh, made a few missteps. I’m not where I thought I’d be.”


  He raised a single perfectly arched eyebrow. “Which was?” Eyes the color of a stormy ocean zeroed in on her like lasers. Hannah tried not to squirm in her chair. She wished he’d turn back to the ocean. She needed that free wine, now.


  “Art. I used to have a photography studio in L.A.”


  “What did you take pictures of?”


  “I shot faces.” A scene of them alone on the beach, him, her and her camera unspooled in her mind. “I’d love to shoot yours,” she said, lowering her voice deliberately. 


  “This ancient mug?” Ben scratched at his cheeks self-consciously. Didn’t he know how good looking he was?


  “I’ve done a thousand pretty boys and even more beautiful women.” She searched his face with her eyes, instead of giving in to her desire to trace his features. “You have character, and good looks. It’s a rare combination.” Nerves shot through her like adrenaline. Where was that wine?


  “Why are we here?” When she didn’t answer, he prompted further. “Together?”


  Her hold on him was slipping. She wanted nothing more than to tie him to his seat. Make him see her. “I wanted dinner, remember?” she said lightly. When he didn’t respond, she went for the truth. Hannah was too old to mince words. She didn’t want to play games. “I’m not going to beat around the bush. I’m attracted to you.” Her brown eyes caught his gray.


  “Everything you want is not something you should have,” he said, cryptic.


  “Does that mean dinner is off-limits? I wasn’t proposing marriage, here.”


  “Can I be frank?” He said in a tone that told her she probably wanted anything other than barefaced honesty from him. She lifted her hands in an ‘if you must’ gesture. “You’re not my type. I’ve been on this ride before and I’d rather not do it again.”


  Hannah had never thought of herself as anything but attractive. But, she’d been on this ride herself. It was time to pull the plug. She gathered her purse. She could find her way back on foot, even if they were shod in four-inch cork sandals. “Got it. You don’t date black women.”


   


  2


  Hannah was out the door before the waitress made it to their table with the much needed wine. Stomping all the way to his parents’ house, she chided herself for the foolish behavior. Her attraction to Dr. Ben Cooper withered like a leaf of a neglected plant. Just when she thought the world had advanced. Just when she thought the election of America’s first biracial president had opened people’s hearts, here she was flying in the face good old fashioned prejudice. Living in liberal southern California had made her careless. Lessons she’d learned growing up on the east coast came back to her like a slap in the face.


  The phone buzzed again in her pocket after she closed the front door of the house behind her. She turned it off and threw it on one of the room’s easy chairs. No Michael. Not now. If she talked to him, she knew she’d be lured right back into the marriage trap. Granted, his infertility announcement had come at a really bad time. And she didn’t want him to think she was leaving him because he couldn’t get her pregnant. But Hannah didn’t have it in her to soothe his wounded pride, with her own in tatters. 


  She took off her jacket, and curled up on the couch pulling a hand-knitted throw around her suddenly chilled body. Cody, sensing her disquiet, stopped his gnawing, and jumped up next to her, resting his chin on her lap. She looked into his soulful brown eyes and thanked God that not every creature on earth judged her based on her looks.


  The hypnotic sound of the ocean must have lulled her into a doze. Hannah grasped her stomach as it growled, assuming that was what had awoken her. She stood up and stretched, taking a mental inventory of what edible non-canine food she might have stashed in her luggage, when she heard the door jiggle. Cody raised an ear, but nary a hackle.


  Ben stepped in, carrying a large paper bag in each hand.


  “What…?” her voice faltered.


  “Geez, Hannah, you got me all wrong.” He dropped the bags, and pulled her forward, kissing her full on the mouth. It was what she’d wanted a few hours before: warm hands pulling her face to his, hot breath scented with cloves, soft lips against hers. She wanted to melt into this embrace, and then remembered what had happened less than a mile from here.


  She pushed hard against his chest, breaking off a kiss. “Hvad fanden? I wasn’t looking for a consolation prize.” Attraction and desire warred with anger within her. The sound of ripping paper filled the empty room.


  He stepped back, looked down, and snatched the bags from the dog’s nosey investigation.


  “What did you say?”


  “I said I am not anyone’s experiment. If you don’t want me, that’s fine. I’m not a child.” She’d meant to say like, but that want thing had slipped out of her mouth entirely on its own.


  “No, the other thing.”


  “Sorry,” she paused, and shook her head, off kilter again. Hannah wanted to slap herself. She had a rule about apologizing. Not wanting to appear weak, she never did it. She hated that he tossed her off her usually even keel. She made a point of being the most self-assured and confident person in any room. Then it hit her, he must be talking about her language choice. “I sometimes swear in Danish.” She often lapsed into her mother’s tongue under stress. 


  He stacked the bags on the counter far from the dog’s seeking nose.


  “I think we need to start over.” He thrust out his hand. “I’m Dr. Ben Cooper, vet, Shelter Cove resident, and a guy who’s really attracted to you.” 
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