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And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.


—Anaïs Nin
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An errant breeze unfurled her loosely belted robe as Jess dipped down to pick up the newspaper snagged between budding azalea branches near the front step. She savored the touch of her nakedness as she retied her robe and smiled, rested after the deep sleep that always followed making love with Arthur. His arrival in the early-morning hours after a late flight home had been a surprise. She remembered how her skin had tingled as she’d woken to his touch, their bodies instantly aroused, hungry to satisfy themselves and each other. It had been awhile but worth the wait. She pondered the possibility that the sex had been good because no words had been spoken, body language all they had needed. Of late, that was the safest communication between them.


She went back inside, started coffee, and considered the rare luxury of the Saturday ahead: their son, Tom, away at baseball camp; their daughter, Beth, off at Stanford; and Arthur in town. She carried the newspaper to the bedroom, shivering as she dropped her robe on the floor near her nightgown, and slipped back into bed to spoon Arthur and extend the mood.


“Your feet are cold.”


“Exactly why I’m here.” She giggled and planted baby kisses on his shoulders, still youthful from years of hockey, now some thirty years earlier.


“Paper here?” Arthur sat up and pulled it from the middle of the bed, forcing Jess to adjust her position. “And did I hear you start coffee?” He yawned, looked past her at the bedside clock, and flinched. “Is it really ten fifteen? I’ve got to get to the lab.” He gave her the briefest of kisses and hightailed it to the shower.


She followed him into the bathroom, already losing hope. “You know, you just flew into town. Maybe you could take the day off, for a change, and spend some time with your wife?”


“Can’t hear you. Can I have coffee ready to go in a thermal mug?”


And that was that. No surprise to Jess. They again went their separate ways, she to the grocery store and dry cleaner, and Arthur to the lab for a few hours. After a midafternoon lunch together in the kitchen, Jess saw the opportunity to nail down the family calendar for the next few months. It was always complicated, and as Beth neared the end of her sophomore year and her upcoming theater performance and Tom approached his senior year of high school, they had important dates to prioritize that spring.


“Aha! Gotcha. You’re here, so let’s do this thing.” Jess grabbed the calendar posted on the bulletin board above the kitchen-corner office with an eye on Arthur.


“I’ve gotta go in a minute. Can this wait?” he groaned, taking his lunch dishes to the sink and dropping them in noisily.


“It will take only five minutes, and no, it can’t wait. Your haircut isn’t until four.”


“Can’t you just do it?” He was backing out of the kitchen.


“Nope. This is our family, not my family, and if I schedule something that doesn’t work for you . . . well, we know how that ends.” She feigned pulling her hair out and put her arms around him to corral him back to the kitchen work island, placing the calendar in the center. His body was rigid as he perched on the lip of a stool. Exhaling loudly, he went through the mail stacked on the island and responded in monosyllables when prodded. Jess kept her eyes on the calendar, quickly transcribing the decisions, as she knew he would not indulge her for long.


They made plans to meet at Stanford for Beth’s play in April; Arthur would fly in from a meeting, Jess from their home in St. Louis. Tom’s baseball games and prom night were still not sorted properly, but they had some luck with Arthur’s schedule around their son’s debate tournament. Jess wondered how they had ever been able to work any adults-only time into their schedule.


She turned the page to July and pointed at the big circle in the middle. “I guess we’ll have a major celebration when the merger actually happens.”


“You mean, if it happens,” Arthur challenged, a hard edge in his voice. Jess knew he was concerned his academic career would lose its luster when a large private health care system took over his university hospital. And the fact that Jess worked as a consultant representing Midwest Health, the very system in question, certainly didn’t help matters.


“Don’t be silly. There’s no stopping it now,” Jess said, sorting through Tom’s college application papers to check fall deadlines.


“You sound sure of yourself.” Arthur’s voice rose. “And you don’t have a clue how wrong it is, do you?” He threw the sorted mail down in a huff, empty envelopes scattering onto the floor.


“Arthur, calm down. We don’t have to go to any celebration if you don’t want to go. I just thought it might be . . .” Jess reached for his hand, but he went for the envelopes.


“Might be what—fun for you and your friends to have a victory party?” His face was growing red.


“Arthur, you know that’s not the way anyone looks at this.” But Jess’s words rang hollow, even to her. She knew mergers were always tough, even when both parties got something they wanted; people always needed a winning side. This one was particularly challenging. Protecting a university’s mission of medical education and research while pursuing Midwest Health’s business need to drive patient volume was akin to walking a tightrope.


Suddenly, Arthur’s face became a mask of anger. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be gone once the new regime is in charge!” he blustered as he shot off his stool so quickly, it rocked back and forth precariously. He stormed out of the room, leaving Jess open-mouthed, holding the family calendar. She jumped up, steadied the stool, and followed him.


“Arthur, why are you so upset? Let’s discuss this.” Arthur dodged her, and seeing that he intended to leave the room, she quickened her pace. Her anger finally matched his. “What are you talking about?” she yelled at him. “Come back here! What are you saying?”


He rounded the corner from the kitchen, beelining for the door to the garage, and said, “I’ve had enough! I’m taking my research to Portland, where I’ll be appreciated.” Behind him a step or two, she opened the just-slammed door to the garage in time to see his body turn to drive out. With no chance to make eye contact or be heard, she screamed, “Arthur! Arthur! What are you saying? Come back here!”


Her heart beating out of her chest and her fists closed tightly, she watched the door move down its track, looking like a willing prizefighter with no ready opponent.


She slammed the same door almost as hard as Arthur, but failed and then tried again and succeeded. She backed herself against it and lowered herself to the floor. Her breathing slowed. She saw Tom’s missing sock under the bench in the entry and reached for it. It reminded her that she had laundry to fold. She pulled herself up and sleepwalked to the laundry room. She took out the fluffy and fresh-smelling clothes and swaddled herself with a still-warm towel while she stood at the utility room table, sorting and folding. Lots of men’s briefs and T-shirts—nothing of Beth’s. She missed having her daughter’s girlie clothes around.


She climbed the stairs to put it all away, finally taking the towel from her shoulders, and peeked into Beth’s room. The stuffed animals were still in order. She reached for her daughter’s favorite dog-eared teddy bear and hugged it tightly to her chest, closing her eyes. After a moment, she repositioned the bear on the bed and returned to the kitchen.


The damn calendar had landed on a stool, pages aflutter. She picked it up and threw it back on the island. It landed, face up to June, that month now undone from its spiral tether.


As she threaded it back into place, she thought, I can’t even breathe. I have to get some air before I explode, and pictured the welcome feel of pavement under her feet. She walked through the house twice before she found her running shoes, and searched three closets for a waterproof jacket. She fiddled with the stuck zipper until it unlocked so suddenly that the rapid motion got away from her and nearly pinched her neck. She looked at the ceiling and held her breath for five beats before leaving the house.


The wind whipped the patio furniture covers as she set out for her jog. It was starting to rain—not the best conditions for running. But nothing could stop her from finding a way to rebalance, maybe just go numb for a bit, not overthink anything.


After a block or two, she stopped gulping for air and breathed more steadily. She settled enough to take a quick inventory of her body and confirm that she was sure-footed as she navigated the slippery pavement. She was already getting wet, but her slicker would keep her upper body dry, so she was good to go the distance without turning back and facing Arthur too soon. She had to be calm before she could see him again.


Jess hoped her forty-five-year-old legs wouldn’t give out as she rounded the first mile, past the nearby college campus buildings, noticing lights on inside and out. Dusk was falling, and the rain was coming down harder. Not many people around. Spring was unpredictable and could range from snow and sleet to early heat all in one week. She watched a couple run for their car, laughing as they tried to share an umbrella.


During the second mile, she tried to collect her thoughts, and on the third mile challenged herself to close off all emotion and focus on her next steps. She would not give up on this relationship. Too much at stake, too much pain for the people she loved to consider that.


Her mind darted wildly to an assortment of theories for Arthur’s outburst. She had felt him pulling away for months. She couldn’t remember the last time they had taken an evening stroll through their neighborhood or shared an intimate dinner out. She knew their work situation was part of the problem. It was bound to be difficult for them to be involved in opposing sides of a health care merger, but she had thought her twenty-plus-year marriage could survive the temporary strain.


All the principals at her firm who were working on the merger had had to disclose any real or potential conflicts of interest, and of course Jess had done so. She stated that she was married to a professor of surgery whose interest would lie with the university and not with Midwest Health, run by Dick Morrison, her client. Paperwork filed, she and Arthur had agreed not to discuss business at home during this time. But that wasn’t a real change. Although he appreciated the sizable salary she brought in, he had never considered her health care consulting work particularly important. Not like curing cancer—which was, of course, what he was attempting to do.


But what would picking up his research and moving to Portland mean? It was an announcement, not up for discussion. Arthur was a gifted scientist with intellectual interests ranging far and wide. She had never known him to get overwrought about any business aspects of health care. Did the merger with his beloved university really make him feel this distraught? Was he that worried his research would be compromised in the new system?


The fourth and last mile was a struggle. The wind grew stronger and the rain even heavier. Her lower body was soaked through. And even though she was not ready to go home, she needed to deal with whatever came next. Her pace slowed considerably. One of her laces had come loose, and her socks had disappeared into the heels of her shoes, but she had made it. Only one light was on, in the living room.


As Jess came up the stairs after shedding her wet clothes, Arthur called to her from the lit corner of the room, using his dismissive voice: “You have forty-five minutes to get ready for the concert. We’re picking up the Myerlys at seven fifteen.”


She considered storming in and yelling her head off, but she was so bedraggled that she didn’t have it in her to grasp the moment, so she merely whispered, “OK.” She finally released tears of hurt and confusion in the sanctuary of a hot shower. Ever the well-preserved doctor’s wife, she was ready for the concert in forty minutes flat, but not for the conversation now looming ahead of them.





Chapter 2
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No time for chatting on Sunday. The usual blur of catching up on laundry and household tasks and planning for the week occupied Jess, who barely saw Arthur, out somewhere until dinner. Sunday evening was always reserved for family and real conversation with the kids, now just Tom, at home. She was tired but put some effort into making chicken marsala, one of Tom’s favorite dishes. He was full of fun stories about the baseball camp and hungry for home cooking. Arthur went to his home office after dinner cleanup, and Jess went to bed. She chalked up Saturday’s drama to his letting off steam, something he could do safely with her. She was glad the merger would be finished soon—they needed to get back on the same team.


She overslept and got to work after nine a.m. on Monday. A scrawled note from Dan taped to her door and a blinking message light on her phone greeted her as she walked into her roomy space in the law offices of Getz and Braun. A floor-to-ceiling window facing north toward the Mississippi River gave her light without the blinding sun of an east or west orientation. A sitting area for casual meetings and a small conference table for work sessions allowed her to get most of her office work done right here.


Dan had offered her a corner office opposite his, but that wasn’t her style. She much preferred being in the middle of things, able to watch people traffic up and down the corridor through the glass door. She had given up the freedom of her private consulting practice to bring her staff in-house with his law firm three years before. She had tired of the marketing part of her business, and Dan had the infrastructure she needed to tap into. She found she no longer craved the ego boost of finding new business in the complicated world of health care. Her clients followed her, and Dan seemed to love having her business skill set readily available to his legal clients.


They had a good working relationship, based on mutual respect and a shared moral code honed by having faced similar family dysfunction as children. But it was rare for him to summon her this way. What could be so urgent?


“Ah, Jess, good. You’re here,” Dan said as he motioned for her to take a seat in his grand corner office, with a panoramic view of downtown St. Louis. The skyline had grown more impressive over the past few years, new towers having diminished the size of the US Bank Plaza and One Metropolitan Square. The Gateway Arch remained the breathtaking structural statement among them all.


“Of course,” she responded, still curious about why he had hunted her down early this Monday morning, when she wanted to do nothing more than put the surreal events of the weekend behind her and delve into work.


“What’s this about Arthur leaving the university?” Dan asked her.


Her head jerked up so suddenly that she was sure her glasses moved. She looked at him straight on and noticed he seemed uncharacteristically flustered. Buying time, she asked, “Excuse me? Who told you that?”


“Dick called me this morning and asked me about it. He’s concerned that any departure by a senior university doctor will cause a morale problem and wondered if I had heard. Frankly, he was ticked that I hadn’t given him a heads-up.” Dan stood against the sunlit window, causing her to squint up at him. She couldn’t see his eyes, but his crossed arms and stiff posture told her he was annoyed. If that annoyance was directed at her, she was about to let him know he was wrong.


She slowly stood up and moved behind his desk to face him directly. Nose to nose, they were the same height when Jess wore heels. “Dan, whose business is this, may I ask?”


He moved back slightly, shrinking into a more conciliatory pose. “Jess, you know how this looks to Dick.”


“How about you, Dan? How does ‘this’ look to you? What is this anyway?” She held her ground, glad that she had taken the time to dress in an elegant brown-and-cream business suit that helped her pull off her steely tone. Her career depended on being impeccably groomed and ready to exert personal power at a moment’s notice. After the ragged weekend she’d had, she had a reserve of anger that she could access easily.


Just then, Amy, Dan’s assistant, brought coffee in and set it on the table near the sitting area, picking up on the thick tension in the room. Amy was new to the job but a pro in knowing when to listen in on conversations and when to make a quick departure, which she did now, taking some of the battle out with her.


“Jess, listen. Let’s have some coffee.” Dan touched her shoulder lightly and guided her back to the table. “I apologize. But Dick has a way of getting me irked more than I should let him.”


They sat. Dan poured her coffee, his voice softening. “So, how do you think Amy is doing so far? Her first performance check-in is next week. Any input for me?”


Not about to let him off the hook so easily, Jess straightened her glasses and took a sip of coffee, returning a tight smile. “She seems very competent. But let’s finish the other conversation. What exactly does Dick think he needs to know about my personal life?”


“He must be worried that Arthur is a lynchpin. I can see you’re going to make me say it, so I will.” His voice rose a tad, his facial muscles tightening so his handsome face seemed a bit too rigid for morning-coffee conversation. “He’s worried that you know all about it and are keeping it from him.”


Jess, sitting ramrod straight, paused to let Dan regain his composure and smiled with a bit more warmth. “Well, you know how these academic doctors are—they get recruited all the time. And this is a time of change at the university. Ripe for recruiters, I would think. Arthur has had other lucrative offers thrown at him over the years.” She spoke slowly so Dan could repeat her, word for word, back to Dick; she also ensured that she did not say anything untrue, trying to minimize the issue into a normal occurrence. Whether it was real or not, she was careful to stop short of dismissing Dan’s claim entirely, even as her mind raced with the question What in the hell is Arthur doing?


Jess looked Dan directly in the eye and added, “You and I both know how important family is, and this is my family. Dick doesn’t own us.” She held his eyes as she stood up and said, “Now, I have a ten o’clock meeting. Is that it?”





Chapter 3
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Later that day, Jess dashed from her office to the yoga studio. She felt as fragile as a baby bird and knew time with Diane would give her a much-needed lift. She quickly changed into her sneakers, gently placed her Dolce & Gabbana heels in the shoebox she kept in her car, and dodged several manhole-size puddles while navigating the sidewalk.


She peeked into the studio; when she spotted Diane doing warm-up stretches, Jess felt her body ease. She waved to her friend and quickly ducked into the locker room to change.


Diane was immaculately put together in bright pink yoga pants and a fitted top. With her long blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, she looked twenty-five, except for the well-deserved smile lines around her mouth and eyes.


“It’s about time. I was thinking I might have to take this class without you.” Diane was new to yoga and had embraced both the practice and all of its trappings: trendy outfits, the most expensive mat and blocks, and an enthusiasm that Jess hoped would last beyond the next few months.


Friends since second grade, Jess and Diane had always made time to nurture their relationship. Over the past several years, their twosome had grown to include Jess’s newer friend Claire, and the three of them were now as close as sisters. A fast-track executive working for a firm based in St. Louis, Claire was often out of town on business and preferred competitive sports and her company’s fully equipped gym to the slower pace of yoga.


“I think you still need me around to model the perfect downward dog!” Jess challenged Diane now with a bravado that she didn’t feel. “Do you have time to grab juice after?” she asked, hearing her too-eager voice.


Diane nodded after pointing out that Jess’s tank top was on inside out. When meditative music signaled the start of class, Jess tried to lose herself in the flow of the moves and the slight hint of lavender in the air. Sixty minutes later, she felt more flexible and relaxed.


They headed to the juice bar beyond the yoga space, where appetizing bottles of all types of juice and enhancements sat atop a carved-wood bar. The combination of mirrored shelves reflecting flattering, low light and the sounds of smooth jazz created an oasis of calm.


After Jess ordered a papaya smoothie, she grinned at Diane and said, “You have a glow to you today. Something exciting going on?”


Diane couldn’t keep much from Jess, and vice versa; they knew almost everything about each other. Diane fiddled with her ponytail as she answered, “Well, I’ve been seeing someone who may be interesting.” Still single at forty-five, she was ambivalent about her status. She had tried dating many times and had had a few serious relationships. She hadn’t found the right guy yet, but she was always looking for him.


“Oh? Interesting how?” Jess encouraged her.


“Well, George is the architect my nonprofit commissioned for the new community center we’re finally able to start. We’ve hit it off and are having fun getting to know each other. He’s a landscape guy, so we’ve been sharing ideas about how we might get a healing garden on the site as well.”


Jess nodded and leaned in as she let her senses absorb the music, the warmth of the small space, and the comfort of Diane’s soothing voice. She needed this reprieve from her own situation, and Diane was so excited; it was like free therapy. Seeing her friend’s twinkle as she spoke about George, Jess rallied.


“Sounds like this one might be a keeper. You haven’t scared him away yet?”


“Not yet.” Diane smiled, then slowly added, “We’re going to drive home to Goodrich on Sunday.”


Jess stopped sipping her smoothie and pulled herself up tall in her chair. “What? He’s made it across the first hurdle?” Diane had a rule that if she didn’t want to introduce a man to her parents, then he wasn’t someone to date for more than a month. This didn’t happen very often. The mention of Goodrich took Jess back to the warmth and love of Diane’s home, in which she had frequently found refuge as a child. She could almost smell the combined aromas of Murphy Oil Soap and just-baked cookies wafting from the kitchen.


It was so different from her own family’s house, where tension hung like draperies, and accusations and melodrama were as common as support and affection were rare. After Jess had refused to take sides in her parents’ bitter divorce battle, Diane’s parents had welcomed her to spend the last few months of her senior year of high school living with them. She had bolted to Boston after graduation with a full scholarship to Harvard and hadn’t looked back until she’d had several years of therapy. By then, her family had scattered, but Diane had remained constant. Jess’s move back to St. Louis for Arthur’s career had only further invigorated their friendship.


“This is exciting!” Jess started sipping again, taking a good look at her smitten friend. “Oh, happy day!” She laughed. “I knew it could happen; I just wondered if it would.”


“Yes, it’s a surprise to me, too. I feel different than I have with any other guy I’ve dated.” Diane gazed beyond Jess.


“Uh-oh . . . I think you’re a goner, Miss Diane.”


“Hey, don’t get ahead of yourself. It’s still early days.” Diane looked slyly at her friend. “Did you know right away with Arthur?”


“Oh my God, that’s ancient history. Where did that come from?” Jess shivered. She fumbled in her bag, pulled out her cover-up, and slowly put it on over her head, knocking her glasses off onto Diane’s lap.


“Well, remember, you were out East, and I wasn’t close enough to hear about all the romantic twists and turns of your early courtship.” Diane reached over, tucked the still-visible tag into Jess’s cover-up, and straightened her friend’s glasses, taking a long look at her.


“Boy, I must have since I married the man in six months!” Jess surprised herself with her best available laugh as she tightened her cover-up around her. “But I do regret eloping and not having my best friend with me. Gosh, I’m chilly. Must have been that smoothie. Ready to go?”


They stood and gathered their gear. Jess caught a flash of Diane’s bright image in the mirror and looked away before she could study her own reflection. She didn’t want to see herself disheveled and far from the “perfect” person she needed to be to keep her life under control. Diane’s question echoed. She wondered if things might have been different if she’d had her friend in Boston during those heady days of falling in love with Arthur.


They opened the studio doors to fast-fading light. Diane hesitated, then turned to Jess. “Hey, are you OK? You look . . . distracted. I didn’t really ask about what’s going on with you.”


Jess was glad for the dark as she wavered briefly. “I’m just a little tired. Lots going on at work.”


“Are you sure that’s all it is?” Diane didn’t move.


“Of course. I’m so happy for you. This guy sounds terrific.”


“Beth and Tom?” Diane probed.


“The kids are great, as always.” Jess smiled, noting that Diane didn’t inquire about Arthur, not her favorite guy. Jess recalled the night a year earlier when Diane had shared her real thoughts about him, after a rare overindulgence in wine, and she doubted now that Diane would even remember how she had spilled her guts on the subject. “A supreme ass, king of the castle” was how she had described Arthur, lambasting him for assuming that Jess would manage the household and the children while he presented himself to the world as a lifesaving hero.


But Diane didn’t know Arthur the way Jess did. She gave her friend a warm hug. This was clearly not the day to share any marital drama. “Have a great trip, and hug your parents for me, please.”


She drove home slowly, hoping to extend the reprieve until morning. She needed to think. Talk to Arthur. Yell at Arthur. Demand an explanation. They were a team, and they needed a plan. He was out of town at a meeting until Friday. What rumors were out there? What had he started with his wild talk?





Chapter 4
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Jess had back-to-back meetings the next morning at the university hospital, so she left her downtown office and raced over to make the first one on time. Rounding the corner of the last corridor, she had just enough time to slip into the bathroom before the meeting. Coming in a little too fast, she practically ran into Joan, Arthur’s longtime research technician, a salt-of-the earth woman whom Jess loved.


“Uh . . . oh, hey, Joan. So nice to run into you—but not literally!” Both women laughed after shifting from their awkward body blow into a hug.


“Same to you. How are you? Arthur tells me Beth is doing well at Stanford. Are you expecting her back for the summer?” Joan asked.


“Gosh, I hope so,” Jess responded. “Is it wrong to want my girl home? Tom will be going away next fall, and I’m already missing him.”


“No, keep them home as long as possible,” Joan offered wistfully. “Family dynamics change when they leave. Empty nests aren’t what they’re cracked up to be. I sure miss the chaos of my three coming and going. Speaking of transitions, how are you feeling about the Portland thing? Arthur has asked me to go with him to set up his research lab there.”


Jess collapsed against the tile wall, her knees shaking. Her reaction must have frightened Joan, who started backpedaling, literally, out of the bathroom.


Before she could leave, Jess grabbed her arm and, after taking a deep breath, managed to ask, “Is it real?”


A new arrival into the public restroom allowed Joan to brush off the question—“Oh, you know him; could just be a whim”—and then scramble out before Jess could get the answer she needed.





Chapter 5
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In their quick phone call the night before, Jess had found out that Arthur’s flight would come in around six o’clock that evening. She was startled to realize he was no longer in the practice of e-mailing her his itinerary, then admitted to herself she might have told him to stop doing it. She wondered what other common courtesies of their relationship had fallen by the wayside.


She told him she’d like to pick him up at the airport and grab a bite afterward, as they needed to talk.


“Good. I need an update on the kids. See you then.”


Typical of him to assume the only thing on her mind was a child-related issue. She didn’t correct him but wondered now if they could actually engage in an adult conversation about what was really going on, since she could no longer dismiss his behavior as simply letting off steam.


Traffic was light, and she arrived at the pickup spot early. The usual patrol of security police loomed, so she went around the airport loop again, then hovered and watched people coming and going. Lots of business travelers. Not a life she would choose. She opened the car window to get some fresh air.


She recalled the excitement of her international trips to scientific meetings with Arthur early in their relationship. But once the children had come, she had put a stop to accompanying him to serve as a supportive appendage in his rarefied world. Keeping her career going while raising children was challenging enough, especially as he traveled so often. These days, she didn’t confide in Arthur about what she did in her own demanding profession, and he no doubt realized that stories of his globe-trotting no longer mesmerized her. And now that the two of them were doing this strained merger tango, she wondered how they could ever find their old rhythm.


Her mind drifted to an earlier, pivotal moment in their marriage, another dangerous time. It seemed like yesterday, even though it had been almost fifteen years since then.
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“I can’t believe you’re unwilling to go to this with me. I shouldn’t even have to ask you!” Arthur’s voice was barely shy of shouting.


“Shh, you’ll wake the kids!” Jess had turned on him. “Don’t you dare tell me I’m ‘unwilling’ to see you receive the European Award for Cancer Research, for God’s sake. I just can’t go that week, which, you know full well, is the week I’m closing out the Darnell deal. I need to be there. That’s just how it is!”


Tom started wailing then, giving Jess one more line. “And I suppose you think the children will just take care of themselves while we’re off partying in Amsterdam?”


She stalked off to her son’s room to coax him back to sleep. His warm toddler body against hers calmed her. How could Arthur be so obtuse? She was terribly proud of him, but the sheer logistical nightmare of juggling kids and work was more than she could face.


The next day, as she waited for her stylist at the hair salon, she had picked up a magazine and noticed an article about how to prevent the seven-year itch in a marriage. It spoke to her. Was she making time for her husband? Did she prioritize her children over him? How often did they have sex? Had they tried anything new lately? Did they discuss anything other than children and household matters? As the stylist came for her, she put the magazine down, but not before she saw a photo of a woman in a bustier and fishnet stockings, with the caption “Spice up your marriage before it’s too late.”


She then had returned to her office and gotten busy. She still wouldn’t go to Amsterdam, but Arthur had agreed to fly to Chicago one night earlier than his departure to the Netherlands to speak at a fund-raiser for the cancer charity that supported some of his research. She would surprise him there.


Three tense days later, she was in Chicago, executing her plan. Her damn stilettos were killing her, but she was able to navigate to her hotel’s bar directly across the street from the Drake Hotel.


In her mind’s eye, she saw Arthur charming the two hundred people in the Drake ballroom, as she had watched him do with so many similar groups in the past. Handsome and charismatic in his tux, he would be seated at the head table with the chair of the gala. He would make witty conversation so every guest would be able to recall a personal exchange he or she had had with this brilliant scientist. His talk would be short but would make an impact. His favorite device was to tell a story about one of his pediatric patients, using the child’s words to relate a conversation Arthur had had with him or her, describing the parents’ angst and dire situation. Careful not to overplay the drama, he would simply describe the treatment required and the research process, and how important it was to get to the clinical-trials phase so Johnny or Susie would have a chance at survival. By the end of his talk, his voice would be a whisper, and everyone would be listening intently. As he closed and thanked the audience, the table captains would be asked to hand out pens and envelopes to accept a flood of generous donations.


That should happen at about 8:35 p.m. When he returned to his seat, he would find a note at his place allowing him to make his excuses for an early departure from the event.


Jess had wanted to see him walk into the bar to gauge his response. But now that all was ready, she had stage fright. What if he doesn’t get the note or is angry that I’ve come? At eight thirty p.m., she positioned herself at a corner table opposite the door and ordered scotch—not her usual drink, but there was nothing usual about this. She had flown into Chicago in the late afternoon and spent two hours at the salon in her boutique hotel. She’d asked for upswept hair, smoky eyes, and red nails. She had ordered champagne to be delivered to their suite by nine p.m.


She sipped her drink and took a deep breath, then looked down at her cleavage and closed her satin evening coat a bit. Her push-up corset was working wonders. After two babies, it helped. Luckily, the elegant coat concealed it well. Nobody would guess she wore a short, slit skirt and a black lace garter belt. She carefully crossed her legs so her spike heels could work their magic.


She only wished she could see. But she refused to spoil the look by putting on her glasses. After the fourth sip of her cocktail, she saw a blurry man in a tux at the door searching the bar, then coming her way. From five feet away, she locked eyes with the love of her life. Her anxiety had melted as she saw his look of relief, then desire.


“Jessica.”


“Arthur.”


“I can’t believe you came.”


“I can’t believe I did either. Is it OK?” She trembled in response to his slow appraisal of her.


“OK? Are you kidding? It’s incredible. Thank you.”


“Arthur, I’m sorry to disappoint you and not go to Amsterdam.”


“And I’m sorry I pushed. I do get it, most of the time. I just miss you. I love you.”


“I know.” She took his hand.


He touched her leg. “What are you drinking?”


“Scotch.”


“Really? That’s different.” His hand stroked her thigh. “Yes.” She closed her eyes. “Arthur?” “Yes, Jess.”


“Would you like a drink here, or . . .” She hesitated, suddenly shy. “I have a room upstairs. Would you like to go up with me?”


He smiled and held out his hand. “I’d love to go upstairs with you. Shall we?”


As she moved to rise, her coat opened a bit. He stood in appreciation, then watched her walk to the door. Once they were alone in the elevator, she managed to get the room key from her bag and hand it to him.


He pulled her close and studied the bright blue eyes he knew so well, striking amid the dark makeup, then giggled and nuzzled her ear. “I see you didn’t go so far as to get contacts. So you can’t see much, can you, my love?”


She laughed then and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Lucky I recognized you!”


They had arrived at the suite to find champagne, strawberries, and whipped cream on ice, and the lights down low.


“Wow. Jess, you’re amazing! I can’t believe you did all this.”


As he looked around the suite, Jess dropped her coat on the chair and stood before him in her skirt and black silk corset.


“Va-va-voom. Look at you.” He started for her. “You’re gorgeous, Jess.”


She moved away but did kick off her stilettos. “Let’s have some champagne and play, shall we?” She glanced at her bag. “I even brought your camera . . .”
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An airport security guard waving a hand at her window broke her reverie, so she drove the loop one more time. She smiled as she remembered that crazy, fun night and the sexy pictures Arthur had taken of her dressed that way. That night had brought them back together. She wondered what it would take this time.


Arthur was at the curb as she returned. They exchanged polite pecks on the cheek, their normal greeting, and then were off to dinner. She had chosen the Worthington, an old-fashioned, white-tablecloth restaurant with a marvelous secluded bar that always seemed perfect for quiet conversations and excellent food. Arthur loved this cozy spot; they had come here often when they had first moved to St. Louis. Not so much anymore, though, which was why it seemed the perfect place to conjure up a mood of intimacy and sharing. As she drove, she found herself replaying the memory tape of their sexy getaway and reminded herself again that the marriage was worth saving.


Arthur was chatty. He told her about the scientific conference, what it meant to his research, people he had seen whom she might know, and how great the food was in Quebec. He seemed to be in a good mood, and Jess wanted to forget her worries and tune in to him but found herself barely able to swallow her wine one minute and then succumbing to the ease of their shared history the next. They chatted happily about Vincente, a scientist from Italy and frequent houseguest, whose daughter, Liliana, was newly engaged to be married.


“Do you remember when Liliana nannied that summer when the kids were little? She loved taking them down to the park all the time, and then we finally discovered why,” Jess said, while she thought about all the childcare, summer help, and after-school support she’d needed over these past years to keep things working at home.


“You mean when it led up to some guy coming to the house one night and Tom getting to the door first and saying, ‘Oh, hi, Sean. Come on in. My mom and dad are here, but you can still see Liliana’? How old was Tom then? So cute the way he took charge of the situation.” Arthur laughed, and Jess joined him. Along with that sweet glimpse of the man she had married, she felt a glimmer of hope.


When the food came, Jess forced herself to face the issue, straightened her spine, and calmly told him that Dick Morrison, Midwest Health’s CEO, had questioned Dan about Arthur’s plans and caused her own awkward interaction with Dan. “So, Arthur, what’s going on? What tale are you telling?”


He wasn’t as steamed up as she’d expected he would be to hear that their mutual colleagues were talking about his career plan with her and not him.


“Really? That’s interesting. Good old Dick is worried about his standing if faculty start to leave. Hmm. I didn’t think he had that much insight into how he was perceived in this whole mess. Maybe I should organize a revolt, have everyone threaten to leave, and see how that goes over.” He chuckled at his own musing, totally missing her body language, which forecast stormy weather ahead.


She waited for him to deny the fact of the story—that there was no serious move under consideration, that he was just shaking things up. She waited for the denial that she wanted to believe and the apology she deserved.


Years earlier, they had considered a move. Arthur had been actively recruited to take a special position at Johns Hopkins that would have been good for both his academic and his research careers. Jess had been encouraging. They had gone together to visit Baltimore, where the recruiting committee had wined and dined them. Jess had gotten excited. Arthur had not. “Too many elites—not enough room for me,” he had said. To her knowledge, no one since then had made any other serious attempt to recruit her husband away, or he’d put out the right signals that he could not be recruited. They then built their life in St. Louis and were happy there. Or were they?


“Arthur,” she finally repeated, her head beginning to ache in the face of his continued light mood and his avoidance of her question, “please tell me what’s happening. Are you being recruited? Are you interested in the job? What are you thinking?”


He finally looked at her and then away. “I may go. It’s a good place. My research would be well funded, and I wouldn’t have to deal with the Dicks of the world.”


She heard only his first words and barely registered his reasons. She dropped her fork with such force that it ricocheted off her plate and onto the floor. “What do you mean, ‘I may go’? Need I remind you that you’re not a free agent? What about your family? What about me? Have you no sense that you can’t just leave?”


The older couple at the next table turned to look as Jess raised her voice. Arthur reached down to retrieve her fork but did not look at her.


How can he stay so calm when I’m reeling? What’s going on with him? She couldn’t continue the conversation. She crumpled in her chair and started crying quietly. Arthur signed the bill, and she handed him the keys. She was in no shape to drive home.


As the adjacent couple looked on, Arthur took her by the arm and led her to the door, carefully putting her sweater around her shoulders.


It was a quiet drive home, interrupted only by Jess’s involuntary sobs and the classical music Arthur chose whenever he drove. “Calming,” he always explained, “to face the idiots on the road.” But it grated now.


Jess’s only thought as the car stopped was escape. She bounded out of her seat, slammed the door, and dropped her sweater in the street. She leaned down to retrieve it and realized Arthur had just dropped her off and was already driving away. Still in the street, she threw her sweater toward the car and spat out, “Where are you going?”


But Arthur had already tuned her out.





Chapter 6
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After Arthur’s evasiveness, Jess realized how serious the situation was. He might have become distant and moody of late—indeed, their marriage had cooled a bit over the past year or so—but he wasn’t usually this secretive. His withdrawal, added to his unwillingness to comfort her and tell her all was well, left her unable to sleep.


The next morning, she rearranged her schedule to work from her downtown office to avoid going over to the campus. She changed a couple of meetings to conference calls and kept her door closed to focus without interruption.


There were no tears today. She needed to regroup and fight back. She wouldn’t give up on this marriage, not because of a merger. If Arthur’s sulking was the result of his worrying about his research in the new world order, then she had other cards to play.


She realized now that their own ground rule of not talking about work at home during this merger was a mistake. She recalled her relief when she had no longer had to listen to all his talk about work; as busy as she was herself, it had seemed like a bonus. How stupid she had been! And now it might be too late.


An elevator speech. She needed one and needed it now— something quick and easy that would quickly silence the curious and discourteous but perhaps well-meaning people who would be all over her when she went to campus the next day. She would be ready, she would be rested, and she would be motivated by her number-one goal: saving her marriage. Loyalty to Arthur was how she would play this for onlookers.


And she needed a sounding board. She e-mailed her friend Claire and made a lunch date for the next day.
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“This table isn’t right. We need one that’s not so close to the kitchen,” Claire commanded the restaurant host once she saw where they would be sitting. All five feet of her were in hyperdrive. No matter that there seemed to be no tables open and they had no reservation. Sure enough, Claire noticed a table in a quiet corner, overlooked by the flustered host, as she scanned the restaurant with her X-ray vision. “There—thank you. This is so much better. You’re a dear to find this for us.” She fawned over the host now that he was under her control, a flash of her green eyes and brilliant smile his reward.
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