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    Dedication




    To my readers, with gratitude.
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    Let me not to the marriage of true minds


    Admit impediments. Love is not love


    Which alters when it alteration finds,


    Or bends with the remover to remove:


    O, no! it is an ever-fixed mark,


    That looks on tempests and is never shaken…


    (William Shakespeare, Sonnet 116)
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    Chapter 1




    Beginning




    I will tell you the beginning; and, if it please your


    ladyships, you may see the end, for the best is yet to do…


    (As You Like It, Act I, Scene ii)




    “MATT, CAN YOU HURRY the hell up?” I banged on the bathroom door. Surely he could hear me? I tested the handle. Locked. “Matt!”




    Behind me, Matt’s bedroom door swung open. He appeared wearing a holey T-shirt and a pair of gym shorts.




    “What are you doing in your PJs?” He yawned and squinted at me. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”




    “I’m trying. I slept in. I’m supposed to be at work in less than half an hour…” I looked at the bathroom door. “But if you’re out here and Jo is out running—” I pointed to the Post-it note Joanna had left for me “—then who the hell is in the shower?”




    “It’s Sarah. She has a job interview at nine thirty.”




    “Oh.”




    I clamped my mouth shut. Everyone’s doors had been closed when I’d returned from the Grant family cottage the night before. Sarah had stayed over on a Sunday night before a Monday morning interview? That was serious business.




    “Sarah had to move out of residence on Saturday,” Matt said. “She might hang out with us for a while—if that’s okay with you, of course.”




    Hang out? Did he mean live here?




    “I already ran it by Jo. She’s cool with it.”




    So, if I don’t like it, I’m uncool?




    “Yeah, that’s cool. I’m completely cool with it. Absolutely cool.”




    I needed to stop saying that. The more I said it, the more uncool I felt.




    “Only if you’re sure.”




    I bit my tongue hard and nodded.




    “Awesome. Thanks.” He jiggled the bathroom door handle. “Sorry about this. Maybe you could shower later?” He looked at me hopefully.




    Um, yeah, I had sex while showering yesterday morning, followed by afternoon pool table sex, after which I whore-bathed with baby wipes. Shower later? Nuh-uh.




    “I really need to shower. Like…really.”




    “Ooooh, gotcha. Sarah?” he bellowed through the door. “Can you hurry up?” He raised an eyebrow and leaned against the wall. “So, good weekend, huh?”




    Ah, Matt. Quick on the uptake, as usual.
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    Half an hour later, I texted Daniel as I raced across the quad, not sure if he was awake but compelled to share my misery.




    We should NOT have talked on the phone until one!


    I slept in and now I’m gonna be late for work!! -A




    As it turned out, Daniel was awake and in fine form.




    Good morning, beautiful! Sorry for bending your ear


    until all hours. You should have stayed here!


    As for you being late for work,


    I’d take that as A SIGN. -D




    Haha. How did you sleep? Why are you up so early? What time are you going to your dad’s office


    to help him unpack?


    (See how I changed the subject there?) -A




    (Yes, kudos. Masterful avoidance, as usual.)


    I slept like a baby. Helping my dad at nine.


    You busy later? -D




    You slept like a baby?


    Sucked your thumb and soiled yourself repeatedly?


    That’s attractive. And I’m not sure.


    Who’s asking? -A




    Your favorite snooker instructor. -D




    In that case, my afternoon is wide open. -A




    Will anything else be “wide open” this afternoon?


    I’m sure he’ll ask. What should I tell him? -D




    Tell him he’s a pervert. -A




    You know him well! ;) I’ll be in touch later.


    Good luck with the Snow Queen. -D




    Thanks for the vote of confidence.


    Ttyl. Love you, SAILOR. xo -A




    I love you too, poppet. You’ll do great at work.


    Although…never mind. You KNOW what I think.


    Miss you already. -D




    Though I hadn’t risen to the bait, Daniel’s not-so-subtle hints that I should quit my job weren’t lost on me. He was right about one thing, though—I got so little sleep, I might as well have slept at his place.




    Dashing up the stairs to the dean’s office, I recalled Daniel’s face when he’d given me my own set of condo keys the night before. He’d been so sincere—desperate for me to know I could come and go as I pleased and feel at home. I smiled, rubbing my fingers across the Swarovski keychain in my pocket. But when I reached the top step, my smile withered. On the other side of the office windows, the new dean, Elaine Armstrong, was tapping her fingers on the counter, her eyes aimed at a spot above the door. She was staring at the clock.




    I breathed deeply, held my head high, and hefted the door open.




    “Wow, what a crazy morning—” I started, but she stopped me with a blistering glare before I’d even reached the counter.




    “Eight thirty?”




    “I’m sorry?”




    “That’s what time your shift starts, correct? Eight thirty? You are Aubrey Price?”




    I peeked at the clock. Five minutes late.




    Attempting to take a chip out of her frosty demeanor, I held out my hand. “Yes, of course. Aubrey Price. Nice to meet you.”




    Whereas my hand was sweaty, hers was cold and dry. Bony claw seemed an apt description.




    “I’m sorry I’m a few minutes late,” I continued, trying to fill the stony silence. “I had the most insane—”




    She retrieved her hand and interrupted me again.




    “Perhaps David Grant wasn’t concerned about things like punctuality, but I have a fondness for reliability. Call me a stickler.”




    Her blue eyes were humorless and flinty.




    A stickler? I can think of a few things I’d call you, but “stickler” doesn’t come to mind.




    The acid in my empty stomach churned. So, she had no time for apologies or explanations. Fair enough.




    “It won’t happen again,” I said, meeting her eyes and refusing to let her intimidate me.




    “I’m glad we understand one another.”




    I escaped to my desk, wiping my palms on my skirt. She sauntered over and ran a manicured fingernail along the front of the desk. I fought the urge to shudder.




    “I came in last week,” she said. “If you’d been here, we could have talked about my expectations.”




    “You must have come in during one of Gisele’s shifts. I work in the mornings on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday,” I explained.




    “I’m aware of your schedule. I came in Monday morning. You weren’t here.”




    “Oh, that’s right. Dean Grant let me switch shifts with Gisele to accommodate my exam that day.”




    “I see.”




    What do you see, you bitch? I had a fucking exam!




    “I’m surprised Dean Grant didn’t suggest that you come on Wednesday or—”




    She cut me off with a flick of her hand. “Never mind. And please don’t forget, David Grant isn’t the dean anymore. I am.”




    “Of course.”




    “You’ll get used to the new order. In time.”




    Lady, there ain’t enough time in the world for that to be true.




    “I want some coffee,” she announced. “Skim milk and one sweetener.”




    She turned on her stiletto heel and strode into her office.




    Okay, Miss Manners. Coffee it is.




    I started a pot brewing and returned to my desk to open my email account. After several unsuccessful attempts to log in, I gave up. I poured Elaine a coffee and approached her door.




    “Dean Armstrong? Here’s your coffee.” I perched it on the bookshelf near the door, fearing I’d get zapped by an invisible electric fence if I stepped beyond the threshold. “And we’ll need to call the IT department. My email password isn’t working.”




    “I’ve had the email access protocols changed.” She addressed the shelves in front of her as she pulled catalogs from the bookcase and dropped them on the floor. “As a Victoria student, your access to that email account isn’t appropriate. I wouldn’t have hired a current student for this position if it were up to me. Gisele can deal with emails.”




    What? Dean Grant had always sought my opinion when he made decisions that would affect the student body. My opinion was no longer valid, apparently.




    “I’ll get the filing done, then.” I grabbed the pile of folders from the outbox tray.




    Elaine appeared in the doorway behind me, coffee cup in hand.




    “There’s no need for you to access the filing cabinet either. I’ll take your key.”




    I dropped the folders and slid the key off my key ring, gritting my teeth as I placed it on her outstretched hand.




    “Good grief, what kind of coffee is this?” She put her cup down with a scowl.




    David and I had often laughed about the sketchiness of our morning coffee, but we’d always drained our cups anyway. It was a bit of a running joke. Armstrong and I apparently wouldn’t have running jokes about the coffee. In fact, jokes of any kind, be they running, walking, or immobile, were improbable.




    “It’s President’s Choice, Great Canadian Coffee,” I said.




    “There’s nothing great about that.” She retreated to her office and returned with a ten dollar bill. “I’d rather have Starbucks, but for now, go to Wymilwood and get me a cup of Bold Morning Blend. Leave it black. I’ll do the rest.”




    “You want me to go buy you a coffee?”




    She took in a sharp breath through her pointy nose, and I half expected her to expel fire as she breathed out.




    “Is there a problem?”




    “Not at all. That’s fine. I thought with everything you need to get done here—”




    “Somehow I’ll cope for ten minutes.” She rolled her eyes and returned to her office.




    Well, ten minutes away from her wasn’t a bad thing, I reasoned, grabbing my purse. I texted Daniel as I walked outside.




    Elaine thinks my coffee tastes gross. -A




    He answered as I was waiting in line to pay for the coffee.




    What did I tell you?


    Condescending, patronizing, superior bitch. Right? -D




    Not to mention pompous, arrogant and demeaning. ;)


    I’ll never mock your use of redundant adjectives again. Forgive me? -A




    Maybe you can make it up to me… -D




    I could make you dinner tonight…


    How about another massage? Back scratch? :) -A




    Yes please, fuck yes, and YES! ;)


    You’ve made my day. Talk to you in a bit. -D




    How was Daniel always able to turn my mood around, just like that? I hummed as I strolled back to Northrop Frye Hall, hoping the hot coffee might defrost Armstrong’s frigid digits and improve her mood. Wishful thinking. For the next hour and a half, she was as vile as she’d been during the first fifteen minutes of our unfortunate acquaintance. When Daniel waltzed through the front office door at quarter to eleven, my mood lifted instantly.




    Short-sleeved T-shirt. No jacket.




    Ogling his lovely forearms, I sent up a silent prayer of thanks for springtime. Then I remembered where I was. Elaine was in her office with her door wide open.




    Daniel and I had talked about a gradual revelation of our relationship, at least on campus, especially in front of admin types. A personal visit at work three days after the end of term didn’t strike me as particularly gradual.




    “Daniel,” I hissed, my eyes darting to Elaine’s door. “What are you doing here?”




    He frowned playfully and waved his hand back and forth. “Relax,” he whispered. “I’ve been over at my dad’s office,” he said, throwing his voice so Elaine would hear. “He misses you already. He especially misses the way you make his coffee.”




    I frowned a warning at him. What the fuck was he trying to do?




    “That’s nice to hear,” I said, my voice laced with sweetness. “I miss him too. How’s his morning so far?”




    Elaine barged out of her office carrying a collection of old catalogs.




    “Oh, hello, Daniel,” she snapped. “Forgotten how to find the Provost’s Office?”




    “No, I was just over there—helping my father unpack,” he added, inclining his head toward her deferentially.




    “And how is he enjoying things at the Boys’ Club?”




    “He’s got quite a learning curve ahead of him.”




    “Bitten off more than he can chew?” she asked, lifting a hopeful eyebrow.




    “I don’t think so. Looking forward to a job that will challenge him, I should imagine.”




    She looked at him speculatively. Had she caught his insult?




    “And what brings you over here?” she asked.




    “My dad asked me to drop this off for Aubrey.” He winked at me furtively, handing me a white envelope. Reference Letter was written on the front, but the handwriting was Daniel’s, not David’s. “He wanted you to have this for your job search. Later in the summer, of course,” Daniel added. “He’ll email you an electronic copy as well.”




    “Thank you. I’ll look at it later.”




    I slid the envelope into my bag. Elaine looked at Daniel as if to say, Okay, you’ve done what you came here for. You’re dismissed.




    Daniel didn’t push his luck.




    “I’d best be going. I’m exhausted. I think I’ll grab an afternoon nap,” he said, a playful glint in his eye. “Nice seeing you again, Aubrey.” He tilted his head at Elaine, his smile tightening as his back stiffened. “Dean Armstrong.”




    All that was missing was a heel-click and a Heil, Hitler. He breezed out the door, whistling Guns N’ Roses’ “Patience” as he crossed the lobby. Smartass. The frosty fraulein dumped the catalogs on my desk with a thump.




    “He’s so conceited,” she mumbled. “No wonder he gets himself in trouble.” She gestured to the catalogs. “Throw these away. We won’t be ordering supplies through them.”




    “But they’re the vendors of record.”




    “Not any more. Order catalogs from these suppliers.” She handed me a list of companies I’d never heard of. “Then we can sort this mess out.”




    This mess? What mess? It wasn’t easy, but I stifled my hostility with a forced smile.




    “I’ll get right on it after I use the washroom.”




    She mumbled something under her breath and returned to her office while I headed to the bathroom with my purse, locking myself in.




    Conceited? No wonder he gets himself in trouble? Bitch!




    I put my purse on the vanity and pulled out my phone. Daniel had sent me a text.




    Don’t open that envelope in front of Jack Frost’s sister. NSFW. ;) -D




    I left the envelope tucked in my purse and dialed his number.




    “Hey, there’s my glutton for punishment.”




    “Don’t start with me,” I said, keeping my voice low.




    “I can’t help it. How will you put up with her for…how long?”




    “I don’t know. Seven weeks? Eight?”




    “Eight weeks? Christ.”




    “Look, I don’t want to talk about it, okay? What was the deal with your visit? Living on the edge, aren’t we?”




    “Not really,” he said. “It’s part of my campaign to legitimize our relationship.”




    I laughed quietly. “You have a campaign?”




    “Yep. I’ve got it all worked out. There’re bar graphs and pie charts cross-referenced with outcome-based hypotheses—”




    “I’m way too tired to decipher what you’re talking about.”




    “Don’t worry. I’m rambling. I’m bagged, too.”




    “Are you really going to have an afternoon nap?”




    “Absolutely. Care to join me?”




    I smiled and traced the lines on the bathroom countertop. “Thought you’d never ask.”




    “I was hoping you’d say that.”




    I could hear the smile in his voice. While things were complicated on campus, once we were alone, it would be the two of us and our love, plain and simple.




    “How about after work, you go to residence and pack an overnight bag. I’ll pick you up from Union Station at one thirty.”




    “Perfect.” In the mirror, I noticed two red spots already forming on my cheeks at the thought of being in his bed—in his arms again. “I can’t wait.”




    “I know exactly how you feel.” He laughed, and then he lowered his voice. “Maybe that’s the problem. I do know exactly how you feel and I can’t fucking wait to feel you again.”
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    During my first three-hour shift, Elaine Armstrong reduced me to little more than a cleaning lady and coffee gopher. After my chat with Daniel, she deigned to allow me to empty the mailbag, watching me sort the mail from inside her office while I quietly seethed. She gave new meaning to the term micro-manager.




    I hated women who seemed intent on proving they had virtual testicles. Surely it was possible to be strong and decisive without being a bitch? Well, I’d simply have to grit my teeth and soldier on. It aggravated Elaine to no end when I smiled in the face of her frostiness. I’d continue doing that. Like Shakespeare had said, I’d kill her with kindness.




    Coming to this decision put an extra bounce in my step as I made my way to Union Station to meet Daniel. On the subway, I remembered the envelope he’d delivered earlier and dug it out of my bag. Was it a love note disguised as a letter of reference? As I started to read, I quickly realized it wasn’t love letter, but it was awesome all the same.




    Performance Appraisal


    Date: Monday May 4th


    Employee: Aubrey L. Price


    Employer: Daniel G. Grant


    Employment commencing Saturday, May 2nd


    Anecdotal observations conducted during completion of assigned jobs


    Saturday, May 2nd through Sunday, May 3rd




    LEADERSHIP: Miss Price demonstrates excellent leadership qualities, often taking the initiative in stressful or hard situations.




    SENSE OF URGENCY: When required, Miss Price seems prepared to put forth whatever effort is needed in order to ensure the swift conclusion of a mutually satisfying end to each and every job.




    TEAMWORK: Miss Price is extremely flexible and cooperative, prepared to bend over backward—or forward—if doing so will lead to favorable results. Within moments of being hired, she was responsive to my needs and very supportive when I required extra encouragement to meet my…goals.




    DEPENDABILITY: Miss Price eagerly takes on her share of the workload, assuming tasks that I’d previously had to complete myself. I look forward to her taking these jobs out of my hands (my right hand in particular) for good!




    ORAL COMMUNICATION SKILLS: While oral skills are outstanding, oral communication skills could be refined. Elocution classes are recommended, particularly where the use of certain…diction is required.




    INFLUENCE WITHOUT POSITIONAL AUTHORITY: Though positional authority is often frowned upon, I noted that Miss Price uses certain positions to great advantage. I am not averse to her use of authority to achieve her own personal goals, and to assist me as I strive to meet mine, for that matter.




    RESPONSIBILITY: Miss Price obviously takes great pride in her work. It is a supreme pleasure to have her under me under my employ. I would recommend her unfailingly as an exemplar employee. However, you’ll have to pry her from my cold, dead hands because, in short, she is simply unnghh.




    Signed: Daniel G. Grant
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    When Daniel pulled up in front of Union Station, my stomach flip-flopped. Would he kiss me right away, or would he make me wait until we were at the condo? Hoping for option A, I crossed to the car and climbed in.




    “Finally.” He pulled me close and kissed me, his tongue cool and sweet against mine.




    Option A. Thank God.




    We settled into our seats, but before Daniel could start the car, I took his hand. “Just a sec. I swung by a bookstore on the way here and got you something.”




    “You got me something?”




    “Uh-huh.”




    I retrieved the journal I’d bought myself before passing him the bookstore bag.




    “You didn’t have to do this,” he said, but he was grinning like a kid who’d just been given a Happy Meal with the best toy ever inside.




    “You said you weren’t familiar with Rabindranath Tagore’s work. I wanted to share it with you.”




    “The Gardener,” he said, opening the cover, flipping through the first few pages and scanning the poems. “Thank you. This is very thoughtful.” He kissed my cheek. “And that, sweetheart, is how you graciously accept a gift from someone you love.”




    “Okay.” I rolled my eyes. “Point made.”




    He gestured to the book on my lap. “What’s that?”




    “A notebook. I was thinking about what you said about me bottling things up. Now that I’ve finished school, I’ll have time to write for enjoyment. I thought I’d give it a try.”




    “Great idea. You can record all my foibles and fuck-ups.” He laughed.




    “That’s not what I meant. But you write about me. Can’t I unburden my heart, too?”




    “Sure. Just don’t forget to tell me how you’re feeling, okay?”




    “I won’t,” I assured him. “Like, right now I’d love to exert some positional authority. Can we go?”




    He laughed. “You read the performance appraisal?”




    “Yes, you cheeky bastard.”




    “Come on, it was funny.”




    “It was.” I squeezed his hand. “When did you do that?”




    “When I got up this morning.”




    “Such creativity at such an ungodly hour.”




    He gave a faux-modest toss of his head. “It’s a gift.”




    As he pulled out of his parking spot, he threaded his fingers through mine. A few moments later, we turned onto the Don Valley Parkway.




    “Wait, where are we going?” I asked.




    “We have to make a vital pit stop before going home.”




    “Oh, come on,” I groaned. “It’s nap time…”




    He shook his head. “You’ll be glad when you see where we’re going.”




    And as aggravating as it was, because I really wanted to get naked and remind him of my sense of urgency and practice my oral communication skills, when we reached our destination and I realized what this vital pit stop was all about, I was very glad indeed.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Happy Hours




    …Now stand you on the top of happy hours…


    (Sonnet 16)




    DANIEL BRUSHED HIS LIPS across my cheek, his dimpled smile making my heart thrum.




    “This is kind of risqué.” I dropped the bag of bolster cushions and wrapped my arms around his shoulders. “First we go shopping for linens a mere thirty-five-minute drive off campus, and now we’re canoodling in your condo’s elevator…”




    He coiled his free arm around me.




    “And how does this risqué canoodling make you feel?” he asked, kissing my neck in that new-whiskery way that made me tingle.




    “Naughty.”




    “I like the sound of that.”




    His lips skimmed across mine, and his tongue slid along my lower lip. I pressed my body against his.




    “Mr. Grant, is that a bolster in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?” I giggled.




    “Call it what you like, Miss Price, but I’m definitely happy to see you. I’ll be even happier to see you completely naked, preferably in bed.”




    The elevator chimed, and he picked up the bags I’d dropped.




    “I can take those,” I said.




    “No, you have to open the door. You have your key, right?” he asked.




    I reached into my backpack and pulled out the Swarovski heart. Daniel smiled as I wiggled the key into the lock. The click of the bolt echoed down the empty hallway, and he motioned for me to walk through ahead of him. He kicked the door closed and tossed the bags of sheets and pillows onto the floor before scooping me up. I held onto his shoulders as he spun me around.




    “Finally!” he said, rubbing my nose lightly with his. “Permission to be incredibly cheesy?”




    “Permission granted.”




    “Welcome home, my lovely.”




    “Lord, that is cheesy.”




    “Mock me. I don’t care. I’m so happy you’re here.”




    He retrieved the sheets and tore open the packages. In the kitchen, he opened a set of louvered doors.




    “Laundry room,” he said, reaching for the detergent. “If you ever need to do laundry, help yourself.” He stuffed the sheets into the machine and turned to me, his eyes sparkling. “Nothing like christening a new set of clean sheets.”




    “I think we should have made them worthy of washing first.”




    “Are you kidding?” He shuddered. “Imagine how many people touched them during manufacturing.”




    “So, we have to wait for these to finish in the washer and the dryer before we can nap?”




    “Speed wash and then thirty minutes in the dryer. Think you can make it?”




    “I am really tired,” I said with a sigh.




    He smirked as he closed the laundry room doors. Sleeping was the last thing on my mind, but we seemed to be developing our own secret language where napping was code for getting it on in the afternoon.




    “It’ll be worth the wait. For now, come with me.”




    He led me to the bedroom. The bed was bare. I didn’t ask what he’d done with the linens his ex, Sabrina, had given him as a housewarming gift. Everything was gone, and that was good enough for me. In the walk-in closet, he pointed to a row of hangers.




    “You can hang your things here. I emptied the top drawer of my dresser too.”




    I smiled. “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself, sailor? I brought an overnight bag, and you’ve already got me putting away clothes and doing laundry.”




    His face fell. “Too much?”




    “I love that you’re excited to have me here, and I appreciate that you want to make me feel welcome, but can we slow down a bit?”




    “I’m sorry. I am excited. I guess I’m getting carried away.”




    “I don’t want to rain on your parade, it’s just…”




    “It’s all right, poppet. I understand.”




    I inspected Daniel’s closet. “So, on top of alphabetizing, you’re also a fan of color-coding, huh?” I ran my hand along a row of shirts arranged by color and hue. The word organized didn’t do it justice.




    “Can I ask you something?” he asked.




    “Of course.”




    “Remember when you were here in March, and you said you thought I was OCD? Were you serious?”




    “My first impression was that you’re very organized. I hope I didn’t offend you.”




    “Some of my eccentricities must seem odd,” he said. “I should probably explain.”




    We returned to the living room and curled up on the couch together.




    “You don’t have to, Daniel. This is how you like your home.”




    “No, I don’t want to be like this. Not that I’d rather be a slob, but the excessive attention to detail—the extreme orderliness—it’s just a coping mechanism that’s become habit.” He took my hand. “After Nicola blew my life out of the water last year and the anxiety started, the strangest things would set me off. I’d try to work on my thesis, and if my desk was a mess, my skin would crawl. I couldn’t focus until I’d tidied everything up. Or I’d search for something in my closet, and if I couldn’t find it, I’d get so exasperated…It’s hard to explain unless it’s happened to you…”




    “I see what you mean. Go on,” I said.




    “I was living with my parents when I came back to Canada, and they noticed I was overly focused on things being just so. It was like I needed to impose order on inconsequential things to compensate for the parts of my life that had spun out of control. My mom said it wasn’t bad to have coping strategies as long as I didn’t allow them to become compulsions. I was taken aback when you started tossing around terms like OCD when you were here in March. I’ve done a lot of reading about this stuff. It scares the shit out of me, you know?”




    “I’m sorry. I guess I was kind of flippant.”




    “You didn’t know. It must seem strange to a casual observer. My blue shirts don’t need to be together. I don’t have to wash my car every other day. The world won’t come to a halt if my books aren’t in alpha order…” He expelled a gusty breath and squeezed my hand. “I’m trying to give up control of trivial things.”




    “I’ll help however I can,” I said.




    He looked down at our joined hands. “It’s funny, in February, when my mother suggested I try not to draw attention to myself by being too concerned with my appearance, I dreaded the thought of walking into Martin’s classroom without ironing my shirt or shaving. I’ve always tried to make a good impression. But, oddly enough, I enjoyed throwing myself together in the morning. It made me feel like I was beating something.” He shook his head and frowned. “Fuck, I sound certifiable.”




    “No you don’t,” I reassured him.




    “You don’t think I’m a freak?”




    “I didn’t say that…” I laughed gently and snuggled into his side. “Thanks for telling me. I’d hate to do something careless while I’m here without realizing it might upset you.”




    “Please don’t worry. One of my favorite things about you is how relaxed you are…how much you embrace having fun. You have no idea how much it’s helping me.”




    I didn’t know what to say, so I kissed him instead.




    “Have I mentioned today how much I love you?” he whispered.




    As he began to kiss his way down my neck, the washing machine buzzed. I dropped my head back, encouraging him to continue.




    “Screw the sheets, Daniel. I think we should take a nap on the rug…”




    He squeezed my knee and gave me a quick peck. “Just for today, humor me, okay?”




    While he tossed the sheets into the dryer, I reclined and crossed my hands behind my head. Humor him? Yeah, I could humor him because, honestly, watching Daniel doing laundry? That was foreplay.
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    “I would have been happy christening the rug, you know,” I said, tucking the last corner of the sheet under the mattress, trying to emulate Daniel’s “hospital corner” fold. He dragged the duvet across the bed, a look of mock horror on his face.




    “Have you any idea how long it’s been since I vacuumed out there?” he asked, joining me at the end of the bed.




    “Three days?” I guessed.




    “Uh-uh,” he said, pulling me into his arms. “Longer.”




    “Four?”




    “Longer.”




    He kissed me softly and unbuttoned my blouse.




    “Five?”




    “Nope.”




    He slid the blouse off my shoulders, letting it drop on the floor behind me. I shivered as he ran his fingertips down my arms.




    “Surely not six.”




    “Bingo.” He drew my hands up around his neck and kissed me deeply, his tongue sweeping across mine as he unclasped my bra. I was already feeling wobbly from our half hour make-out session on the couch. Now he was simply turning me into goo.




    “Six days?” I murmured. “I’m shocked and appalled.”




    “Tough call, right?” he said between kisses. “I had to ask myself, ‘Do I make love to my delicious girlfriend on the Egyptian cotton sheets, or roll her around in the dust mites and bread crumbs?’ See my dilemma?”




    He slipped my bra off and tossed it onto the dresser. As he circled my nipples with his thumbs, I closed my eyes and held onto his shoulders, afraid my knees might give out any second.




    “Yes…” I managed to say.




    He slowly unzipped my skirt and inched the fabric down my hips.




    “Stop talking and kiss me, Aubrey.”




    Happy to do as I was told, I offered my lips, and he walked me backward until I sat on the edge of the mattress. I lay down, expecting him to join me, but he didn’t. He stood there, looking down at me, his gaze traveling up my legs and then onward, pausing momentarily at my breasts before moving up to my face.




    “I knew seeing you naked in my bed would make me perfectly happy,” he said. “No, wait.” He slipped my panties down my legs and tossed them over his shoulder. “There. Now that’s perfect.”




    I reached for his hand, pulling him onto the bed with me. He lay on his side and kissed me, his fingertips lightly skimming across my tummy. I tugged at his T-shirt.




    “How did this happen again? The only thing you’ve taken off is your socks, and I’m completely naked,” I said.




    “I don’t know, Miss Price. I may have to take a look at that performance appraisal and make some revisions. Your initiative seems to be lagging. Would you care to rectify the situation?” He drew my hand down to his zipper.




    “How about you rectify it for me?”




    “You want me to strip for you?” He smiled.




    “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but hell yes.” I pushed myself up onto my elbows. “And I’d like some music, too.”




    He went to turn on his iPod. Was he seriously going to do this?




    “Requests?” he asked.




    “That Style Council song? You know, the sexy one?”




    “‘Paris Match’?”




    I nodded, and soon the sultry music started. He looked over his shoulder at me and wiggled his eyebrows. I couldn’t help laughing. I didn’t know how he straddled the line between adorable and sexy so perfectly, but he had it down to a frigging art.




    He pulled off his T-shirt and swung it around his head a couple of times before tossing it at me. I giggled and threw it over the edge of the bed as he lowered his zipper, slowly pushing his jeans and boxers over his hips. They fell to the floor where they were kicked aside. I whistled and hooted, and he smiled, joining me on the bed again, his body warm against mine.




    “Nicely done, though next time you might want to spice it up, work in some props—there’s plenty of room for a pole over there.” I pointed to his reading nook.




    “Don’t push your luck,” he said, pressing himself against my thigh. “I’ve been thinking about this all day.” His hands roamed all over my body, lips following, his tongue darting out to tease me, making me shiver and squirm.




    “Me too,” I breathed.




    “Not sore anymore?” he asked, cupping me gently.




    “No.” I lifted my hips to meet the light pressure of his fingers.




    “This was a good song choice,” he whispered grinding against me in time with the music.




    All I could manage was a throaty moan. His kisses and caresses were soft and slow, but my responses were frantic and eager. I was so done with foreplay. I pushed him onto his back and straddled him. He looked up at me, just breathing. Waiting.




    My initiative seems to be lagging? I’d give him lagging initiative.




    I placed his hands above his head. “Don’t move.” I slid my fingertips down his arms.




    His Adam’s apple bobbed, and he wrapped his fingers around the corners of the pillow above his head. I leaned to kiss him, angling my hips just so and sliding against him.




    “I can’t wait,” he groaned, balling his hands into tight fists and arching his hips as I moved. “Don’t make me wait…”




    I considered doing just that. After all, he’d made me wait for the stupid sheets. But what was the point in punishing myself as well? So, I guided him inside me, sighing as we melted together and shifting my hips to accommodate his movements.




    He sucked in a long breath. “Oh, Christ, Aubrey…You’re so…fuck…”




    I rocked, slipping my hand between my thighs, already eager for release.




    “You’re seriously trying to kill me,” he said, watching my fingers, his voice sexy as hell.




    I took in his lidded eyes and beautiful lashes, consumed by the way his tongue teased at his lip. His hands clenched and unclenched above his head.




    I circled my hips, holding him deeply inside me, anticipating the imminent rush of pleasure. He urged me on, his hands sliding up my legs. Within seconds, my body was buzzing with relief, and I fell forward onto his chest.




    “That didn’t take long,” he said.




    I sighed contentedly. “I was so ready for that.”




    Daniel smiled and took my face in his hands, devouring my lips. He grasped my hips, pushing me hard against him over and over again, our bodies perfectly in sync. I leaned in, the heat of his chest intoxicating against the coolness of my breasts.




    “I don’t want it to be over—” he gasped “—but you feel too good…”




    And then he was gone, lost in his own moment of bliss. He held me close, and I stayed still and quiet for a long time, my face nestled in the warmth of his neck. His heart beat steadily under my hand as we lay there, the music and our breathing the only sounds in the room.




    “Are you okay?” I whispered at last.




    “I’m more than okay. I’m fucking spectacular.”




    I rested my forehead against his, loving him with every fiber of my being and wishing I could stay folded around him like that forever. Sadly, my thigh muscles were seizing up, making another minute unlikely, never mind forever. I needed to move, but if I rolled onto the bed, I’d make one hell of a mess on the freshly laundered Egyptian-cotton sheets—a dilemma indeed.




    And so I did the only thing I could do—I eased myself out of his arms, and quickly performing what felt like a very awkward double toe loop off the bed, I dashed toward the bathroom, certainly a less-than-graceful exit. But really—was there a graceful way to deal with the inevitable post-coital wet spot?




    “Where are you going? Canoodle your way back here right now,” he said.




    “Just a sec. I don’t want to splooge on the sheets.”




    He laughed and mumbled to himself as I closed the bathroom door, cleaned up, and washed my hands before returning to the bedroom. I reclaimed my panties and scooped up his discarded T-shirt, both of which I pulled on as I headed for the front hall.




    “Now what are you doing?” he called out. “You’re supposed to want to snuggle after sex!”




    I grabbed Daniel’s copy of The Gardener from the front hall and rejoined him in bed where he was now sitting up against the pillows, the top sheet covering him.




    “I thought we’d snuggle and read at the same time.”




    “Oh, I see. In that case…” Daniel handed me a sausage-shaped cushion.




    I curled up into his side.




    “Can you find me the original of the poem Neruda translated? The one I put to music for you?” he asked.




    I flipped to the thirtieth verse and watched his lips move as he read the poem to himself.




    “That’s it exactly. I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection between the two poets. I was so fixated on finding a Neruda poem that had something to do with a sunset that I had blinders on. What else would you recommend?” He scanned the index.




    “Read the opening dialogue to get context,” I suggested. “We should read it out loud. You be the servant, and I’ll be the queen.”




    “There’s typecasting.”




    I slapped his arm. “Don’t be an ass. You’re ruining the snuggle.”




    “Sorry. Your humble servant begs your forgiveness. Please go ahead.”




    “I can’t. Your line is first.”




    “Oh, right, so it is.” He closed his eyes and pursed his lips.




    “What are you doing?”




    “I’m getting into character.”




    “Oh, forget it.” I laughed, moving to sit up.




    “No, come back, I’m sorry. I mean it this time. Here goes.” He cleared his throat as I settled onto my pillow. “‘Have mercy upon your servant, my queen!’”




    He angled the book so I could see the page. “‘The assembly is over and my servants are all gone. Why do you come at this late hour?’”




    “Huh. And here I thought I came too early.”




    “Daniel, would you focus?” I laughed, redirecting his attention to the page.




    He smiled, and we continued reading. When we reached the bottom of the page, I waited for him to continue, but he seemed to be reading ahead, processing the next passage. When he spoke again, his voice was softer.




    “‘Make me the gardener of your flower garden.’”




    “‘What will your duties be?’”




    “‘The service of your idle days. I will keep fresh the grassy path where you walk in the morning, where your feet will be greeted with praise at every step by the flowers eager for death.’” He turned the page quickly and finished the remainder of the servant’s speech.




    “‘What will you have for your reward?’” I read.




    He took my hand in his as he spoke the next passage.




    “‘To be allowed to hold your little fists like tender lotus-buds and slip flower chains over your wrists; to tinge the soles of your feet with the red juice of ashoka petals and kiss away the speck of dust that may chance to linger there.’”




    “‘Your prayers are granted, my servant, you will be the gardener of my flower garden.’” I closed the book. “Well?”




    “Wow.”




    “You like it?”




    “I love it. The imagery…the emotion…and this servant is my kind of guy. If only you were as accommodating as his queen.”




    “What’s that supposed to mean?”




    “He says he wants his duty to be the service of her idle days, and she agrees, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “That’s what I want to do for you. If you’ll let me.”




    “Sailor, you can service me any day you please,” I said.




    “But first I have to wait for you to get home after being tortured by Elaine Armstrong, right?” he whispered against my lips.




    I braced myself for another lecture about the futility of hanging onto my job, but it didn’t come. Instead, he kissed me and rubbed his nose against mine. “So, what are we going to do for dinner?”




    “I said I’d cook for you. Any requests?”




    “Would you make me a risotto? It’s your specialty, right?”




    “I make a kickass risotto, but I doubt you have the right ingredients.”




    He looked affronted. “Sure I do.”




    “Arborio rice and porcini mushrooms?”




    “Okay, I don’t have the right ingredients.” He looked at the clock. “I don’t feel like shopping now. We could shop in the morning and have risotto tomorrow night. Assuming you’ll be here tomorrow night. I guess I shouldn’t be presumptuous…”




    “I’d love to make you dinner tomorrow.”




    “Okay, good.” He smiled and drew me close. “Why don’t we grab dinner out tonight? There’s an Oyster House a five minute walk from here. We can find a quiet corner to disappear into.”




    “Or we could order a pizza…”




    “That doesn’t sound very glamorous,” he said.




    “I don’t need glamor.”




    “Maybe not, but you do seem to be enjoying these Egyptian cotton sheets. You went to great pains to protect them from the…What was it you said earlier?”




    “The splooge,” I said.




    “Right, the splooge.” He chuckled. “So? Oysters? They are an aphrodisiac, right?” he said, running his finger lightly along my bottom lip. “And the ones at The Oyster House are spectacular…”




    “Aphrodisiac. Right.” I smiled, nipping at his finger playfully. “Get dressed, Daniel. We’re going out.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    A Thing in Rhyme




    When shall you see me write a thing in rime?


    (Love’s Labour’s Lost, Act IV, Scene iii)




    JULIE YAWNED NOISILY into the phone. “Are you sure I didn’t wake you up?” I asked.




    “No, I’m up. I’m…” She yawned again. “Shit, sorry, I’m so wiped. The run of this show is killing me. Hey, are you calling me from work?”




    “Sort of. I’m going to Starbucks to get Elaine Armstrong a frigging cup of coffee.”




    “Can’t you make a pot at the office?”




    I put on my best officious voice. “You can’t be serious. I couldn’t posssssibly let that sludge past my teeth.”




    “Oh no. Total bitch?”




    “Epic bitch. I don’t think she hates the coffee as much as she hates me.”




    “How can she hate you? She doesn’t know you.”




    “Whatever. I’m just smiling and nodding, and it’s making her crazy. She doesn’t know how to react.”




    She laughed, but then quickly changed the subject. “Soooo…your email yesterday was sadly lacking in details about, you know. Spill, woman.”




    “A lady never kisses and tells…”




    “Bullshit, Aubrey. Talk!”




    I smiled at the sidewalk. “Well, he’s amazing.”




    “Obviously! How’s the cottage?”




    “Beautiful. Huge. Ridiculously huge, actually.”




    “Crap, I can’t wait to see it! And the shmexy times? How is he?”




    “Beautiful,” I said, still smiling like a moron.




    “And ridiculously huge?” she prompted.




    “Julie!”




    She giggled insanely. “I’m kidding.”




    “I should hope so, sicko. But, yeah, he’s amazing. And funny and sweet and romantic and sexy—”




    “And you’re head over heels in love.”




    “Completely.”




    She sighed. “Me too.”




    “Yeah? Things are good with you and Jeremy?”




    “Oh, hellz yeah.”




    “Look at us, eh?”




    “I know. Crazy. So, Daniel gave you a key? Are you moving in?”




    “No, but he wants me to feel free to go over, even if he’s not there. I stayed over the last two nights.”




    “Is he easy to be around?”




    “Totally. We’re in this little bubble right now, but we mesh well. Sometimes we sit and read, or he plays guitar for me. He works on his thesis, and I hang out and write. We went out for dinner on Monday, but yesterday we took turns cooking for each other. It’s good.”




    “How was going out for dinner in public? Weird?”




    “We’ll both be a bit freaked out until convocation. We went to this quiet oyster bar in the Distillery District.”




    “Oysters, huh? That’s disappointing.”




    “Why? They were great.”




    “You’ve only been doing the horizontal hustle for five days, and you’re already using performance enhancing foods? That’s lame.”




    I laughed and shook my head.




    “Look, wingnut, I’ve gotta go. I’m at Starbucks. I’ll be in residence for a bit later on if you want to give me a buzz. I’ve got laundry to do and stuff. I hope Daniel doesn’t wig out if I decide to stay at Jackman tonight. I want to catch up with Matt and Jo.”




    “I’m sure he’ll understand. If I don’t catch you this aft, we’ll talk later in the week, okay?”




    “No worries. I’m excited to see your show, by the way.”




    “Aww, thanks. It’ll be great to have everyone there.”




    We said our good-byes, and I joined the ridiculous line for over-priced Starbucks coffee. Then I returned to Vic where I spent the remainder of my mind-numbing shift stuffing hundreds of envelopes with convocation invites.




    Elaine didn’t stay in one place for longer than five minutes. Throughout the morning, she circled the outer office like a piranha looking to feed, talking into her Bluetooth constantly. Most of the time it looked like she was talking to herself. Watching her yammer away to nothingness gave me the willies. I stifled a shudder every time she passed my desk.




    Her calls were mainly personal, her gossipy whispers not nearly as discreet as she must have thought. With each trip past me, her eyes swept across the desk as if she was waiting for me to screw up. What could I possibly botch? All I was doing was sliding invitations into addressed envelopes. I took the opportunity during one of her circuits away from my desk to find my own invitation. Seeing the words Victoria College Convocation above my own name made graduation real. Feeling remarkably proud of myself, I slipped the invitation into my envelope and popped it into my purse.




    At eleven twenty-five, just as I was contemplating leaving, Elaine glanced at the clock. Prepared to be dismissed, I gathered up the remaining invitations.




    “How far did you get?” she asked.




    “I finished the Js.”




    “Would you stay until twelve and try to get the Ls finished? There are more important things for Gisele to do this afternoon.”




    I thought about refusing, but I smiled sweetly at her instead. “Anything to make Gisele’s afternoon easier.”




    “Good. And leave the front door unlocked. I’m expecting someone.”




    She disappeared into her office and pulled the door halfway closed behind her while I reclaimed the pile of invitations. I didn’t want to be here longer than necessary, but I’d be damned if I’d let her think she was inconveniencing me. As I worked, I tried not to keep checking my phone for messages, but it was futile. I’d peek at it every few minutes, and there would inevitably be some random message from Daniel.




    Sometimes it would merely be a passing remark:




    Remind me to arrange to borrow


    Brad’s pickup truck to get the boat. -D




    Sometimes it would be a random question:




    I’m at the grocery store.


    Red Rose tea or Tetley? -D




    And sometimes his words would make me ache with the need to be with him:




    I miss the taste of your tongue.


    I can’t wait to kiss you again. -D




    At eleven forty-five, I was reading one such message when my phone rang in my hand, yanking me from my wayward thoughts.




    “Good morning, Victoria College, Dean Armstrong’s Office, how can I help you?” I said.




    “Aubrey?”




    “Yes.”




    “It’s David.”




    “David! Hi, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”




    “Out of sight out of mind?”




    “No, of course not. I didn’t anticipate your call, that’s all.”




    He laughed. “It’s all right, Aubrey. I understand. Do you always make a habit of answering your cell phone so professionally?”




    “I’m still at work.” I laughed. “Reflex, I guess.”




    “You’re still at work? That’s why you sound distracted. Your mind must be elsewhere.”




    Gee, as a matter of fact, I was just imagining your son’s hands running up my thighs to touch my…um…elsewhere…




    Through the cracks between the hinges, I saw Elaine standing inside her door. She’d heard me say David’s name, and now she was shamelessly eavesdropping. God, I hated her.




    “How are things?” I asked him.




    “It’s busy. But that’s to be expected.”




    “I’ve been thinking about you. I miss you over here.” I made no effort to disguise the warmth in my voice. I wanted Elaine to know how much I preferred my former employer.




    “That’s nice to hear, especially after the way things have been between us the last couple of months,” he said. “I know it hasn’t been easy.”




    “Circumstances beyond our control. These things happen.”




    “You’re very gracious, as always. Listen, I thought you’d have left by now. I didn’t intend to call while you’re at work. Are you alone?”




    “Not exactly.”




    “Elaine’s in the room?”




    “Pretty close.”




    “Well, it’s most likely not the best time to talk if she’s right there, but it’s a rather time-sensitive issue to discuss. You see, I have a proposition.”




    A proposition? How intriguing.




    “It’s up to you, David. I could call you later, if you’d prefer,” I said.




    Elaine was still hovering around her doorway. Nosy bitch.




    “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. I’m sure I’m overreacting, as usual.” He laughed lightly. It was nice to hear him trying not to take everything so seriously. “I just got off the phone with Daniel, and he has all the details, but I wanted to extend a personal invitation. Gwen has been talking about having high tea at the King Edward Hotel for a while. I’ve decided to take her there this Sunday for Mother’s Day with the whole family. I have to confirm numbers by one o’clock. Would you be interested in joining us?”




    I put my hand over my mouth to contain an elated gasp. At last—a sign that I was welcome to join the family instead of being cast aside as a dirty secret!




    “That sounds lovely,” I said.




    “Excellent. So, I suppose we’ll see you on Sunday?”




    “Perfect. I can’t wait.”




    “Oh, and this outing is fencepost. We’re surprising Gwen. I hope we can keep the cat in the bag for the next few days.”




    “I’m sure Gwen won’t suspect a thing.”




    “I hope you’re right. Maybe you could tell Daniel we’ll firm up plans later in the week? Oh, and Aubrey?”




    “Yes?”




    “Daniel sounds relaxed and very happy—happier than he has in a long time. I know we have you to thank for that.”




    As I hung up, I could barely contain my euphoria. I was no longer merely being tolerated. I was being accepted. I worked methodically, thinking about Mother’s Day tea at the King Edward Hotel, imagining how the afternoon would play out. The whole family would be there. Julie wouldn’t be able to go, though. Her parents were taking her home on Sunday morning. Did David and Gwen even know about Julie?




    While I was pondering this question and finishing off the invitations with the surname “K,” a young man walked in. A summer-school student perhaps? I rounded my desk and greeted him as he approached the counter.




    “Can I help you?”




    He looked at me searchingly. “Wow, you don’t remember me. I’m crushed, Aubrey.” He put his hand over his heart, regarding me with a puppy dog expression.




    I examined his face for a clue—something that would jog my memory. I suppose there was something vaguely familiar about him, but I couldn’t place him, and though he knew my name, I certainly didn’t know his. He smiled and tapped the counter with his hand.




    “When you were in first year, you were going out with my best friend, Lyle Kennedy. I was one of his housemates. I helped you roll him into bed after he’d had too much to drink a couple of times…”




    My hands rose to my cheeks, a series of vague, uncomfortable memories flooding my mind. “Goodness, you’re right. I’m so sorry! Gosh, um, Terry?” I grimaced. I knew as soon as I spoke that his name wasn’t Terry.




    He shook his head. “Close. Travis.”




    “Of course! Travis…right…”




    I nodded, though frankly, I hadn’t devoted any time to reminiscing about Lyle Kennedy or our short-lived relationship since we’d broken up, and I certainly hadn’t given Travis or any of Lyle’s other roommates a second thought.




    “It’s been ages since I thought about those days. How’ve you been?”




    “Not bad. I graduated last year. Bumming around, to be honest,” he said. “It’s not easy to get a job. I’m getting desperate.”




    “I feel your pain. What about Lyle?”




    “Lyle? He dropped out after first year. Only got two credits. He was put on academic probation so his folks yanked him. He went home to Halifax so they could keep an eye on him. Last I heard he was at Dalhousie University.”




    “Hopefully he pulled everything together at home. He was a decent guy.”




    “He was an awesome guy—when he wasn’t wasted.”




    “Very true.” I laughed. “So, what brings you over here? You taking summer courses?”




    “No, I’m here to see Elaine. She suggested I drop by.”




    “Oh. Sure.” I resisted asking what business he could possibly have with Elaine. As long as I wasn’t the one dealing with her, I didn’t care. “She’s in her office.”




    As Travis made his way around the counter, Elaine pushed the door open wide.




    “There you are,” she said, taking both of his hands in hers. Having never witnessed anything even remotely warm in her demeanor, I almost fell over. “I was expecting you at eleven fifteen. I was wondering what happened to you.”




    “Sorry, traffic was terrible.”




    “Don’t worry. That can’t be helped.”




    Don’t worry? That can’t be helped? He was thirty-five minutes late for a scheduled meeting! I’d been four-and-a-half minutes late for work on Monday, and you’d have thought I’d committed a federal offense.




    “Please, come in.” She ushered Travis into her office and turned to me. “Aubrey you can go. Lock the door on your way out.”




    “But you wanted me to finish the Ls. I’ve almost—”




    “Don’t concern yourself.” She shooed me with her hand. “Gisele can finish it.”




    I gritted my teeth. “Right. Of course. See you on Friday.” I turned to her guest. “Travis, it was nice seeing you again. Sorry I didn’t recognize you at first.”




    “Don’t give it a second thought, Aubrey. Not everyone has a photographic memory,” he said, tapping the side of his head with a sly wink.




    Elaine flashed a smug smile and closed the door in my face. I stared at the knots in the wood in front of me. The woman was a freak show.
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    Two hours later I was in my room at Jackman, folding laundry. I hated folding laundry. Daniel probably loved it. Would he organize the laundered clothes according to color or genre? Maybe both?




    I smiled as I thought about his efforts to seem relaxed in the face of my carefree attitude. I’d caught him staring sadly at the chair beside the bed—the “clothes chair” as I was fond of calling it—where I tossed semi-clean clothes. As soon as I was out the door, he probably went into tidy mode, finding a home for all my stray items.




    I returned to my laundry, planning to call him as a reward once I’d finished. This plan was thwarted by an incoming text message.




    Hey, crazy legs! Finished your laundry yet?


    I miss you. -D




    I sat down among the bras and polka-dotted panties.




    Hi, sugar. Folding right now.


    What exactly do you miss? -A




    Lots of things. Canoodling, for example. Smooching. Splooges!


    I REALLY miss splooges. -D




    LOL! Wow, there’s a lot of Os in those words, sailor. -A




    So there are. Multiple Os.


    Tell me, how do you feel about multiple Os? -D




    I find them VERY enjoyable. -A




    I bet you do. Pfft, what am I saying? I KNOW you do.


    May I offer you some enjoyment tonight? -D




    I’d been dreading this moment. I’d wanted to stay at the condo, but Jo had been so excited to see me when I’d swung by after work. She’d made me lunch, helped me lug my laundry downstairs, and immediately started planning what we’d have for dinner. When she beseechingly suggested a movie night, I’d agreed without hesitating. Instead of replying to Daniel with another text, I dialed his number, continuing to fold with my free hand.




    “Hi, my lovely. That’s better. How was work?”




    “Verging on tolerable.”




    “And Elaine?”




    “Completely intolerable. She had her hair pulled into such a tight bun, I swear it was doubling as a facelift. And she threw away Archie, the hanging plant. She said it made the office look sloppy. I’m sad. I loved Archie.”




    “Plants need to be nurtured. I’m guessing she gets along better with inanimate objects. I hear she has a fabulous rapport with Stan.”




    “Who’s Stan?”




    “The front counter.”




    I laughed. He was in a strange mood. “She particularly likes Stan after he’s been Swiffered. By me, of course.”




    “That goes without saying. What else is new? Anything good?”




    “I had nice chat with your dad. He called to ask about Sunday.”




    “Good. I didn’t want to say anything. He told me not to talk to you about Mother’s Day until he’d invited you himself.”




    “I never dreamed he’d buckle this soon.”




    “He must have taken it as a good sign that the earth didn’t careen off its axis when we went away for the weekend. Plus, I don’t think he likes the idea of you not spending time with your own mom on Mother’s Day.”




    “That’s sweet.”




    “He cares about you, you know that, right?”




    “I know.” I flopped onto my pillow and closed my eyes. “Will everyone be tense with me there? I don’t want to ruin your mother’s afternoon.”




    “This is what we’ve wanted for weeks—to be a normal couple. I’m thrilled that you’ll be there with my family. So, what’s the plan? Are you coming over later?”




    I hesitated. “Would you be upset if I declined?”




    “I’d be disappointed, but I’ll survive. Mind if I ask why?”




    “Stephen’s gone home, and Jo’s lonely. She’s starting a course next week, but she’s at loose ends right now.”




    “Can we make plans for tomorrow, then? I’d like to take you shopping for an outfit for Sunday.”




    “Daniel, you’re impossible.”




    “And the sooner you accept it, the happier everyone will be.”




    “What’s in it for you?”




    “Ah, poppet, you know me well.” His voice dropped a register, as if he were telling me something top-secret. “There’s a lingerie store at Bayview Village I think we should check out.”




    “More polka-dots?” I looked down at the sea of dotted panties surrounding me.




    “Hmm, maybe we should consider branching out…”




    I laughed. “Meaning?”




    “I don’t know. How do you feel about…stripes?”
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    After talking to Daniel, I wandered out to the kitchen. Matt and Sarah were watching a movie. He was staring at the screen, but her eyes were fixed on a spot on the wall about four feet away from the TV. She looked completely detached. It gave me a vague, uneasy feeling.




    “Can I get you guys anything?” I asked.




    Matt paused the movie. “No thanks, Aubs. How about you, Sarah?”




    She snapped to attention as if Matt had clapped his hands in front of her face.




    “Huh? Oh, I’ll grab some water.” She joined me in the kitchen, talking to Matt over her shoulder. “Don’t pause it on my account.”




    Matt shrugged and restarted the movie.




    “I could’ve gotten it for you,” I said, handing Sarah a bottle of water.




    “That’s okay. It’s great of you guys to let me stay. I don’t want you to feel like you have to serve me, too.”




    She leaned against the counter. “So, Matt said you’ve got a new boyfriend, but you don’t talk about him much? Something about jinxing it?”




    “Things are great, but you know Murphy’s Law,” I said, improvising as I went. “When you start telling the world about the guy and bragging about how great everything is, things start to fall apart.”




    “That’s so true,” she said, staring vacantly at the cereal cupboard.




    “Is everything okay?” I whispered, bobbing my head toward the other room. “You know…”




    A smile ghosted across her face, and she lowered her voice. “Things are fine. It’s just…You’re lucky you have this place to escape to when you need a break. Matt’s great, but I guess I wish there was some place I could go sometimes. It’s nothing. Please don’t tell him, okay?”




    “Of course.” I patted her arm and returned to my room. Matt was still sitting on the couch, entranced by his movie, oblivious to his girlfriend’s need for space.




    While I waited for Jo to return from the grocery store, I logged onto my email to send my mom a message about the timing for convocation. I was on the verge of logging off when an email from Daniel arrived in my inbox. I laughed as I looked at the subject line. What on earth was he up to now?




    From: Jung Willman




    To: Miss_V




    Sent: Wed, May 6, 3:26:05 PM




    Subject: When shall you see me write a thing in rhyme?




    Hey gorgeous,




    Let me explain what happens when I miss you. After we hung up, I reorganized my sock drawer and ironed some towels. Then, after rereading our texts from earlier, I was struck with inspiration and had to write the masterpiece below. In lieu of the type of multiple Os I’d prefer to see you enjoy, I hope these suffice this evening…




    Multiple Os




    I know you will most likely think I’m a stooge,




    But I love you so much, oh yes, even your splooge.




    I’m sitting here useless, just lost in my doodles;




    I miss you like crazy, I need some canoodles.




    You’re gorgeous and hot, (but with feet like Nanook);




    Your risotto’s delicious, I love how you cook.




    Your smooches are perfect, “you kiss by the book,”




    And the thought of your boobs, well, I’d kill for a look.




    My mind is so dirty; I’m thinking ’bout spooning,




    (This poem is epic, I bet that you’re swooning.)




    I must go and tidy, and vacuum some too.




    I like the place clean when I’m planning to woo.




    I imagine you’re laughing and thinking “Oh dooood,”




    But I know in my heart that you’re sooo in the mood…




    See the levels of brilliance you inspire? You’re no doubt packing an overnight bag. Poor Joanna! How can she compete? ;) I’m kidding, of course. (Shakespeare is turning in his grave…I can’t believe I couched his glorious words among all those ridiculous ones!)




    Have a nice evening and call me before you go to bed. I love you, crazy legs.




    -D




    xoxoxo




    P.S. I didn’t really reorganize my sock drawer. Just so you know…
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