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			For lovers everywhere
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			Chapter 1

			Jane lay awake, searching for the secret of all existence in Caleb’s sleeping face. She was certain if she just looked long enough, she would find it there. And if there was no secret to be found, she would be perfectly happy to just go on gazing at him for an eternity anyway.

			The constant clamor of music coming from the street below seemed not to bother him at all, as if he had been born from the belly of a snare drum and meant for no other world than the world of song—sweet melodies instead of blood pumping through his veins. The neon light filtering through the blinds painted red slats across his youthful face, and she watched as his eyelids flickered to the rhythm of some dream. When his lips curled into a slight smile, it was all she could do to keep herself from kissing him. But she knew he needed sleep, so she prayed to the music and to the night that his dreams might be dreams of her, and then she closed her eyes to dream of him.
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			She woke to the soft touch of Caleb’s lips on the back of her neck. He must have dreamed of her after all, she thought.

			Jane kept her eyes closed and listened to her heart throbbing in her chest. She knew if she could live a thousand years, she would never tire of being woken like this. And it wasn’t just the primal, sexual pleasure of it, either. No, it was something more. It was the conscious awareness deep down in her soul that they were connected in every possible way—physically, emotionally, spiritually. That he was her, and she was him, and together they were all that mattered in this world or any other. They were entwined and unbreakable.

			His hair hung down over her shoulder, tickling her chest, and she shifted onto her back and brought her mouth to his.

			When he finally pulled away, she said, “I love you.”

			He motioned to his ear, as if he couldn’t hear her.

			“I said I love you,” she repeated.

			He reached and pinched her earplug and pulled it free. “I love you too, baby,” he said, laughing. “But there’s no need to shout it at me.”

			Jane laughed and fished the earplug from her other ear. “I keep forgetting they’re in.”

			He just smiled and kissed her again. Then he rolled over and got up from the bed, and headed for the bathroom.

			“Do you use them because of the neighbor’s dog?”

			She heard his question but was too transfixed by the view of his naked figure walking away to process an answer.

			“Because I’ll talk to her if you want,” he added. 

			“The earplugs? No. These are for the music.”

			She wanted to tell him she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since she’d been in Austin. His apartment was just off the main strip, and the music and crowds raged on in the streets until at least three in the morning. Then she had to be up by eight to feed the parking meter.

			The parking meter!

			Jane glanced at the bedside clock—8:10 a.m.

			She jumped out of bed, shimmied into her jeans, pulled on Caleb’s T-shirt, and rushed barefoot into the hall and down the apartment stairs. 

			The parking enforcement vehicle was just pulling away when she rounded the corner in a mad dash for her car. And there was the ticket, tucked beneath the windshield wiper, just like the dozen others she’d received in the last three weeks.

			She heard laughter and looked up to see their neighbor sitting on her apartment balcony, wearing her tacky pink robe and smoking a cigarette. She seemed to relish Jane’s battle with the meter as much as she did pounding on their bedroom wall whenever she thought their lovemaking too loud.

			Jane flipped her off. She was almost to the apartment door when she turned and trudged back. “I’m sorry,” she called up. “That was childish of me.”

			The neighbor stubbed out her cigarette, gathered up her little yapping dog in her arms, then went inside and pulled the slider closed without a word.

			Caleb was already showered and drying his hair when Jane returned to the apartment. He tossed the towel and pulled her to him and kissed her. His lips were warm and soft, and she could smell the soap on his skin.

			“How do you shower so fast?” she asked.

			“Easy,” he replied. “I turn the water on, soap up, and rinse off.” Then he kissed her again and added, “I’m happy to get back in with you for a demonstration.”

			“Yeah, right,” she said. “Like two people could fit in that tiny shower.”

			She placed her hands on his naked chest and pushed herself free, heading for the kitchen to see about breakfast.

			“Men, men, men,” she said under her breath.

			“What’s that, babe?” 

			The apartment was so small, they could practically hear each other’s thoughts.

			“I said I miss my bath.”

			“You do?”

			“I do. You boys have it made. Society accepts you with all your hair just the way it grows. I’ve got to shave and pluck and polish just to be presentable.”

			“You could go bohemian,” he called from the bedroom.

			“Go bohemian?”

			“Sure. We’ve already got the poverty thing going.”

			“You wouldn’t mind?”

			“Baby, I’d love you if you looked like Sasquatch.”

			“Yes, but would you make love to me if I did?”

			Caleb leaned out from the bedroom and looked at her, considering her question. Then he smiled. “Yes. Answer’s yes.”

			Jane chuckled and went back to making coffee and toast.

			A minute later, Caleb called from the bedroom, “Although our kids might have a tough time in school.”

			“What’s that?”

			He stepped into the kitchen, dressed for the day in his signature jeans and T-shirt. Jane had bought him other shoes, but for some reason he insisted on wearing his old boots that he’d worn all those months ago while working in her yard back in Washington.

			“I was just saying that if you looked like Sasquatch, our kids might have a hard time.”

			Jane glanced up at him from the toaster and frowned. “I thought we made a deal not to talk about that.”

			“Sorry. It’s just that every time I look at you, I wonder what our kids would look like. Don’t you wonder too?”

			Jane turned away and pulled down two coffee mugs from the cupboard, speaking with her back turned as she filled them. “I wonder about a lot of things. Like what it would feel like to parachute off a building. Or backpack across Africa. Or swim the English Channel. Or get a sleeve tattoo.”

			“See,” he said. “I knew you were bohemian.”

			She turned and handed him a mug of coffee. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to do any of those things.”

			“Well, let’s talk about it later.”

			“Let’s not,” she said.

			He grabbed a piece of toast from the toaster and ate half of it in one bite, not bothering to butter it.

			“Not even the tattoo?” he mumbled, choking down the dry bread. “It’d look good on you.”

			The twinkle in his green eyes was so charming, she couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe someday,” she said. “You want eggs?”

			“No, I gotta run.”

			“I thought you didn’t work until noon.”

			“I don’t, but I’m meeting Jeremy to go over the set list for tomorrow’s gig.” Caleb glanced at the time on the microwave. “And I’m late already.”

			“You haven’t even finished your coffee.”

			He went to the cupboard and pulled down a large plastic cup, poured his coffee in, added cream, turned the tap on, and filled it the rest of the way with cold water. Then he gulped the entire concoction down and put the empty cup in the sink. Jane just shook her head.

			“Take the car,” she said.

			“You sure?”

			“Please. I can’t be running out to pay the meter all day. And put the parking ticket in the glove box with the others.”

			“I’m going to get you a monthly spot if I have to set someone’s car on fire,” he said.

			“I’d rather you put your energy into finding me a place with a bathtub. Or how about air-conditioning?”

			Caleb stepped up and wrapped his arms around her waist, no trace of impatience in his embrace, despite his being late. “Come on, it’s not that hot here, is it?”

			“Are you kidding?” she asked. “You’re never here in the afternoons. This place is a sauna. And the few plants I bought for the balcony are already brown. Even the cactus.”

			“Maybe you should hang a sign in the window and offer hot yoga classes,” he suggested.

			She chuckled at the thought. “Yeah, right. I’ve taken one lesson and was nearly brought home by ambulance. All I can remember beyond the first fifteen minutes is coming to in the studio lobby and mumbling to the instructor that downward dog is not a resting pose.”

			“I agree with you there,” he said. “It isn’t. Although I’d love to see you demonstrate your technique for me in those jeans. Or maybe without them, even.”

			“Aren’t you late, mister?”

			He leaned in and kissed her. “I love you.”

			“I love you too.”

			He grabbed another piece of toast, snatched the car keys from the hook, and turned to leave. He stopped at the door and looked back. “Hey, babe. Would you mind letting me use the apartment this evening? To rehearse with the guys. My gig this weekend is an important one.”

			“Sure,” Jane answered, a little surprised, since he hadn’t mentioned it before now. “How late will you be?”

			“Just until nine or so. Then maybe we can get a bite.”

			“Yeah, no problem. I’ll go and see a movie or something.”

			Caleb flashed a smile. “Thanks, babe. And I’ll see about finding us a used AC unit.”

			She meant to tell him not to bother, but before she could, he was gone. She stood in the kitchen with her coffee mug in her hand, looking at the door and listening to his steps fading down the stairs. A familiar and unwelcome silence enveloped the small apartment, as if his very presence generated some beautiful sound that left with him each day.

			She carried her coffee to the couch, opened her laptop, and went through her daily ritual of deleting spam, hoping that she might have a message about a job from one of the many sites where she had posted her résumé. There was nothing. Just twelve messages inviting her to use LinkedIn, whatever that was, and an e-mail from Esmeralda letting her know that her home sale had closed. She shut her laptop and sighed.

			Jane looked around at the tiny apartment. The faded paint. The awful track lighting. The clouded window that seemed to get worse with each cleaning. Funny, she thought, but she never missed her home on Bainbridge Island when Caleb was around. It was only when he left that she even noticed her sad surroundings.

			She leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes, recalling the beauty of her island backyard. She remembered Caleb out there working in the rain, his wet shirt clinging to his body, wildly hacking down blackberries and ripping them from the ground. She remembered the day she had come home and found him constructing a Slip ’N Slide down into the creek. She remembered the new grass. The fountain. The silly old goat. And she remembered making love to Caleb for the first time, how excited and nervous she had been. She remembered the baseball game later, his ripping off her clothes when they had returned home, and bending her over the kitchen table like a man possessed. There were earlier memories too. Memories of her life, long before Caleb. Memories of her daughter, Melody. Of her best friend, Grace. But she kept that box closed on most days, today being no exception.

			The ancient refrigerator whirred loudly to life, rousing Jane from her memories. She stood and looked out the window. At least they had a view, she thought. Even if it was of parked cars and dingy bars. She watched the daytime machinery of old Austin working in the street below. The booze delivery trucks. The traffic going by. The people. She knew she should be out there pounding the pavement, job hunting again. But she just couldn’t stomach another day filled with rejection.

			Maybe a little nap first?

			No, it was already too hot for that.

			She glanced down at her laptop, a thought playing at the edges of her mind. If her house sale had closed, that meant she had some money again. And even though she intended to save it for another house someday, and she wasn’t working just yet, there wasn’t much she wouldn’t pay for the luxury of a warm bath and a cool room to rest in.
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			Jane opened her eyes in the dark room.

			She listened to the alarm, wondering for a moment where in the world she was. She had just been driving down the most dreamy country road in an old Mustang convertible with sunglasses on and her hand out the window, riding the breeze.

			She rolled over and silenced the hotel alarm clock, glad that she had set it before lying down. She used the bathroom, freshening up her makeup in the mirror. Then she gathered her purse to leave and paused at the door to look back into the room—the comfy bed rumpled and waiting, the bath she had soaked so luxuriously in, the room-service tray sitting on the table. She felt somewhat guilty, as if she’d had some secret rendezvous with herself. But she also felt more rested than she had in a long time. It seemed a shame to leave when the room was paid for, so she kept the key, thinking maybe she’d surprise Caleb later. It had been a while since they’d had a queen mattress to play on.

			“Thank you, Hilton,” she said. Then she stepped out and gently pulled the door closed.

			The night sky outside was warm and electric. To Jane, Austin was more a city of sound than anything else. The old church bells tolling the hours. The great-tailed grackles calling in chorus from street-side live oaks and ancient pecan trees. The constant wail of distant sirens patrolling the edges of downtown, as if there were always some emergency on its borders. And the music. All night long, the music. She passed bar after bar with every form of amplified sound pumping from their open doors, the dim light inside showing just a smear of drunken, hypnotized faces swaying to the beat. So much music and so little time. How could any man, woman, or band hope to make it when so many talented ones had already tried and failed, and settled on covering old hits for free drinks and a little money to pool toward making rent? It made her worry for Caleb. But then he seemed perfectly happy just producing music, whether anyone cared to listen to it or not. And if any talent might stand out above the crowd, it was Caleb’s; she’d never heard a better voice than his. But then she might be biased.

			The blocks passed in a blur beneath Jane’s thoughts, and before long she was standing in front of their building. The lights were off in their apartment, even though Caleb had said they’d be rehearsing there. She looked at her phone—thirty-five minutes after nine and no missed calls. She shrugged, fishing her keys from her purse. The dog was yipping away behind the neighbor’s thin door when she reached the landing, and she cursed the little devil under her breath as she hurried inside to close out the shrill sound.

			The apartment was dark, save for a lone candle burning on the coffee table. She called Caleb’s name, but there was no answer. She set down her purse and crossed the small living room to the candle, and found a single long-stemmed white rose and a card. Was it their anniversary? she wondered. They didn’t even really have a date to go by, did they?

			She opened the envelope and pulled out a note.

			I know you’re not a fan of flowers with thorns, so I stripped them off by hand. The other eleven roses are waiting for you on the roof.

			She’d never been to the roof and wasn’t even sure how to get there. Carrying the rose and the card with her, she went into the hall again and up the stairs, so curious about what awaited her that she didn’t even hear the barking fading behind her. Three flights seemed to be thirty tonight, but at last she was standing at the roof-access door. For some reason she expected it to be locked, but the handle turned and the door opened easily and swung away. When she saw the scene before her, she clapped a hand over her mouth, as if to keep her heart from leaping out.

			A path of white rose petals lined by candles burning in crystal urns led to a table covered with white linen and topped with a vase of white roses. And beside the table stood Caleb, freshly shaven with his hair slicked back, wearing a suit and tie. She’d never seen him in a suit before, and the silhouette he cut standing there in the candlelight, together with the roses and the rooftop table for two, made her eyes well up with tears of joy until the entire scene blurred together into one gorgeous and shimmering vision of something she might have dreamed. It wasn’t until she blinked the tears away that she noticed Jeremy standing off to the side with his electric violin cradled beneath his chin, the bow ready on the strings. They seemed to be waiting for her, so she pulled herself together and walked the rose-petal path toward Caleb.

			When she reached him, she opened her mouth to speak, but he pressed a finger to her lips. Then he took her hand in his and knelt before her. Jane felt a tear run down her cheek to the tip of her nose as she looked at him there. He smiled, and she noticed that his eyes were wet too. They were still for several moments, him on his knees looking up, her standing and looking down. There was a silent promise in that pose and in his eyes that wasn’t lost on Jane, an intimate gesture of the position he wished for her in his life. A covenant to always place her above himself in all things from now until forever if she would only accept him, here, now, as he was, however he would be, together in joint harness wherever this ride might lead.

			He had hardly asked, “Will you marry me?” before Jane nodded yes and pulled him up, kissing him and running her fingers through his thick hair. She could have kissed him there forever, but the electric violin began to play, and she remembered they were not alone on the roof.

			She pulled free and smoothed his hair back with her hands, feeling slightly embarrassed. Caleb smiled his charming smile, and then he held up the blue felt box and opened it to present her with the ring—the ring he had worked so hard for all those long afternoons at Mrs. Hawthorne’s place. He lifted Jane’s hand to slip it onto her finger. It fit so well that she knew he’d had it sized. She took his hand in hers, interlaced their fingers, and held them up together to look at the yellow diamond, sparkling in the candlelight. The rooftop and the city seemed to fall away, the sirens and street noise fading, until only she and Caleb were standing there among the stars, floating on the sounds of an electric violin, their entwined forms cutting from the firmament a new constellation dedicated to love.

			Jane was still lost in the dream of it all when Caleb pulled out her chair. She sat, and he uncorked a bottle of sparkling cider and filled their glasses.

			“I hope it’s a good year,” she joked, remembering his saying it once at dinner.

			He just smiled and stepped away from the table.

			“Aren’t you going to join me?” she asked.

			He reappeared with a serving platter. “Yes, but I’m also your server,” he said. “The friend I had lined up couldn’t make it.”

			“Well, at least the music made it.”

			“Isn’t Jeremy great?”

			“Yes. I’ve never heard anything like it, and I love it.”

			Jeremy seemed to have heard them because his smile stretched a little wider and he played a little louder. After seeing that everything was set, Caleb joined Jane at the table and held up his flute of cider to toast.

			“To love,” he said.

			“Okay,” Jane replied. “To love. And to me becoming Mrs. Caleb Cummings.”

			“You sure?” he asked.

			“Hell yes.”

			“Not about marrying me,” he clarified. “About taking my name. Because it’s fine if you want to keep yours, or even hyphenate them. McKinney-Cummings sounds nice.”

			Jane laughed so hard, cider splashed out of her glass. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting to get rid of my stupid family’s name? Now, can we toast before the food gets cold?”

			“I’m afraid it’s already cold,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “I was expecting you at nine.”

			“Look at this,” Jane said. “We’re not even married yet and we’re already arguing.  To Mr. and Mrs. Caleb Cummings, and that’s final.”

			“You wanna know something?” he asked, holding back his glass. “I’m crazy in love with you.”

			Jane smiled. “I’m crazy in love with you too.”

			She clinked her glass against his and held his gaze as they sipped. The violin played on, the candles flickered in their crystal urns, and never before had a cold meal and warm sparkling cider tasted so great to anyone anywhere on earth.

			“Ooh,” Jane said after they had finished their main course. “He even has chocolate-covered strawberries for dessert.”

			“No”—Caleb shook his head—“this is pre-dessert.”

			“Pre-dessert?”

			“Yes, because when we finish with these, I plan to take you down to our bedroom and have my way with you.”

			“I’ve got a better idea,” Jane said.

			“You do? Please tell.”

			She pulled out the Hilton room key card. “How about I take you back to my suite at the Hilton and have my way with you?”

			“Your suite at the Hilton?”

			“Well, it’s a regular room, really. But it has a queen bed.”

			“And why do you have a room at the Hilton?”

			Jane bit into a strawberry and grinned. “I’ll explain it on the way, my sweet fiancé.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Chris Cornell, without a doubt.”

			“I say Kurt Cobain.”

			“No way. Not even close.”

			“Get out. You know Nirvana wrote way better songs than Soundgarden ever did.”

			“The question was greatest voice of all time. Not greatest song. Ask yourself this—which of them would you rather be?”

			“Easy. The one who’s still alive.”

			“Chris Cornell. See, I rest my case.”

			“What do you say, Jane?”

			Jane looked up from the camcorder she had in her lap. There was a crowded table of young faces staring at her. “What’s that?” she asked.

			“Chris Cornell or Kurt Cobain?”

			“Neither,” she said.

			“Neither? Who’s your favorite voice of all time, then?”

			She smiled. “Caleb Cummings, of course.”

			There was a moment of silence; then they all nodded.

			“She’s good,” one of them said.

			“Hey,” another kid cut in. “Did anyone notice that they all have the initials CC?”

			“No, they don’t, stupid. Kurt is spelled with a K.”

			Jane just smiled and enjoyed listening to their banter. In the short time Caleb had been in Austin, he’d amassed a misfit collection of friends, and Jane loved him for it. Some were musicians; others were friends from the warehouse where he worked. But they all admired Caleb. Jane could see it in the way they looked at him, how they hung on his every word. But if he was aware, he never let on . . . And maybe his humility was why everyone fell for him the way they did.

			“There’s the lights,” someone said. “He’s coming out.”

			Jane checked the borrowed video camera again, making sure it was ready. She didn’t know exactly why, but she was nervous. Maybe because this was Caleb’s first major solo gig. And on a Saturday night at Sherman’s too. But if Caleb was nervous, Jane couldn’t tell. He walked out onstage and stood in the lights, smiling at the crowd. Then he plugged in his guitar and proceeded to tune it, as if he were standing in his own living room without another soul around.

			One by one, the crowd fell silent.

			His quiet nonchalance onstage drew every eye and ear in the place. They were all waiting to see what this kid could do. His tuning somehow worked itself into a mini riff, and the riff somehow worked itself into a full-on guitar solo, and before Jane even knew what was happening, his fingers were running on the strings and the amps were wailing, and the entire place lit up with a kind of electricity that raised the hairs on Jane’s neck. 

			Caleb’s head hung, his hair dangling, and Jane was struck by how unaffected he was by the stage and the lights and the people. She could almost picture him as a boy, playing away by himself in some garage somewhere. He was an artist with something to say, a man baring his soul without fear, and the absolute absence of any fake showmanship was a huge turn-on to Jane.

			Caleb played on—one minute, two minutes, three.

			The crowd was so mesmerized by the sound of his guitar that Jane heard a surprised cheer erupt when he finally leaned in to the microphone and began to sing. 

			Baby, baby, baby. Baby, yeah, you know I’m singin’ to you.

			Then Caleb lifted his head and looked right at Jane. The crowd dissolved away and she sat in the spotlight of his green-eyed stare, listening to the voice she so loved. 

			Maybe I’ll lay down this pen

			Never write a song again

			Baby, if only you ask me to

			Maybe I’ll smash this old guitar

			Get me a job sellin’ cars

			Baby, if that’s what real men do

			And maybe I’ll rise before the sun

			Be home when the workday’s done

			Oh, baby, if it proves my love is true

			But if you’ll have me as I am

			The moody poet, the broken man

			Then, baby, I’ll write every song for you

			Because baby, baby, baby

			I don’t care nothin’ ’bout no maybes

			And I can’t wait to fuckin’ marry you 

			Fortunately for Jane, her shriek of delight was muted by the outrageous guitar riff Caleb unleashed to punctuate his engagement announcement. The boys at the table all turned their heads toward Jane to see if it was true. She grinned and held up the ring on her finger for them to see.

			“Holy bling,” one of them shouted. “You could signal the space station with that thing.”

			Jane blushed, saying, “It isn’t that big,” but her comment was covered up by another wave of guitar music from the stage.

			She suddenly realized that the camcorder was still in her lap and that she had forgotten to start recording. She picked it up and turned it on, then settled back into her seat to record the rest of Caleb’s performance. 

			This is twice now that I’ve been caught off guard by him, she thought, smiling from behind the viewfinder. 

			But Caleb wasn’t the only one who could pull off a surprise. At least, she hoped not.
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			Caleb was still sleeping the following Monday when Jane sat down with her morning cup of coffee and her stack of parking tickets, then logged on to the Austin Municipal Court website to pay them. At least there was one good thing about getting up early to go job hunting, she thought. She wouldn’t have to worry about paying the meter.

			As Jane entered the citation numbers and paid each ticket, annoying announcement banners kept flashing on the screen with various boring bits of city business that only a civics buff would care about or even read. New deferred disposition rules. Warrant roundup warnings. City vision and values. She had just paid the last ticket and was about to close the laptop when one of these banners caught her eye. Under the heading City Jobs, the notice read: Parking Enforcement Officer opening. Click to apply.

			Jane clicked it just for kicks. A new window opened with a brief online application.

			Oh, what the hell, she thought. At least she’d be able to hit the streets with her first job application of the day out of the way. Her résumé sure didn’t seem to be drawing any interest.

			She typed her future name into the application just to see how it would look: Jane Cummings. She liked it. But they had been engaged for only a week now, she reminded herself, and it wasn’t officially her name yet. She reluctantly changed it back to McKinney. Then she entered her birth date: January 21, 1973.

			“Nineteen seventy-three.”

			When she said it aloud, it seemed so damn long ago already. Another era even. A time you’d tell today’s youth about as they sat slack-jawed with dumbfounded disbelief at all the things you had had to get by without. Like iPhones and Snapchat. But who needs any of that crap anyway? Jane wondered. Give her real letters to keep in a box, not an e-mail on some hard drive. Give her back the excitement of a dial tone, the kitchen cord stretched around the corner and under the bedroom door as she fell asleep on the phone with her first true love, whose name she couldn’t even remember now. It was sometimes strange to think that she had had a driving permit by the time Caleb was born in 1988. Although from this side of the millennium, both those dates seemed equally ancient. And if he didn’t care about the age difference, why in hell should she?

			Jane finished the application, pressed Submit, closed her laptop, and tossed the paid tickets into the kitchen trash. She doubted she’d hear anything back about the job, and that was just fine with her. If she never saw another parking ticket, it would be too soon.
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			Jane spent the day walking the streets of downtown Austin, at a loss for what to do.

			She had been with the same Pacific Northwest insurance company selling individual and supplemental health insurance policies for almost twenty years, but her company had no affiliate in Texas. So here she was, forty years old and in a strange town, looking for work for the first time in two decades. She kept hearing her late sponsor’s voice in her head, telling her that sometimes what seemed like lousy luck might just be a blessing in disguise, the universe doing for her what she couldn’t do for herself. And hadn’t she always found the insurance business to be boring anyway? But she had been good at it. And it had allowed her to pay her mortgage all those years. She’d even earned enough to save a little extra each month in her IRA, all while raising her daughter alone. Her daughter. Just the sound of it in her head brought up a world of pain. It already seemed so long ago—that day when everything in her life had forever changed, that day the phone call came. 

			She walked for several hours, killing time and thinking about her daughter. She’d catch her own reflection in a building as she passed, and for just the briefest moment, she’d see Melody instead of herself there in the glass. A stab of grief, perhaps even of guilt, would pierce her belly and she’d tell herself that it was just the heat, then silently say the Serenity Prayer and keep on walking, mother and daughter shadowing each other in the hot Austin streets. Once, the likeness was so striking that she stopped and stared at her reflection for a long time, but when she raised her hand to the window to touch her daughter’s cheek, a tapping on the glass shattered the illusion, and a man in a necktie was looking out at her from a conference room full of suits, waving her away as if she were some insane street woman interrupting their business.

			She finally worked up enough courage to stop outside the Jackson McFey Insurance Annex building. This time she paused and intentionally looked into the mirrored doors to ask Melody to wish her luck. But it was only her reflection that she saw now, once again alone. Her blouse had come untucked and a strand of hair was hanging in her face. She tucked them both back and entered the cool, dim lobby.

			The only sounds inside were the whoosh of air-conditioning and the gentle clack of her ballet flats on the worn marble floors. It seemed to be a place long abandoned. She looked at the directory, found the floor number, and entered the elevator. When it stopped, she stepped off and followed the sound of laughter to a reception desk on an otherwise empty floor, where a young man was talking on his mobile phone. As Jane approached, he glanced at her with an annoyed expression, swiveled in his chair to face away from her, and kept on talking. Jane stood there for several minutes, feeling uncomfortable, before she finally crossed to the small seating area to wait.

			“Hello. Excuse me. Can I help you?”

			Jane looked up. She’d drifted off for a moment. She stood and approached the reception desk again and handed the young man her résumé.

			“I hope so, yes. I’m Jane McKinney. I recently relocated from Washington State and my company said you might have a sales territory opening up. I’ve sent a few messages, but I’m not sure if I even have the right e-mail address.”

			He took her résumé and set it on top of a stack of other papers without even looking at it. “I’ll pass it on to human resources,” he said. “But we’re actually closing the office here in another two weeks, so things are a little, you know, crazy right now. Maybe you could check back in a couple months with the main office in Houston.”

			“Houston,” Jane repeated, sighing.

			“Tell me about it. They offered me a position, but there’s no way I’m dealing with that humidity. Austin’s bad enough.”

			[image: ]

			 “Howdy, Jane!” the familiar voice called.

			Jane stopped midway across the parking lot and looked up at Mr. Zigler. He was sitting on a lawn chair set atop one of the beer delivery trucks, wearing sunglasses and no shirt, the thick hair on his oiled chest glistening in the sun.

			“How about this weather?” he asked.

			“I do believe I miss the rain,” Jane said, feeling the heat waft up from the blacktop.

			“Nonsense,” he said. “This is paradise.”

			“Yeah, right,” Jane replied. “If it gets any hotter, maybe this blacktop’ll melt and you can dive off that silly truck and go swimming in it.”

			Mr. Zigler laughed. “It’s asphalt.”

			“What’s that?” Jane asked.

			“You ain’t far from right. Used to be blacktopped, but the trucks kept sinking into it. Asphalt’s better. People think they’re the same, but they’re not.”

			Jane smiled and was about to walk on when he pointed to the deli box in her hand.

			“That for me?”

			“No,” she said. “You know it isn’t.”

			“Shit,” he said. “You can’t blame a man for wishin’.” Then he thumbed his glasses up on his nose and sat back in his chair. “If you’re looking for that boyfriend of yours,” he called as Jane walked away, “I fired him for drinkin’ on the job.”

			Jane just laughed and kept on walking.

			She found Caleb in the warehouse, off-loading cases of beer from a pallet. He didn’t notice her right away, and she stood watching him work. He wore a simple white T-shirt that he had sweat through and it was clinging to his back. She could see his lean muscles working beneath the wet cotton as he hefted the heavy cases onto the stack. She noticed how his jeans hung low on his waist, and she worried that all this laboring in the heat was causing him to lose weight. 

			When he saw her, he froze and smiled at her over the case of beer cradled in his arms. “Well, aren’t you a cool drink of something to look at.”

			“That’s funny,” she replied, “because I was actually just getting all hot and steamy standing here watching you.”

			Caleb set the case down and wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm. “How’d you get past old Mr. Zigler?”

			“I told him I was in love with him, even though I’m marrying you.”

			Caleb laughed and stripped off his gloves. “Get over here and let me kiss you.”

			He pulled Jane to him, wrapped his arms around her, and laid a passionate kiss on her grinning mouth. The taste of salt on his lips and the sweet smell of his sweat turned her on more than a little.

			“I’ve been thinking about you,” he said, resting his forehead against hers.

			“You have? In what way?”

			They were so close she couldn’t see his face, but she saw the flash of a smile in his green eyes.

			“In every possible position and way,” he said.

			Jane dropped her jaw, pretending to be shocked. “You dirty, dirty man, you.”

			“You wanna hear a confession?” he asked.

			Jane nodded. “They’re my favorite things to hear.”

			Caleb looked around, then leaned his mouth to her ear and whispered, “The other day I thought about you so much I had to go into the storeroom alone just to get some relief.”

			Jane’s jaw really did drop this time. “Caleb, tell me you didn’t.”

			He grinned as if he had been caught doing something naughty and was torn between feeling guilty and proud of it at the same time.

			“Hey, it’s your fault. You’re up and gone looking for work by the time I wake up. I miss our morning time.”

			“It’s hardly been worth the bother,” she said. “Tomorrow I’ll sleep in with you, okay? I promise.”

			“I can’t wait that long,” he said, taking her hand and leading her away. “Come with me, sexy girl. Let me show you what I was imagining in the storeroom the other day.”

			Jane planted her feet. “Caleb, you’re working.”

			“I’m due for a break. And besides, everyone’s gone out on their daily deliveries already.”

			Jane hesitated, recognizing the mischievous glint in his eye. She held up the deli box. “But I brought you a box lunch.”

			He took the lunch and set it on the stack of beer cases. “It can wait. I’ve got a hunger for a different kind of box lunch right now.”

			As he pulled her toward the storeroom, she followed along, pretending to protest, saying, “If you think objectifying me is sexy, then you’ve got another think coming, mister. I’m not some teenager that you can—”

			No sooner was the storeroom door closed than he had her pressed up against a rack of boxes and had silenced her with a kiss. She felt him unbuttoning her blouse.

			“Caleb, what are you doing? The last thing we need is for you to get fired. Stop it.”

			But even as she said it, she was kissing him back and struggling to find the buckle to his belt. It slipped from her grip as he opened her blouse and pulled down her bra. He had one hand on her breast and the other between her legs now, and she could feel herself already soaking through her panties at his touch. His mouth moved down to her neck, and she looked over his shoulder and down his long, lean back, and she knew she would be powerless to stop him, not that she wanted to. She closed her eyes and heard herself moan. Desperate to feel him, she reached and hooked her fingers in his belt and pulled him toward her. He was bulging against the denim jeans and she needed more than anything to get him out of them and inside her, but for the life of her she couldn’t manage to undo that stupid belt.

			Finally, he stepped back and unbuckled the belt himself, then dropped his jeans to the floor. The sight of him standing there in that storeroom wearing just his sweaty T-shirt and a huge hard-on drove Jane mad with desire. She kicked off her shoes and unbuttoned her pants, then bent and stripped them off, along with her panties. Caleb was on her before her last foot was even free while he pressed his naked body against hers and picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all. He rested her against the rack of boxes and lowered her gently until he was inside her. Then he lowered her more until there was nowhere left to go, except maybe heaven.

			“Oh, God,” she heard herself say involuntarily.

			She had her legs wrapped around his waist as her feet dangled behind him, her full weight upheld by nothing but her arms draped over his strong shoulders and the rock-hard muscles of his inner thighs. He was warm and hard and huge, and she thought maybe she could sit like that forever.

			“Right there, right there,” she said, panting. “Don’t move.”

			But she felt his impatient hands gripping her ass, and then her back was free from the shelf of boxes and she was spinning in empty space, moving up and down on a carousel of guilty pleasure as his strong arms held her against his wild thrusts. Everything went white. She heard Caleb’s muffled scream of pleasure, coming as if from far away. When the white faded and the room reappeared, they were lying on the cool concrete floor, entwined in each other’s arms and panting.

			“That was hot,” Caleb said after he’d caught his breath.

			“Yes, it was. But I wasn’t done yet, Mr. Selfish.”

			Caleb laughed. “Sorry, babe. I’m on the clock. But I’ll have all the time in the world to attend to your needs tonight.”

			Jane brushed the hair away from his green eyes.

			“You know something, Caleb,” she said, “I never knew I could be so in love with anyone in all my life.”

			“You sure?” he asked. “Because it isn’t too late to take Mr. Zigler out there up on his offer. He’s got a house with air-­conditioning. And a pool too.”

			Jane pretended to consider this. “Hmm . . . air-conditioning and a pool, you say? Sounds nice. But tell me this—if it’s true, if it really is, then why is he always up sunning himself on that stupid truck in the parking lot when he could be poolside at home?”

			“He says he likes to keep an eye on his inventory so it doesn’t walk out the door.”

			Jane pressed her finger playfully on his nose. “That’s good advice, fella,” she said. “You should keep an eye on your merchandise too.”

			“Oh, I plan to keep more than just my eye on it,” he replied, kissing her with a grin.

			A quiet moment passed and Jane looked around at the boxes of booze stacked against the wall. “I guess old Mr. Zigler doesn’t have to worry about you running off with his inventory. Do you ever miss drinking?”

			“Not really,” Caleb said. “Why do you ask?”

			“I don’t know. Working around it all the time, I guess. Here at the warehouse. In the clubs where everyone’s getting lit. It just seems like it’s all around, you know?”

			“Yeah, well, some people get to have all the fun, I guess.”

			“But don’t you think it’s bad?”

			“What? Drinking? For me, yes. And maybe for you too, after seeing you that night back in Seattle.” He smiled to let her know he was joking. “But it isn’t anyone else’s fault my folks were drunks. I say, do whatever gets you off as long as it isn’t hurting anyone.”

			“I agree,” she replied. “And what gets me off is you.”

			“You know what’s really bad for you? Look at that there.”

			Jane lifted her head from his chest and followed his gaze. Apparently, they had knocked several boxes off the shelf during their escapade, and one of them had broken open and was leaking a pool of sticky black soda syrup all over the floor.

			“Now, that shit will kill you,” Caleb said.

			“What? Soda pop? Come on.”

			“I’m not kidding. Dave dropped one off the back of his truck last week and didn’t know it. By the next morning, it had eaten a hole right into the blacktop.”

			Jane laughed. “Asphalt,” she said, correcting him.

			Caleb looked at her. “What?”

			“It’s asphalt,” she said. “Some people think they’re the same, but they’re not.”

			Caleb shook his head. “What am I going to do with you, Jane?”

			“I’ll tell you what,” she said, kissing him. “You just keep on doing what you’re doing with me, and we’ll be just fine.”

			“I see no trouble there,” he said, his lips lingering on hers. “But right now I had better get my ass back to work.”

			“So you just have your way with me in the storeroom and then send me off, is that it?”

			“That’s right. And you had better be cleaning the apartment in lingerie when I get home too.”

			“But you haven’t bought me any lingerie yet.”

			“Well, I’ll have to fix that, then, won’t I?”

			After they had dressed and kissed and said good-bye two or three more times, Caleb let her out and then stayed behind in the storeroom to clean up the mess they had made.

			As Jane left she passed Mr. Zigler, now down from his truck and inside the warehouse. He didn’t say anything. And she didn’t dare say anything either because the knowing smirk on his face made her blush even more than she already was.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jane was in line at the grocery store when the e-mail came in on her phone. She read it quickly, then pumped her fist in the air and shouted, “Yes!”

			The checker looked up at her. “Good news to start your morning?”

			“The best news,” Jane replied.

			She was so excited to tell Caleb that she sped home and nearly clipped another car while parallel parking. She was juggling both bags of groceries in one hand and sliding her credit card into the parking meter with the other when the neighbor appeared on her balcony in her pink robe like some crazy cuckoo-clock figurine marking Jane’s arrival. She lit a cigarette and blew the smoke out her nose.

			“Don’t you know it’s Sunday?”

			Jane looked up. “What’s that?”

			“You have to be stupid to pay the meter on Sunday.”

			But Jane was in such a positive mood that she smiled and thanked her before heading inside. She climbed the stairs at a run, fumbling with her keys, and entered the apartment in a rush. She had just set the bags on the counter and was turning for the bedroom to wake Caleb when she saw him sitting on the couch with his hair disheveled, as if he’d just gotten up.

			“Oh, hi, babe,” she said. “I’m glad you’re awake because I’ve got—”

			“What are these?” he asked, cutting her off.

			He pointed at the coffee table in front of him, where Jane had left out her laptop and her morning ritual of paperwork, including her stack of apartment and home guides.

			“They’re just my magazines and stuff. Why?”

			Caleb picked one up and flipped through its pages. “They’re not just magazines. You’ve got tabs marking your favorite houses in here. Notes about taxes and payments.”

			“Boy, someone sure woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”

			“This isn’t funny, Jane. What the hell are these for?”

			She didn’t like being questioned like this, especially about something so trivial. So she turned her back to him and began putting away the groceries. “They’re just dreams,” she said. She heard him toss the catalog down on the table.

			“We talked about this already, Jane. You said you were fine living here as long as we were together.”

			She slammed the cupboard closed and turned to face him. “I love you, Caleb. You know that. But I hate it here. I hate it. I don’t have any room to breathe in this tiny apartment, let alone relax. And the fucking noise drives me mad. You sleep like you don’t even hear it, but the stupid music plays all night long, all week long. And don’t even get me started on the heat. By noon, you can’t even go into the bedroom, it’s so hot.”

			Caleb looked down and shook his head, mumbling, “The truth comes out at last.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jane asked.

			“It means I had no idea you hated living here with me.”

			Jane rested her hands on the counter and sighed. “I don’t hate living with you, Caleb. I just hate this place. Why can’t we look at other apartments? My home sale closed. I have some money now.”

			He stood from the couch and stormed off toward the bedroom. Then he stopped and turned and came back to face her. Jane had never seen him look so angry before.

			“You know damn well I signed a six-month lease here, Jane. It was all I could afford. And it probably will be for a while. Don’t forget that I didn’t ask you to sell everything and chase after me. You made that choice yourself.”

			Jane was floored by what he was saying. Did he mean he wished she hadn’t come?

			“You don’t want me here?” she asked.

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“Then what are you saying?”

			“I’m saying you ran me out of your house and off the island because I was too young. I needed to chase my dreams, remember? Isn’t that what you said? Then you come all this way and tell me you love me just the way I am, but now here you are, trying to change me already.”

			“I’m not trying to change you, Caleb.”

			“Yes, you are.”

			“No, I’m not.”

			“Then what’s this?” He reached and smacked the grocery bag with his hand. “We shop at Whole Foods now? Like we’re East Austin yuppies or something? The guys I know don’t call it ‘Whole Paycheck’ for nothing, Jane.”

			“Oh, come on,” she said. “Lighten up.”

			“And don’t think I didn’t notice that you threw away my dishes and bought new.”

			“Now you’re just being silly,” Jane said.

			“Silly? Didn’t you think to even ask me before you threw my cups away?”

			“They were old and they were plastic, Caleb. And besides, you said you got them from Goodwill. Life’s too short not to drink out of something nice.”

			“Damn it, Jane. It isn’t about the cups.”

			“Then what’s this about, Caleb?”

			He slammed his fist onto the counter so hard that the bag jumped. “It’s about me being a man!”

			The expression of anger mixed with pain on his face left Jane lost for a response. Silence fell over the small kitchen and she stood staring into his sad eyes. She heard the neighbor’s dog barking. 

			Caleb dropped his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s no excuse for yelling at you.”

			Jane came around the counter and wrapped her arms around him, then rested her head against his chest. “I’m sorry too,” she said. “I guess I’m just having a harder time adjusting than I thought I would. And you’re right. I did come down here on my own and it isn’t fair of me to try and change everything.”

			Caleb put his finger under her chin and lifted her face so she was looking at him. “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “When you find work, and when my lease is up here, we’ll go look for a new apartment together, okay? But it’s got to be fifty-fifty or nothing. Rent, utilities, everything. I have to pay my own way.”

			Jane smiled at him cutely. “Can it have a bathtub?”

			Caleb nodded. “Yes, it can have a bathtub.”

			“And a queen bed?”

			“You’re impossible,” he said, grinning.

			She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed him. “You’re more ­impossible,” she said. “Now do we get to have makeup sex?”

			“Makeup sex?” he asked, gently biting her lip.

			“Of course. What’s the point of fighting if you can’t have makeup sex?”

			“Well, as much as I hate to reward your bad behavior,” he replied, “maybe just this one time.”

			Caleb bent and picked her up and carried her toward the bedroom. No sooner had her feet left the ground than she remembered the e-mail.

			“Wait,” she called, “put me down.”

			“Too late now,” he replied.

			He had turned sideways to pass through the bedroom doorway with her and she reached out and grabbed the doorjamb and brought him to a halt.

			“Oh,” he said, looking down at her, “now you want to play like that, huh?”

			“No, I mean it. Put me down. I have good news.”

			“What good news?” he asked.

			“Put me down, and I’ll show you.”

			“Fine,” he said, backing from the doorway and setting her down. “But I’m holding you to your offer of makeup sex, just so you know.”

			She hurried to her purse and pulled out her phone. Then she scrolled to the message, opened it, and handed the phone to Caleb. She watched as he scanned it, trying to guess his reaction by the expression on his face. He finished reading and handed her back the phone.

			“Isn’t it great?” she asked.

			“No,” he said. “It’s stupid.”

			“What do you mean, stupid?” She held up the phone as if it were some kind of proof that it was anything but stupid. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

			“I can’t believe you did this without talking to me, Jane.”

			“You never would have let me, babe.”

			“That’s exactly why you should have asked me,” he said. “Is this why you borrowed Mr. Zigler’s video camera? You told me you wanted to document my gig for us, Jane. Not for some bullshit reality TV show singing competition.”

			Jane shook the phone at him. “Caleb, this is an amazing break. You know how hard it is to get chosen for a live, on-camera audition? Well, it’s almost impossible. And they picked you.”

			“There you go trying to change me again.”

			“I’m not trying to change you, Caleb. I’m trying to help you. Isn’t this what you want? To make it. To succeed. To be a real musician.”

			“Oh, I’m not a real musician now? Why, Jane? Because I don’t make a lot of money yet?”

			“Come on, babe, you know I didn’t mean it like that.”

			“And you think the people on those shows are real musicians? They’re frauds, Jane. They’re wannabes. They’re not artists. They don’t have anything real to say. They’re fame chasers. Karaoke kids with good skin and perfect teeth and doting parents who drag them around to these stupid auditions and tell them how great they are. That ain’t me, Jane.”

			“But this is a new show, Caleb. This one is different.”

			“Why? Just because it has songwriter in its name? I saw the flyers too, Jane. It’s called Singer-Songwriter Superstar. I’m not interested in being a superstar, and anyone who is doesn’t know the first thing about what it takes to be a real musician.”

			“Oh God, Caleb.” Jane sighed, dropping her phone back into her purse. “Get off your high horse.”

			He narrowed his eyes at her. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

			She knew she should stop. That she had crossed into territory where sharing her opinions had the potential to do irreparable harm. But she had put so much work into this surprise—learning video editing software so she could send in just the right clip, writing the perfect bio for him—and she had been so excited to see that they had chosen him for an audition, so eager to tell him, that she just couldn’t help but be angry.

			Jane tried taking a deep breath. “It means it’s just an opportunity to get some exposure.”

			“No, what did you mean, ‘get off my high horse’?”

			“Nothing, Caleb. Nothing, okay? But just so you know, there’s no law of song that says you have to be broke and struggling all the time to be a real musician.”

			Caleb walked away from her and stood looking out the window. Several quiet moments passed, and when he spoke again, his voice cracked with emotion. “I see now what this is really about.”

			“Come on, Caleb. That’s not fair.”

			“No, it’s not fair,” he said. “But it’s true.”

			Then he went into the bedroom and came out again a moment later, carrying his guitar. 

			“Where are you going with your guitar?” Jane asked.

			“Out,” he answered, passing her by.

			“But what about our makeup sex?”

			He paused at the open apartment door with his back to Jane. Her mind raced to find something to say that might erase the damage that she had done. But before she could, he was gone.

			Jane just stared at the door. She thought maybe it would open and he would come back in, that they would apologize to each other, then make love. This had been their first major fight, and she was so overwhelmed with emotions that they seemed to all collide in her chest and cancel one another out so that she felt nothing at all. Eventually, she noticed the bag of groceries still on the counter and finished putting them away, almost in a trance, mumbling to herself that there was nothing at all the matter with Whole Foods.

			Then, for reasons she didn’t really understand, she began cleaning the apartment. She cleaned the bathroom and the kitchen. She moved the furniture and vacuumed. She washed the windows, even though she knew it was a wasted effort. Hours went by, and still he didn’t come home.

			She collected their dirty clothes and went down the hall to start a load of laundry. An hour later she went back to put them in the dryer, but her wet clothes were piled on top of the washer, and someone else’s load was already spinning in the dryer. When she opened the dryer to see who had bumped her, a familiar pink robe tumbled out and she was hit with the sour odor of warm puppy pee.

			“Unbelievable,” she mumbled, taking the robe and storming down the hall.

			She pounded on her neighbor’s door for five minutes, but the only answer was the constant barking that already haunted her dreams. When her hand was tired of knocking and the anger had finally subsided, she went back to the laundry room, threw the robe in the trash, and carried her damp laundry into her apartment and draped it over the furniture to dry.

			She replayed their argument as she worked. First she was mad at herself. Then she was mad at him. But by the time she had played it out six or seven times in her head, she felt nothing but sad. There wasn’t anything left to clean, so she started again. She made and then remade the bed. Then she finally ran out of steam, sat down on the fluffed comforter, and cried.

			[image: ]

			They passed without talking like strangers in the night.

			Caleb came home late, crawled into bed, and slept with his back to her. Jane rose before the sun and sneaked away with her laptop to do her job hunting from a café. She felt as though they were caught in some kind of childish standoff where the next person to speak would lose the fight.

			She walked the town all day, not wanting to go home and face him, not wanting to stop moving and face herself. She had intended to continue her job search, but her confidence was shot, and by late afternoon the count of résumés in her bag hadn’t diminished by even one.

			When the sun had dropped behind the buildings and the streets had grown shaded and cool, she came upon a kid in a doorway playing a guitar. She stopped to listen. He reminded her of a younger version of Caleb, cool and calm and lost in his song. She reached into her purse and held out a twenty-dollar bill. The kid just smiled and shook his shaggy head and went on playing. She would have been embarrassed if his simple gesture hadn’t broken her heart. She remembered when she had first met Caleb, playing that lonely song on that lonely Seattle street. He was right. He did make music because he had something to say, not because he wanted to be some kind of pop star. And she had been wrong to meddle in his career and in his art.

			She put her money back in her purse, left the young man playing, and headed home to make peace. She stopped along the way for a box of Caleb’s favorite doughnuts, just in case.
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			Jane was shocked when she walked into the apartment.

			The first thing she noticed was how dark and cool it was inside. Then she noticed a loud popping noise coming from the bedroom. She set down the doughnuts and her purse, then went and opened the door to investigate. Caleb was standing on a stepladder, attaching empty egg cartons to the bedroom ceiling with a staple gun. More than half the ceiling was already covered, and it looked as though he had enough egg cartons stacked against the wall to finish the job.

			“Oh, hi, baby,” he said, pausing with the staple gun in his hand and looking down at her.

			“Hi,” she said. “What’s going on?”

			“Well,” he said, looking at the egg cartons and scratching his head, “I was watching Cool Hand Luke, and I got inspired by Paul Newman to see how many eggs I could eat. Now I’ve got to do something with all these empty cartons.”

			Jane stood looking up at him, wondering if maybe he had finally lost his mind.

			“I’m just kidding.”

			He tossed the staple gun onto the bed and stepped down from the ladder. “Boy, you didn’t think I was serious, did you?”

			“Of course not,” Jane said, laughing. “What would you know about Cool Hand Luke? You weren’t even born when it was made.”

			Caleb bent and kissed the top of her head. “And neither were you. Come on and let me give you the tour.”

			He walked her into the living room and swept his arms out to indicate the dark blue curtains he had hung. “These keep the sun out when it drops below the roofline in the afternoon.”

			“It feels much cooler already,” Jane said.

			Caleb smiled proudly. “That’s because of this,” he said, crossing to the main window and pulling back the curtain.

			A window-mounted air-conditioning unit was installed, trimmed out and plugged in, and quietly pumping cool air into the room.

			Jane threw her arms around Caleb. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

			“Wait,” he said. “There’s more.”

			He walked her back into the bedroom and pointed out the curtains there. “I made sure they were thick enough to block some of the noise. The egg cartons are ugly, I know, but Mr. Zig­ler had a pallet of them at the warehouse from some old Easter deal, and they really do help mute the sound in here. And then I got you this.”

			He stepped over to her side of the bed and switched on a sound machine. The sound of ocean waves filled the room, and Jane couldn’t have been happier if she were sitting with Caleb on a beach somewhere, sipping on a virgin piña colada.

			“And if you get tired of waves,” he said, “there’s rain and birds and even a waterfall too.”
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