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Dedication:


To all those in the animal rescue world: adopters, fosters,
rescuers, volunteer transporters, networkers, cross-posters...thank you for your
compassion - I am with you.


And for women who dare to love again after loss - I am with you,
too.
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one


“So compared to other ones...you're saying it's like,
normal-sized?” His face is earnest with a shade of uneasiness. 


I answer quickly, to reassure him. “Oh, yes! Definitely
normal.”


He puts his hands on his hips, and his tight t-shirt strains
in protest. I can see very clearly-defined pecs through the white fabric.
Nipples, too, and I feel a twinge of something akin to embarrassment. His
bright expression fades. “Oh. Okay. I was thinkin' it might be above average,
just 'cause it looked so huge. Not like I stare at it all the time or
anything, but I was just gettin' kinda keyed up, thinking there was somethin'
wrong. Y'know, those boners—I mean, erections—all the time.” He flashes
me a crooked smile, color blooming in his cheeks.


Christ. He is proud of this. What is he, thirteen? 


His teeth are very straight, very white. He has a dazzling
smile—early Tom Cruise, before he got weird. I feel the familiar flutter in my
belly. It is starting. 


Stop, I scold myself. He is a redneck. You don't do rednecks.
Usually.


“I got some pictures with my phone so you could...y'know, see
what I'm talkin' about.” He walks over to stand next to me, his hip brushing
against mine. He is standing much closer than he needs to, and I think he knows
this. I can smell his cologne: Gio, one of my favorites. I silently applaud and
curse Giorgio Armani. 


I tip my head down to look at the screen on his phone, and in
doing so, a lock of my hair slips forward. I am just about to push it back when
I feel his fingers grazing my cheekbone as he tucks the stray piece behind my
ear. I catch my breath and instantly hope he didn't hear. All of this is
unexpected—not only that he touched me, but how: lightly skimming the
surface of my skin, curving around my ear, letting his fingers linger in my
hair and then slide down my neck. He is surprisingly gentle for a redneck. And
his fingertips: soft, not sandpapery, as one might have guessed.


“Jesus, I'm sorry. I don't know why I just did that.” His
wide-eyed, innocent gaze makes him look like a teenage boy. The result is both
charming and disarming. I do not believe him for a second. But I forgive him. 


I give a half-smile and wave my hand at him to brush away his
apology. I force myself to breathe normally, to make my face appear smooth,
relaxed, as I look at the pictures on his phone. His index finger glides across
the screen as he scrolls through the menu. I note that his nails are clean and
neatly trimmed. Always a good thing. He continues to stroke the screen, and I
swallow hard. 


“See?” He taps the phone. “There it is.” 


I look closer at the photo of the erection. 


“So that's normal? Because there’s no rhyme or reason when it
happens...one time I was cooking a roast, so I thought he was excited about the
smell of that, but it can happen at totally random times. like when my
grandmother visits.”


Relief. He is talking about grandmothers—sweet,
spindly, shawl-clad, blue-haired old ladies. Absolutely non-sexual. I can
breathe. 


“Given the results of my exam, the absence of any inflammation
or discharge, and the fact that urination is normal, I think we can safely say
there isn't any serious condition. The erections are frequent, but not
persistent, so we can rule out priapism. It seems to be a behavioral issue.” 


The man who will now be known as Frequent Erection is
nodding, as if he understands everything I am saying—even the big words. He
reaches in his pocket, takes out a small tin of breath mints and shakes one
into his hand. I feel a stirring in my belly. He holds out the container to me
in an offering. I shake my head. He shrugs, smiles, pops the mint in his mouth
and begins crunching methodically. “So...what do we do about this?”


I look down at the dog, a Malamute, his almond eyes kind and
warm. He wags his plumed tail at me, and I reach out to pet the dark grey fur
between his ears. He is a majestic and beautiful creature, a perfect specimen
of the breed—despite his overly-enthusiastic pink torpedo, which for now
remains hidden. Perhaps all this talk has embarrassed him. 


“He's young, so this behavior may subside over time, although
it may just be something you'll have to live with.” 


Frequent Erection grins. White, white teeth. “I guess
there are worse things, right? Hard-ons aren't so bad.” 


No. Nooo, they are not. I feel the flutter in my belly head
south. Grandmothers. Dentures. Orthopedic shoes. The smell of Ben Gay, not Gio.



Humor. I will use humor. “You could try keeping the show dog
magazines away from him.” There, that ought to lighten the texual sension in
the room. Texual sension...my God, I can't even think straight.
That word. Straight.


His grin broadens, and oh, look...a dimple. I hadn't
noticed that before. I give myself a mental shake and smile, stepping carefully
around the dog and moving to the computer to type in my notes from the exam.
The only sounds in the room are the steady thrumming of the keyboard (in
particular, the delete key) and canine panting. And then a very prominent
exhale, inches from my ear. Frequent Erection is standing directly behind me. 


“You look like you're concentrating real good,” he says
softly. “Are you thinking long and hard?”


My fingers freeze and hover over the keys as the flutter in
my pelvis turns into a steady throb. The thought of old ladies has done little
to quell my burgeoning arousal, so I turn my attention to other things which
might work: impacted canine anal glands. Oozing feline abscesses. Newt
Gingrich. 


I feel Frequent Erection's breath on the back of my neck:
cool, steady puffs of air that make my skin both tingle and burn. He removes my
stethoscope and places it carefully on the exam table. The Malamute whines
softly as he settles his bulk onto the floor. Frequent Erection puts his hands
on my waist, turns me around and guides me gently but firmly to the exam room's
rear door. I can feel the flame in my cheeks as my breathing quickens. It is
happening. 


I find myself pushed against the door, and it suddenly
strikes me that what Frequent Erection might be lacking in couth, he more than
makes up for in crafty, given how he is using me to block anyone from entering.
He is a couple of inches shorter than I am, making stand-up sex perfect. 


Pressing himself against me, he puts his mouth to my ear. His
voice is low, husky—husky as in the sound, not his dog. “Want me to go slow, or
do you want it quick, like last time?”


Now there is a question. I want it slow, but I need it
fast. 


“Quick,” I whisper. “I have a watery eye scheduled in ten.” 


“God, it turns me on when you talk all medical like that,” he
mutters. 


His lips are on my neck, warm and damp, as his arm reaches
around my waist to pull me in close. My heart begins to pound as I feel
Frequent Erection's erection poking at my thigh through his jeans. His free
hand moves under my open lab coat to the top of my pants which he deftly unbuttons,
and he covers my mouth with his. His kisses are forceful, insistent—I am only
able to take quick, shallow breaths which sound like whimpers, and this further
excites him. I smell Gio, I taste wintergreen, and I am lost.


I bring my hands down from his chest to fumble with his belt
buckle. His pants sufficiently loosened, I slip my hand inside to cup his sac,
stroking it lightly until he groans against my mouth. His testicles feel smooth
and firm, and I slide my hand up his shaft to the head of his penis—my favorite
part. For a fleeting moment, I contemplate getting on my knees and taking him
in my mouth, but there is not enough time. (Note to self: have Carol and
Roxanne schedule his future appointments for a double slot.) 


He hooks his thumbs in the side of my pants and tugs them
down. The cool air in the room nibbles at my bare legs and I shiver. Frequent
Erection takes his mouth off me, chuckling softly. “Cold, baby? Let me warm you
up.” 


“Hurry,” I whisper. He reaches into his pocket for a condom
packet, tears it open and rolls the condom down his length while I step out of
my pants and panties. Positioning himself to enter me, he crushes my mouth with
his. His tongue probes mine just as the swollen head of his member rubs at my
opening. This is one of my favorite moments in sex: the anticipation. If there
were more time, I would make sure this moment lasted...the kisses would become
longer, slower, deeper. Hands in each other's hair, gripping tightly. Hips
inches apart, rigid penis tantalizingly close. Both of us wanting, aching. 


But there is very little time, so we need to just fuck.


I brace myself as Frequent Erection jerks his hips forward.
With each thrust, my spine is bumped against the door, and I cringe—both out of
discomfort and uneasiness that others will hear. But the feeling below is so
good (bonus: ribbed condom) that I ignore the pain in my back and give myself
over to mesmerizing coital rhythm. 


He places his hands on the door above my head for better
leverage, his breathing accelerated into hot, harsh panting. We are not kissing
anymore; this is all business, and I am fine with it. Get 'er done...redneck
style. I marvel at the two of us: virtual strangers in an intimate body lock—so
in tune, so in sync—sharing, not caring. My style. 


I tilt my hips forward to heighten the sensation, my hands
gripping his shoulders. He feels buff, taut...everything about him is hard and
fit and sexy, and I can feel the beginnings of my release...the sweet, sweet
seconds right before I climax. 


“Unnhh....Gahhhd,” he gasps. I feel him swell inside
me as he ejaculates, and this, as always, pushes me over the edge. I bite my
lip to keep from moaning his name at the same second I realize I don't know it.
The Malamute whines impatiently. I open my eyes on the fringe of my climax to
see, as expected, my husband—standing in the corner, arms folded, shaking his
head at me, bemused.


And the most amazing thing of all is not that my husband is
standing in the corner of an exam room, watching me in the throes of my orgasm.
It's that he's dead. 


















two


I know I should be waking her up to get ready for school, but
I love to watch her sleep, and I haven't been able to do that since she started
staying up obscenely late—much too late for me to wait till she falls asleep so
I can sneak in. She'd call me a major creeper for doing this, but she'll
understand when she's a mother—which hopefully won't be for another ten years
or so. 


In sleep, she is much more little girl than woman. There is
no teen attitude on her face, only the serene veneer of slumber. Her hair is a
mass of long, dark spirals fanning across her pillow and curtaining part of her
face, and I have to stop myself from brushing it away so I can really look at
her: her perfect nose and fair complexion, her thick eyelashes and delicate
mouth. Being sixteen, she of course hates how she looks—especially her hair—and
hates me more for saying that I love it, even as she tries to conquer it each
morning armed with conditioner, spray and straightener. I think I love her hair
so much because it is symbolic of the person: at times resistant, defiant,
untamed, but also fun-loving, spirited and zany. 


Grace grew inside me, nutrients flowed from my body to hers,
she drank milk from my breasts and is being raised by me, yet the two of us are
strikingly dissimilar, both in structure and in spirit. Whereas she is petite
and fine-boned, I am more muscular and broad-shouldered, with lighter hair
that's as smooth and straight as hers is coarse and curly. My eyes are hazel,
while hers are dark brown. Truly, the only things Grace and I have in common
are flat feet, an aversion to green peppers, and a love for her father. I do
not know if she inherited my sex drive. And I'd like to keep it that way. 


She does have a serious boyfriend, and although she may be
too young to date someone exclusively, I am secretly proud of her selection.
Jake is tall and attractive with a quick, easy smile.  He's a likable jock—confident without being
conceited. She started dating him shortly after her father died two years ago.
Probably not a coincidence, but I've never questioned her. She would rather eat
her weight in green peppers than talk about her grief. Grace has always been a
don't-look-back, in-the-present-moment type of person, a girl in perpetual motion
whether it's wielding a field hockey stick, thundering down the stairs to go
out for the night, or breezing into the house with a gaggle of gigglers. To the
casual observer, she appears a well-blended concoction of smooth, sassy, bold
and brassy. But there's another girl beneath the surface. What people don't know
is that the sight of roadkill makes her cry, elevators send her into panic
mode, she stresses for days if she has to speak publicly, and ever since her
father died, she's insisted on sleeping with 10,000 pillows and with Milton,
her never-washed, tattered set of pink strings which in another life was a baby
blanket. 


I may be her mother, but I'll be the first to admit she's far
from perfect. She's terrible about helping me with chores, procrastinates on
homework, has a fierce temper and swears too much. In a heated argument last
year over my not allowing her to go on an overnight co-ed camping trip, she
flipped a plate of spaghetti on the floor and called me an overprotective
bitch. So part of the reason I love to watch her sleep is to reassure myself
that the sweet, sensitive, wonderful part of her is still in there.  


I look at the clock. 6:41. Grace is going to be furious with
me for not waking her up earlier so she can fight with her hair. I've been her
alarm clock since Aaron died. He was always an early riser, never wanting to
waste any moment of any day (the perpetual motion thing...I used to have to beg
him to sleep in with me on weekends). His job as a builder required the sunrise
start, but I suspect he'd have gotten up early regardless. I would lay in bed,
deliciously drowsy from the heat of the dogs snuggled next to me, and I'd watch
Aaron begin his morning routine: pulling aside the curtain to check the
weather. Stepping out of his plaid boxers, tossing them in the hamper. A few
morning scratches, followed by what I deemed unnecessarily noisy yawning.
Yanking open his stubborn bureau drawers to get his work jeans and flannel
shirt, and once dressed, coming over to kiss me and the dogs (was it any wonder
I loved him?) before going into Grace's room to wake her. This went on from
when she started kindergarten until she entered middle school when she decided
she was too old to have her father wake her up. During Grace's eighth grade
year, her friends grew to adore him, so Aaron became cool again. Grace decided
she preferred him to an alarm clock, and the waking resumed. 


He said the same thing to her every time. Rise and shine,
girl of mine. I would get out of bed and go into the hallway to listen to
him, because the tender feeling this gave me warmed me more than the dogs ever
could. While Grace yawned, stretched and protested, Aaron would go downstairs
to make coffee, set out her bowl and box of Cap'n Crunch, and put English
muffins in the toaster. The cozy aroma of the coffee brewing always perked me
up and made my stomach growl. Aaron would come back upstairs to make sure Grace
was getting ready. From our bedroom, I could usually hear her soft grumbles
punctuated by his gentle coaxing. He would ask her what she had going for the
day, and sometimes he'd tell her about the project he was working on. I'd lay
there until Aaron came in our room to roust me out of bed (I'm thinking I know
where Grace got that reluctant-riser gene—guess we have something else in
common). Riley, our yellow Lab mix, would thump her tail and flatten her ears
in anticipation of her dad petting her, and Joey, our Chihuahua-poodle-spaniel
combo, his tongue darting out of his mouth, would roll over onto his back as
Aaron approached the bed.


I would sometimes get petted, too: Aaron would brush the hair
from my forehead, slide his hand across my cheek and usually down to my breast
to squeeze it gently. Equal time, I'd remind him, and he'd grin and
slide his hand over to the other one. On many occasions, he'd get this sly
look, and I'd know I was in for it. After closing our bedroom door, he'd scoot
the dogs over to the other side of the bed, climb on top of me, and unzip his
jeans. Even though it was early and I most definitely was not a morning person,
I would get instantly aroused when I'd hear his breathing quicken and feel him
hard against my leg. I'd give my token protest about being too tired, but I
always loved when he did this, and he knew it—the urgency, his pants pulled
down just enough, my hands on his chest, filling them with the softness of his
flannel shirt—and even for morning quickies, he would always hesitate before
entering me, because he knew it drove me wild. 


Although we'd been married for almost fifteen years, we had
an active love life. Nothing kinky—we only had about a half-dozen positions—but
the sex was very satisfying, very frequent and very passionate. I still found
Aaron as attractive as the day we met: his lean, lithe build, dark, curly hair,
slightly-Roman nose, deep brown eyes that changed, depending on his emotion.
They would soften when he looked at Grace, blaze when he was angry, lighten
when he saw me when he came home after a long day. 


I loved Aaron's hands—the strength and the tenderness within
them. I loved that just the placement of his hand on the small of my back would
make me feel secure and sexy both at once. I loved him. 


Grace stirs, and I draw in my breath. I just want to look at
her for a little bit longer. It's like I'm looking at her for Aaron, too,
although I'm hoping he can see her from wherever he is. I wonder with a pang if
sometimes, Grace wishes I had been the one who had died. I wouldn't
blame her; Aaron was truthfully the more nurturing of the two of us. I am a
product of my upbringing. But I'd like to think I've become a little more
motherly since his death. Like right now, I am filled with the urge to reach
out and stroke her cheek. Exhibiting tenderness had always been so natural for
Aaron, and I'm quite sure this was part of what drew me to him in the
beginning. 


Rise and shine, girl of mine. 


When people die, especially unexpectedly, it's human nature
to look for small cushions of comfort among the jagged pieces of pain. I'm
so glad I got to see her just before it happened. He died doing something he
loved. At least it was quick and she didn't suffer. One of the things I
took solace in was that Aaron had been able to wake up Grace the morning he
died. 


Even with my background firmly rooted in science, there is
still a tiny tendril of me that's amazed there were no signs pointing to
this happening. I mean, the death of one's spouse is a monumental event. You
would think something in the universe, the slightest of shifts, would have
clued me in. His car not starting. A feeling of foreboding. The dogs acting
strangely (for Riley, more than usual). At the very least, a stereotypical dark
cloud drifting across the sun. But there were no warnings, no indications, that
this Friday would be markedly different than any other. Coffee, English
muffins, early morning murmurings in Grace's room, and then packing to go on
the hike. A hike I urged him to do.


You've been working so much, I told him. You need
to take some time for yourself and do something fun before the cold weather
comes. “Something fun,” of course, was not supposed to include his dying. I
blame myself for this, although my medical, rational side staunchly disagrees.
But in my heart, I know that if I hadn't insisted that he go, he may still be
with us, staring down at our daughter in anticipation of waking her, as I am at
this moment.


I put my hand on her shoulder. Rise and shine, girl of
mine. I do not say it—would never say it—but I think it hard. 


Grace opens one eye to look at me balefully. “Wha' time
izzit?”


I cringe. “Ten of seven.” 


“WHAT?” She sits upright, her hair tangled and wild, sleep
lines creasing her face. “Mom, why didn't you wake me up earlier? What the hell!”
She grabs her cell phone off her nightstand, yanks out the charger cord and
swipes her finger down the screen in a vicious stroke. I watch as her outrage
dissipates. 


“Today's the fifteenth?” 


I swallow. “Yes.”


“So it's been two years.” 


I nod.


Grace flips back her comforter and swings her legs to dangle
over the edge of the bed. She looks much younger than her sixteen years. She
stares at the floor and then looks up at me vacantly, her voice just above a
whisper. “It still fucking sucks.” 


I cannot bring myself to go and hug her, even as my
self-loathing burns deep within me. I cannot.


“Yes,” I say quietly. “It does.” 


















three


“You look tired.” Tony peers at me over his coffee cup, his
ice-blue eyes narrowed. We are sitting in the break room with Ashley, our
intern. “Let me guess...on your laptop until the wee hours, saving the world?
Or at least some abandoned pit bull mix from Georgia?”


Ashley is puzzled, and I'm about to explain what Tony's
referring to when he does it for me. “New Hampshire veterinarian by day,
nationwide networker by night...our very own Dr. Wesson helps find rescues for
shelter animals all over the country. Using another name, of course—if people
found out she was a vet, they'd inundate her with questions like, 'my dog just
ate his own crap...is that okay?' She's kind of like an undercover
investigator, too...finds out which counties in the south are still using the
gas chamber in their shelters—and I use that last word loosely—and she works
with locals on reform.” 


Ashley's eyes go wide with horror. “Gas chambers? They
actually do that?”


I nod. “It's America's dirty little secret. One of them,
anyway.” 


Oh, I want to tell her. You are such a child! The things I
have seen. She'll learn. Poor girl. 


“I'd be interested in hearing more about networking and
rescue, when you have a chance.” 


Even if Ashley's trying to score brownie points, I appreciate
the offer. I started with online rescue shortly after Aaron died. Grace needed
me to be strong, so I shelved my grief during the day and took it out at night.
I grieved, and I saved dogs. I'd felt the need to do something, to save
something, and in doing this, I no doubt saved myself. Networking dogs was a
good fit for me since I could do it from home. I haven't networked cats, just
dogs, and this is always a source of guilt for me, because there are so very
many cats in need. And I like cats, even though they often look like they're
secretly plotting your death. But dogs...their soulful, pleading faces, their
never-wavering loyalty and ever-wagging tails (even in the face of terrible
abuse)...they break and fill my heart both at the same time. They are sweet and
silly, innocent and exuberant. They are love in its purest form. 


I began by focusing on a few overcrowded gassing or
heartstick facilities in the south and emailing northern rescues, advocating
for anything from a cowering, pregnant, emaciated Pit to a sleek purebred
Golden with Addison's disease dumped by her owner. Despite my background, I had
no idea just how involved and stressful and horrible and rewarding rescue could
be. I rejoice when I see freedom pictures posted, and weep when a dog I've been
working on for hours is labeled no longer available (Animal Control's
code for killed). One of my rescue friends once told me this endeavor was like
emptying the ocean with a teaspoon. And she was right. But I prefer to think of
it in terms of that starfish story, where a young man picks up one of thousands
of starfish on a beach, and when someone scoffs at him that it won't matter
because there are so many, he says, it makes a difference to this one. That
is exactly what rescue is like. 


I smile warmly at Ashley. “We always can use more networkers.
It's very rewarding, if you don't mind your heart being ripped to shreds on a
daily basis.” 


Tony winks. “Good thing you have me to piece it back
together. Any time you want.”


Embarrassed, I start to retort, but he waves his hand at me
dismissively. “I know, I know...not with young Ashley present. Changing the
subject. Any big plans for the weekend, besides saving the world?” 


“Unless you count going to Hot Shots with Holly and Russell,
no.” 


He makes a face before taking a big bite of his donut.
“Jesus, Kimberly. Again?” He looks over at Ashley and jerks his head toward me,
chewing vigorously as he speaks. “It's all she does.” 


Ashley giggles helplessly, caught in that awkward place
between two sparring superiors. She is really quite beautiful, a tall, striking
brunette with curves in all the right places and a dazzling smile— one of those
girls you plan on hating until you discover how sweet she is, and then it's
just no fun. A senior at UNH, she's got it all: brains, beauty and benevolence,
and if Tony was twenty years younger, he'd have hopped on the Ashley train the
moment it pulled into our practice. I have to give him credit for his
restraint, especially since he usually has none. 


Dr. Tony Dalton is, without a doubt, the biggest man-slut I
have ever known. His number of conquests is only slightly fewer than the
butterfly population, and these women include numerous clients of Coos County
Vet. He is witty, charming, silver-smooth and jaw-droppingly attractive, from
his wavy blond hair, neat goatee and crystalline-blue eyes to his Salvatore
Ferragamo shoes. After I made the switch from his colleague to his call-girl, I
told him that his eyes weren't just eyes, they were leg-spreaders. He laughed, fixed
his gaze on me...and my theory was once again proven. 


There's been a long-running joke among staff that some of our
female clients fake problems for their pets just to make an appointment with
Dr. Dalton. One of my regulars recently apologized to me for her decision to
book future visits with Tony. “No offense,” she told me at her last
appointment, “but I just want to look at him. So I can fantasize. And if
he wants to poke and prod me on the exam table, I'm good with that.” 


Part of me wanted to tell her I knew all about his poking and
prodding. I hadn't exactly been on the exam table—it was too cold and
hard for that—but I was bent over it once. I wanted to brag about this
like a teenager whispering to her friend the Monday after weekend sex with the hottest
guy in school. Of course I didn't divulge anything; I just smiled and looked
professional while secretly thinking, ohh, honey...if you only knew. 


One of the best things about my relationship with Tony is
that we are perfectly suited as fuck buddies. Both of us have a strong need for
sex without the commitment or emotional attachment (I suppose I am rather male
in that regard). We have a mutual understanding about engaging in sex with
others and even swap stories about our experiences, without any jealousy
whatsoever. Sometimes we're even eager to share, because talking about sex
leads to wanting to have it. Compared to Tony's, my stories are modest in
number and content, but I still share them. Working closely together for the
past ten years and having sex for the past eighteen months has afforded me the
comfort of being completely uninhibited with Tony. I feel safe with him—so safe
that I have sex with him without a condom, using only the Pill as birth
control. So safe that he's the first one I tell about seeing my deceased
husband right before I orgasm. 


Tony was the first person I'd had sex with after Aaron's
death. My grief had been numbing and pervasive; the sexual desire that had
always been such a big part of me lay dormant in Aaron's grave until one night
about six months after his death. I had come out to my car late one night after
catching up on paperwork to find Dr. Dalton still in the parking lot, sitting
in his BMW.  It had been a particularly
tough day with a death during a routine surgery and a young dog's unexpected
euthanasia. I was ready to head home for a hot bath and a glass of wine, but
Tony had other ideas. 


“Hey. Let me buy you a drink. It looks like you need it.”


I had hesitated. I did need it. But I was wary of our
professional relationship turning personal. That was never a good thing. And
I'd had dreams about him recently—dreams I knew he'd love to hear but I didn't
want to share. I opened my mouth to say “no thanks” when I really looked into
his eyes—those goddamned eyes—and was shocked to find sincerity and caring. And
the no thanks melted into my tongue and disappeared. 


Looking at my expression and being both intuitive and
opportunistic, Tony quickly changed his drink offer to going to his place
to...talk. After calling Grace to tell her I was in a meeting with one of the
other vets (the truth), I followed Tony to his house. Two glasses of Chardonnay
later, we began our foray into becoming colleagues with benefits. I hadn't
anticipated the sex being so good...how erotic the combination of rough and
tender could be. And I certainly hadn't anticipated seeing Aaron in the corner
of Tony's bedroom just before I climaxed. I was shocked, of course, and then
immediately started to cry. Tony did not say a thing but brushed the hair away
from my face and gathered me into his arms. Although I remember stiffening in
his embrace, being held in this way made me feel secure again—secure enough to
tell Tony what I had seen. He nodded slowly, contemplating, as if there was
nothing out of the ordinary for a woman to see her dead husband before an
orgasm. “I think that's okay,” he said, in the same gentle voice I've heard him
use to comfort grieving clients. “You are okay, Kimberly.” 


It was exactly what I needed to hear—not an explanation for this
bizarre occurrence, but that everything was all right, that I was all
right. I needed someone to tell me this, since I didn't believe it myself.  


I'm in the process of adding too much sugar to my coffee and
half-listening to Tony talk to Ashley about an upcoming conference on
infectious disease when Big Pete appears in the doorway. 


“Hey. Robin went home sick, so it looks like I'm assisting on
the ACL tear.” 


I regard him stonily. He is wearing maroon scrubs. He knows
he's only supposed to wear them on my day off. Pete stands there waiting for me
to reply, his eyes blank behind his large glasses. When he hears my frosty “all
right,” he gets it. 


He is quick to apologize. “Shit, I'm sorry. I didn't have
anything else washed. Won't happen again.” 


Ashley shifts in her chair. She may be young, but she’s
perceptive. I can feel her desire to know what's going on emanating from her
like perfume. She diverts her attention from Tony (no small feat) and looks at
me inquisitively. 


I drain my coffee cup and nod at Pete. He is as sensitive as
he is huge and walks away, huffing. 


Ashley's curiosity overrides her timidity. I suspect she is
also wanting to learn what this is all about so she won't commit a similar faux
pas. She speaks in a hushed tone, her eyes large and dewy. “What did he do
wrong?” 


Tony jumps in before I can answer. “He wore an unacceptable
color. Dr. Wesson doesn't like maroon.” 


Ashley's young, beautiful face clouds in confusion. Tony
continues undeterred. “Maroon is—”


“—an ugly color,” I interrupt. And glare at him. 


I don't need to look at Tony to know that his gaze is upon
me, regarding me with cool, detached amusement. Enter Anthony Dalton, Major
Asshole, who makes his appearance from time to time just to prove to everyone
(including himself) that he is far from Mr. Warm Fuzzy Nice Guy. 


I ignore him and turn my attention back to Ashley. “I just
don't like colors that bring me down.” 


An anxious smile flickers on her lips. “I don't blame you,
Dr. Wesson...I don't really like maroon, either. It's like red, only
depressed.”


It's at that point that Ashley becomes my all-time favorite
intern. 


I push my chair back from the table and go to the sink to
rinse out my mug. Tony has pissed me off, and even the thought of make-up sex
later does nothing to appease me. Ashley looks up and flashes me a smile as I
leave to prep for surgery. I force one in return. 


Walking down the hall, I am struck by how different things
were for me at Ashley's age. At twenty-two, I was also an intern, but married
and with a two year old. The only part of my life that had gone according to
plan was a B.S. in medical biology, followed by vet school. Yet I wouldn't have
changed a thing: marrying Aaron, having Grace...I shudder when I think of
having decided otherwise. 


The decision to go through with the pregnancy was not wholly
my own. Mark and Judith Stanhope, my parents, were major contributing factors.
I was beginning my sophomore year at Dartmouth, my parents' alma mater, when I
learned I was pregnant. Aaron and I were serious and had been sleeping together
for several months (including the first night I met him at an off-campus
party). My parents were less than thrilled about my choice of boyfriend: he
wasn't in college, he came from a working class family, and he was (horrors)
interested in becoming a builder. I am ashamed to say their snobbery had seeped
into me: when I first found out Aaron's aspirations (or according to my
parents, lack thereof), I inwardly cringed, partly because I knew what Mark and
Judith would think, but also because I, too, fully expected my future husband
to be a doctor, lawyer or professor. At the very least, a college graduate. But
I kept listening to Aaron Wesson. I heard the intelligence and passion and
sincerity.  And I knew I would marry him.



Of course, I didn't think I'd be marrying him when I was
nineteen. And certainly not when I was pregnant. We were usually so careful
about using protection, but there was this one night when we weren't. Blame it
on the heat of the moment: we'd both had a bit too much to drink and hadn't
seen each other for two weeks since Aaron had gone out of state to visit his
brother. Combining alcohol with horny college students was a recipe for a
disaster. Or a Grace. There was a moment in my buzzed brain where I thought, um,
this could be a bad idea, but that notion evaporated like a puddle on a hot
sidewalk. Or like rational thinking in the presence of a wet vagina. When, in
the midst of our groping and groaning, Aaron mumbled he didn't have a condom, I
did hesitate—until I really looked at him lying on my dorm room bed staring up
at me, that strong, beautiful, athletic body with a very impressive
erection—and I climbed on top of him and told him okay, just this once,
and asked him to please make sure he pulled out in time. “In time” turned out
to be very not. 


When three days late turned into one week, and then two, I
drove to a pharmacy twenty minutes away from campus where I could be relatively
sure I wouldn't see anyone I knew, bought an EPT and a Clearblue Easy and took
both tests in the bathroom of the nearest Irving station. I had known what the
result would be—had known since Day 30, since my cycle had always been like
clockwork—but seeing the positive result on both tests was staggering. I
remember putting my hands on the cool white walls of the bathroom to steady
myself, gulping the cinnamon-scented air which seemed in short supply. I also
remember thinking I should have taken the test with Aaron at my side. It was
his life hanging in the balance, too—as well as a possible new life. I hadn't
even told him I thought I might be pregnant. As immature as it sounded, I felt
like if I told him, it would be real (further evidence just how unready
I was for this pregnancy). I had needed to be alone to find out.


I am embarrassed to say I told my mother the news first.
Anyone who knew my mother would have understood why. I needed to find out what
she thought so I knew what I would do. 


I drove to my parents' house, my body numb and my mind
electrified with the enormity of what I had learned in that Irving bathroom. I
knew what I was going to say. I would be straightforward, because that was how
one talked to Mark and Judith Stanhope: I have something to tell you. I'm
pregnant. And then I would wait for their response. 


This is exactly what I did. My father looked tight-lipped and
visibly distraught, but my mother's face had remained expressionless. She
blinked several times before speaking. “Of course you are going to have this
baby. You don't have a choice.” 


I had nodded slowly. I knew this would be her reaction; she
was a devout Catholic, after all, and accepting into the family a baby out of
wedlock was the lesser of two evils.


“And Kimberly, your father and I expect you to continue with
your education. There's too much at stake here.”


The mere thought of getting my degree as a mother was
daunting. I could not imagine how I would be caring for a baby and studying.
And then veterinary school? This was almost crippling. I opened my mouth and How...?
came out in a whisper.


“We will help you,” my mother declared. “Won't we, Mark?”


I remember not daring to look over at my father, but I heard
him agree. 


My mother's tone was brisk. “You'll need to have an apartment
close to campus when the baby is born. I can turn our study into a nursery and
will take care of the baby when needed. We'll have to talk about a wedding. It
will be simple, of course. Tasteful. Probably just family and a few friends.”


“Kimberly.” Dad's voice had been grim. “Are you sure you want
to marry him? I'm certainly not advocating single motherhood, but Aaron is—”


“Yes,” I had whispered. “I am sure.” That much, I knew.


So it had been settled. I never shared with Aaron that I'd
gone to my parents first, even before telling him the news. I don't think he
would have understood—just as my parents never understood what had drawn me to
him. We had a simple, tasteful winter wedding with my college roommate as maid
of honor and Aaron's brother as best man. I wore a simple, tasteful, white
brocade gown that fell just below my knees, my hair pulled back in a bun
studded with baby's breath (the irony was not lost on me). I carried a bouquet
of red and white “Naughty Lady” amaryllis (again, the irony) and of course, the
baby. Aaron wore a black pinstriped suit and a beaming smile. His parents were
proud and teary-eyed. My parents were exactly how I'd expected them to be:
gracious but austere.  


I gave birth to Grace five months later and went on to earn
my degree while Aaron worked for a local builder, both of us sharing responsibility
for Grace and leaning on my parents far more than we wanted. Then veterinary
school at Tufts, during which time Aaron started his own company: Wesson
Restoration and Remodeling. 


And here I am, a full-fledged veterinarian in a thriving
practice, with a feisty, moody, beautiful, sensitive teenage daughter.
Blossoming career, blossoming child: two-thirds complete. 


I'm heading into the operating room when Dr. Dennis Miles,
Coos County Vet founder, calls my name from his office. Actually, he calls out
two-thirds of my name: Kimber. Dennis is the only person on Earth I
would allow to call me that. But it's only fair since I (along with Tony) call
him “Pop.” 


I stick my head in his doorway. He looks at me quizzically,
his bushy gray eyebrows raised. “Everything all right? You looked like you were
deep in thought walking by.” 


I want to tell him, oh, Pop! If you only knew how much I
need...something. A drink. A pep talk. Aaron. But instead I nod, smile, and
keep going. 


















four


Grace leans against the bathroom door frame, glancing up from
her iPhone to watch me get ready in between her vigorous texting. Even though I
gave birth to her, I always feel intimidated being scrutinized by a teenage
girl poised on the edge of the very latest trends and fashions. 


“Um, that's what you're wearing?” 


I fight the urge to give a sarcastic response, even though I
know she would, if the situation was reversed. 


“Yes. What's wrong with it?” I'm wearing a powder blue,
V-neck cotton sweater, silver hoop earrings and dark jeans. Not what I'd call
Mom jeans (they even have rhinestones), but I'm guessing Grace has another
opinion. 


She shrugs, returning her attention to her phone. This is how
we have conversations these days: a series of dull mumbles...pause for crazy
thumbs...a gentle maternal prod...then more dull mumbles. 


I feel myself getting defensive, especially since I think I
look good. “I'm just going to Hot Shots with Holly and Russ. It's not a big
deal.” 


“If you always dress like it's not a big deal, then it won't
be.”


“What's that supposed to mean?” 


Grace rolls her eyes and sighs loudly. “Oh my GOD. I
thought you wanted to get noticed. You're not going to get noticed wearing that.”


“I never said I wanted to get noticed.”


She snorts. “Ha! Whatever.” 


I don't even feel the urge to ask her why she's in such a bad
mood. She just is, just like I used to be when I was her age. To the
point of often wanting to kill someone for no real reason whatsoever: because
they sneezed. Looked at me funny. Breathed. 


I pick up a small metal torture device, otherwise known as
the eyelash curler, and look at her in the mirror. “So you're going to Jake's
tonight?” 


She nods, still glowering. Even in her current mood, she is
breathtakingly beautiful. But I'm not going to tell her that. 


“Are his parents going to be home?” 


“Mom. Jesus. We've been having sex for two years. You do
know that, don't you? You let me go on the pill.” 


I feel my jaw tighten. “The pill was because you said you had
irregular periods, not so you could have sex.”


A sly grin drifts across Grace's face, which doesn't look as
beautiful to me anymore. “Why do you think girls tell their mothers they have
irregular periods?”


I'm starting to get pissed. I guess it was naïve of me to
think they might have saved intercourse until they were older, but I am fond of
naïve. Especially because it doesn't involve my daughter screwing someone. 


My voice is bristly. “If you were mature enough to be having
sex, you should have been mature enough to be honest about why you wanted to go
on the pill. I was hoping you would have waited longer, Grace, but I guess the
horse is out of the barn on that one.”


A blank stare. 


I sigh. “It's an expression. Meaning, the penis is out of the
pants.” 


Her eyebrows lift in amusement, and I wave my hand in an attempt
to erase what I just said. “Whatever. Listen, text or call if you need
anything. I won't be out too late. Let the dogs out before you go. I want you
back by midnight, okay? And parents always want other parents to be there when
their child goes over to someone's house.” 


Grace knows she's gotten to me, and this has cheered her. So
much so that she tosses me a tidbit compliment. “You look kinda cool. But you
should wear teal more. With bronze accessories.” 


“I'll keep that in mind, Mr. Blackwell.” 


“Who?”


“Fashion critic. Never mind.” 


I turn to the mirror and pick up my hairbrush. In the
reflection, I can see that Grace has stopped texting and is instead examining
the fingernails of her right hand, flicking the tip of each finger with her
thumb, her habit when she's keyed up. 


“Are you like, dating anybody right now?”


An interesting question. Technically, no, although some
people might view my hook-ups with Tony and a few others as a form of dating.
Dating, to me, involves going out, and remaining clothed for longer than
five minutes. So I guess I had my answer. 


“No, and I certainly would tell you if I was.” I try to catch
her eye in the mirror but she is still flicking her fingers. 


“Do you think you'll ever get married again?”


“I'm not planning on it. But I don't know. Probably not.” I
turn around to face her. “Your father's a tough act to follow, you know.” 


She looks up at me and flashes a rueful smile. “Yeah.” 


I am glad to have said the right thing, because so often, I
don't. I wait to see if she wants to continue the conversation, and not
surprisingly, she's finished with me and back to crazy thumbs. I'm more than a
little relieved.  


* * * 


I'm about ten minutes from the sports bar when Holly calls
me. Her voice sounds hushed.


“Hey. I'm calling from the bathroom. Russell just saw someone
from work and we asked him to join us. I just wanted to give you a heads up.”


“Huh. I'm thinking you had this planned.” 


She's indignant. “Um, no. I was just about to do a
quick scan for you before you got here, and Russ spotted him. This is the first
time we've seen him here. He came in with his brother who's getting pretty cozy
with some chick he just met.” 


“So what's this guy like?”


“Pretty quiet...doesn't appear to be really into the bar
scene. He's decent-looking. Nice, polite, clean-cut. Russ says he's a good
guy.” 


“Do you think—would he be my type?” 


“You mean, does he have a penis? Yes. He qualifies.” 


I'm smiling as I contemplate this. Holly is nothing if not
blunt. I honestly was not looking to meet anyone tonight, but if we happened to
hit it off...and lately, I'd been feeling The Ache—the dull, gnawing pain I
always get when I haven't had sex in a while. The last encounter was with the
Malamute owner, and although I'd had the O, I'd wanted a longer journey getting
there. Maybe that makes me sexually selfish. But still...I want. 


“Sounds good. What's his name?”


“David. And where are you, anyway? We're already on our first
round.”


“Sorry...was running a little late. I'll be there in about
ten minutes. How's the popcorn?”


“Perfect. Just the right amount of salt. I'll see you and
your libido in a bit.” 


Holly and I have been friends since our daughters started
kindergarten, so she's well-acquainted with me and my libido. My sexual
appetite has been a long-standing source of amusement for her and Russ, which I
haven't minded, because it's helped me take it more lightly, instead of
obsessing that there's something seriously wrong with me. Russ loves for me to
talk about it with Holly, undoubtedly because he's hoping it's contagious. I've
googled the terms nymphomania, hypersexuality, compulsive sexual disorder...and
I've come to the conclusion that I'm just shy of clinical. Sex is a priority—check.
Sex drive is subjectively deemed too high—check. Sex is impersonal and
without emotional connection—check. But I don't meet the criteria
for sexual activity being unsatisfying, because most times, it is (although I do
always seem to need more). And thus far, I have not allowed it to interfere
with my daily functioning (unless you count the few times I've had exam room
sex). So maybe I am a little closer to clinical than I'd care to admit. 


I don't need a psychologist to tell me that my parents' cool
detachment contributed to (and perhaps even caused) my adult yearning for physical
affection. While I wasn't what you'd call starved for attention as a
child, I had a pretty meager diet. My mother wasn't exactly cold, but chilly...oh
yes. I don't blame her or my father—I remember both sets of grandparents being
downright icy. I think my parents got me my first puppy just so they could be
alleviated from having to demonstrate love. So it was no surprise that I turned
to animals with open arms and an open heart. Unconditional love. Unbridled
affection. Boundless joy. 


I later found all of these in the form of Aaron Wesson. His
family—not only Gary and Sharon, his parents, but his brother and sister—had
embraced me, too. Spending time with them was like coming in from a frosty
winter's night to a warm and cozy fire. Once Aaron died, I feared I might lose
them. But if anything, my bond with his family has grown stronger—all of us,
linking together in a human conglomerate of grief, pain, loss and love. Grace
and I have needed this. 


Yet I've needed more. And I turn to sex. There are times I
still struggle with it: thinking it should be lessening as I get older, feeling
something between embarrassment and shame because I am a mother and mothers
aren't supposed to be this horny. And wondering how the hell I could feel this
level of arousal as a widow, after losing the love of my life. Aaron's death
seems to have even exacerbated it. But it's who I am, and I've been this way
since those adolescent hormones made their boisterous debut, spilling from my
pituitary and speeding southward. 


Not only am I apparently a sex addict, I'm a hypocrite as
well. I'd disapproved of my daughter having sex, but I was her age when I had
my first experience. Matt Tardiff was a three-sport athlete and cocky as hell,
but all the girls wanted him despite that. Or maybe it was because of it. For
whatever reason, he was interested in me, and in looking back, I'm sure my
virginity was a big part of it. He'd invited me over to watch a movie in his
basement. His mother, anxious and smiling, had brought us down a plate of
homemade oatmeal cookies and glasses of lemonade, and then had left us alone.
Within minutes, we were making out on his plaid couch. His were not the first
hands to touch my bare breasts, but he was more skilled than others in that
regard. I had gasped at how cold his hands were, and he had laughed softly and
apologized, taking a few seconds to rub them briskly together before returning
them to my nipples. I remember the shock of discovering that my breasts were
somehow connected to my vagina—that the sensation in them was duplicated down there.



I remember staring in horrified fascination when Matt began
stroking himself. I could not believe that I let him take my hand and show me
how to do the same. I was filled with equal parts revulsion, curiosity, and pride
that I was doing this, that I willingly parted my legs to take him inside me. I
remember the initial burst of pain and panic as he entered, the feel of the
couch's rough, scratchy fabric against my bare skin. I remember Matt groaning
and how this heightened my own arousal. I remember feeling conflicted about not
wanting his mother to hear, but wanting him to keep making those sounds. 


Afterwards, he laid on top of me as though exhausted. My
breasts were flattened against my chest wall. I could barely breathe. He was
too heavy for me, really, but I didn't want him to move. I was far from in love
with Matt and never would be, I felt raw and sore inside, and I hadn't even
climaxed—but the whole experience left me awestruck. His hot gasps in my ear,
his hands in my hair, the feel of him inside me, filling me up...


I could not wait to do it again. 


As I pull into the Hot Shots parking lot, one thing is very
clear: David doesn't know it yet, but I am one hundred percent certain I'm
going to have him tonight. 


















five


Jerry, the bouncer, greets me with his usual nod and wink. I
unzip my coat and lay it over my arm, inhaling the buttery smell of fresh
popcorn. It's comforting to come here, a place where you can see the regulars
with just enough new faces to keep things interesting. Hot Shots is your
typical sports bar—noisy and lively, too many flat screen TV's to count,
cardboard cut-outs of sports heroes, a jukebox and arcade games, waitresses in
tight black shorts and red t-shirts weaving between tables under the weight of
heavy trays and phony smiles. The drinks are reasonably priced with lots of
different beers on tap, and the food is cheap and delicious: spicy wings
(murder in your mouth), thick-crusted pizza, sweet potato fries. And a slew of
desserts—fried whoopie pies, baked apple pizza, brownie sundaes. Aaron had
loved this place.


Holly and Russ aren't at our usual table, but I spot them
right away, at a high-top over in the corner. It isn't difficult to pick out
Russ, with his shaved head and massive bulk. If I'm addicted to sex, then Russ
is addicted to exercise. P90X, Insanity, mountain climbing, triathlons...a
veritable workout whore. He used to try to get Aaron to join him, but Aaron
would shake his head and laugh, citing work as an excuse. I'm guessing
intimidation was factored in somewhere. 


I'm on my way over to their table when Russ spots me and
raises his arm in an exaggerated wave while Holly shakes her head. The man I
assume to be David is sitting with his back to me. 


“Hey!” Russ is beaming. “Check out the new Smartphone. I can
have six hundred apps on this thing.”


Holly snorts. “He doesn't even know what that means.” She
raises the glass of beer to her mouth, the fat olives in the bottom tumbling
toward her lips. Her dark hair is shorter than the last time I'd seen her—a
razored bob, sleek and crisp at her jawline. 


I nod approvingly at Russ. “I'm impressed. And I'm sure your
daughter will teach you everything you need to know.”


“Oh yeah, except she's getting a little pissed because I keep
asking her about it. But she still helps me. At least Hannah cares, unlike her
mother.” He gives Holly a playful jab in the side. “If you don't smarten up,
I'm going to go downtown and find me a big skanky whore.”


She looks at him, eyes widened with innocence. “Maybe there's
an app that can help you with that.”  


I'm smiling as I drape my coat over the back of my chair and
take my seat beside he-who-must-be-David. He's younger than I expected, maybe
thirty, with light brown hair and eyebrows just unruly enough to make him
charming. The freckles spattered across his cheeks add to the boyish effect.
He's wearing awkward like an accessory, swirling a limp french fry in a puddle
of ketchup. I like him right away. 


“Russell.” Holly tilts her head toward me.
“Introductions, if you can take your eyes off your goddamned phone for two
seconds.” 


He looks up and grins sheepishly. “Shit...sorry. Kimberly,
this is David. He's a maintenance guy at the plant. Never met a generator he
couldn't sweet talk. David, don't worry...Kimberly's not a bee-yotch like my
girl here.” Russ laughs heartily at his own joke, wrapping an arm around Holly
and crushing her into him. She huffs in fake protest, but she can't hide her
smile. 


I feel a pang of wistfulness edged with envy. Being around the
two of them gets to me—the unabashed affection Russ displays, met with
teenager-ish resistance from Holly. They are alternately sexy, hilarious,
tender and sweet. I love seeing how completely crazy they are about each other.
But I hate it, too.  


David flashes me a quick smile as we shake hands. Is he
blushing? Hmm...intriguing. I can feel Holly watching us, assessing the
situation. She may tease me about my sexual escapades, but she loves living
vicariously through me. 


Russ has already ordered his usual appetizers, in addition to
the popcorn: chicken nachos, fries and mozzarella sticks. I raise my eyebrow as
he brings a cheese stick to his mouth. It disappears in two bites. 


He points at me in admonition. “Hey. Don't start with me,
Wesson. I live on broccoli all week so I can do this.” 


The waitress appears to take my drink order. I order
Pumpkinhead, my favorite beer of the season, with cinnamon-sugar on the rim.


David nods his approval and holds up his glass of the same.
“One of the best things about October.” His voice is quiet, pleasant. 


Having spoken seems to put him a bit more at ease. I let my
gaze linger on his lips. They appear well-moisturized. I feel a tingle below
the table. 


Holly pokes me. “How's things in the animal kingdom?”  


“Fine. Bad flea season, though, and it's looking like that'll
be the new norm. There's global warming for you.” 


Russ switches to the nachos. “Bring it on, baby. New
Hampshire's too goddamned cold, anyway.” 


“And how are things in your animal kingdom, Hol?” I
wink. She teaches middle school.


“I got a stellar piece of writing from one of my eighth
graders yesterday. Memoir about his fish named Buttmunch. So teaching is going
swimmingly. Pun intended.”


Russ pats her on the back. “My wife, the miracle worker.” 


The waitress brings my beer and takes our meal
order. I contemplate what to get. My usual M.O. is fried haddock, but fish
isn't too conducive to kissing, and hearing about Buttmunch has kind of quelled
that. And it occurs to me that I left my mouthwash in my other purse. I decide
on the Starburst salad with field greens, almonds and mandarins. Let David
think I eat healthy. 


I sip my Pumpkinhead, enjoying the tastebud barrage of bitter
and sweet with the kick of cinnamon as I listen to the conversation and steal
glances at David. Our hands touch as we both reach for the popcorn. He grins at
me apologetically. I find myself liking him more. The tingle again.   


Russ leans over the table to poke me. “So, Kimberly. The
parent dance is coming up. We gonna go?”


Holly shakes her head vehemently. “Russ, no. Hannah
would kill us. She's still trying to get over last year's.”


I turn to David to explain. “It's a fundraiser that the
Student Council puts on. We went last year and these two—” (I point to Holly
and Russ) “—decided they'd have a little to drink first. They ended up smacking
each other's asses to that 'I Like Big Butts' song.”


David shakes his head, smiling. 


“Oh yes. The kids were just standing there gaping. The
teacher chaperones, too. It was a very memorable night.” 


Holly starts giggling. “That was pretty bad, wasn't it? Poor
Hannah! God love her.” 


“I, on the other hand, was very well-behaved. Grace couldn't
complain.” 


“Then I'm guessing she didn't find out you had sex that night
with Kenzie's dad?” Russ is smirking. 


Both Holly and I stare at him with our harshest WTF looks.
Thankfully, David appears amused. Men don't usually want to think of their
potential partners being sluts with other people. Just with them. 


Russell clears his throat and drains his beer. “Sorry,
Wesson. My bad.” He grins slyly, patting his stomach. “I'll let you check out
the six-pack later?” 


I try to frown at him, but it is impossible to be angry with
Russ. He's an adolescent in a rock-hard, 35-year-old shell. I'm thinking of a
wise-ass retort when a man comes in and sits down at the table behind us,
directly in my line of vision. In a maroon shirt. He has dark, curly hair. My
throat closes. 


Holly has noticed me staring and twists around in her seat to
see what I'm looking at. She turns back to me, the angular features of her face
softened with concern. “You want to trade seats with me?” 


I shake my head, fighting the anxious dread that has seeped
into my veins. “No. I'll deal with it. Thank you, though.” 


Russ and David are in the midst of a work-related discussion
and fortunately oblivious to Holly's and my exchange. I am finished with my
beer and signal the waitress for another. A buzz will help offset the maroon.
And I can look at David, let my mind fill with his face to prevent me from thinking
about another. He is really quite attractive with his slow, shy smile and kind
eyes. 


We're finishing our meals and feeling under the influence
when a younger man approaches our table, whom David introduces as his brother,
Len. It quickly becomes clear Len is anxious to leave, and Russell's fondness
for air quotes makes its debut for the night. 


“So, Len, you're ready to [air quote] go home?” 


Len grins and jerks his head in the direction of the door,
where a twenty-something blonde girl is standing with her coat on. “Yeah. And
she is, too.” 


Russ high-fives him. 


David looks exasperated. “I'm thinking I'll need to find my
own ride home, then?” 


“No worries,” Holly reassures him. “We can bring you. Or...”
She slides her gaze in my direction. “...maybe Dr. Wesson can.” 


The girl is smooth. “Sure,” I smile. “I can do that.” 


“Awesome,” Russ says. “Have him teach you about pump shafts
and fire boxes.” 


Holly smacks him before I can.


We ask the waitress for waters. Russ orders his usual brownie
sundae, but as always, he's too full to eat it. I check my cell phone for
messages from Grace. None. It's just past ten, and I'll need to be home before
Grace's midnight curfew. The mild intoxication is all but gone, and I'm left
feeling relaxed. And ready. 


Russ, Holly and I exchange our standard hugs—Russ making me
squeeze his biceps before I leave, and Holly whispering to call her with the
full report in the morning. David follows me to my car, shoulders hunched
forward, hands in the pockets of his jacket. He isn't speaking, and I am a bit
concerned about the potential silence during the ride to his house. I don't
like awkward. But I need him, so I'll make this work.


We start with safe topics: directions to his place, Russell's
antics, our jobs. I learn that he was amicably divorced six months ago after a
three-year marriage. No children. I tell him about Grace, and then about
Aaron's death in the simplest terms I can: my husband died two years ago. David
turns his head to look at me, and I can feel his surprise and sympathy filling
the space between us. I am grateful I can keep my eyes on the road. I still
hate having to tell the story; I don't want to be pitied, but it's more than
that. It's as though telling a stranger something so deeply personal and
tragic—especially someone I plan to have sex with—cheapens my husband's memory.
But it's a necessary disclosure. 


David's house is a modest ranch with a gravel driveway. The
lights on either side of the front door cast a silvery-blue glow over the
painfully-manicured cedar. It has been my experience that people who trim their
shrubbery into submission tend to be rather uptight and well-pruned themselves.
But there's always the potential for branching out. 


And now, there it is: the familiar clenching, low in my
belly. David is staring straight ahead through the windshield, seatbelt still
buckled, and these few seconds tell me that he is contemplating. He turns to
give me a half-smile and then shakes his head, chuckling and looking out the
car window. I can almost hear his unspoken thought: I suck at this. 


I will save him. I touch his arm with my gloved hand. “Can I
be straightforward with you?”


He meets my gaze. “Sure.” His expression is a mixture of
relief and expectation. 


“I'm not interested in a relationship. It's nothing against
you—I like you, but I don't want to date anyone right now.” 


He nods slowly, processing this. “Okay.” 


“But I would like to have sex with you. Tonight.” My voice is
quiet and calm, but my heart is pounding. 


David takes a deep breath. He is having trouble keeping eye
contact with me and shifts in his seat. “Wow. I'd like that, too. It's been a
while for me.” 


I squeeze his arm, and then he really looks at me. His eyes
are dark, earnest. Vulnerable. 


“Then let's go,” I say softly. 


Carrying my purse, I follow him to the front of the house, up
the concrete steps. His hands are fumbling with the key as he unlocks the door
and opens it. The house exhales warmth and the scent of citrus. David reaches
back to take my hand—a sweet and surprising gesture—and leads me down a short
hallway to his bedroom. He apologizes for the pile of clothes on the floor,
laughingly pushing them aside with his foot. His bed is unmade, the blue
comforter pulled back to reveal wrinkled beige sheets, and he apologizes for this
as well. 


“Stop. This is a very
nice bedroom. With a very nice bed.” I'm smiling as I will myself to keep from
trembling. That I met him just a few hours ago has added a new layer of
excitement. He is shy, but he wants me. The perfect conditions for me to play
seducer. Tony prefers me submissive (I have found
that to be true of most men), but I am getting the sense from David that he'd
like me to take the lead here. And I can do that. 


I set my purse on the floor beside his nightstand and slip
off my coat. David takes it and lays it on top of the bureau with his. I can
see his chest heaving under his sweatshirt. The fact that he's more nervous than I am makes me want to
comfort him. And more. 


I go to him and wrap my arms around his waist, standing on my
tiptoes to bring my face even with his. He closes his eyes, his lashes full and
dark against the paleness of his skin. His face is tight with what looks like
anguish, and he sighs. This gets to me. I don't want it to. 


The thought of Grace pokes at my conscience, as often happens
when I am about to be intimate with someone—what would she think of me?—but
I quickly shelve the guilt. There is no room for anything but want here. I let
it fill me up like water. 


Eager to feel the heat of his mouth, I begin kissing him. He
is hesitant at first, his lips parting just slightly, but I am gently persistent, sliding my tongue
between them. For some reason, it has always turned me on to taste beer on a
man's breath, and tasting it on David's heightens my desire and causes me to
kiss him harder. 


I lift up his sweatshirt and help him tug it off over his
head. His chest is a mass of soft, swirling hair, and I let my fingers trail
through the curls and graze over his erect nipples. 


He seems timid about touching me. I don't want timid. I take
his hands from the small of my back and push them up under my sweater. He sighs
against my mouth as he cups my breasts, first outside my bra and then reaching
his fingers inside to stroke. 


Good boy, I think. You can do this. 


I lower my hands to his ass, squeezing it firmly, and pull
him in to me, tight. This seems to surprise and excite him. His hands go up in
my hair. I like this very much. His tongue fills my mouth, licks my lips. I
like that, too. I can feel an impressive hard-on through his pants. That, and
his soft groan, are my cues. I won't make him wait any longer. 


I put my hands back on his shoulders and push him toward the
bed. Our mouths stay connected. This may be his room, his home, but right now,
I'm the one in charge. He tumbles back onto the bed with me falling on top of
him, and we both share a brief laugh. I lean back, straddling him as I take off
my sweater and toss it on the floor. 


In the feeble light from the hallway, I look down at him, at
his heaving chest and wide-eyed gaze, and I shift so I can feel his erection
where I want it. He groans again. My hands go to his waist. I quickly unbuckle
his belt and unbutton his pants, and while he slides them down, I move to the
side of him to take off my jeans. Since I plan to be on top, I'll keep my bra
on; after pregnancy and a year of breastfeeding, the girls prefer not to dangle
over someone they just met. 


I reach to the floor for my purse and take out a condom from
the inside pocket. There are two left. I make a mental note of this. 


David raises his eyebrows when he sees the packet. “You're
prepared. Thank God.”


“I was a Girl Scout.”


“I thought that was the Boy Scouts' motto.”


“It's the girls' one, too. They share it.”


He grins. “Sharing is nice.” His voice becomes gravelly.
“Very, very nice.” 


I climb back on top of him and our mouths meet again. We are
now in that comfortable place of having cracked the kissing code: knowing when
to break for a breath, how firm the lip pressure, how much tongue. 


David has become a bit bolder, groping my buttocks inside my
panties. I begin a slow gyration on top of him, for both our sakes. I can feel
myself throbbing. I pull my mouth away from his to whisper in his ear. “Touch
me.”


His breaths are harsh and forceful as his hand reaches around
to the front of me. I raise myself up to give him more room and bite my lip as
I feel his fingers find me. 


“Jesus...” he moans. 


I know that saying his name will make this all the more
intimate. “I want you, David,” I murmur. 


And then neither of us can wait any longer. A brief, hectic
struggle to free ourselves from our clothing. David fumbles with the condom; I
smooth it down his length with three slow, firm strokes. I straddle him,
closing my eyes as he enters me, reveling in the feeling of being stretched and
filled. Of feeling whole. 


I lean back and ride him, the angle causing me painful
pleasure. I feel him grow even harder inside me, and my rocking becomes faster.
He is gliding in and out of me, moaning my name—which I am impressed he remembers—and
my throbbing intensifies until I begin to erupt. As I feel David climax, I open
my eyes and look to the corner of the room for Aaron. He is leaning against the
wall, arms folded across his chest, watching us with interest. He doesn't
appear angry or jealous. Then again, that wouldn't be Aaron. 


My eyes are stinging unexpectedly, and I squeeze them shut.
When I open them again, he is gone. 


I gently roll off David, and both of us lie on our backs in
that blissful state of post-orgasmic contemplation. I will need to leave soon
because of Grace. 


David breaks the silence. “So how much are you going to share
with Hustle?”


“Hustle?”


“The dynamic duo. Also known as Holly and Russell.”


“Oh! I like that.” I know Holly will want specifics, but I
also want to respect David's wishes. “I won't go into detail. They can use
their imagination.” 


He turns his head on the pillow to look at me. His eyebrows
are mussed, but I stop myself from reaching out to smooth them. Too intimate. 


“Well, I'd appreciate that, Kimberly. I don't usually just
jump into bed with people. But I needed this.” I am stunned to see his eyes
fill with tears. “It's been hard, you know. Being alone.” 


My chest tightens. I know I should do something to comfort
him—stroke his cheek, hug him. Instead, I tell him I understand. When he
whispers thank you, what I hear in his voice makes me gather my clothes
and myself and go home.  
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I'm in my office reviewing a file when Carol knocks on my
door. “Hi. Sorry to tell you this, but MSP wants an appointment with you today.
She's called four times.”


“Only four? She must be slipping.” 


MSP is our code name for the client we refer to as Munchausen
Syndrome by Proxy. She's a sixty-ish amalgam of anxiety, flannel and denim. In
lieu of a purse, she carries a backpack adorned with keychains and
fluorescent-colored, fuzzy dice. And MSP has a cat, a long-haired gray named
Wilbur who, according to her, has had just about every medical condition known
to felines (as well as a few canine diseases thrown in for good measure). 


“The first couple times I said I'd have to check with you and
get back to her. The third time Roxanne told her you were booked.” 


“And the fourth time?”


Carol sighs. “I made the appointment. You had a
cancellation.” 


“Softie,” I tease. 


And that's the absolute truth. Everything about Carol is
soft, from her wavy mane of silver hair to her chenille sweaters to (most
especially) her heart. She provides a nice balance at the front desk for our
other receptionist, Roxanne. They are known in the office as Beauty and the
Bitch. Glinda and Greenface. Good and Evil. Carol is the official Coos County
Vet baker, bringing in exquisitely-decorated, made-from-scratch cakes for
birthdays, as well as serving as office decorator for all seasons. The day
after Halloween, Thanksgiving decorations are out. The day after Thanksgiving,
up go the wreaths, garland and twinkly white lights. Carol also comforts
grieving clients after the loss of their pets. Or grieving wives after the loss
of their husbands. And perhaps most impressively, she's the only one of us who
actually likes Roxanne. 


So even though Carol caved and booked the appointment, I
can't get mad at her. “What time is her appointment?”


“Do you mean what time is her appointment, or what time is
she coming in?”


“Good point.” 


“She'll probably be here in about a half hour. If she stays
too long, I'll come in with some sort of emergency situation for you.” 


“Excellent.” 


Carol flashes me a smile before leaving. I close the file and
pick up my cell phone. Another text from David. Sorry to bug you
again...would really love to take you to dinner. D. 


Damn Russell for giving him my number. I was afraid this
would happen: my desire for sex clashing with his need for a relationship. Most
of the time, men are perfectly happy—grateful, even—for sex with no strings.
Tend to my penis, but leave my heart alone. David, however, wants more. Which I
am unable to give him.


I do realize I need to at least give him the decency of a
reply—ignoring his texts is impolite and childish. I'm contemplating how to
respond when Tony sticks his head in my doorway. “Hey. Got any plans tonight?”


“Only with a couple of Midol caplets.” 


He grimaces. “Nice. So you're out of commission.”


“Is that all I am to you?”


“The feeling's quite mutual, isn't it?” 


I guess I can't argue with that. “I'm trying to figure out a
way to handle this guy who keeps asking me out. He works with Russ...I met him
at Hot Shots a couple weeks ago. I don't want to have any bad feelings because
he may end up being a regular there, and he's nice.”


“How was the sex?”


“Quite good.”


“Did Aaron make his usual appearance?” 


“Tony. Please shut up.” 


“Kimberly. Please calm down. Do you like this dude?”


“Yes. But that's not the point.” 


“You don't want to go on a date with him?” 


I shake my head. “You know I don't do that.”


Tony snickers. “You and your rules. Hey, whatever...I don't
know why I'm encouraging you, anyway. More for me if you stay single.”


I reach out to hit him and he dodges my hand, laughing.
“Enough about me. What's been going on with you? Any new prospects?” 


“Nah. I've actually been staying in most nights, with Lucy.” 


Lucy is Tony's ancient black pug, the only thing he values
more than nice cars and expensive shoes. She's crotchety, nippy,
so-homely-she's-cute, and she is the love of Tony's life.


“Aww. Your number one girl. Is she doing okay?”


He shrugs. “As well as a fourteen year old dog can do. I
switched her to Deramaxx a few weeks ago, and that seems to be helping. Luckily
she's small enough for me to carry up the stairs.” His face is serious, and we
are both thinking what neither of us says. It's getting near the end. 


“I'm sorry,” I say quietly. 


“So about this guy you're trying to get rid of,” he says
briskly, back to business. “How about you tell him that your daughter has a
tough time with you dating, and that's why you can't? Say something like it's
nothing personal, just that you have to put her first right now.”


“You know, I really hate to admit it, but sometimes you make
a lot of sense. Thanks.”


“You can owe me.”


Carol appears behind Tony, an anxious smile on her face.
“She's a little early. I put her in room three. And I'm really, really sorry.
I'll bake you something.” 


I wave my hand at Carol and push back from my desk. “Stop.
It's not your fault.” 


“Who you got next?” Tony asks. 


“MSP.”


“Ha! Lucky you. Why didn't you just sic the anti-Christ on
her?” 


“Roxanne? She tried. It's all right; it's actually been a
while since MSP's been in. I've missed her.”


Tony stands squarely in the doorway so I have to turn
sideways and squeeze by (breasts brushing the doorframe, not him). I head for
exam room three and steel myself for the appointment.


Intern Ashley is already in the room with one of our veteran
technicians. Michelle, also known as Mick, is easily the most striking of our
employees. Her face is intriguing—so well-defined it appears chiseled, with
high cheekbones and pale skin under short, spiky black hair. She has too many
piercings to count (including some that make me shudder) and an elaborate
tattoo of her dog's face on her upper arm. Tony was initially reluctant to hire
her—probably because she is a lesbian and therefore of no personal use to
him—but she's won him over. They've even compared notes on girls. With Mick's
unique features and Ashley's classic beauty clashing with MSP's fifty shades of
crazy...there's a lot going on in this room. 


Mick has already pulled up MSP's file on the computer and
sits in front of the screen, her fingers resting on the keyboard. Ashley is
uneasy but is working hard pretending she's not. The cat is hunched on the exam
table, looking aloof and bored. Wilbur is probably one of the only cats I've
seen who doesn't display vet stress, mainly because he's always at the vet's.
His eyes are glowing venomously as I go to stroke his head. I can't blame him. 


I smile brightly at his owner. “So what's happening with
Wilbur?” 


Her eyes dart from Mick to Ashley to me. She seems excited,
probably due to the larger than usual audience. “He's losing his hair.
Alopecia. I think it's a sign of something serious.” 


I motion for Ashley to come over. After some petting and
sweet talk, I start at Wilbur's neck and begin parting his fur with my fingers.
MSP steps closer to the exam table. I know she needs to be part of this, so I
have her point out the bald patches she's observed. I note there are small
lesions at the base of his tail. 


I ask her if he's been scratching. 


“Yes, some. And I think he's lost weight. Definitely a cause
for concern.” She looks very pleased. Wilbur just looks pissed. 


I know which road we're headed down, but I want Ashley to
drive us there. I turn to her. “What would be your next step?”


She looks startled but answers my question. “I would get a
flea comb.” 


Bingo. I smile. MSP glares. Her expression is as hostile as
Wilbur's. 


Ashley feels the heat of MSP's wrath and continues meekly.
“One of the most common causes of dermatitis in cats is an allergy to flea
bites.” 


“My cat doesn't have fleas,” MSP huffs. “He's here
because of alopecia. And weight loss.”


I wait for the inevitable diagnoses from Wilbur's owner. 


“Both of which can be caused by Addison's disease. Or
cancer.” 


And now the request for tests. 


“He's going to need a CBC, urinalysis, and an ultrasound,”
she continues. 


“Mick,” I ask, “has Wilbur lost any weight?” 


She looks up from the computer screen. “Nope.” I can see her
pierced lower lip twitching. “Actually, he's gained about half a pound since
his last visit.” 


Ouch. I don't look at MSP. There's no need for me to
get a flea comb since I've already seen a couple of them crawling. I could show
her the flea dirt, but I don't want to rub it in and get her even more worked
up. 


“It's a really bad flea season this year,” Ashley offers
helpfully. 


MSP is fuming. Time to cool her down. 


“It's a very good thing you brought him in,” I tell her. “A
few of these lesions are open, and it looks like a secondary bacterial
infection may be brewing. We'll put him on an antibiotic to be safe and give
him a Program injection to keep the fleas from reproducing. And there's a monthly
topical treatment we can start him on, too. If he's really bothered by the
itching, we can give him a short-term steroid. The appointment's free since you
allowed my intern to be part of it.” 


Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Mick grinning as she types
my notes into the computer.  The only
thing MSP likes hearing more than this looks serious are the words no
charge. 


“All right,” she says reluctantly. “We'll try that and see
how he does.” 


Mick leaves the room to get the prescriptions. Ashley is smiling
and awkward and as beautiful as ever. MSP slings her keychain-laden backpack
over her shoulder and gathers Wilbur into her arms, cooing to him as his tail
whips back and forth. 


MSP wants to see what's not really there. It occurs to me
that I do that, too. 
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“You didn't tell me that Nonnie and Papa were coming for
Christmas.” Grace slouches on the couch with her laptop, Joey a pale crescent
sleeping next to her and Riley at her feet, eyes glazed as she chews on her
orange Chuckit ball. 


I look up from my iPad and take a few moments to absorb this
news. The last time they were here was for Aaron's funeral. “That's because I
didn't know.”


Grace reads from her screen, pulling her long curls away from
her face and looping them in a loose hair knot at the base of her neck. “Papa
and I would love to see you at Christmas. We miss you a lot, and that time of
year, we even miss the snow. We'll stay just long enough to get tired of the
cold, and then it's back to sunny Arizona! Will be in touch again as the date
nears. Love, N.” 


“This is the first I've heard of it.” 


Grace smirks. “Guess she loves me more.”


“I'm not going to argue with that.”


“Mom. I'm just kidding. She's your mother. Mothers
HAVE to love their kids.”


“Really? I must have missed the memo.”


“Stop trying to be funny, because you suck at it. Anyway,
that'll be cool to have them here. Maybe Nonnie will take me shopping.” 


“Maybe.” I have yet to figure out why Judith will often
bypass me with important information and go straight to Grace. It's a subtle,
silent dig, and I'm sure she knows what she's doing, but I don't get it. I
don't get a lot about my mother. 


I return my attention to the volunteer page for the Georgia
animal shelter. Oh, God. Another brindle, and this facility hates brindles. They're
always the first to go. I've never been able to understand why more people
don't find brindles beautiful. This boy has cream, gold, gray, and black
swirled together in one gorgeous combination. And he's smooshed himself into
the corner, terrified. He'll be deemed unadoptable. The poor thing doesn't
stand a chance. 


“Mom. Are you even fucking listening to me?”


“Grace! For God's sake, would you please watch your language?
Do you think Hannah talks like that to Holly?” 


She's grinning. “Got your attention though, didn't I? I'm
sleeping at Nicole's tonight. We're going trick-or-treating, and then she's
having people over.”


“Today is Halloween?” How could I not know this? I should
have been eating candy corn for days now. 


Grace looks at me in disgust. “No, Mom. We thought we'd go
around and ring random doorbells just for the hell of it and ask for candy. Or
drugs.”


“Aren't you too old for trick-or-treating? I didn't do it
past sixth grade.”


She rolls her eyes. “It doesn't matter what age you are, if
you're dressed up.”


“And let me guess...you're dressing up like a slut, right?” 


“Actually, no. A football player.”


“A slutty football player, then.”


“Maybe.” She smiles slyly, lifting Joey's ear and letting it
slip through her fingers. He continues sleeping. “Remember the time you made me
go as Betsy Ross?”


“That was a very creative costume. You looked so cute.”


“I had to have a nametag because no one could figure
out who I was.” 


I start laughing. “I couldn't help it that people weren't
patriotic! They should have known.” 


“And remember when Dad dressed like a zombie and sat in the
chair on the porch like he was fake, and scared the shit out of the
neighborhood kids? That was classic.” 


Oh, Grace, how I remember! I remember everything. I
remember Aaron coming in from his workshop out back, the smell of woodsmoke on
his clothes, eager to tell me about the progress he'd made with his latest
carpentry project. I remember the two of us having coffee at the bay window on
frosty Saturday mornings like this, the lawn glittering in the early sun. Even
though he'd been up for a couple of hours, his hair would be rumpled and I'd
tease him, but inside I'd be marveling that he could get away with that and
still look like a catalog model. He'd pore over the classifieds, looking for
things like old pedestal sinks, hardwood floor remnants, slabs of marble, while
I made myself oatmeal and toasted him an English muffin that he'd usually end
up splitting with the dogs. 


And I remember the Halloween nights when Grace was young
(pre-Betsy Ross), when Aaron and I would walk hand-in-hand, coatless if it was
mild, while Gracie ran up ahead with her friends, holding onto her tiara with
one hand and swinging her jack-o-lantern pail with the other, her filmy tutu
floating around her like a pink cloud. I remember the rudely-cold Halloweens
when we had to bundle her up despite her screamy protests, and Aaron would
carry her with me walking behind, holding her pail. I never minded walking
behind because I'd get to watch them. He'd allow Grace to remove her coat and
hat at each door (there really was no arguing with her) so she could be duly
complimented and candied. 


It was such a magical feeling walking on our road and smiling
at the other moms and dads, all of us warm, secure and glowing in this parental
bliss. You wanted to stay with the pink tutus and the lopsided tiaras as long
as you could, but you also realized those would make way for a new kind of
wonderful, in the form of field hockey sticks and sophisticated wit. 


Life, really, is all about making way for things. Fall makes
way for winter. The darkness makes way for the dawn. The dead make way for the
living. But Aaron...who did he make way for? Is there a precious child
somewhere in the world who was born at the very second Aaron took his last
breath—who was able to live because Aaron died? I will never know this. Yet
shamefully, it wouldn't matter to me. Because the person wouldn't be Aaron.


I still feel guilty not making the decision to donate his
organs. He hadn't registered as a donor—it's one of those things you really
don't think about when you're thirty-four years old—but I know he would have
wanted to do so. Aaron's death was so unexpected that in the days following, I
felt like I was walking through a hazy dream. Most of the time I had to be led
by my parents and my friends...except when Grace would fall apart, and then
everything became bright and sharp with clarity. It was excruciating to go
through the steps of making funeral plans, even to bring a forkful of food to
my mouth, to take a breath. Thinking of Aaron as gone was
incomprehensible. To imagine him divided up—in parts—was more than I
could bear. I have learned that a medical background and rational thought mean
nothing when the tragedy is personal. I doubt that Aaron's heart could have
been used, anyway, given the reason for his death. And this was incredibly
ironic, since his heart had always been the best and strongest part of him.
What people remembered.


Suddenly I realize my eyes are wet. I look up to find Grace
staring at me, her face a blend of concern and confusion.  


“Sorry,” I tell her with a rueful smile. “Way too much
thinking for a Saturday morning. And on Halloween, no less.” 


She is silent and uncomfortable. Note to self: stop the
weepy shit and toughen up. “So Nicole's tonight. Maybe I'll see if Melanie
wants company supervising the sleepover.”


“Um, no.”


“What do you mean, no? Mothers like to hang out together,
too.”


“That's okay, as long as it doesn't involve their kids.”


“Nice. And by the way, I'd like your friends to come over
here once in a while, you know.”


“Okay.” 


Grace is back on her laptop and finished with me, for now. I
do understand why kids like to hang out at Nicole's. Her mom Melanie rocks. She
is a voluptuous, gently-used forty year old harboring a spirited teenage soul,
minus the teenage angst. Nothing brings her down: not her mundane job as
receptionist for a local car dealership, not her recent diagnosis of rheumatoid
arthritis, not her son dropping out of college to surf in Santa Barbara, not
her husband leaving her for a twenty-two year old. Melanie attacks stress and
sadness head on with a mighty arsenal of mani's, pedi's, hair dye, boisterous
laughs and baking. She's in a perpetual state of reconstruction, changing her
hair color about as often as I change my sheets: you'll just be getting used to
her auburn highlights, and then she'll go dark brown and curly. The girls find
her immensely cool and fascinating and believe her to be the ideal mother,
which basically means she feeds them and leaves them alone, unless they want
her advice, hugs or French-braiding skills. 


When I went into her house for the first time, all I could
think was, this is how it should feel. Everything about her home is warm
and cozy and lovely—walls and end tables showcasing family photos in beautiful
silver frames, couches draped with thick fleece blankets, candles flickering.
Her refrigerator doubles as a shrine to not just Nicole, but Nicole's friends,
too—studded with pictures and sports page clippings. And always, there is the
scent of something delicious baking: stew in a crockpot, pumpkin muffins,
banana bread. In that house, you feel held. Hugged. I want to be Melanie when I
grow up as a mother. Or better yet, have Melanie mother me. 


I can't help myself. “You sure Mel doesn't need me to come
over and keep her company tonight?”


Grace rolls her eyes, exhaling long and loud. “Why don't you
ask her at the game today?”


I hesitate. “You have a game?” 


Christ, sometimes I hate myself. HATE. 


She slams down her laptop, hard. “Jesus, that's awesome, Mom.
You forget Halloween, you forget I have a game—what the hell do you remember,
anyway?”


Everything, I say silently, as she storms up to her
room. Everything.  
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Melanie and I are huddled together on the bleachers with
lukewarm vanilla chais and our mutual confusion. She leans in to me, her hair
(flavor of the week: strawberry blonde) whipping in the brisk wind. “Is it a
bad thing that after five years of watching Nicole play, I still don't get
field hockey?”


I shake my head. “No. Because if nothing else, it makes me
feel better that I, too, am clueless. I have absolutely no idea what the
referees are calling. I just clap every time our fans do. And don't you ever
tell Grace. I'm already on her shit list.” 


“That's exactly where you're supposed to be, darling. She's
sixteen, and you're her mother.”


“I want to go back to when they were little, but then again I
don't, you know?”


Mel sips her chai, nodding. “Yeah...I could do without the
exhaustion to the point of wanting to puke, but God, when they were babies!
Remember how they'd have their hands in little fists on either side of their
face when they were sleeping? And the sounds they'd make when they were
nursing? I miss the breastfeeding most of all. I could easily be a wet nurse.
In fact, I think I'm having a let-down right now.” 


“You are too much. I do miss that. It was one of the few
times I actually felt nurturing.”


“Kimberly!” She hits my arm with her mittened hand. “What the
hell! You are very nurturing. Think of how you are with animals, for one thing.
All the ones you save.” 


“Animals I can do. It's people I have trouble with.” 


She gives me a sly wink. “You do people.”


I glance around to make sure no one is within earshot.
“Screwing somebody isn't being nurturing.”


“Ha! Says you.”


“Believe me, I don't do it for the warm fuzzy feeling. More
like the hot wet feeling.” 


Mel bumps my shoulder with her own. “Or the hard throbbing
feeling.” 


“Exactly.” 


“Do you ever get sick of doing it?”


I look at her quizzically. “What do you think?”


She laughs. “Okay, idiotic question. Maybe not sick of it,
but worn out? Like emotionally?”


“Nope. Because I don't let feelings get involved.”


“So you can keep the physical and emotional separate.”


“Easily.” 


“Are you sure you don't have a penis?” 


Cheers erupt. The referee is pointing her arms toward the
center of the field. That signal I do recognize. Grace's teammates grab her for
quick hugs. 


I am stunned. “Oh my God. I missed it. Jesus fucking
Christ...she scored, and I missed it.”


Pulling me up with her, Melanie stands, and I clap and hoot,
as if I saw everything. As if I am a good mother.  


Mel is smiling at me, but her blue eyes are filled with
concern and pity. 


I don't want that. 


“Come over tonight, sweetie, and keep me company. After the
girls get settled, you and I can have a couple of glasses of wine, and you can
tell me about your latest conquest so I can picture it and masturbate later.” 


“I'd better not...Grace doesn't want me there. And I'm still
trying for Mother of the Year...if I fuck up one more time today, I might be
out of the running.” 


She sighs. “Understood. I'll miss you, though.”


We sit back down for the rest of the half. Mel throws an arm
around my shoulders. I do not tense up as I usually do, because this, after all,
is Mel. “Hey, Kimberly...I'm sorry I was teasing you about the emotional thing.
If you want to just screw somebody and leave your heart out of it, that's
absolutely fine. It's what you do. And unattached is way simpler, anyway. Just
be careful.” 


“I always am.”  


She puts her mouth close to my ear. “As long as it's helping
you—and God knows it's helping whomever you're fucking—then who cares, right?” 


That, I think, is the whole point. No one.  
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Since Grace is at Nicole's and I'm forbidden from going, I
get myself invited to meet Holly and Russ for dinner at Abelli's, a quiet
little restaurant downtown, known for its charm and authentic Italian cuisine.
Plus, it's highly unlikely we'll run into David, like we might at Hotshots. So
Chianti and pasta tonight instead of beer and nachos. 


I feel pathetic as hell for calling Holly, but I decided I'd
rather swallow my pride than be alone tonight. The same thing happened last
year around the anniversary of Aaron's death. I couldn't stand to be alone. I'd
either work late when Grace wasn't home or ask someone to meet me for dinner.
Last year, I remember my mother calling to check in on me—more to see if I was
handling myself properly, rather than to see if I was all right. I trust you
are setting a good example for Grace by showing her how to cope? I was.
Grace and I perused family photo albums, bought yellow and purple
chrysanthemums to plant at Aaron's grave and sent thinking-of-you cards to his
parents. And after Grace went to bed, I had continued handling myself properly,
using my vibrator. I also brought up a bottle of Pinot Noir and one of the wine
glasses from the set we'd received as a wedding gift. I would drink one glass
for me and one glass for Aaron. 


My mother did not call to check in this year, and that's been
fine with me. 


Russ is looking like he feels a little out of place at
Abelli's. He's dressed up, wearing a collared shirt instead of his usual
muscle-enhancing t-shirt.


“This a little too sedate for you, Russ?” I tease.


He leans across the table to speak in a low voice. “Do you
know why 77 is better than 69?”


I actually do, but I'll let him answer since it means so much
to him. I shake my head.


“Because you get ate more.” 


Holly looks around furtively before hissing at him. “My God,
could you be any more juvenile? I can't take you anywhere.”


He is wide-eyed with mock innocence. “You can take me to
bed.” 


Holly ignores him, spearing a cucumber with her fork. “So,
Kimberly, how do you feel about your parents coming for Christmas?” 


“I don't know, honestly. I'm glad for Grace, because it will
be good for her to see them and vice versa. Then again, it will involve me
actually interacting with my parents. It's just...awkward. Always has been.”


She sighs. “I know. At least Aaron's parents are normal, and
they adore both you and Grace. How are they doing, anyway?” 


“Pretty well. We still get together about once a month, and
they're so good to Grace. They've been Skyping with her most Sundays.” 


“Are they still in Conway?” 


“Mm-hmm. Grace loves visiting them, and the bonus is
shopping, of course.” 


Our meals arrive, steaming plates of eggplant parm, stuffed
shells and chicken cacciatore. As we're eating, Russ leans over to kiss Holly's
cheek, apparently for no other reason than to kiss Holly's cheek, and she
blushes and smiles. They look like teenagers, and it is absolutely charming. It
occurs to me what an intrusion this is, really—me sitting here across from them
when they are kid-less for the night and could be enjoying some couple time. 


“Hey...do you guys ever get sick of having me tag along? You
can always say no to me, you know. I would never want to be a burden.”


Russell looks up in surprise. He puts down his fork and holds
up his hands. “Kimberly. You're not a [air quote] burden. You're our
[air quote] friend. You are always [air quote] wanted.”


Holly stops eating to look at him. “You do realize you don't
put air quotes around things you really mean, right?” 


“Thanks, Russ,” I tell him. “I just don't want to be needy.” 


Now Holly puts her fork down and glares at me. “For Christ's
sake. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. If we didn't want you here, you wouldn't
be here. I think you know me well enough by now to realize I can be—” she looks
at Russ and smirks as she makes air quotes—“blunt.”


This is true. I'm consoled enough to resume eating.  Grace and the girls are most likely having
pizza and chips right now, undoubtedly with veggies and dip or apple slices
with hot caramel, because that's the way Mel is. 


“Don't you hate Mel sometimes?” Holly asks suddenly, in an
amazing demonstration of mind-reading. “Love her, too, of course, but hate
her?”


I look up in surprise. “My God, yes. I thought I was the only
one who felt that way.” 


“She is SUCH a doll. You could pack a lunch in those dimples
of hers. But she's so goddamned maternal, it makes the rest of us look
like shit. Plus, she's waaayy too optimistic.” 


“She's got a great mouth on her,” Russ muses. “Probably could
suck the chrome off a trailer hitch.” 


“Is she still seeing that guy from the dealership?” Holly
asks. 


“I think that's over. He could be kind of a tool.” 


“Well, that's good, then. But I hope she meets somebody
else.” She picks up a roll and pulls off pieces of it, chewing them
thoughtfully. “And I hope you do, too.”


I wink at her. “I meet people all the time.”


“I'm not talking fuck buddies. I'm talking meaningful.” 


“There's that blunt again.” 


She smiles. “Yup. I just think you should have someone in
your life. You're young, you're gorgeous...Grace is doing well with everything,
and it's been two years now. Maybe it's time to let your guard down and really
get to know someone.”


Nodding, Russ points his knife at me. “She's right. And
there's a reason you hear 'penis' in 'happiness.'”  


“I just don't feel ready. Maybe I never will be. I don't know
if I can ever love anyone else the way I loved Aaron. Sometimes I feel like my
heart—” My voice breaks, and I'm dismayed and embarrassed, but the goddamned
wine makes me keep talking. “My heart was buried with a man in a flannel
shirt.” 


Holly's eyes are shining in the dancing light of the candle.
Her voice is hushed. “Okay, honey. It's okay.” She reaches across the table to
squeeze my hand, and I leave it there longer than I typically would. 


“Please don't make me open up like that again,” I beg. “I hate
it.” 


“Hey.” Russell taps the table to get my attention. It's as
though nothing has transpired. “You know what guys like best about blow jobs?” 


I wait.


He is grinning. “Ten minutes of silence.”


I burst out laughing. I can't help it. Thank God for Russ.
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If I could have picked someone to be my father, it would have
been Dennis “Pop” Miles. In fact, I kind of have picked him, secretly.
He has children of his own (and grandchildren), but knowing Dennis, I'm sure he
wouldn't mind one more. He's been married to his college sweetheart for
forty-five years, and they share their home with—Dennis doesn't like the word
“own”—three dogs (one blind, another missing a leg), four cats, and three
horses rescued from near starvation. In Pop's eyes, no creature, no matter how
small, is insignificant—if it's alive, it's worthy of humane treatment. I've
seen him care for an injured field mouse with the same diligence and compassion
that he gives a prize-winning show dog. Pop is a concoction of equal parts
integrity and kindness, delightfully packaged in a silver-haired, bespectacled,
twinkly-eyed, six-foot-two frame. 


His benevolence extends to two-legged creatures as well. He
will often give discounts or free appointments to clients who are struggling
financially. I was once witness to our business manager politely explaining
that he may want to “watch” this in the future. Pop listened and nodded and
smiled, knowing she was just doing her job, and then he told her very kindly
that he “counted his blessings” for such a conscientious business manager who
not only looked out for our practice, but who put up with its owner giving
breaks to clients when he saw fit. She never questioned him again. 


For two weeks after Aaron's death, Pop worked late taking my
clients in the afternoon, insisting that I be with Grace when she got home from
school. On my first day back, everyone flashed me anxious smiles from a
respectful distance, knowing they'd be hugging me more for their sake than my
own. I maneuvered through my day—two new puppy visits, a cat spay,
vaccinations, suture removal, a Dachshund with a probable ruptured disc—and I
listened to heartbeats without flinching. It was the most unexpected and
ridiculous thing that did me in near the end of the day: a client in the
waiting room making a gargantuan sneeze. I could hear it from the exam room as
I was preparing to give a distemper shot to a wriggly cocker spaniel puppy. I
gave the vaccination, praised and petted the puppy and excused myself from the
room, Mick glancing at me from the computer as I left. 


There were very few things about Aaron that irritated me, and
sneezing was one of them. He didn't just sneeze; his nose exploded. The
outburst would often send Joey skittering on the kitchen tile and sliding into
the wall. I'd always get exasperated, asking Aaron why couldn't he sneeze into
his elbow like a normal person and stifle the sound? Aaron loved that this
irritated me. He would insist that he never even felt the sneeze coming on, so
he couldn't prepare for it. Hearing that man in the waiting room sneeze made me
realize I would never again hear this from Aaron—would never be able to bitch
at him for it and see the resulting sheepish grin. I would have given anything
for the chance to be irritated with my husband again. 


Walking down the hallway that day, the tears came. Dennis
passed me and led me into his office. He understood not to hug me at that
moment but put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. There was so much comfort
in that light touch. I placed my hand on top of his and was shocked not to feel
awkward. I felt the warm, wrinkled skin, and I looked at the photos of his wife
and his family all around the room. He had said very gently, “Kimber. You were
incredible today. Go home.” 


It is really no wonder why I love Pop—why we all do—which
makes it even more mystifying that he could come from the same gene pool as
Roxanne. 


Looking at the two of them now, poring over a file at the
receptionist desk—her sparse, red shag in a perpetual state of disarray
contrasting with Pop's neatly-combed white hair—I am reminded again of his
kindness. Roxanne's husband left her after thirty years of marriage (we all
wondered what had taken him so long), and she was in need of a job. Pop, her
second cousin, learned of her plight at a family reunion. He took her in the
same way he would an ugly stray. Which is basically what Roxanne was.  


I'm waiting to ask Pop when I can meet with him on a
diagnosis when I hear shuffling and noisy breathing behind me. Big Pete,
leaning down to whisper in my ear. “Is it just me, or is Evil's wardrobe
getting worse every year?” 


I nod, trying not to laugh. The woman is definitely a fan of
the ugly sweater. Grinning, Pete calls for the next client. 


And then more breathing in my ear, this time from Tony. His voice
is low and husky. “Hey there. I want you to see you later. Preferably, all of
you.”


I scan the waiting room. There's an attractive brunette
looking at us with interest. Mainly at Dr. Dalton. I smile at her and murmur in
response to Tony. “I believe that can be arranged.” I used to get keyed up that
he'd talk to me about personal things at work, even under his breath, but now I
consider it foreplay. 


A jab of guilt as I wonder what Pop would think of my
escapades. Then I catch the scent of Tony's cologne, and oh, I'm so very
unconcerned with what anyone thinks. 


* * * 


I've never been one to go to the movies on a weeknight, yet
this is exactly where I find myself, sitting next to Dr. Tony Dalton. The only
reason I was able to go on a Wednesday night is because Grace is at a study
group. I'm actually quite uneasy, mainly because this feels like a date. But as
I keep telling myself, it's Tony. Which brings me back to uneasy. Tony doesn't
do movies. He does women—in his car, in his bed, in their beds, in a hotel, in
his office—but he doesn't like to waste his time sitting at chick flicks, which
is what we're doing. Yet he seems very content. Smiling, relaxed. Glancing over
at me like he's checking to see if I'm enjoying myself, and reaching across to
the obscenely large bucket of popcorn on my lap. The popcorn is loaded with
butter and salt. It is deadly, and perfect. Out of the corner of my eye I can
see him lick his fingers, slowly, and I feel heat climb into my cheeks. I
really am not at all interested in this movie and would rather just go
someplace and do it. I shift in my seat. 


“Restless?” Tony reaches again for the popcorn, brushing his
arm lightly against my breast. Subtle, he's not. 


“Maybe.” 


“Well, I suggest you sit back, relax and enjoy the show.”
There's a smile in his voice, butter-rich and just as dangerous. He's up to
something. 


I'll find out soon enough. I sigh and nestle back into my
jacket. Given that it's a work night, there are only a few pockets of people
scattered about. It's warm and comfortable in here, and I feel myself begin to
drowse. 


There's movement beside me, and I open my eyes to find Tony
leaning forward and pulling his coat out from behind him. He takes the popcorn
bucket off my lap, slides it under his seat and drapes his coat across my lap.
I start to protest that I'm warm enough, and he interrupts with a stern
whisper. “Watch the movie, Kimberly.” 


I am now fully alert. And intrigued. 


I start to speak again, but he's looking at the screen, a
bemused expression on his face. Perturbed, I direct my gaze at this film I have
absolutely no interest in. And then I feel the edge of his coat being lifted.
His hand sliding underneath it to rest on my thigh. 


He squeezes. My eyes widen. 


His hand moves down between my legs, his fingers caressing my
inner thigh in a slow, circular motion. This is most unexpected. 


I turn my head to look at him, my mouth open in disbelief. 


“Watch the movie,” he repeats sternly. 


He is serious. His fingers creeps higher. I inhale and
exhale. He uses his hand to part my legs and drags one finger, torturously
slow, between them. Even through my jeans, it's killing me. 


Tony moves closer to nuzzle my cheek and nibble my ear lobe.
The shiver-tickle cascades down my neck and into my pants. 


“You have to be very, very quiet,” he says softly. “Not a
sound, or people will hear. And you must be very still. I don't want you to
move. Do you understand?” 


I nod my head ever so slightly. His hand moves higher to
unbutton my pants. I'm starting to feel lightheaded, imagining everyone in the
movie theater is aware of what is happening beneath the coat. He slides down my
remarkably obedient zipper. 


I am now watching the movie very, very hard. 


His fingers creep just under the waistband of my panties
while I hold my breath and wait. I thank God that my pants are relatively
loose. 


“Good girl,” he whispers. “Perfect.” 


My face is flaming and my heart is pounding as he begins to
probe, parting my labia with his light, cool touch. I need to move, mainly
because I'm not supposed to. I shift in my seat ever so slightly and position
myself so he has easier access. He chuckles and moves his torturous fingers,
slipping one inside me and then back out to stroke with agonizing
lightness.   


“Tony,” I whisper harshly. “Jesus.” I suck in my
breath and hold it. The sensation is exquisite. I  start to squirm and hope no one in the
theater will notice. 


He stops his stroking to admonish me. “You're moving,
Kimberly. And you talked.”


Son of a bitch! 


I sit perfectly still, eyes forward, chest heaving. He
resumes playing with me: parting my lips, gently squeezing them together,
spreading them apart again, making a small circle around my clitoris with
feather-soft fingers. It's too much and yet not nearly enough. The urge to
scream his name is almost unbearable, and I'm thinking he knows this. I want
him to climb on top of me and finish me off, but that can't happen. All I can
do remain mute and immobile, which is completely contrary to a normal sexual
response. I am wild at him for putting me in this position. Absolutely wild,
and aroused beyond belief. 


I'm thinking he knows this, too. 


He stops momentarily. I am confused and exasperated...I
haven't spoken or moved. 


Keeping his hand on me, Tony bends over and reaches under his
chair. He pulls out the bucket of popcorn, balances it on his lap and using his
free hand, scoops out a small handful. He takes his time chewing, savoring, his
eyes fixed on the movie, his expression tranquil. He knows exactly what he is
doing. Making me wait—getting me worked into a near frenzy—while satisfying his
own appetite. 


It is so outrageous, so totally Tony, that I want to either
burst out laughing or cut him. But I don't, because he's stroking me again, and
all I can think of is how desperately I want him to continue.


He puts his mouth at my ear. “You need to be very quiet and
very still when you come. Do you think you can do that?” 


I close my eyes and nod ever so slightly, although I don't
know how the fuck I'm going to be able to. 


His stroking becomes more intense. It is agony, it is
ecstasy, and I silently beg him not to eat any more popcorn until after I
climax. 


My fingers dig into the armrests. I arch my back in as slight
a manner as I am able. Tony slides his fingers down and into me, then back up,
around and around in a slippery circle, and I bite my lip to keep from
groaning. 


The first ripple of my orgasm begins to overtake me. I am
staring at the movie screen without seeing, and way down at the front of the
theater, there is a silhouette. It fills with Aaron's image—blurry,
watercolory, but it's Aaron. 


Only I can't see his face. 


Laughter from the audience. Timely, because as I shudder, I
can let out the moan that's been building since I first felt his hand on my
thigh. Tony hears it, quickly turning his face toward me. I am breathing hard.
He eases his hand from inside my pants while I discreetly slide my hands under
the coat to zip and button. Giving in to my foggy mind and flaccid muscles, I
slump in my seat. 


Tony puts his arm around the back of my chair. “So. How are
you enjoying the movie?” 


“What the hell was that about?” I manage weakly. 


He is grinning—gloating, really—and goddamn, he is gorgeous.
He speaks in a low, conspiratorial tone. “I came up with this idea the other
day. I wanted to shake things up. Shake you up.  And I wanted it to be all about you.” 


“Except for the popcorn! That was about you.” I'm
whispering, but the woman a couple rows in front turns around to shush me. 


“I told you to be quiet,” Tony murmurs, shaking his
head. He takes another handful of popcorn and munches, looking very satisfied.
I watch as he licks his fingers. Of both hands. My cheeks burn.


“You son of a bitch,” I say softly. I am fighting a smile,
and it is winning. “I am going to pay you back for this.” 


He laughs richly. The woman turns around again, and Tony
waves at her, then looks at me with his piercing, ice-blue eyes. “I'm counting
on it.”
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One reason I love the Route 2 Diner is because it's a trip
back in time, accompanied by the greasiest, saltiest, doughiest, sugariest,
most delectable food as your traveling companion. Another draw is its
proprietor, Donut Bisque. But probably the most significant of all is that it
was Aaron's and my favorite place. 


We first came here about ten years ago, shortly after I
started at the clinic. Grace grew up on the doughboys and milkshakes with a few
chef salads thrown in for good measure, while Aaron ate his weight in corned
beef hash and I consumed more poutine than I'd care to admit. It's not just the
diner fare, it's the diner ambiance. Blue formica tables with chrome edges,
their surfaces marred by deep grooves, small white bowls piled high with
creamers and sugar packets, and baskets of Smucker's jellies. Worn, dark pine
booths, the wood scarred by the gouges of initials of lovestruck teens, each
with a wall-mounted, mini jukebox which hasn't worked in years, and wobbly
stools with red vinyl cushions and chrome pedestals. 


Grace fell in love with the gumball machine at age six,
adding her own fingerprints to the countless other smudges of hopeful little
hands. Donut would tape up her crayon drawings along the bar, as he's done
since then with many budding artists. 


There are diners that try to be charmingly retro, but this is
the real deal. And so is the owner. If you took Mickey Rooney, slapped some
thick, white, messy hair on top, added round eyeglasses, a pot belly and a
French-Canadian accent, you'd have a recipe for Donut Bisque. He never forgets
a face, a name, or a food order. He's always in motion—up and down the aisles,
smiling, chatting, shaking hands, bending down to talk to children,
good-naturedly teasing his wait staff. His only flaws: he's stingy with the
heat and the air conditioning, so we're a bit too cool in the winter and a bit
too warm in the summer, and he should probably change his apron more often. But
we forgive him. 


Melanie and I are sitting in a booth away from the door so we
won't feel the draft. Grace and Nicole are sleeping in (at my house, for a
change) and told us last night they'd come later for breakfast, which will
undoubtedly consist of hot chocolate with whipped cream and a stack of
blueberry pancakes. Since it's uncool to eat with your moms, we fully expect
the girls to breeze in when we're almost finished. 


I love the sounds of the breakfast crowd: the murmurs
punctuated by gentle laughter, the cozy rustle of the newspapers, spoons
clinking softly inside coffee mugs. Everything about this place is warm, safe,
friendly and familiar. When I come here, it's like coming home. 


Melanie takes a tentative sip of her tea, winces at the
temperature and sets it back down. “So about this date.” 


“It wasn't a date, Mel.” 


“Okay, the movies with your colleague. About that.” 


I feel myself start to blush. I look around before
continuing. One thing I've learned is that sound carries as easily as the scent
of coffee in the Route Two Diner. “It was unbelievable. Probably one of the
sexiest events of my life.” 


Her eyes are sparkling with interest. “He's such a hot
bastard. How did you...you know...” 


–she mouths the word come—“with
all those people around?”  


I'm now in full face-flame mode. “There actually weren't
many, but at that point, I wouldn't have cared if the theater was filled. My
body just took over. Very intense. It was even weird to see him at work the
next day, and that doesn't usually happen.”


Pearl, one of the regulars, shuffles by our table in her
rhythmic, waddling gait. She's carrying a newspaper under her arm (Donut saves
it for her because she loves to do the crossword) and humming. Mel and I smile
at her as she heaves her considerable bulk up to the bar and orders a coffee
and donut that she'll have no money to pay for. Our favorite waitress, Kirsti,
a twenty-ish college student who moonlights as a folk singer, brings our breakfast:
thick slices of French toast dusted with powdered sugar, scrambled eggs, and
glasses of foamy orange juice. 


“I'm liking your braid job,” Mel compliments her. 


Kirsti blushes and pats her head. “Angela did it for me
because I didn't shower. We're actually three for three on waitresses not
showering this morning.” 


“I'm thinking of going darker again,” Melanie muses. “And
maybe shorter. What do you think?” 


“I think you're gorgeous any way you are.” 


I wink at Kirsti. “Angling for a good tip, are we?” 


She grins. “Always. And let me just say that you're working
it this morning as well, Kimberly. Glowing.”


Melanie laughs, showcasing her killer dimples. “Carry-over
from earlier in the week.” 


Kirsti looks at me inquisitively before leaving to take
another table. I shake my head at Mel as we begin eating. “You are seeing
things, my friend.” 


“Speaking of seeing things...did you see Aaron during your
movie madness?”  


I swallow a piece of French toast. “Yes.” 


“Are you surprised that you still see him? I mean, given that
it's been two years?” The expression on my face causes her to quickly
backpedal. “Sweetie, I am not at all saying you should be over his death. I
don't know as you ever will be. I'm just wondering what you think. Does it
bother you to keep seeing him?”


“No. It's really kind of comforting.”


“Are you looking for him, at this point? Or does he
just kind of show up?” 


“I don't know. He's there, but I do look for him, yes. So I
guess both.” I pause to chew. “I couldn't really see him the last time, at the
movies...it was like an outline that kind of slowly filled in.”


Melanie contemplates this as she slides her fork under the
pile of eggs. “Huh.” 


“It was really dark in the theater,” I add.


“Or...” She lifts one perfectly-plucked eyebrow. 


“It was really dark in the theater.”


She smiles at me, her eyes warm. “Okay.” 


Donut appears at our table, brandishing a steaming pot of
coffee. “How are my two favorite women, and how's the breakfast?” 


We slide our mugs to the edge of the table for refills.
“Fabulous, and fabulous,” Melanie answers. “My thighs aren't going to
appreciate the calories, though.” 


“Ah, but your soul will. Where are my belle petites
filles?” 


“Supposedly on their way...sleeping late like the teenage
creatures they are.”  


Donut sets the coffee pot on the counter and returns to our
booth. He motions for me to slide over and sits down with a sigh. He looks at
me accusingly from behind smudged, tilted eyeglasses.“You haven't been in for a
while, young lady. Busy, eh?” 


“Oh, yes...keeping up with Grace, and work. How's Bernie
doing?” I'd seen his cat a couple of weeks ago for a bite abscess. 


“Got in another fight, the little crétin.” 


“You could always try neutering him, or keeping him inside,”
I suggest gently, for perhaps the hundredth time.  


Making a face, he slaps at the air. “Pah! Leave his balls
alone. And cats are not meant to be inside, just like birds are not meant to be
in cages. Cats need to roam.”


“Have you been doing any roaming lately, Monsieur?” I ask
teasingly. Donut was amicably divorced twenty years ago, and he's made no
secret of the fact that he's quite content staying single.  


“I roam up and down these aisles,” he chuckles. “I'm too old
for anything else. But you”—he leans into me—“and you”—he points to
Mel—“are in your prime. How is it you don't bring in any men for me to
approve?”  


Melanie snorts. “I haven't found one that I approve
of, yet.” 


Donut casts his gentle gaze on me. “And you?” 


“I'm not looking.” Didn't really want that rough edge to my
voice, but there it is. I can guess what Melanie is thinking—you're looking
for Aaron—but she thankfully remains silent. 


“This is understood. Aaron was a wonderful match for you, eh?
Perhaps someday, you will find someone without looking.” 


“Oh, that only happens in the movies,” Melanie says
innocently. 


My foot finds her shin under the table. 


The door opens to Grace and Nicole in sweatshirts, yoga pants
and Ugg boots, carrying themselves in the way teen girls do when they're trying
hard to pretend they don't care. Nicole is about six inches taller than Grace,
with a sweet face and shy smile. Her calm and quiet demeanor provides the
perfect balance for Grace, which is, I'm guessing, why they get along so well. 


Mel waves exuberantly to them, and I know if I was the one to
have done so, Grace would have been mortified. But it's Melanie, and both girls
come over eagerly, bending down to hug her. I smile at them, curling my toes
with awkwardness, even though I know the girls will not embrace me. Their
generation is fond of being physically and verbally demonstrative, letting the
words love you! slide out of their mouths as effortlessly as rain down a
windowpane. The girls burp, fart and stand naked in front of one another. At
sleepovers, they sleep together, heads on the same pillow. I once came
home from work to hear the shower running upstairs, and two female voices:
Grace and Nicole were in there together, after field hockey practice. I paused
at the bottom of the stairs, listening with unsettled curiosity—wondering if I
should knock on the door, tell them it was inappropriate and to get out—but
there were just the sounds of typical girl gossip, squeals and laughing. I
later told Grace in my best non-judgmental tone that I had heard them. She'd
looked at me and shrugged, her face smooth with detached acceptance: you
just don't get this. I didn't. And don't. I marvel at it—this intimacy that
comes so naturally to them. 


Donut eases himself out of the booth to greet Grace and
Nicole. He is smiling and smiling, looking for all the world like a proud
grandfather. “Ah, these girls! Every time I see them, more and more attrayant!
Just like their mothers.” He beams, blows us kisses and bustles off to welcome
incoming customers. 


Nicole sits down beside her mother, laying her head on Melanie's
shoulder and snuggling close. Grace takes her seat beside me. She looks at our
almost-empty plates, pouting. “So you guys already ate.” 


Mel huffs, her eyes wide. “Well, yeah! Did you think
we'd actually believe you'd be here when you said you would?” 


Grace smiles sheepishly, and I catch my breath because
suddenly, there in her face, is Aaron. I see him in the curve of her mouth, the
gentle slope of her nose. And this, with the drone of breakfast banter floating
on coffee-scented air, and the closeness of Mel and the girls, wraps me in
comfort and warmth. 


“I love this place,” Nicole declares, leaning against her
mother. “It's like snuggling up in a blanket with hot chocolate in front of a
fire.” 


We all nod in agreement. I look at Melanie, who holds my gaze
like she's clasping my hand. We are almost like a family. 


I am achingly grateful.


















twelve


In the canine world, there are sensitive dogs, quirky dogs
and high-maintenance dogs. And then there is our Riley. She is constantly on
high alert, waiting for what's coming next. She's most content when she has a
purpose: walking down the driveway to get the mail, accompanying me on a jog,
chasing her ball. It doesn't work for her to have me relaxing at the kitchen
table with a cup of coffee on a Saturday morning like I am now. 


She's beginning to pant. Since tossing her chunks of bagel
isn't doing much in the way of appeasement, I reluctantly get up to put on my
hiking boots for a walk, with Riley at my heels. 


One of many things I've learned about Riley is that she
doesn't do subtle. Ever. When she wants to go out, you'll be the first to know.
She starts off with a few low, throaty growls that escalate into one long,
plaintive moan. And when her water dish is empty, she takes her paw and flips
it over, causing it to clatter against the floor. It always made Grace laugh
when Riley did this and Aaron would say, with raised eyebrows and mock
confusion, “What's the matter, Riley? Oh—are you thirsty?”


Riley offers relentless demands (thinly disguised as
requests) for you to throw her ball by dropping it in front of you, beside you,
or on you. If this doesn't get your attention, she'll drop it in things,
like pails, an open bag of birdseed in the garage, or the bin of recyclables so
you'll have to retrieve it (and while you've got it in your hand, hey, why not
throw it?). 


She would often come unglued with anticipation when Aaron was
getting ready to go to work, because sometimes, depending on the job, he'd
bring her with him in his truck, a silver, 2010 Ford F150 he called Leslie. On
the way, they'd get a coffee and split a plain glazed donut, and Truck Dog
would sit tall and proud in the passenger seat. Aaron's crew would tease him
about his blonde girlfriend. Riley was definitely the most devoted to Aaron,
but she may have been using him for his truck. 


I know Riley misses riding in the truck with her dad. Grace,
who inherited Leslie, knows this too, taking Riley to drive-thru's every so
often. About a month after Aaron died, I brought Riley and a big Ziploc bag out
to the driveway and forced myself to climb into Leslie, telling myself Riley
needed this. Of course, this was a partial truth. I remember putting my hands
on the cool vinyl of the steering wheel, where Aaron's hands had been. Riley
had looked at me curiously, like why aren't we going anywhere? But I
first wanted to do an inventory of the truck—find pieces of Aaron's life,
because these little things helped to define him. And I could maybe pretend,
even for a second, that he still existed. 


There was an unopened stick of peppermint gum which I put in
my mouth and chewed slowly. I found his sunglasses in the center console and
slid them on, hoping Grace would not come out of the house and think I was
losing my mind. I picked up a crumpled Dunkin Donuts napkin, an uncapped Bic
pen, a nearly-empty bottle of Poland Spring water and a Home Depot receipt off
the floor mat. There was a scrap of paper with his familiar slanted scrawl: 10
2 x 4 x 8, 5 2 x 6 x 10, 10 5/8 CDX. Was this a job he had finished, or one
he'd been planning to do? I felt my nose prickle and the sharp sting of tears,
thinking of his unfinished work. Of his unfinished life. 


I had put all of these items into the Ziploc bag. It
comforted me to have them because it was further proof that Aaron had lived. It
felt like he was still somewhere. Riley had waited with uncharacteristic
patience while I sat with my hands on the wheel, imagining that I, by some
miracle, was taking in Aaron's exhaled breaths. 


Riley's behavior changed in the days following Aaron's death.
I've heard many reports from my clients of their animals grieving the loss of a
companion or owner, and I witnessed it for myself. Joey did not appear to be
affected, going about his usual business scrounging for crumbs and watching the
world from his vantage point on the couch, but when Aaron didn't come back,
Riley became increasingly subdued. Each day at dusk, she'd lay at the side
door, with her head between her paws and her brown eyes darting back and forth,
making tiny folds in the skin on the top of her head. In the first first couple
of weeks, when friends and neighbors brought over lasagna and chicken pot pies
and desserts, Riley thought it was Aaron coming home. Her plumed tail would
start sweeping against the floor until she realized it wasn't him. Most
visitors would take the time to pet her or rub her ears, and she'd
half-heartedly thump her tail and lay her head back down. Grace could not bear
to watch this and asked me to tell our friends to use the front door so that
Riley wouldn't keep hoping. It was weeks and weeks later before Riley returned
to her usual ways, and watching her heal brought me comfort. Seeing Riley being
Riley, feeling the exasperation that comes with living with that dog—this felt
more normal. I love her in spite of her quirks. Or maybe it's because of them. 


Riley is looking up at me expectantly, her ball in her mouth
as I slide on my coat. I can't help but smile. “All right,” I tell her. “Let's
go.” I usually sit with Grace as she eats breakfast so she can occasionally
mumble to me, but I'm confident she won't be getting up before I get back. I
grab a hat and gloves and head out into the brisk November day.


It's cold, but sunny and pleasant with no wind: what I'd call
a “nice” cold. Aaron used to tease me when I'd say this, telling me that was
like saying, “we're poor, but it's a nice poor.” He was never a
big fan of winter—he'd take jobs indoors and would gripe about having to set up
plastic tents with space heaters when a job required him to work outside. But
despite the long winter, he loved New England, vowing that he'd live here until
he died. He kept that promise. 


Autumn was his favorite time of year. Spring to him was a
dirty tease, and summer brought hot working conditions and tourists to Mount
Washington. But the fall for Aaron meant apple crisp, making bonfires,
splitting wood—and hiking in crisp air and brilliant foliage. October (or as he
called it, Rocktober) had been his favorite month. I am glad, at
the very least, that he lived through part of it. 


Riley and I are walking at a good pace through our back
field. She spies a small flock of mourning doves, and in another display of
non-subtle, she rushes at them, sending the birds into a flapping frenzy. She's
a bird dog, only not in the hunting sense. She loves walks like these, and
needs them. Daily exercise is an absolute must for her, mainly for its
anxiety-reducing properties. While she races around, so, too, do my thoughts. 


Heading up a slight incline, I feel a bit out of breath and
make a mental note to get in better shape. Not for me so much as for Grace. It
really wouldn't do for her to be totally parentless. The thought of this sends
November crawling up my spine. If something happened to me, who would raise
her? Preferably, not my parents. My top choice would be Grace's other set of
grandparents, who live their lives modestly in every area except love. I only
need to think of Sharon's round, beaming face and Gary's quiet, affable nature
to feel grounded and comforted. I should ask them to be Grace's guardians, and
then I'll need to contact a lawyer to draw up a will. It's not exactly
something you think of when you're thirty-six, but then again, Aaron didn't
plan on dying of a heart attack at his young age. 


I dip my chin into the collar of my coat as I unwillingly
remember The Call. I've made a few of those Calls myself to pet owners, and
it's never easy. But to be on the receiving end of someone telling you very
calmly that your husband is dead...I tremble as I feel myself begin to slide
back in time. I want to pull myself back away from the edge of memory, prevent
myself from tumbling into that deep and dark abyss, but I'm falling. 


Aaron had gone to climb Mt. Chocorua in Pequawket—a roughly
six-hour, ten mile hike. It never occurred to me to be concerned about him
going alone since he usually did; he was an experienced hiker and had climbed
this mountain before. Mt. Chocorua was just over an hour away, and his plan was
to be back in time for Grace's middle school field hockey game that afternoon.
Everything was going according to plan until he texted me that he wasn't
feeling well. 


Ended the hike early. Having a little chest pain. Probably a
pulled muscle, but getting checked out at hospital because wife would want me
to. 


In typical Aaron fashion, he didn't consider it a big deal,
didn't want anything made of it. I had checked my phone in between patients and
had been startled to read his message. What hospital? I texted in
response. 


Memorial. North Conway. 


His parents lived only minutes away from there. Even if Aaron
didn't want them at the hospital, I knew I would feel better about it. I
responded that he should call them, or that I would. His next text was an
insistent NO. Mom getting over flu. No need to bother them. I went into
my office to call him, but he didn't answer. I felt uneasiness start a
slow-fingered walk up my backbone, and then I got a Waiting to be seen. 


I didn't hear anything for a couple of hours. I texted him
again asking what he'd found out, then sent a text with a single question mark
when I didn't hear back. Still nothing. I told myself he was being examined
and that cell phone usage was not permitted in the exam room. I counseled the
owner of a cat with feline leukemia and treated a dog who had eaten a
near-fatal dose of horse aspirin. I wrote prescriptions, even bantered with
Tony, and tried Aaron's phone again. I comforted myself with the adage, no
news is good news. Two more hours went by and still nothing. I was just
about to call directory assistance for Memorial Hospital when my phone rang. 


This is Dr. Stephen Grover. To whom am I speaking, please?


My heart had come up into my throat so that it was difficult
for me to answer, but I did. 


What is your relationship to Aaron Wesson? 


I knew, then.


Mrs. Wesson, I'm very sorry to inform you...


His heart. Stopped. Mine, pounding hard. Splintered,
disjointed thoughts jabbing at me: Grace's game today. Aaron. Have to call the
school. Grace. Oh, God, Grace! I'll drive to the school. Her father. My
husband. My life. 


Riley's barking pulls me back into the present. There is a
small fox, trotting steadily along the edge of the woods. Riley is looking on
with interest, but she's too much of a wimp to give chase. I call to her and
turn to walk back home. My cheeks are wet and stinging from the cold air. I dab
at them with my mittens. It's my goddamned PMS, I tell myself. 


As I get closer to the house, I see Jake's car in the
driveway. Perfect. 


I check my pockets for Kleenex but find nothing. I wipe my
coat sleeve across my face and hope that by the time I get inside, I won't look
like a widow. 


No such luck. Grace interrogates me immediately. “Your cheeks
are all red. What's the matter?”


“It's cold out,” I tell her. “Cut me some slack. Hi, Jake.” 


He looks up from the couch, smiling anxiously. He must have
just arrived, because he's still wearing his coat. “Hey, Miz Wesson.”


I'm not sure if he's purposely saying “Ms.” or if it's a lazy
pronunciation of  “Mrs.,” but either way,
I'm okay with it. Mrs. has such a hollow sound to it, now. Like one of
those Hollywood movie fronts with nothing behind it. 


Grace's fleeting concern for me is quickly replaced by mild
irritation and the need for her mother to be cool in front of her boyfriend.
“Jake's taking me to his little brother's wrestling meet.”


I look at her, my eyebrow slightly raised. She usually makes
fun of wrestling, saying that it's just an excuse for horny guys to get secret
thrills laying all over each other on a mat. “Well, that will be cool.” I do my
best imitation of Awesome Mom Melanie. “Do you have time to eat something
before you go? I have bagels, and juice.”


Jake nods enthusiastically, shrugging off his coat to reveal
a maroon sweater. I have to forgive him, because he doesn't know. 


I walk into the kitchen. Grace yells for me to make scrambled
eggs. 


Please, I yell back. I hear her telling Jake that her
dad used to make the best scrambled eggs: light and fluffy, and
buttery...even the perfect color. 


I open the refrigerator and take out the carton of eggs. I'm
amazing, really...doing dual impressions of Awesome Mom Melanie and the late
Aaron Wesson. 


And goddamn this PMS again. 


















thirteen


I put down my sandwich and roll my eyes. “Stop it.”


Tony leans over the break room table and huffs in protest.
“Wh-a-at?”


“You're staring at me while I eat. It's freaking me out.” 


“I can't help it. I like to watch your mouth.” His eyes are
crystal blue and unsettling. 


“Well, I'd rather you didn't. Creeper.” I toss a piece of
Smartfood popcorn at him, and he snags it with his mouth. Shaking my head in
exasperation, I twist away from him so he can't see me smile. “Jesus,
you are incorrigible.” 


He shrugs, chuckling. “Like I said, I can't help it. Watching
you eat gets to me.”


“This isn't 9 ½ Weeks. I'm eating a Tofurkey sandwich, for
Christ's sake.”


“That fake meat?” He snorts. “What are you, a vegetarian
now?”


“No. I still eat meat.” I'm fighting with my lips to keep
them from curving upward. And I'm losing. 


“I'm very glad to hear that.”


“Don't you have something to do? Like flirt pathetically with
your intern?” 


Tony shakes his head. “Nope. She's not in today. Seminar or
something. Hey, did Pop tell you we're going to need a new shelter attendant?” 


“Really? What's going on with Herbie?” Herbie's been with us
for the past ten years. He's a gem, an energetic, wiry little guy with a rather
low IQ but a huge heart and great work ethic. 


“Well, apparently, he met this girl online.” Tony
is smiling. 


“And?”


“And supposedly, she's pretty well off—as in, financially
set. They're planning on getting married and moving south.” 


“Wow. Good for Herbie. But I'll miss him.”


“Yeah.” Tony reaches into my bag of Smartfood. “People do
that, you know. Meet other people, and live happily ever after.”


I take a sip from my bottle of water. 


“Why, Dr. Wesson,” he says, grinning. “Your hand is shaking a
bit. How come?” 


“Early onset of Parkinson's.”


“Hmm. And you have a surgery this afternoon. Sucks to be
you.”


“I'm sure it'll resolve before then.” Getting up to throw
away my trash, I give him a parting shot. “And just for the record, some people
stay single and live happily ever after.” 


I hear his chuckle and feel his gaze as I leave. 


* * *


There's a knock on my office door. Carol, looking at me
anxiously over the top of her glasses. “So what was the story on my friend's
Golden?” 


“He ate a towel. Shreds of it all through his intestines.”


She cringes. “Yikes. Is he going to be okay?”


“Looks like he'll be fine.”


“Oh, good! She was so stressed. He's her baby, you know.”


“They're ALL babies,” I smile. “Every single one of them.”


Carol laughs and starts to say something else when Roxanne
sticks her head in the doorway, her hair, as usual, looking like she's rolled
around in bed with a half dozen men. But I know better. 


“Your client with the Malamute's here. He's asking for you.”
She says this disapprovingly, like it's my fault. “Do you know who I mean?”


Frequent Erection. Oh yes, I know who she means. “He
just showed up?” I wasn't scheduled for any more clients today.


“Yup. Said if you had a little time, he wanted you to take a
quick look at his dog's paw, because he's been limping on it. He asked
specifically for you.” Roxanne's thin lips squinch together so her mouth looks
like a rectum. “The dog looked fine to me.” 


“I'll be sure to add that to his chart,” I say sweetly. Carol
chides me with her eyes, but her lips are twitching. 


Roxanne is glaring as I hesitate. This same client had come
in a couple of weeks ago to pick up a monthly heartworm preventative and had
given Roxanne a note in an envelope to give to me. If it had been Carol, she
would have just put the envelope in my mailbox, but Roxanne...she had to
hand-deliver it, her tweezer-deprived eyebrows arched with interest and
accusation. I opened the envelope to find a large yellow post-it note with a
phone number and a name—Kevin. 


I didn't call. I don't know why I didn't, because certain
parts of me wanted to call very badly, but I didn't call. 


I contemplate a few seconds longer, then tell Roxanne I'll
see him. 


Frequent Erection, a/k/a Kevin, stands up as I enter the exam
room. He's grinning broadly, like you would upon seeing the person you'd had
some really great sex with. And he's looking good, working his Carhartt jacket
and jeans. Working that grin. 


Big Pete has pulled up the chart on the computer and is leaning
against the counter, stifling a yawn. I tell him I'll take it from here, and
both he and Kevin look pleased as Pete exits. 


I'll play it professional. I flash Kevin a quick smile and
then crouch down to greet his dog. “Hi, Loki.” The dog walks over to me (no
limp detected), wagging his tail, and pushes his nose into my hands. He, like
his owner, is just as gorgeous as I remember. 


I look up. Brisk, assertive tone. “So what's going on with
Loki?”  


Kevin's smile cools a few degrees. “Well, I noticed he's been
kinda lame on his front right the past couple days. It didn't seem to bother
him real bad, but I thought it'd be good to—you know, get it checked out.” He
puts his thumbs in his belt loops and moves his feet slightly apart in a
typical cowboy stance. Kevin, the Coos County Cowboy, with his trusty Malamute
by his side. 


I examine Loki's foot, looking between his toes and checking
for any wounds, broken nails,  splinters
or pad lacerations. Nothing found. With gentle pressure, I slide my hand up the
dog's leg to see if I can feel any areas of swelling or tenderness. Loki
nuzzles my ear like we are old friends. “Good boy,” I murmur, smiling. I flex
and extend his joints from toe to shoulder to check for any resistance. Finding
nothing out of the ordinary, I ask Kevin to walk his dog around the exam room,
first so I can watch for Loki's limp, then a second time so I can watch Kevin's
ass. My conclusion is that both dog and owner are in fine, fine shape. 


“Everything looks good,” I say brightly. “Whatever he had
going on seems to have resolved for now.”


Kevin nods as if he expected this. I'm slightly irritated as
I envision Roxanne's smugness when she finds she was right about this one. 


I'm professional as hell. “Do you have any other concerns
about Loki?”


A slow grin spreads across his face, causing a slight flutter
in my belly. “That other issue I came in with a while back. Still happening.” 


“The erections?” I'm not about to let the Coos County Cowboy
get to me.


“Yeah.” 


I raise my chin ever so slightly. “Those may continue. Just
something you—he—will have to live with.” 


Kevin takes a step closer. It doesn't seem to faze him that
we're in an exam room with a small window in the door. “I was hoping you could
maybe help with that issue. It's been a real long time since I've seen you.” 


Another step closer. My flutter has turned into a pulsing
ache. But even as I feel my level of arousal rising, there's something else at
work inside me that isn't going to let me do this. It's more than the risk of
someone on staff peeking in. I know I could also easily make arrangements to
meet Cowboy Kevin after work. I'm just not going to. 


I've got to ditch the professionalism, though—not just
because we've pretty much obliterated that provider-client boundary with the
fucking thing, but so he'll really hear me. 


I drop my voice because it would be just like Roxanne to be
snooping on the other side of the door. “Look...Kevin. I like you, and I want
to keep you as a client, but I can't...uh, do things with you anymore.”
I cringe at the way this sounds. Do things. Like I'm a Catholic
girl in junior high. 


In a matter of seconds, his face metamorphoses from horny to
confused to crestfallen. “How come?”


I do not have an answer to this. But I need to give him one,
so he'll stop taking steps toward me and instead start taking me seriously.
“I'm kind of seeing someone,” I say. Which isn't exactly a lie.


“Officially? Like, in a relationship?” 


Christ. He's thinking, is it Facebook official? 


“Yes.” This time, I'm lying. But it's necessary. 


“Oh.” 


I watch as he processes this. There's a slightly awkward
silence. Loki seems unconcerned as he stretches on his non-lame front feet and
yawns. I can feel the ache in my lower abdomen begin to ebb, and this shocks
me. Because usually I need an orgasm to make it subside.


“Well,” Kevin says finally. “He's a lucky guy. Thanks for
checking out Loki. And for....well, you know.” He gives me a generous smile. 


I follow him out of the room and up to the receptionist desk,
trying to keep my gaze from drifting down toward his ass. Refraining from
touching was hard enough, but looking...it's a whole other ball game.


Roxanne is disdainful. I want to smack her. Or tell her she
needs to get laid. She turns her attention to Loki and coos. “So how did we
do?” 


“We did just fine,” I say smoothly. “Nice to see you and
Loki, Kevin.” 


I walk away before Roxanne can assault me with her triumphant
face. I feel out of sorts and wonder if I did the right thing by turning Kevin
away. And wondering why I did it. The sex with him was good, there was
no emotional attachment, and he was pretty much a given. I liked givens, and
having more than one was comforting and safe. Shunning David from Hot Shots was
different; he clearly wanted more than I was willing to give—namely, a
relationship. But Cowboy Kevin...Redneck Kevin with his Carhartt jacket and
dazzling white teeth—he just wanted sex with no strings. Which is what I've
always wanted. I'd been intimate with a couple of other clients over the past
year, but both of those had petered out, so to speak. There had been the
occasional divorced father from Grace's school, the one time with David, and of
course, Tony, on a regular basis. 


And now...just Tony. 


I'm not sure how I feel about this. For the time being, I'll
put that thought on the back burner. Now that I'm done for the day, I want to
find Just Tony and see if he's doing anything later tonight—namely, me. 


I pass Michelle in the hallway near the lab. She grins at me,
the tiny silver loops in her lower lip spreading apart. It looks like they've
been steadily multiplying. “Hey, Kimberly.” 


“Hey, Mick. Have you seen Tony?” 


“Yeah. He's in his office.” She tips her head toward the end
of the hall, her spikes of hair trembling. “On the phone with a client.”


“Oh. Okay. I'll just—” I start to turn back and then pause as
something occurs to me. 


I haven't paid Tony back yet for our movie date. 


I stand close to Tony's closed door, listening to scraps of
conversation. He's using his pleasant, professional voice. Without knocking, I
slowly turn the knob and open the door. He looks up at me, surprised, and then
motions for me to enter. 


I have to stifle a smile. But Dr. Dalton...I wasn't asking
permission. 


He's concentrating on his phone call and doesn't notice me
locking the door with a soft click. “No, the labwork we did ruled out
the possibility of kidney disease.” 


A pause as Tony listens and strokes his goatee. I walk over
to stand beside his desk. I can faintly hear a feminine voice on the line. I'm
planning to get right down to business, so to speak, and I want him on the
phone. 


Tony leans forward to squint at his computer screen.
“Diabetes was negative...and no evidence of infection, either.” 


I'm not looking particularly sexy in my lab coat, but I'm not
thinking Tony will care too much about my attire. I put my hand on the armrest
of his chair and slowly swivel him so he's facing me. Now I have his attention,
his eyebrows lifting in surprise and curiosity. He is listening to his client,
but he's looking at me as I take his free hand and gently pull him to his feet.


In typical Tony fashion, he's not wearing his lab coat—just a
royal blue, button-down dress shirt and khaki pants. My hands go to his
waistband, and I slide the end of his belt back through the loop, unbuckling it
with eager but steady fingers. And then the button. I hear him draw in his
breath as I get on my knees. I'm digging this, and apparently, so is Dr.
Dalton. From the looks of the tented front of his pants, he's digging it a
whole lot. 


“Um...we could test for Cushing's, and in the meantime, I
wouldn't be opposed to putting him on Proin.” Tony's voice seems to have
climbed a bit higher. 


Under the direction of my helpful hands, his pants and boxers
begin their downward descent. I can hear him trying rather unsuccessfully to
control the rate and volume of his breathing. He puts a light hand on my
shoulder that initially feels a bit like resistance—but then again, this is
Tony, and within seconds, he seems to be more intent on steadying himself. 


He repeats the name of the medication. “PRO-in. P-r-o-i-n.” 


I am now head-to-head, face-to-phallus with his member.
Inching closer on my knees, I let my cool exhale drift over his erection for a
few seconds before taking the tip inside my mouth, my lips parted to just barely
brush his skin with calculated cruelty. And I pause. Pull back, run my tongue
around my lips to moisten them, take him in my mouth again and work a little
farther down his length.  And pause
again. 


He gives a shaky sigh. I almost feel sorry for him. Almost. I
want this payback to be agony. 


“Proin will help with the...uh, it's for...you know...leakage.”
Tony's smooth professional demeanor has become as rumpled as the khakis
around his ankles. I bring my hand up to stroke between his thighs with light,
feathery touches. He seems to dig this, too, spreading his legs as much as he
can with the pants binding his feet. I cup and stroke while my mouth continues
its assault: a long, slow, wet slide down his shaft and back again, sucking
gently on the tip. A pause. Quick licks on the underside, a pause, and then a
good hard suck. Lather, rinse, repeat. 


I put one hand on each of Tony's thighs and feel the taut
muscles bulging. He's really struggling now. 


“Pro—Proin actually used to be called, um...Dexatrim. The,
uh...diet drug.” He tilts his hips toward me and a small groan escapes him. My
lips smile around him during my pause. “Ahhh...little trivia for you there,” he
mutters, giving a weak little laugh. 


His client isn't done with him yet. And neither am I. I have
to hand it to Tony; he's making a valiant effort. “Nah, most dogs are fine with
it. Side effects might be, um...increased heart rate—” 


I am now more vigorous with my sucking. He can barely get out
the words. 


“And blood pressure!” he gasps. “Mrs. Leigh...will you excuse
me for just one moment?” 


I shift to look up at him. Tony is gripping the phone,
covering the mouthpiece with both hands. For a second, I contemplate leaving
him high and dry...but his eyes are closed in anticipation, his face tight with
intense concentration, and I realize I can't be that evil. And after all, he
did get me there in the movies—it was just a torturous journey...much like this
one. My mission accomplished, I finish him off in seconds. 


I lean back on my heels and then straighten up, wincing as my
knees crack. Still holding the phone, Tony takes a moment, chest heaving. He
stares at me in slack-jawed bewilderment, pulling up his pants with one hand as
he clears his throat and speaks. “Mrs. Leigh? Sorry about that. I had to...sneeze.”



I love seeing him ruffled like this. The suave,
cool-as-a-cucumber Dr. Dalton, in a pickle. 


There's an opened bottle of water on his desk, and I take a
sip while I wait for Tony to finish with his client. It's a satisfying
afternoon on all counts: the client gets answers, Tony gets off, and I get
revenge. 


He ends the call with Mrs. Incontinence and points at me,
spluttering. “Jesus fucking Christ, woman, have you no shame?”


I smile at him sweetly, smoothing my hair away from my face.
“You're welcome.” 


“I don't remember thanking you. That was fucking ridiculous.
Mrs. Leigh probably thought I was taking a crap while I was talking to her.” 


“Like you didn't enjoy it. That's the best conversation
you've ever had with a client. Admit it.” 


Tony shakes his head as he tightens his belt. “I guess I've
created a monster, haven't I?”


“I've learned from the best.” 


I'm contemplating telling him about what happened with Cowboy
Kevin, but we're interrupted by a loud knock. Tony hastily finishes fastening
his belt and goes to open the door. 


“The door was locked.” Roxanne's piercing gaze darts from
Tony to me and back to Tony again. 


“Is that a new sweater, Roxy? I'm liking it.” 


She's not amused. “Which AVEA conference did you decide on? I
need to book it.”


“Dallas. It'll be warmer. Thanks, Rox. You're the best.” 


Roxanne gives us one more withering look before leaving. Tony
chuckles and turns to me. “Hey. Too bad you couldn't go with me.”


“Oh, I'm thinking you'll find some cowgirl down there to keep
you company.”


“Nah. I'm more of a northern-girl kinda guy.” He takes a step
closer and cups my chin gently in his hand. “One in particular.” 


He's leaning down to kiss me when I feel a wave of
uneasiness. He's creeping me out again like he did earlier with the staring.
This is not the Tony I know. I'm suddenly thinking I may have been too hasty in
pushing Carhartt Kevin away. Kevin is easy, straightforward, uncomplicated—like
Tony has always been, until now. 


As Tony's lips meet mine, I decide it's a good thing I didn't
tell him that he's currently the only man in my life. I don't need that going
to his head—or worse, to his heart. I still want him, but I want the familiar
version—the cool, smooth, unattached Tony who cares more about the dance than
the dancer. I don't know why things have changed for him, why he's getting
dangerously close to the edge of real feeling. I'm going to do all I can to
encourage him to back away from the cliff, to stay where it's safe. 


















fourteen


“Is it just me,” Holly muses, “or are we the oldest ones in
here?” She, Russ and I are sitting in Hot Shots with our first drinks of the
night, waiting our appetizers and for my date (Mel) to arrive. 


I scan the clientele, noting the sleek manes of straightened
hair, the female faces sporting July tans in November, and the twenty-something
men wearing tight Abercrombie shirts and loose grins. I'm about to agree with
her when Russ speaks. 


“Yeah, it's just you. Meaning, you're the oldest one in here.
The rest of us are young and freshhhh.” 


Holly snorts. “Why don't you take your freshhh self
over to the popcorn machine and get us some?” 


Russ gets up from his chair and stands in front of me, hands
on hips. “Feel my six-pack, Kimberly. I've been workin' on it.” 


I reach out, put my hand on his abdomen and nod approvingly.
“Very impressive.” 


He tilts his head in Holly's direction and holds up his
hands. “My [air quote] wife here doesn't appreciate it.” 


Holly smiles sweetly. “I'd appreciate some popcorn.”


He sighs. “You're a skank. But I love you. You and your
small-headed cuteness.” He gives her a loud, smacking kiss on the cheek as he
starts to leave. She puts her hand up, at first appearing to push him away, but
then pats the side of his face, her eyes shining. 


My throat tightens. “I love that man, Hol.”


“I do, too.” Her features are softened as she meets my gaze.
“And while the one we love is getting popcorn...is everything all right with
you?”


I shrug. “I'm just kind of confused right now, I guess.” 


“About...?”


“You know that client I used to hook up with?”


“The sexy redneck with the erectile function issue?”


“That one. I told him we wouldn't be hooking up anymore.” 


“You did?”


“Yes. But I don't really get why. He wasn't looking for a
relationship, he just wanted sex.” 


“And that's perfect for you. That's what you do.”


“I know...which is why I'm confused. It's unsettling.” 


Holly's eyes widen as she lays a hand on my arm. “Do you
think....you could be ready...to settle down...with just ONE sex partner?” 


I'm making a face at her when Russ appears with two baskets
of popcorn, and Melanie. She's reinvented herself again, wearing her hair
shorter and chestnut brown, the ends turned up in a perky flip. 


“Hey, girl,” Holly greets her. “Looking good. Have you lost
weight?”


Mel shakes her head, smiling. “You've already started
drinking, haven't you? But thank you. I'll take your buzzed compliment.” 


“Seriously, you look good. I just wish you'd pick a
look.”


Russell holds up a hand in protest. “Hey. I like that she
changes it up. It'd be like sleeping with a new woman every night.” 


Mel blows him a kiss as she slides in the seat next to me.
“So what's new, ladies?”


“Our girl here,” says Holly, glancing at me. “is having a bit
of a crisis. Or maybe it's an epiphany. She actually ended things with one of
her regular boy toys. And she doesn't know why.” 


Reaching for popcorn, Melanie raises her eyebrows. “That's
interesting.” She pauses to chew as she regards me thoughtfully. “And you're
twirling your hair, hon. You must be stressed.” 


I bring my hands down to my lap, suddenly irritated with
myself for sharing this, irritated with the pounding bass of the jukebox.
Irritated with life. 


I'm trying to think of something I can say to make light of
this, or to change the subject without sounding like I'm trying to change the
subject, when Russ unexpectedly comes to my rescue. “Kimberly doesn't look
stressed, she looks hot. Leave her the fuck alone.” 


“Oooh,” Mel breathes, her eyes sparkling. “You're sexy as
hell in defense mode.” 


Holly's shaking her head as she puts up her hand in protest.
“Mel. Just stop. Seriously. His head's big enough already.” She pauses.
“Christ, that can be taken another way, can't it?” 


Russ grins slyly as the rest of us burst into laughter. I can
relax now; for the time being, we're done with my issue. The joking wraps
around me like warm flannel, and the feeling fills me up so there is no room
for anything but contentment. 


“It's your turn to drive tonight, right?” Russ looks
hopefully at his wife. 


She sighs. “Yeah.” 


He smiles broadly. “Good. 'Cause over the next few hours, me
and Sam Adams are gonna be getting reacquainted. And as a reward for being DD,
I'll have sex with you later.” 


Mel wrinkles her nose. “Drunk sex sucks. It takes way too
long.”


“My God, yes.” Holly nods emphatically. “The last time we did
it, I was looking at my watch, texting, thought of painting my nails...I was
like, what the fuck.”


Russell gives an indignant huff. “Some women would appreciate
that kind of staying power.” 


We all look at him without speaking. 


He sighs. “I can tell when I'm not wanted. I'll be over at
the jukebox playing some good shit and looking for a skanky whore who wants a
man with stamina.”


Russ has no more than taken two steps away from us when Holly
leans across the table. “Hey. I didn't mean to tease you before. It's really
not a big deal that you ended things with that guy.” She hesitates. “Is it?” 


“I've asked myself the same thing. I guess it's not, really.
But there was no real reason—it wasn't like the sex sucked, or he started
getting clingy, or I have all these other options. There's really just him,
and...” I can feel Mel's eyes on me. Damn her eyes. “And Tony,” I say,
forcing myself to look at her. 


Holly regards me for a few seconds before speaking. “So now,
there's just...Tony.” 


“And Aaron,” Melanie adds gently, her expression earnest. 


My heart swells, and I don't know if it's from the mention of
Aaron's name, or from Mel knowing me like she does. Probably a little of both. 


Russ is still socializing with a few guys at the bar when the
waitress arrives with appetizers. Our conversation hopscotches from kids to
Thanksgiving plans to Holly's constipated cat to a possible vet visit. 


“Maybe,” she tells me, winking slyly, “I'll make the
appointment with Dr. Dalton instead of you.”


“You and a lot of other women.” 


“So you won't be offended?”


“Um, no.” 


Melanie sighs. “He is seriously lickable.” 


I feel heat rushing into my cheeks as I take a long sip of my
drink. 


“Why, Dr. Wesson,” Holly says, “you're blushing.” 


More cheek heat, but I'll deny it. “I don't blush. It's hot
in here.” 


“Is it?” She's smiling at me like she's keeping a tantalizing
secret. I've found that female friends sometimes do this: flip-flop between
being your biggest ally and pissing you off. 


Mel is in ally mode. “It's good that Tony's no-strings, so
you can just lay back and enjoy.” 


I hesitate, and then decide I'll be up front with them, see
what they think. “He appears to be attaching some strings.” 


Holly raises an eyebrow. “As in, bondage?”


“As in, the last time I was with him, it was weird. Like he
actually felt something for me. He wanted me to go to a veterinary
conference with him, and then made some reference to me being the only
'northern girl' for him.” In honor of Russ, I air-quote northern girl.


“Well,” Melanie offers, “it's not like he's saying you're the
only girl in the world for him. He's talking one specific part of the
country.”


“But this is weird for Tony.” I pause to eat a fried pickle.
“He has a very wide-angle view of women.” 


“Maybe he's narrowing his focus.” Holly says this seriously,
without her usual edge. 


“I don't want that. I'm not ready for that. Especially not
with Tony. I don't see him that way.”


She runs a finger around the rim of her margarita glass and
licks off the sugar. “Like I said when we were at Abelli's for dinner. Try not
being so guarded. Aaron's been gone two years. You are young and hot and have
your whole life ahead of you. It's okay to get involved with someone, beyond
just sleeping with them.” 


“I'm not ready for that,” I repeat. “I like the sex, and
that's enough for me right now. Any more of a connection with the person isn't
important to me. And as messed up as it sounds, I actually do have a
connection, because...” I lower my voice. “You know, the orgasm—and how I see
Aaron just before it.” 


Holly and Mel glance at each other. My next words slice the poor,
fragile Kimberly vibe neatly in two. “Look. I know it's weird. And I know
it isn't really Aaron. And because I know these two things, I'm okay. So
there's no reason to worry. It's obviously some sort of defense mechanism. And
I think I crave sex not only because I get off on the physical part, but
because I can connect with another person. The other person just happens to be
my deceased husband.” 


Melanie's eyes are glistening. “My God. I feel like I've
misjudged you. All this time I thought you were just a slut.” 


“Oh, don't be too hasty, Mel,” Holly grins. “She's a slut.
But seriously...and here's where I should lower my voice, only it's too
goddamned loud in here.” She pauses while Mel and I lean in. 


“Obviously, you enjoy the sex,
and that's good. But I was thinking by now, you'd be open to more than just a
penis. Nothing's really changed for you—you keep having sex, and having
sex—it's like you're filling a leaky vessel or something...trying to stop up
that hole.” She pauses and rolls her eyes. “Jesus. I'm not even meaning for
this to sound sexual.”


I'm twisting my hair around my finger again. I bring my hand
down and force myself to smile. “So you not only think I'm a slut, but a
sinking ship, too? Thanks.”


Holly starts to protest but is interrupted by the arrival of
Russ. And unexpectedly, he has someone with him—David. 


“Hey. Look who I found when I was trying to pick up skanky
whores.”


“Hi, David,” Holly grins, and then turns to Russ. “So,
honey—you've switched teams. Can't say I'm surprised.” 


David laughs, shaking his head, as Russ throws his arm around
him in a half man-hug. David's gaze meets mine, darts away, then returns. We
nod and smile at each other, the way people do when the attempt to not be
awkward makes it exactly that. 


David's looking just like he did when we first met: boyish
and shy and guileless, and appealing for all of these reasons. Mel's noticed
this, too, shifting into classic flirting behavior as Holly makes the
introduction. Shy smile, softening of the eyes, hair flip. She is clearly into
him. And I am shocked and dismayed that I feel the tiniest bit of resentment. I
silently call myself a bitch and hope that will squash it. 


Russ pulls up a stool at the end of our table. David
straddles it, pushing up the sleeves of his waffle-knit jersey. I've always
liked this type of material on men: soft, comfortable, rugged-looking. 


“I'm wanting some of those wings. Squirt me, babe.” Russ
holds out his hand to Holly. She rolls her eyes but reaches for her purse and
pulls out a bottle of hand sanitizer. 


“Germophobe,” teases Melanie. 


Grinning, David steals a glance at her, and she smiles back. 


I feel another stab of unwanted resentment, immediately
smothered in self-loathing. Resentment on top of resentment. Why would I
possibly care? It wasn't about David—this, I knew. It was more about Melanie:
her open, unencumbered ways. She lets men in emotionally as freely as pulling
up a window shade to let in the sun. 


Inexplicably, I am no longer participant, but observer. The
waitress comes back, takes our meal order, flirts with Russ. More alcohol makes
everyone louder and David bolder. Melanie spills her water, some of it on her
lap. Holly comments that Mel's pants are wet; Russ says that's nothing new.
Raucous laughter. David mops up the water on the table with his napkin; Russ
suggests that he also tend to Mel's lap. Both she and David are blushing like
teenagers on a first date. And I realize that's exactly what this is: a first
date. Perhaps the beginning of a relationship, budding right here in Hot Shots,
with beer and laughter and jukebox music helping it grow. 


I watch all of this until I can't anymore, and then I scan
the bar for no other reason than to distract myself. Subtle blurs of maroon
here and there, but this I can handle. I realize that Holly is talking to me,
griping about going to Thanksgiving at her mother's. I smile and nod, curling
my hand around my iPhone. I think of texting Tony. But I don't. 


















fifteen


The weather today is reflective of my mood: chilly, gray,
unsettled. My morning started off with our Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy client.
Pop had been scheduled to take her as it was his “turn,” but his emergency case
of Sago Palm ingestion went long, so I stepped in to see MSP since I'd had a
cancellation. MSP was sullen and impatient, even irritable when I told her as
gently as I could that I found no evidence to suggest that Wilbur had a heart
murmur. God damn me to hell for thinking I should lie and say it was a grade
one—she seemed particularly desperate to hear that Wilbur had some medical
issue—but I knew that if I did, she'd want bloodwork and more testing, and I
would not subject her pocketbook or her cat to that. Wilbur, as usual, looked pissed,
and after I sent him on his way with a clean bill of health, the theory of pets
and their owners looking alike had never been more evident. 


I'm feeling the need to be caffeinated, so I head into the
break room to find Mick brewing a fresh pot of coffee. The aroma begins to lift
my spirits, almost like it does when I go to Donut's. I'm standing next to
Mick, taking my mug from the cupboard, when I catch the scent of something
besides coffee.


I frown at her. “You've been smoking again, haven't you?” 


She sighs, wiping up droplets of water on the counter with a
napkin. “Yeah. What are you, part bloodhound?” 


“Jesus...you were doing so well. A month and a half, wasn't
it?” 


“Thirty-nine days.”


“What happened?”


Mick shrugs. “Relationship shit. I'll get back on track,
promise. Hey,” she says, her face brightening, “you see the new guy yet?” 


“New guy...?”


“The kennel attendant.” 


I'd forgotten. Tony had mentioned they'd found someone to
replace Herbie. I wasn't in on the interview because of Grace's parent night
for indoor track. Tony had told me I wouldn't like him; he'd worn a maroon
sweater. “Oh, yes...forgot he was starting today. I probably should go
introduce myself, shouldn't I?” 


Mick reaches into the cupboard for a handful of sugar
packets. “For a guy, he's hot. Almost makes me think of switching teams.” She
grins. “Almost.” 


I don't want to admit it, but she has me intrigued. “Okay,” I
say casually, “I'll go check him out. I mean, say hi. As soon as I finish my
coffee. Which is very good, by the way.” 


I try the cat kennels first, greeted by a yowling
Himalayan—the lone protester among the other sedated felines. Big Pete's here,
hanging a bag of fluid on one of the cages. 


“Hey,” I greet him. “Just looking for the new kennel
attendant. Have you seen him?”


“Yeah, you just missed him. He went to take one of the dogs
out. Nice guy. Quiet.”


“Thanks.” 


I make the short walk to the canine ward and am just about to
open the door when it swings toward me, and an energetic Australian shepherd
pushes through, panting. The man on the other end of the leash is looking down
at the dog. He's grinning as the Aussie strains to get to me. 


“Easy, there, sweetie,” I say, crouching down on the floor.
The dog is licking my hands, my face, pulling at the leash. “Someone wants out,
huh?” I glance up at the kennel attendant, and I feel my expression change from
mild interest to whoa. I have all I can do to keep it from shifting into
holy shit. 


Given that a lesbian said she contemplated going hetero for
him, I should have been more prepared. He's tall and broad-shouldered, with jet
black hair neatly parted on the side, a few stray pieces on his forehead. Thick
eyebrows arching in surprise over large, dark eyes, Grecian nose, full mouth,
strong jaw. He is fair-skinned, flawless. The term Greek god comes to
mind. The anti-Herbie...I can't help but compare him to our former kennel
attendant, and then I silently scold myself, because that's just goddamned
mean. 


I stand up, sliding my hands into the pockets of my lab coat
so he can't see me clenching my fists. He's wearing a cotton-looking, pale blue
jersey with two buttons at the top (both undone), and dark jeans. I'm thinking
he should be in an L.L. Bean catalog instead of taking dogs out to pee. 


“Good morning,” he says, and his eyes quickly leave mine to
look back down at the dog. “She's an exuberant girl.”


Exuberant. So he had a good command of the English
language. 


I reach down to stroke the dog's head and notice she's
wearing what looks like her owner's leash instead of our slip one. Ugghh...I
have to say something. Not how I want to start things off with a new employee,
but safety first. I'll be gentle. 


“Um...I'm not sure if anyone told you, but our policy is to
use a slip leash on dogs, so they can't get out of them. Especially where our
practice is on such a busy street. The slip leashes should be hanging up on a
hook just inside the kennel entrance.”


He looks a bit chagrined. “Really? No one mentioned it. If
they did, I would have followed procedure. I'm sorry.” His tone is clipped. He
turns quickly to go back into the dog kennels and comes out with one of our
colorful slip leashes, which he pulls over the Aussie's head. “I'm sorry,” he
says again, not looking at me. “I'll definitely remember to do that next time.”



Shit. As Grace would say, awkwarrrd. I'm
regretting saying anything, especially when we haven't even introduced
ourselves. I find myself wanting to apologize. “It's absolutely fine. You
didn't know.” 


He rubs the dog behind her ears and she pulls him forward. I notice
that he leans slightly away from me to avoid brushing my shoulder on the way
by. 


“I'm Kimberly Wesson, by the way,” I call after him. “Welcome
to the clinic.” 


I cringe at how lame that sounds. Welcome to Coos County Vet.
Where making new employees feel like shit is our business. 


The kennel attendant pauses and turns his head slightly so I
can see his well-defined cheekbone, the dusting of a beard across his jaw. “I'm
Nathan Baker. Nice to meet you.” And he continues on, the Aussie looking up at
him adoringly, her tail waving like a banner. 


For some incomprehensible reason, my mood darkens. I'm
walking back toward my office when I run into Tony coming out of surgery. He's
wearing his jade-colored scrubs, which make his eyes look more seaglass-green
than blue. His wavy hair is tousled from being under the surgical cap. A slow
smile spreads across his face, like he hasn't seen me in a weeks. I feel a
tugging sensation in my pelvic region. And this really pisses me off.      


“Hey, K.” Tony seems particularly happy. 


For some reason, I don't like that, either. “Hey. How did
surgery go?” Keeping it clinical. 


“Amazing. Splenectomy on the Cobbs' Lab mix. He had a tumor
the size of a basketball. Seventeen pounds.” 


“Jesus. What's his prognosis?” 


“Assuming it's not malignant, he should be fine. Poor guy—the
Cobbs thought he was getting too thick around the middle and had him on
weight-control food. Little did they know.” His eyes widen. “You should have
seen the thing...it was seriously huge. Pete got a picture of it. It burst just
after I tied it off.” 


“In the nick of time, then.”


Tony nods, raising his eyebrows. He is animated from the
experience, like a teenage jock recounting his hail-Mary touchdown pass.
Successful surgeries, especially challenging ones, are the equivalent of sex
for him. His face is flushed, eager...I feel the tugging sensation again below
and give myself a mental yank back to the reality of work, November, and our
new employee who I managed to alienate within moments of meeting him. 


“What's the matter, K? Up too late trying to rescue the world
again? Or at least the brindles in it?” 


He is seriously pissing me off. “It's not funny.”


“I'm not laughing.”


“You're smiling.” 


“Because you make me smile. Is that wrong?”


“To answer your question, I wasn't up late.”


“Something's bothering you, then.”


“No. I'm fine.” 


He grins. “Liar. I can always tell when something's on your
mind. You get these two little half-moon creases between your eyebrows. Very
subtle, but I see them.” 


I make a conscious effort to relax my forehead. It strikes me
that even though Tony knows the most private parts of me well, his comment
about my facial creases feels too intimate. 


“I'm fine,” I repeat. 


“Hey, whatever. I'm just telling you what I see.” He is
staring at me intently. 


I cast my gaze on the cat silhouette Carol painted on the
wall, my eyes tracing the arched back and curled tail. I'm feeling quite feline
at this moment: I'll stand demurely if you leave me alone, but ruffle my fur,
and the claws are coming out.


His question catches me off guard. “Did you meet the new
Herbie?” 


“Nathan? Yes.” 


“Good-looking guy, don't you think?” 


I nod, my eyes leaving the cat to observe Tony's bemused
expression.


“Planning to add him to your repertoire?” There is an edge to
his voice.


None of your business. “Um, no. He's a little
standoffish.”


“Really? He was very friendly to me.”


“Maybe he's gay.” 


“Highly doubtful. He was all smiles with Ashley this
morning.”


For some reason, this irritates me. And this is irritating.
“She's pretty young.” 


Tony shrugs. “Eh. Ten years difference. He's early thirties.”



I need to change the subject. “How is Lucy doing?” 


“Ahh...hanging in there.” He runs his hand through his hair,
separating it into waves. “She's sleeping a lot and doesn't have much of an
appetite. She was pretty vocal when I picked her up last night. I've tried just
about every combination of anti-inflam and pain med there is.” 


I reach out and touch his arm. “I'll be there with you, if
you want. When it's time.” 


He sighs ruefully. “Thanks, K. I may take you up on that.”
His face, which earlier had been glowing with his surgical success, is now
somber. “Let me take you out for a drink later.”


I smile in spite of myself. “'A drink' meaning...”


His gaze holds mine for a few seconds before traveling down
the front of me, lingering and making me shiver. “'A drink' meaning anything
you want it to mean.” 


“I'll think about it.” 


“Which means no.” 


“Which means I'll think about it.”


Tony swipes his hand across his mouth and rubs his chin as he
regards me with cool eyes. “Since when did you need to think?”


Since you started to feel. 


I don't say it, of course, but I know he knows. I lay my hand
on his arm. Light touch to lighten the mood. “I really can't go out. School
nights are hard for me with Grace.” 


“I see. Maybe another time, then.” 


“Of course.”  


I'm the first to break eye contact—back to studying the cat
silhouette. Thank God for that cat silhouette. I feel myself prickle with fresh
barbs of frustration. Why did he have to do this? Complicate things when it had
been good for both of us, just as it was: simple, straightforward sex. It
occurs to me that the two of us won't be able to share that any more, and that
thought brings new barbs. It already feels different, the light, sexy banter
overshadowed by piercing looks and heaviness. Damn him for this. 


And then there's the matter of Nathan. I have only myself to
blame for getting off on the wrong foot with the new kennel attendant. I'll
have to reach out to him—friendly, not flirty—and keep Tony right where he is.
Take the smooth, professional, straight and narrow route. With no detours.


















sixteen


Seeing how relaxed and happy Grace is to be here at Aaron's
parents' house for Thanksgiving makes me feel guilty we don't visit more often.
Sharon and Gary's small Cape in Conway is less than an hour away from us, but
it's been challenging with Grace having sports and me working full-time, and I
know they understand. We're here now, though, and I am glad. 


Sharon is of the mind that you celebrate Thanksgiving before
you take out any Christmas decorations, and I like that, especially when all
the stores have had inflatable Santas and lighted trees on display since before
Halloween. Her house is comfortably cluttered and homey, with stacks of catalogs
and newspapers on the kitchen table, and wooden Pilgrims and pumpkins adorning
the antique hutch, sprigs of orange and red berries tucked in among them. There
are orange, purple and amber-colored bottles lined up on the windowsill over
her kitchen sink, and with the sun streaming in through the glass, the effect
is warm and lovely. 


We all have jobs—purposes—in the Wesson house on
Thanksgiving, and I love this. Grace seems to as well. I'm standing at the
large island adding sprinkles of brown sugar to the squash while Sharon coaches
Grace through her assigned job of preparing the mashed potatoes. “A little more
milk, doll—that's it—perfect. Now the secret ingredient—a good dollop of sour
cream, and then we'll whip it with the electric mixer and sprinkle paprika on
top.”


Aaron used to be in charge of making the gravy—his
grandfather's recipe: turkey drippings, water and bouillon, butter, flour, a
couple drops of Gravymaster (this became his Thanksgiving nickname). It was
smooth and delicious—never a lump—so good people poured it on everything except
the cranberry sauce. Gary took over as Gravymaster the first Thanksgiving
without Aaron, and since we were looking for something—anything—to lighten the
day, I remember feeling grateful that there were lumps in it so we could tease
him. 


“Damn that Aaron for setting such high standards,” he had
grinned, and then his eyes welled up. “And for leaving us.” 


All of us had dissolved in tears at that point, except for
Grace, who began flicking her fingertips with her thumb as she stared stonily
down at her plate. 


Gary is looking intent as he carves the turkey, a faint sheen
of sweat on his brow. I've always loved the taste of turkey, but seeing the
flock of them around our house this year and watching the babies, especially,
has made me question eating it. I've always wondered why more veterinarians
aren't vegetarians. It's ironic, really, that we are compassionate about
treating and saving some animals, yet we find it acceptable to eat others. I've
questioned that (and a lot of things) these past two years. 


I'm spooning the squash into a serving bowl when Aaron's
sister Stacia comes in, yawning from her pre-meal nap. Grace instantly
brightens. At twenty-seven, Stacia is the youngest of the Wesson children and
regarded by Grace as immensely cool and intriguing. First, Stacia is
gorgeous—long, curly blonde hair, deep brown eyes and flawless skin. Second,
she's also in amazing shape, running the Boston Marathon for the last several
years. Lastly, her profession as hairdresser makes her hip. She's newly engaged
to a former client, an accountant named Steve. He's probably still technically
her client, although he gets his haircuts (and more) for free. 


Sharon puts her hands on her broad hips and frowns at her
daughter with concern. “Are you feeling all right? You've been sleeping for a
couple of hours.”


Still yawning, Stacia nods and smiles. “I'm good. Just
tired.” 


“Is Steve coming for dessert? I made a strawberry rhubarb
just for him.”


“Yup. He feels badly he's not here for dinner, but his uncle
is visiting from London, so he's eating with his family.” She grins. “He says
your cooking is way better, though.”


Even just waking up from a nap, Stacia's makeup is perfect—she
is perfect. She's wearing white jeans and a ruffly blue and white blouse
with a chevron pattern. And while I'm not usually a fan of facial piercings,
Stacia has a small, delicate diamond nestled in her nose that even I have to
admit looks cute.


Grace bounds over to her aunt like an eager puppy, holding
the mashed potato mixing spoon. “Here,” she says. “Taste this.”


Stacia obligingly leans forward and opens her mouth for the
spoon. “Mmm,” she nods in approval. “You nailed it, girlfriend.” 


Beaming, Grace licks the rest of the potato off the spoon and
skips back to the island and Sharon, wrapping her arms around her grandmother
for a quick hug. This tugs at me. I wish my daughter felt able to do this with
me, yet I don't want her to. Goddamned intimacy issues. Thanks, Mark and Judith
Stanhope. 


“When's Alex getting here?” Stacia asks. 


Sharon is spooning cranberry sauce into a white bowl. “Should
be any minute. He got done his shift about an hour ago.” 


Alex, Aaron's older brother, is a police officer in Glen.
He's thirty-eight, unmarried, quiet like his dad and the tallest of the family.
Lean, athletic and brown-haired, he bears a striking resemblance to Aaron—so
much so that all throughout Aaron's wake and funeral, I found myself staring at
him like a complete idiot. I think my mouth might have even been open a little.
Alex caught me doing this and smiled at me gently, understanding. When the
funeral was over, he let me hug him for a long time, and neither of us said a
word. I truly love that man. 


Even though Alex isn't here yet, Sharon has all of us head
into the dining room. The farmhouse-style, antique oak table, covered in a
pumpkin-patterned cloth, looks cozy and inviting. I settle into one of the big
wooden chairs between Grace and Sharon. The table centerpiece is a basket in
the shape of a cornucopia with small, colorful gourds tumbling out of it,
surrounded by over-turned goblets of different heights. Perched atop each
goblet's base is a flickering, white votive candle. The plates are white
Pfaltzgraff with delicate acorns, pumpkins and ears of corn around the edges,
and there is an orange cloth napkin at each place setting. The platter of
sliced turkey, gravy boat and bowls of squash, potato, carrots, stuffing and
boiled onions are steaming, their competing aromas making my stomach growl.


I look at Sharon and smile. “This is what Thanksgiving should
be.” 


She smiles back, reaching out to squeeze my hand warmly. “I'm
so glad you and Grace are here.” 


Stacia carries over a tray with small bowls of fresh fruit
topped with rainbow-colored sherbet (Grace's and my contribution), and we start
with those. As we're finishing the appetizer, there is the sound of the mudroom
door opening and boots stamping on the rug, and Alex walks into the dining
room—tall, slim, smiling in a flannel shirt and khaki pants. This time, he
doesn't remind me as much of Aaron, and I decide this is a good thing. Grace
leaps up to hug him, and I wait my turn. The room feels more complete, now. 


In keeping with his usual Thanksgiving contribution, Alex has
brought two bottles of wine, Hayden & Hill Chardonnay and Matua Valley
Pinot Noir. As he's pouring, I can feel Grace's eyes on me. I look up at her to
nip this in the bud.


“No.”


“But I'm sixteen.”


“Exactly. You're sixteen.”


Sharon is smiling.


Grace flashes another look at me, clearly conveying Mom,
seriously? Like I haven't had any. Which pisses me off. 


I sigh in irritation, torn between wanting to be Cool Mom and
Good Mom. I secretly hope Alex will step in and save me, seeing as he's a
police officer and all and could actually arrest me, but when I look at him
with raised eyebrows, he shakes his head and smiles, sipping at his glass of
wine. “Your call, Kimberly. I'm off duty.” 


Shit. Grace is looking at me, a slow grin sliding
across her face. She knows I'm caving. 


“Oh, all right,” I huff. “Just a few sips. Because it's
Thanksgiving.”


There is a ripple of laughter all around the table. No one
seems to disapprove. 


“Here,” says Stacia, reaching across the table with her full
glass of Pinot Noir. “Have mine. I think you'll like it.” 


Grace takes the glass eagerly, and Jesus, she looks like a
kid on Christmas. I see her innocence, and the image of toddler Grace hovers on
the surface of her face. As she puts her sixteen year old, underage lips to the
rim of the glass, I'm starting to feel like Terrible Mom. Grace takes a sip,
sets the glass down and turns to me with shining eyes, looking immensely
pleased. It seems I have done a good thing. I am Cool Mom—for tonight. 


We eat, and I savor the tender, mild taste of the small
onions. Gary makes them just right, floating them in milk and butter and dashes
of salt and pepper. Grace devours everything on her plate. I chide myself for
not offering more of a variety of vegetables at home, and an instant later, I
console myself that Grace probably wouldn't eat them, anyway. Somehow,
everything tastes better here. 


“So you're doing track, Grace?” Gary tips the gravy boat over
his second helping of turkey. 


She nods. “Yep. Are you going to be able to come to any of
the meets?”


“You bet, sweetie. Email the schedule to Grammy or me.” 


After the meal, we all agree it's good that Steve isn't here
yet, because we need to digest before progressing on to dessert. Stacia,
Sharon, Grace and I clear the table and blow out the candles. Alex puts the
dishes in the dishwasher, and Gary rearranges them. While Stacia and Grace are
talking, Sharon puts her hand on my forearm and gently leads me into the den. 


“I wanted to ask you, honey, how are you? I mean, really.”
Her brown eyes are bright with concern.


I sigh. She is so kind. God damn me to hell for wishing she
could have been my mother, but I do. “I'm okay. Really.” 


“Hard to believe it's been two years, isn't it?”


“Yes.”


“Pardon me for asking this, sweetheart, but I've been
wondering...are you seeing anyone?”


Et tu, Sharon? Everyone always wants to know this.
Even my mother-in-law. 


“No, I'm not.”


“I'm sure you've had...opportunities.” 


Oh, Sharon, if you only knew. I feel my cheeks begin
to burn. 


Sharon is blushing now, too, shaking her head. “I'm sorry,
Kimberly. I know it's none of my business and I shouldn't pry. You're such a
beautiful woman, inside and out...I want you to be happy.” 


She looks like she wants to put her arms around me. I smile
at her. “Thank you.”


She holds my gaze for a few seconds, reaches out to give my
arm a quick squeeze, and we head back to the kitchen to finish cleaning up. 


The dishwasher is humming, the counters have been wiped, and
the dessert plates are stacked on the island in preparation for the pies. We go
into the den to lounge on the colonial-style furniture. Sharon sits down with
her knitting and a contented sigh, Gary turns on the TV, and although I have
absolutely no interest in the football game, having it on is very
Thanksgiving-y and grounding. Grace has changed from her black mini-skirt to a
pair of fleece lounge pants. She's sitting on the couch with Alex, resting her
head on his shoulder. Her legs are drawn up underneath her, and she's looking
intently at her phone as she texts—Jake, or Hannah, or Nicole. Probably all
three. Alex drapes his arm around her protectively, and this gets to me. For a
man who hasn't had children, he's very paternal. Warm. I find myself thinking
how much I want Alex to find someone, until I remember I'm always insisting
that people can be happy on their own. 


I'm feeling sleepy, lulled into drowsiness by the tryptophan
and the warmth from the woodstove, when Stacia walks in with her fiancé. He is
wearing a maroon sweater. I'm fully awake now, feeling a tightness in my chest.
Steve is quite handsome, with blond curly hair and a wide grin. They look good
together. 


Sharon sets her yarn and knitting needles in her lap. “There
he is! We missed you at dinner, Steve.”


“Thanks—missed you all, too.” He puts his arm around Stacia
and she looks up at him, beaming. 


“We have pie, though—including your favorite.” 


“You're the best, Sharon.” 


“I think,” says Stacia thoughtfully, “I might want to have
two pieces.”


“Two?” Alex raises his eyebrows. “You can't be serious. After
all that food?”


His sister's eyes are sparkling. “Yes. One for me, and one
for...the baby.” 


There is a stunned silence. Grace is the first to break it,
jumping up off the couch squealing and rushing at Stacia and Steve, who are now
both blushing and laughing. 


Sharon gasps, her hand flying to her mouth, and Gary stands
up from the recliner, running a hand through his sparse hair, a slow smile
spreading across his face. I am smiling, too, at this wonderful Thanksgiving
surprise. 


“Stacia,” Sharon breathes, her eyes shining as she
walks toward her daughter. “A baby. Oh, a baby!” She is hugging her now, and
Stacia is crying and laughing at the same time. 


“I couldn't wait to tell you, Mum,” she sniffles. “We were
going to announce it while we were having dessert, but I just couldn't wait any
longer.”


I am captivated by this, by what is going on between them. It
is so different than anything I have ever shared with my mother. Most
definitely different than when I made my own pregnancy announcement. Here,
there is joy. 


Alex gets up from the couch, strides over and envelopes his
sister in a hug, then shakes Steve's hand and claps him on the shoulder. Then
it's Gary's turn to congratulate them, and mine. 


We all go into the kitchen where Sharon and Stacia take out
the pies and set them out on the island. Grace goes to the refrigerator for the
milk while I get the glasses from the cupboard. Everyone chooses their favorite
pie—strawberry rhubarb, chocolate cream that Grace and I made, or pumpkin. I
look at all of them, and I'm struck by the absence of emptiness. My stomach is
full—stuffed, really—and my heart is as well. I look at Grace and am glad to
see that she's feeling this, too. 


While Grace is saying goodbye to Stacia and Steve, Sharon
hands me my coat and gives me a quick hug. When we pull apart, she keeps her
hands on my shoulders. “Maybe,” she murmurs, “next year, you'll bring someone.”



I am in complete and utter awe of this woman. “You truly want
that for me?”


Sharon nods. “Yes. We all do.” She pauses, giving me a small,
rueful smile. “And Kimberly—someone else does, too.” 


Her words fill me to the brim. 


“Thank you,” I manage. “For everything.” 


Her expression tells me I don't need to say anything more.
Which is a good thing, because I can't.


















seventeen


The approach of Christmas—our third without Aaron—is heavy on
my mind, weighing me down like snow on pine boughs. It's on Grace's mind, too.
She's sulky and irritable (more than usual), snapping at me whenever I talk to
her. I try not to snap back, but I'm not feeling the joy of the season, either.
It was different at my in-laws house with everyone there together, but with
just Grace and me, Aaron's absence is more obvious. I know he wouldn't want us
to be this way. I also know he'd forgive us for it.


Part of my holiday stress is attributed to the upcoming arrival
of Mark and Judith Stanhope. I received an email from my mother a few days ago.
Formal, as usual. Good morning, Kimberly – you most likely have heard from
Grace that we are planning to come for a visit over Christmas. I trust this
will be all right with you. Dad is looking forward to reconnecting with alumni,
and I thought you, Grace and I could perhaps go shopping in North Conway...it
will be easier for me if you and Grace pick out what you'd like for Christmas.
Will be in touch with flight information. ~J.


There are two things I will need to do in preparation for my
parents' visit: drink, and get my house spotless—or as spotless as one can with
dogs and a teenage girl. My mother is a clean freak—fastidious to the point of
OCD. I'm grateful I didn't inherit that gene, but I've been known to scrub my
house into submission—mainly when my parents are coming to town. And that time
when my husband died.  


The day after Aaron's funeral, I cleaned. People say that
when you're mourning the loss of a loved one, you're on auto-pilot during the
preparations for the wake and funeral—writing the obituary, planning the
service, picking out a casket. It's afterwards, flying solo, that you crash. I
didn't want to crash. So I cleaned. I'm not talking just vacuuming and
squirting countertops—I did all that, of course, but I went well beyond: took a
toothbrush to clean the grout between the ceramic tiles in the kitchen, dusted
the blades of the ceiling fans, ran a damp rag along the baseboard and wiped
the fingerprints off light switches. I went through every room, cleaning every
possible surface, and filled my eyes and mind with the task at hand. The scents
of disinfectant, glass cleaner and furniture polish kept me sharply in the
present. After I finished, I took the time to survey the finished product and
allowed myself a brief moment of triumph, as if I had some sort of control over
the way things were. It didn't last long. 


The thing I left alone was Aaron's side of our walk-in
closet, and the clothes in his bureau. Didn't touch them for weeks, not even to
sniff his shirts. I knew I couldn't bear that. When I finally decided I might
be ready and lifted one of his favorite work shirts to my nose, braced myself
and inhaled deeply, I wished I hadn't. I'd been doing fairly well...but
reminding myself of how he smelled, how good that man smelled, and how
good that man was, flooded me with raw, renewed grief. The stillness of
his shirts hanging in the closet had been difficult enough. 


I'm standing in the closet, looking at what used to be
Aaron's side, now filled with my out-of-season clothes, organized by color,
when Grace speaks from behind me. 


“Mom. What are you doing?” She puts emphasis on the
word last word to make it clear that whatever I'm up to is stupid. 


“Contemplating what to wear today.” 


“Got a date?” Grace folds her arms and leans against the door
frame. 


“Would it matter if I did?” I don't appreciate the edge to
her voice. And she hears the edge in mine, because she backs off. 


“Nope. Can you give me a ride to Molly's tonight? She's
having a party. And I'm sleeping over.” 


“Why isn't Jake picking you up?”


She makes a face. “He's gone for the weekend. Some aunt's
birthday party in Maine. So I need a ride.” 


I tell her the price of transportation: loading the dishwasher
and cleaning her room. She scowls and huffs, but she'll do it. 


So I'll be alone tonight, with this restless, unsettled
feeling to keep me company. I haven't been with anyone since the payback
blowjob I gave Tony in his office. If I called him tonight, I'm quite sure he'd
be receptive. But I won't. I won't call any of them, since I've effectively
dismissed them for varying reasons. 


Still, to be honest, I'm wishing I had someone, because I'm
feeling the pelvic ache. Masturbating hasn't helped much—comparable to a
Hershey's kiss when you want a chocolate cake—but when it's all you've got, you
take the Hershey's kiss. 


My cell phone rings and startles me. It's Mel, wanting to
know if Grace is going to Molly's party tonight, and did I know Molly's parents.
I answer yes to both questions, and then she asks if I could possibly give
Nicole a ride, since she and David are planning on dinner and a movie. A rush
of warmth in my pelvis at the mention of movie—remembering that very unique
experience in the theater.  It gave the
term “coming attractions” a whole new meaning. 


I mentally pluck the seed of jealousy before it can start to
sprout. I am ashamed; Melanie deserves someone nice like David, and he deserves
a woman who will appreciate him instead of push him away. 


Grace and I have a quick dinner of stir fry before leaving to
pick up Nicole, who comes to the car carrying a big bag of barbecue chips and a
bottle of orange soda. I silently scold myself for not having Grace bring
something. Leave it to Mel. I console myself with the thought that Grace will
be walking in with Nicole and may get partial credit for the chips and drink. 


The girls are excited, giggly...there is something about the
sound of teenage girls in the back seat that makes me feel both comforted and
sad. These are the best years of your life, I want to tell them. But
they're too young to understand. 


I pull into the driveway of Molly's house, a nice Colonial
with a curving brick walkway, evergreen boughs and branches of red berries
filling the window boxes. There are candles in the windows, and I make a mental
note to take out more of my decorations. Maybe that will help put Grace and me
in the mood. 


Much to Grace's chagrin, I turn off the car and follow her to
the door. “Just need to check in with Molly's parents,” I say sweetly. Nicole
darts her eyes at Grace and flashes me a smile. She understands.


Molly's mother is a short, stout woman who likes to laugh.
She reminds me of Aaron's mom. She invites me in, but I decline, telling her I
just wanted to make sure adults were present, and that it was okay for Grace to
spend the night. She nods vigorously, and compliments me on the fine young lady
Grace has become. “You've done a wonderful job with her,” she says. “Just
wonderful.” There is a blend of warmth and pity in her eyes. I thank her. 


Grace and Nicole brush past me into the house, Nicole turning
back to thank me for the ride. Taking her friend's cue, Grace also turns to say
thank you, sparkly-eyed with party anticipation, and once again I am struck by
this beautiful creature on the cusp of womanhood. She straightened her
naturally unruly hair, and it's behaving itself tonight. I hope she will, too. 


I turn to walk down the front steps and almost bump into
someone: a father with a teenage boy at his side. I know that the boy's name is
Drew—he's on the track team with Grace. Nice kid, tends to hide behind his
shock of messy blond hair. He ducks his head, giving me a half-smile as he
brushes past. I've seen the dad at school events and track meets—he's a
firefighter, recently divorced, but I can't remember his name. He smiles at me,
too, and waves at Molly's mother inside the house. “Keep them in line, Libby!” 


She shouts back, “You know I will, Brett!” 


He chuckles as he walks down the steps. I follow. It's begun
to spit sleet, and there's already a thin glaze on the walkway. Just as I worry
about slipping, I do—and Brett is there to grab my arm. His grip is strong. 


“Whoa...thank you. Hopefully that's not an indication of the
ride home,” I tell him. 


Brett is probably just shy of six feet, with close-cropped,
sandy-colored hair and light brown eyes. Even though he's wearing a winter
jacket, I can tell his build is sturdy. Or maybe I'm assuming it
is...firefighter and all. 


He smiles at me again. “Hope not.” 


Awkward pause. Tiny crystals are salting Brett's hair.
“Well...” he says, after a few seconds, “drive safe.” 


“Yes. You, too. I'm Kimberly, by the way.” I add quickly. “I
don't think we've officially met.” I reach out a gloved hand. 


He squeezes my hand with his bare one, with much less
pressure than when he grabbed my arm. So he can be gentle, too. 


I am tingling in several places. Oh, what the hell. I decide
I'll just throw it out there. “I don't mean for this to sound forward...but I
was feeling like a drink and didn't want to go alone. Would you like to join
me?” 


Brett looks surprised. His lips part slightly, and the slut
in me imagines my tongue between them. Another awkward pause. I am sliding into
a place in the middle of regret and humiliation when he answers. “Um...sure.
Where would you like to go?” 


We decide on Raffles, a quiet bar for the over-thirty crowd.
It's tucked away in downtown Gorham on Exchange Street, noted for its casual
atmosphere, spinach artichoke dip and brick oven pizza. It's not a place I
frequent often (Russ always says it's too tame for him), but it's the perfect
choice for tonight: dimly-lit and intimate, with background music at just the
right volume. 


The hostess brings us to a corner table. I slide off my coat,
wishing now I'd spent more time contemplating the clothes in my closet. I would
have chosen something other than a loose-fitting red sweater and jeans. Brett
is looking a bit more dressed-up in a green plaid shirt and tan pants. I take a
moment to imagine him in his firefighting gear. And then I imagine him out of
it. 


We decide on the spin dip, with a Corona for me and a Dos
Equis for Brett. He's easy to talk to, with a kind, good-natured manner. We
talk about the kids' teachers, the track coach, how quickly they're growing up.
I learn that he and his wife were amicably divorced and share custody of Drew.
Before I can even mention Aaron, he tells me he's sorry about my husband. I
thank him and quickly change the subject by asking him about the recent fire at
the apartment building on Lancaster Street. 


We're on our second drinks, and both of us have become quite
at ease with each other. The sleet has turned into fat snowflakes which kiss
the pavement and disappear.


“I'm surprised a woman like you is still single,” Brett says,
suddenly. “You haven't found the right one, I guess?”


“I did.” I dab the corners of my mouth with a napkin and
smile ruefully. “But unfortunately, he left me too soon.”


I expect him to regret bringing up the topic. But he nods
thoughtfully and presses on. “So you believe there's just one person in the
world for you? In this whole wide world of over seven billion people, there's
no one else?”


I believe there is only one man who would put up with my
ice-cold hands in bed. One man who would kiss his dogs without even a hint of
embarrassment. One man who knew how much I wanted to be emotionally uninhibited
like him, but who understood that I couldn't be. 


There is only one Aaron. 


I am horrified to discover that I'm on the verge of tears. I
can't be sure if it's the holidays, or the alcohol, or the stark reality
reemerging that no, there will never be another Aaron, but the tears are
maddening and completely unacceptable. 


Brett's eyes are on me as he sips his beer. His face is
anxious and concerned. “I'm sorry. I don't know why I asked you that. It's
different for me—my wife and I just grew apart and we both came to the same
decision. Whereas you...you weren't ready for your marriage to be over.” 


I shake my head, burning with humiliation. Trying to distract
myself, I look around the bar, at the glowing candles in their crackle-glass
votives, the waitress pouring water, the hostess seating two people, an
attractive woman and man—the latter of whom is Tony. 


I don't know what to do. I am at a complete and utter loss. I
want to get up and leave, before he sees me, and then I realize how ridiculous
it is to even be thinking this way. This is a public place. I am out having a
drink with a friend, and Tony apparently is, too. 


Not surprisingly, Tony's friend is quite stunning. She is
petite and blonde, with thick hair falling to her shoulders. She's wearing a
silky scarlet blouse with a plunging neckline, and white pants. Tony pulls out
her chair and as she sits, she smiles up at him. Adoringly. 


They are both scanning the bar as they open their menus. It's
like I'm looking at a car wreck—I want to look away but can't—and then he sees
me. 


I quickly avert my gaze to Brett. “It's all right,” I tell
him. “You're not the only one to ask me why I'm still single. I know everyone
means well. But I'm doing okay with things the way they are. I really am.” 


“Good. Another drink? Some dessert?”


“No...actually, I was just going to suggest that we leave.
The weather—”


“Well hello, Dr. Wesson.”


Tony. 


Reluctantly, I turn my head. I am facing his crotch. He's
standing too close. 


I crane my neck to look at his face and smile brightly.
“Hello.” 


“Out for a drink, are you? Nasty night.” 


“Yes. We were dropping our kids off at a party.” I quickly
make introductions so that we can be done with this. 


Tony is smiling broadly as he shakes Brett's hand and waves
his date over. She comes to stand beside him and laces her fingers in front of
her like a little girl. “This is Catherine. Catherine, this is my colleague,
Kimberly Wesson, and her friend Brent.”


“Brett,” I correct him. Catherine extends her hand. She has
beautiful, elegant nails, painted scarlet to match her blouse, and dangly
silver earrings that sparkle in the soft lighting. Her skin is golden and I'm
guessing she's been fake baking. 


It occurs to me that I didn't put on earrings. Or do anything
to my hair besides pull it back in a big barrette. I smooth the wrinkles in my
sweater which seems to have developed a serious case of pilling. “Nice to meet
you, Catherine.” 


“So you two work together at the vet clinic?” Brett asks. 


Tony nods. “Yes. Kimberly and I have been...partners for some
time.” 


My cheeks flame, undoubtedly in a color close to Catherine's
blouse. I take a sip of my beer. 


She puts her hand on his arm. “Tony, we should let them alone
so they can enjoy their date. ” I was thinking her voice might be high-pitched
and squeaky, but it's not. 


Tony looks from me to Brett and then back to me again. He
looks amused. Why is this so goddamned funny to him? I'm out with someone, he's
out with someone. End of story. 


“We were just finishing up, anyway,” I say. “Enjoy your
dinner. Or whatever it is you're having.” 


I refrain from glancing at Tony's ass as he walks away.
Unintentionally, I catch a glimpse of Catherine's, and it's impressive. I'm
wondering how old she is when the waitress brings our checks—separate, as
requested. 


“I wish you'd let me pay,” says Brett. “It'd be the
gentlemanly thing to do.”


“I invited you, remember? I should actually be the one
paying.” 


We stand up and I lead the way out, taking the long route
along the wall to avoid getting near Tony and his date. 


In the parking lot, the snow continues to fall. We stand
beside our respective cars with our hands on the door handles, thanking one
another for a nice time, saying we'd see each other at the next track meet. I'm
feeling...I don't know what, exactly, but it's almost lost. It's
unsettling. 


Suddenly, Brett steps forward and gives me a hug. He doesn't
know I'm not a hugger, so I instantly forgive him. The hug isn't all that
awkward. And it feels like a I want to be with you hug rather than a
goodbye hug. It gives me a chance to whisper an invitation to him. Which he
accepts. 


The drive home is easier than I had expected, with the roads
wet instead of icy. I pull into my driveway and wait for Brett to get out of
his car. I feel a shiver from either the cold, or the anticipation, or both.
The dogs are barking, Riley low and deep, Joey yipping and howling in what
Aaron used to call his pet shop dog imitation. I'm hoping they won't jump on
Brett too much. One of the drawbacks to being a veterinarian is that people
always expect your dogs to be extremely well-behaved. Mine are not. 


Brett follows me to the side entrance. I fumble with the
house key and open the door, cringing when I realize I have not vacuumed in a
couple of days or swept the kitchen. 


Before either of us can trip over Grace's jumble of footwear
on the mudroom floor, I slide it over with my boot. The dogs are there to greet
us, Riley's ears flattened and her lips pulled back in a smile, and Joey
throwing himself against Brett's legs. He chuckles and bends to pet both of
them. 


“Sorry,” I say, getting a grip on their collars. “They get a
little excited when we have company.” 


“I understand. I have a rather hyper chocolate Lab. One of
the things I wished my wife had taken in the divorce.” He winks. “I'm kidding,
of course.” 


We take off our coats and I hang them in the closet. The dogs
follow, wagging and smiling, as we enter the family room. “So...while you're
here, are you going to inspect the house for working smoke detectors?” 


“Is that what you invited me over for?” 


Actually, it was your long hose. I stop myself from
saying it. Tony would have appreciated it, but I don't know Brett well enough
yet. I wonder how Tony's date is going. If they'll go to his place, or hers. If
they've already done it, or if this will be their first time, like Brett and
me. Cassandra looked quite athletic. Limber. Tony would like that.


“Kimberly?” 


I turn my attention back to Brett.


“If you've changed your mind about having me here, I'm okay
with that.”


“Why would you think I changed my mind?”


“I just don't want you to think there's any pressure.” 


I have to smile. He looks very earnest and sincere, which
makes him even more appealing. “I'm the one who invited you, remember? We keep
having this same conversation.” 


“All right.”


We sit on the couch. Joey hops up next to me and curls
himself into the corner. Riley slumps against Brett's legs, looking up at him
with adoring eyes. She has always been more of a man's dog. Aaron's dog. She
would press herself against Tony, too, when he'd come over. Riley is rather
indiscriminate when it comes to males...somewhat like her human mom. 


“Can I get you anything to drink? I don't usually keep
alcohol in the house because of Grace, but I can make coffee, or hot
chocolate?” 


“I'm all set, thanks.” He is looking at me steadily. Waiting.


My heartbeat quickens. I have to tell him before we start
anything. “Brett...this has nothing to do with you as a person, but as far as
what this means...I just want you to know that—”


He puts up his hand to stop me. “No explanation necessary.
You're good with things the way they are. And I'm not looking for anything more
than tonight. Hell, I wasn't even looking for tonight.” 


We both laugh softly. I can relax. I like this man. I slide
closer to him on the couch as he turns his body to face me. His eyes are warm
and hold my gaze. A tingle skips up my spine just before he leans in to kiss
me. I place my hands on his shoulders (I was right about his sturdy build) and
close my eyes as his mouth covers mine. He kisses the corners of my lips,
running his tongue along my top lip, then the bottom one, sending little shock
waves through my belly. His tongue explores my mouth as his breathing grows
deeper, harsher. I feel his hand slide up my sweater and cup my breast while
his other arm holds me close. His fingers find my nipple and he tweaks it
gently. A moan escapes me. God, I need this tonight. 


In a slow, steady rhythm, Brett rolls my erect nipple between
his fingers. The pressure is burgeoning on painful, but his kisses are soft,
rewarding me, and the balance is driving me crazy. As he moves to the other
nipple, I bring my hand to the tented front of his pants and grope. He makes a
sound that's part sigh, part groan. 


His mouth leaves mine to whisper in my ear. “Bedroom.” It is
a command, not a question. 


He follows me up the stairs to the spare room—I have not had
a man in mine since Aaron—and I close the door to keep out the canine audience.
This room is the only uncluttered one in the house—a made bed, two end tables
and an empty bureau. The shades are up, and the lone streetlight casts a milky
glow over the hardwood floor. The thought strikes me that my parents will stay
here during their Christmas visit. This thought is not conducive to the coming
attractions, so I quickly squelch it. 


“Can we turn on a light? I want to look at you.”


Brett's voice startles me, as does his request. I am suddenly
shy in front of this man I have only known for a few hours. I do a quick recall
of my underwear: black bra, which is good, and teal cotton panties, which are
fairly new. I'm not too worried about my thirty-six-year-old body; Brett was
married and knows what happens to women's bodies after childbirth. And
according to Tony, I wasn't a typical case. I remember him being wide-eyed when
he first saw me naked. Jesus, he had said. Doesn't look like you've
had a baby. In classic Tony style, he'd bluntly added that most mothers are
saggy. I'd taken this as a compliment. 


I brush away thoughts of Tony so I can focus on the task at
hand. Brett is standing beside the bed unbuttoning his shirt. “The light,” he
reminds me gently. 


I go to the windows to pull down the shades—the neighbors
don't need to see this—and click on one of the lamps beside the bed. Low
wattage, thankfully; I'm not a fan of illuminated sex. 


I stand with my arms folded, unsure of what to do as Brett
walks over to me, shirtless. I can see his back in the bureau mirror. Since
he's a firefighter, I had expected to see a tattoo. More than one, even. But
there is nothing—just a fine layer of fair hair on his chest. 


“I want to watch you undress,” he says huskily. I'm a little
unnerved. I wouldn't have had Brett pegged for the voyeur type. I pull first at
one sleeve, then the other, and work my way out of my sweater. My hair is
staticky, and I smooth it away from my face. 


Half-smiling, Brett is staring at me, hands on hips. He looks
strong, solid. Ready. 


I glance down to unbutton my jeans. Something tells me he
wants to have eye contact, but I can't do that. My heart is thudding as I
unzip, slide off my jeans and step out of them. I hesitate, unsure if he wants
to help me out of my bra and panties.


“Keep going.” His voice is thick with arousal. 


I reach my arms behind me to unhook my bra, slide the straps
over my shoulders and let it slip to the floor. I'm about to remove my panties
when Brett walks toward me. “You can leave those for now.” He puts his hands at
my waist and bends to kiss a slow, gentle path down my neck. “So sexy,” he
murmurs. 


I close my eyes. I wonder if Tony is taking his time with
Catherine at this very moment, or if they dispensed with the foreplay and just
fucked. I've experienced both with him. And both ways have their perks.


Brett pulls me close to him so I can feel how hard he is. I
am throbbing. He slides one finger inside my panties—from the side—and oh my,
this is very much appreciated. I don't know what it is about the side entry
versus coming in via the waistband, but the side has always driven me wild. He
is touching me rather vigorously, but the fact that it's been a while makes it
easier for me to adapt. 


He covers my mouth with his own and kisses me deeply as he
hooks his thumbs in my panties and slides them off. Still kissing me, he
unbuttons his pants and pushes them down just enough to bring out his erection.
He resumes touching me, spreading his hand out between my legs to push them
apart. “You feel ready,” he murmurs. 


My voice is weak. “I'm on fire.”


He laughs softly. “It's a damned good thing I know how to
handle that.” His hands are on my buttocks now, squeezing and pulling me close
so that the head of his member is bumping me. Unprotected. I whisper the C
word—hoping he'll have one, because my stash is in my purse downstairs. 


“Okay,” he grimaces, reaching into his back pocket and
pulling out his wallet. “Mood killer, but necessary.”


I smile in apology and stroke him as he fumbles with the
condom packet. His penis is average size, with a slight bend to the right. It
will do just fine. 


Gently, Brett guides me closer to the bed with his hands on
my hips. One hand goes to the small of my back; the other slips between my
legs. Without a word, he turns me around, positions himself behind me, puts a
hand on the back of my neck and bends me over. I put my hands on the bed to
brace myself as he enters me with a low groan. He begins thrusting in earnest,
and I receive him eagerly. This is one of Tony's favorite positions—Don't
get pissed at me, K, but I like primal. Remembering this makes me burn. 


I grip the comforter as Brett's breathing becomes harsher. I
tighten myself, squeezing him inside of me, and he takes a fistful of my hair
as he gasps...I am almost there. 


His pounding jerks me forward. I lift my head to look into
the corner of the room, and there he is: Aaron, a blurry image blending into
the wall. I narrow my eyes in an attempt to see his face, to learn what he's
thinking. Brett is pounding, pounding. I stare hard as I feel myself climax, a
shudder rippling through me. Just before Aaron fades away, I catch a glimpse of
his mouth—set in a firm, disapproving line—and my arousal is extinguished.


















eighteen


It's been a busy morning at Coos County Vet. My cases have
included a Persian with a hairball, a Westie with an overactive bladder, a
lethargic German Shepherd and now, initial vaccinations for a litter of
Golden-shepherd mixes. The puppies are soft, fluffy and absolutely gorgeous,
the colors of butterscotch and caramel. I sit on the floor, cross-legged, while
they crawl over and around me in a steady, furry blur of tiny paws and tender
pink tongues. All, thankfully, in perfect health, except for the runt of the
litter who has a low-grade heart murmur. Mick enters their information on the
computer. 


At the end of their exam, I fix my eyes on the owner, a tall,
bony woman with a pointy nose, loose jowls and glasses too large for her face.
I ask her when she plans to get the mother spayed. This is really not what we
vets do—we ask if, not when—but seeing as the shelter I was
networking for killed thirty-six healthy dogs for space over the weekend...I
can't help myself. There are enough dogs in this messed-up world.


The owner blinks behind her over-sized glasses, clearly not
expecting the question. “I—I don't know,” she mumbles. “I might want her to
have another litter. These are so cute.” 


I steel myself. “Yes, they are,” I say. “But we have a pet
overpopulation problem in this country right now. So I recommend—” (the word insist
comes to mind, but I won't allow myself to go that far) “—that you get her
fixed.” 


She blinks again, her eyes magnified behind her glasses. She
reminds me of a pelican, her jowls trembling as she contemplates what I've
said. 


Mick helps carry the crates of puppies out to the woman's car
while I linger in the exam room doorway. I breathe a small sigh of relief when
I overhear Pelican mumble to Roxanne about setting up a spay appointment for
mama dog. Thank God, because I'm feeling goddamned murdery, amidst all the
twinkly lights and evergreen boughs decorating the receptionist's lobby and the
soft Christmas music Carol has piped in. We have the staff party after work at
her house, and I'll need to prepare myself for woeful inadequacy after I see
her home all decked out. 


I check my watch. I had a cancellation, so I have about
twenty minutes till my next appointment. Last night was another late night on
Facebook, tagging my Texas contacts to find a temporary foster home for a Lab
mix going to a Rhode Island rescue. Coffee would be good right about now.


Tony seems to be on the same schedule. I'm in my chair in the
break room, drinking my bitter coffee (Mick clearly didn't make this pot) when
he comes in, grinning. Apparently, he's in a good mood. I wonder, fleetingly,
if he got laid last night. Both the thought of this and the fact that I am even
wondering piss me off.  


“Well, that was a first.” His smile broadens. I notice that
he's clean-shaven. He looks fresh-faced and boyish—almost innocent. But I know
better. 


“What was?”


“The client I just had. She came in because her dog's ear
infection didn't seem to be getting better.”


“What was the issue?”


“I'd seen the dog about a week ago. It was a pretty severe
case, so I prescribed oral Clavamox.”


“And it didn't take?”


He chuckled, shaking his head. “It probably would have, if
she'd given them by mouth like she was supposed to.” 


“Oh, God...no. Please tell me she didn't.”


“She did. Stuffed them right in the ear canal.” 


“Jesus, that poor dog.” 


“I did a sedation and reversal to get them out. His owner was
mortified.” 


Setting his stethoscope on the table, Tony pulls out one of
the chairs next to me and sinks into it. He's wearing a crimson red shirt, tan
pants and his Ferragamo brown suede loafers—an ensemble more suitable for
tonight's party than a vet clinic and exposed to the elements of pet hair and
dog slobber. 


I slide my chair away from him the tiniest bit, hoping he
won't notice. 


He does. He raises one blond eyebrow, his blue eyes
glimmering with amusement. “Am I making you uncomfortable, Dr. Wesson?” 


I ignore his comment and the involuntary shudder shimmying up
my back. I take a sip of my coffee. The bitter taste laces my voice with
harshness. Or maybe it's not so much the coffee as Tony. 


“No,” I say. “Not at all. Just wanted to give you some room.”



“Very considerate of you.” He's smiling as he opens up the
box of Munchkins and takes out a chocolate glazed with red and green sprinkles.
“How's your morning been?” 


“Busy.” 


“I saw that litter in the lobby. Cute pups.” 


“They were. I just convinced the woman to spay her dog.”


He finishes chewing the donut hole and regards me
thoughtfully. “You do realize that more puppies means more...” He rubs his
thumb and first two fingers together. “...scratch.”


I bristle. “I do. They also mean more puppies. Which this
world doesn't need.”


“Absolutely true. I'm just giving you a hard time. You know
how much I enjoy giving you a hard...time.” He winks at me, and I'm fighting to
keep from smiling. This is what Tony does: pisses me off, exasperates me, makes
me want to burst out laughing. All at the same time. 


Then, a curve ball. 


“You're a good person, Kimberly,” he says, his face suddenly
serious. And sincere. 


I was totally lying when I said he didn't make me
uncomfortable. This does. He does. 


I throw him my own curve ball. “So how's Catherine?”


His brow furrows in puzzlement. “Catherine?”


“Your date from the other night. Have there been so many
since her that you don't remember?” 


“Ah...Catherine. I'm not sure. We've just been out a couple
of times.”


“By 'been out,' I'm assuming you mean...”


“Fucked? Yes.” 


I'm more at ease now, because the comfortably familiar,
man-slut Dr. Dalton has re-emerged. I ignore the nagging little jabs I'm
getting from picturing him with her and forge on. “Was it good?”


A small, curious smile flickers on his lips. “It was fine.
She's into bondage, and I of course was more than happy to oblige. But I got
some pretty intense vibes from her.”


“As in?”


“As in, wanting more than I was willing to give her.”


I nod. “Oh. Meaning you don't want to get serious.” 


“Not with her.” He is holding me in a steady, cool blue gaze,
and I so do not appreciate this. 


“Brett and I had a good time that night,” I offer brightly.
“We had sex. It was quite good.”


“I didn't ask about Brent.”


“Brett. He's a firefighter. The sex was really good.”


“You already said that, but again, I don't recall my asking.”



I finish my coffee and flash Tony a smile. “Oh...sorry. I
figured you'd be interested.”


He doesn't return my smile. “What are you doing tonight after
the staff party?”


Pushing back my chair, I get up from the table and go to the
sink to rinse out my mug. With my back turned to him, I answer. “I thought I'd
wrap some presents while Grace is at track practice.” 


In an instant, he's standing behind me. “Bullshit,” he
murmurs in my ear. “You don't wrap until Christmas Eve.”


He's right, of course, and this is what sucks about working
with someone closely for years and knowing them well, because you can't lie.
I have this major urge to scrunch up my shoulders because the back of my
neck feels like it wants to shiver, but I don't want Tony seeing any sign of
vulnerability. To be honest, the sex with Brett last week left me unfulfilled
and wanting more. Wanting something. 


Tony is talking to me again, his velvety voice abating my
resistance. “Let me come over, Kimberly.” He takes a step closer. I can feel
his breath on the nape of my neck. If he had a hard-on, which I'm betting is in
progress, we'd be touching. I have to consciously push my shoulders back and
down to keep from shuddering. 


The nearness of him is weakening me. Miraculously, we are
interrupted by the door opening. Nathan, the new kennel attendant, walks in. He
is clearly embarrassed to see us standing so close together, his face coloring
as he diverts his gaze. I'm struck yet again by how handsome he is—the black
hair contrasting with his alabaster skin, his rich, dark eyes and sculpted
face. He's wearing a gray jersey, the sleeves pushed up to his elbow, and black
cargo pants, and he looks so out of place here. If he wore scrubs, which he
doesn't, he might look more the part—although putting kennel attendant garb on
such a magnificent-looking man would be like throwing sweat pants on
Michelangelo's David. 


Since Nathan began working at the clinic just before
Thanksgiving, I've only seen him sporadically. But nearly all of our
interactions have been awkward ones, from the initial meeting when I pointed
out his minor safety violation with the slip leash, continuing with the time I
came around the corner from surgery with my head down and literally bumped into
him and his very hard chest. There was also the time when I went into the
kennels to check on a cat recovering from bladder stone removal—Nathan was
trying to open the cage for me, but the latch was sticking. It was awkward as
hell, because I didn't want to just stand there as he struggled with it, but I
also didn't want to commit a faux pas and insult his male ego by taking over.
After a few seconds of watching, I finally tossed him a friendly here, let
me see if I can help, and our hands accidentally touched. He drew his hand
back as if I'd stung him and then looked at me, dismayed.


And Nathan acts uneasy, almost jumpy, around me—like he's
waiting for me to pounce. When I mentioned this to Mick the other day, she just
grinned and said that it sounded like he had a crush on me, and wasn't I lucky
as fuck. Given his incredible looks, um, yes. But still—I don't like making him
feel uncomfortable. 


Like I am right now.


“Uh, sorry,” he stammers, looking somewhere between the table
and the floor. “I didn't mean to interrupt anything.”


I take one giant, awkward, sideways step away from Tony, like
I'm playing Mother May I. “You're not! Not at all.” 


Giving Tony a quick nod, Nathan walks to the refrigerator and
takes out a bottle of orange juice. He unscrews the cap, and I watch him tip
the bottle toward his mouth and drink, his prominent Adam's apple moving as he
swallows. I feel Tony's eyes on me. Good. Let him watch me watch Nathan,
and wonder. 


I'm just about to leave the break room when Pop comes in, the
skin around his eyes crinkling as he smiles. “Must have missed the memo about
the seminar in here,” he says, raising a bushy eyebrow. 


“No seminar, Pop,” Tony grins. “Just three slackers.” 


“I see two slackers and a hard-working new employee.” Pop
winks. “How are you enjoying Coos County Vet so far, Nathan?”


He screws the cap back on his juice and places the bottle in
the fridge. “I'm enjoying it very much, Dr. Miles.”


“Very glad to hear that. And I'd prefer you call me Dennis,
or Pop. We're quite informal here. Right, Kimber?”


I nod and smile. I am so wanting to get out of this room
before Tony can pressure me any more about seeing me later tonight. 


As Pop walks over to the coffee pot, I decide I'll make my
exit. It feels like Tony's gaze is boring through my lab coat. 


“I'll see you at the party, Dr. Wesson,” Tony calls after me,
his voice fringed with a smile. “And I'd be glad to help you...uh, wrap
presents afterwards.” 


Presumptuous son of a bitch. I hate myself equally as
much as I hate him. Because not only am I not saying no, at this point, I'm
thinking the opposite. 
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Despite my stressing over Tony, the staff party is lively and
fun. I'm even able to relax, although the hot buttered rum and peppermint White
Russian may have something to do with it. Carol has outdone herself with the
food, decorating and music. I've discovered that Carol has a decorated tree in
every goddamned room in her house (including a tiny one in the bathroom,
decorated with colorful bird ornaments), and I try not to hate her because
she's so nice and it's Christmas and everything, but it's hard with her house
looking like it does. Plus, there's the food. Cheese spread decorated with
almonds and shaped to look pine cones...a chocolate fountain with fresh
strawberries, pineapple and bananas...a veggie Christmas tree...eggnog pie. 


After our traditional Yankee swap—I end up with a bag
containing a multi-colored infinity scarf (which Grace will claim the second
she sees it) and clog-style slippers—I leave the noisy dining room and go into
the living room to sit on the Oriental area rug in front of the fireplace,
pulling my dress down neatly underneath me. It's a Ivy & Blu wrap dress,
hunter green, with a ruched waistband and cap sleeves—one of the rare outfits I
can feel both comfortable and sexy in. My legs are bare and lightly bronzed,
thanks to the self-tanner I used at Grace's insistence (“Mom, I will DIE if
you wear pantyhose—NO ONE does that anymore”). I've taken off my heels, and
the heat from the crackling fire feels good on my feet. 


The living room is gorgeous, on par with Martha Stewart
standards and decorated with accents of purple, gold and ivory. There is a
fresh evergreen garland spilling over the mantel, with tiny twinkle lights and
gleaming purple bulbs tucked in the boughs, and cream-colored pillar candles
flickering in heavy glass holders. An evergreen wreath, also decked out in
white lights, covers the ornate mantel mirror, hung from a wide, gold, sparkly
ribbon with a huge bow. 


Out of the corner of my eye, I can see someone approaching.
I'm betting it's Tony, who has been staring at me all evening while I've kept
busy chatting with other staff members. But I'm wrong, and quite surprised to
see who it is—Nathan, who sits down beside me. I feel a flutter in my chest,
because here is a chance to maybe talk to him without things going all to hell.



Having changed into a red crew-neck sweater and black
Dockers, he's looking even better than he did in the break room this morning.
His face is illuminated by the fire, and I can see a hint of stubble dusting
his jawline. The paleness of his skin makes him look almost like he is made of
marble. 


I speak first. “Great party, huh?” Lame, but it's a start. 


He's leaning back on his hands, his arms outstretched behind
him. He turns his head to me, and I can see tiny, dancing flames reflected in
his dark eyes. “Yeah, this is very nice. Carol has a really beautiful home.”
His voice is quiet, pleasant. 


“She does.” I pause, picking a piece of lint from the bottom
of my dress. “So you're enjoying working at the clinic so far?”


“Very much.”


“We're a pretty harmless bunch, for the most part.” I smile.
“Except for Roxanne, of course.” 


His face breaks into a grin, and I realize this is the first
time I've seen him really smile. One of his bottom teeth turns slightly inward,
and for some reason this slight imperfection makes him more perfect, more
endearing. 


“I really don't know much about you,” I continue. “What
compelled you to be a kennel attendant? Sorry if that sounds like an interview
question.” 


Nathan flashes me another smile. “I think Dr.
Dalton—Tony—actually asked me that one.”


“And your answer?”


“Love of animals, first and foremost. And I wanted a change.
Something that didn't involve too much thinking.”


“Where did you used to work?” 


He looks away and shrugs. “Different places. I worked
construction most recently. Still haven't figured out what I want to do yet.” 


This seems troubling for him, and I have the urge to make him
feel better. “I read somewhere that an average worker in this country will
change careers seven times in his life.” 


Another smile, but a small one, as he nods. “That will
probably be me.”


“And that will be okay. You'll find your niche. There's
really no timetable, and nothing's set in stone. Even when you think you've got
everything all figured out...” I trail off. I don't want to go there.


He is watching me intently. 


“Well...you know. Things don't always go according to plan.”


“No. They don't.” I see his jaw clench briefly. “I heard you
were—widowed. And I'm sorry.”


“Thank you.” 


“And you have a daughter?”


“Yes...Grace. Sixteen, going on twenty-five.” 


“I'll bet. That must be hard, to raise her by yourself.”


“It's been challenging. She misses her dad.”


“I'm guessing she's not the only one.” Even in the soft glow
of the fireplace, I can see his cheeks redden. He shakes his head. “Sorry—I
didn't mean to get that personal.”


“It's okay. Yes, we both miss him.”


This is starting to feel not quite right when I hear the
sound of laughter behind me: Mick and her new girlfriend come into the living
room then, their arms wrapped loosely around one another. And then Tony,
appearing in the doorway with a drink in his hand, regarding me with lazy amusement.
I turn back to the fire and steel myself as I feel him walk up behind me. 


“Enjoying yourself, K?” He's standing to my left, holding his
highball with his right hand and me with his cool blue eyes. 


I will goddamn shake him off. I smile brightly and pull my
gaze away from him. “Yes. Just having a chat with Nathan. What are you
drinking?”


“Cranberry and gin. Want me to make you one?” 


“No, thanks...I'm good.” 


He acknowledges this with a nod, taking a sip from his glass
and moving his free hand to his mouth to wipe his lips. He does this more
slowly than he needs to, and despite my best efforts, I feel a stirring where I
don't want to feel one. Fuck. 


Now he's looking up at the ceiling, his eyes sweeping back
and forth across it, a slight frown on his face. Nathan is watching him
curiously. 


I just want to get this the hell over with. Irritation is
woven through my words. “What are you looking for, Tony?” 


“Carol seems to have forgotten one very important thing.” He
winks at me as a wide grin spreads across his face, making him look about
eighteen years old. “Mistletoe. Isn't that unfortunate, Dr. Wesson?” 


Christ. 


Tony is laughing while I fight the twitching in my lips and
climb rather clumsily to my feet, smoothing down my dress. I can see, out of
the corner of my eye, Nathan staring hard at the fire. I'm sure he has no idea
how to react. 


I'm determined that Tony's not going to have the upper hand
this time. “I have a newsflash for you, Dr. Dalton,” I say sweetly. “Some of us
don't need to rely on things like mistletoe. Or blow-up dolls.” 


His lips part slightly; his eyebrows raise, and his comical
expression makes me unable to suppress my giggle. 


“Touché, Dr. Wesson.” 


I feel myself blushing. We're smiling at each other. And then
he isn't looking at me amusedly anymore. 


It's at that point I decide to let him come over tonight. 


* * *


I shouldn't be, but I'm keyed up. Tony and I have had sex too
many times to count, I've known him for ten years, and he's seen me at my most
vulnerable, but tonight feels different—mainly because I've been trying not to
succumb to my wants where he's concerned, and I'm doing just that. 


I'm waiting for him in the kitchen while he uses the
downstairs bathroom. Riley and Joey are waiting, too, sitting near the pantry
door with their tails brushing against the tile floor. I give them a mock
frown, but I can't resist those faces. Never could. I open the door to the
pantry and take down the box of dog biscuits, splitting a treat in two for them
to share. 


Grace's track practice should be just about over, but they're
having a pizza party and a Secret Santa reveal afterwards. She texted me that
she'd be home around 9:30, but I always add on an hour for Grace-time. Tony and
I will have enough time to get everything in—so to speak—since it's 8:30 now. 


I don't anticipate the sex will take long, and honestly, I
don't want it to, given how stressed out I feel. Driving home after the party,
my thoughts were vacillating between feeling like I need to keep him at a
distance and wanting to feel him inside me. Push...pull.
Responsible...reckless. Safe...sex.  


It would be infinitely wiser to keep our relationship simply
colleague-to-colleague. 


But his cock, though. And all the rest of him. 


I just wish he hadn't fucked things up with his emotions. 


By the time he comes out of the bathroom, I'm not only worked
up, I'm pissed off at him...until his panty-dampening, leg-spreading eyes fix
themselves on me. Then all is forgiven, and I'm just plain horny. 


Riley and Joey race over to see him, their nails clicking on
the tile. Grinning, Tony leans over and rubs their ears as they fling
themselves against him, their tongues lolling out in happiness. 


“That was quite a sacred experience.” He straightens, raises
an eyebrow and puts his hands on his hips. The fabric of his crimson shirt
stretches across his broad chest, and I imagine my hands splayed out against
his bare skin. 


“What are you talking about? Seeing the dogs?” 


“Using your bathroom. I just took a piss in front of Mary,
Joseph, baby Jesus and the Wise Men.” 


I suppress a laugh. The little ceramic nativity scene on the
shelf over the toilet. Probably not the best spot for it. “Sorry. I guess I'm
the anti-Carol in terms of decorating. I expected to feel like shit when I came
home after seeing her house, and now I do.” 


He's smiling at me as he steps toward me. Self-consciously, I
fold my arms across my chest. The air in the kitchen suddenly feels stifling. 


Tony is standing almost toe to toe with me. His expression is
contemplative as his eyes travel over my face, pausing at my lips. 


“You look very beautiful tonight, Kimberly.” 


I'm watching the rise and fall of his chest beneath his
shirt, and I feel my own breathing accelerate. “Thank you.” 


I suddenly realize that right now, I feel beautiful,
because of the way he's looking at me. When did Tony Dalton become in control
of this type of power? It's disconcerting as hell. 


“We don't have much time,” I say hastily. “Grace is supposed
to be home in about an hour.”


“Is that real time, or Grace-time?”


God damn that this man knows so many details about my
life. 


“An hour isn't enough for what I want to do to you,” he says,
his eyes sending sparks throughout my body, “but I'll make it work.” 


The dogs are circling around us, whacking our legs with their
tails. There are many times I wish they were better trained, and this is one of
them.  


“Go lay down,” I say weakly, and thanks to what can only be a
Christmas miracle, they do. 


Tony reaches out and touches my left temple, his fingers
sliding just into my hair to let some of the strands slip through his fingers.
“Your hair looks so sleek. I like it this way.”


“I borrowed Grace's straightener,” I whisper. 


His fingers skim the curve of my cheek and trace the outline
of my jaw. His voice has a rawness to it. “At Carol's tonight—I kept thinking
of fucking you in front of the fire.” 


I swallow. Jesus, Mary, Joseph and the Wise Men, this is
feeling intense. 


“That was really nice alliteration you just used there. All
the F's.”


He chuckles, leaning down. “You may hate me for saying this,
but you are absolutely adorable.” He puts his mouth against my neck. His lips
are warm, but his kisses make me shiver.


“I don't,” I murmur.


He pauses in his kissing. “Don't what?”


“Hate you,” I whisper. “I could never.”


Tony draws me into him, and my face is pressed against his
shirt. He smells masculine and cologne-y and so safe and good. “I'm very glad
to hear that, K.” 


I close my eyes, allowing myself to blend into him, and then
I remember we don't have the luxury of time tonight. “Tony...Grace.” 


He sighs into my hair. “Right. Hang on—I've got to get
something in my coat.” 


Hugging myself, I watch him walk into the mudroom and open
the creaky closet door. He reaches into the inside pocket of his coat and pulls
out a small, flat box, wrapped in glossy gold paper and dark green ribbon. 


I stare at him in puzzlement. 


“This is a Christmas present for you, although I suppose it
could be seen as more of a gift for me.” 


I shrug and shake my head. “I have no idea what you're talking
about.” 


Reaching for my hand, he leads me past the lit Christmas tree
in the living room, toward the stairs. “Let's go open it.” 


We enter the guest bedroom, and I flash back to Brett the
firefighter, feeling a twinge of guilt. It's unwarranted, because Tony and I
don't do guilt, but I feel it anyway. 


Tony hands me the package. I pluck off the bow, pull off the
ribbon, slide my finger under the seam of wrapping paper and open the box.
Nestled in the crisp white tissue paper is red lingerie. I lift it out
carefully. It's a babydoll: whisper-light, sheer chiffon with delicate lace
cups and cutout straps across them for someone's (my) breasts to peek through.
There is another smaller piece of fabric in the tissue paper—a matching,
G-string panty. 


Well. 


“I guessed on the size, but it was an educated guess. I do
know your body.”


This is true. I am suddenly feeling very shy in front of him,
like a thirteen year old about to be kissed for the first time. “Thank you.
It's very pretty. Nice color, too.”


“Red, for Christmas.” 


“I got that. I feel badly I don't have anything for you.”


He shakes his head, laughing. “Kimberly. I get to see you in
this—that's what I meant about it being a gift for me. And I get to make love
to you. That's like ten birthdays and ten Christmases all rolled into one.” 


It strikes me that he said make love, because Tony and
I don't make love; we fuck. 


“Hey.” He moves toward me, placing his hands lightly on my
hips. “I don't want to rush you, but the clock is ticking, and I really want to
see you in this.” 


I nod, still feeling uncharacteristically timid, and tell him
I'll be right back. I head into the guest bathroom, grateful to see the small
tube of toothpaste beside the sink. I open the cap, squeeze the tube and lick
off a tiny amount, then run my tongue around my teeth for a quick freshener
before swishing with a cupful of water. Reaching behind me, I unzip my dress
and wriggle out of it, folding it neatly on the granite counter. 


The counter that Aaron installed.


No. I am not going to do that to myself. 


I take off my bra and underpants and step into the new,
barely-there panty. I am so not a G-string panty-type of person, but I
have to admit, I feel sexy and edgy wearing this. 


After slipping on the babydoll (which fits perfectly), I give
my underarms a quick sniff, smooth my eyebrows, flip my head over to give my
hair a little height, and standing up, I shift the red material across my
breasts. The tops of my nipples are peeking out, and may God and my daughter
forgive me for even thinking this about myself, but I look...hot.


Walking back into the bedroom, I draw in my breath. Speaking
of hot...Tony is in bed sitting against the headboard with the blankets pulled
to his waist. He is bare-chested, and hark the herald angels sing, he is
beautiful. The light from the hall casts him in a pale, golden glow. His arms
look strong and powerful with just the right amount of muscle, and his pecs are
sculpted in his smooth, hairless chest. I take in his flat, firm abs, tapering
down to what I know lies beneath. At this moment, I am very, very glad I agreed
to have him come over. 


He exhales audibly, his eyes raking over me and settling on
my breasts. “Jesus Christ, Kimberly Wesson...you look absolutely gorgeous.” 


It's as though someone has lit Fourth of July sparklers
inside of me. I'm sizzling with anticipation and arousal. I feel my inhibitions
melt away as I approach the bed, and the man in it. 


I climb onto the bed beside him, and he lifts the flap of
covers so that I can slide beneath them. He is wearing silk red boxers, and
looking more closely, I can see something on top of them, placed strategically
on his crotch. A dark green gift bow—the one from my lingerie box. 


I shake my head at him, laughing. “You are too much.”


“Merry Christmas,” he grins. “Go ahead and unwrap me.”


“Did I make the naughty or nice list?” I pull the bow off and
toss it over his shoulder, on the floor. 


“Naughty. Most definitely, naughty.” 


I've propped myself up on my right side, inches away from
him, and I cannot wait any longer to touch him. I caress his chest, tracing the
outlines of his pectoral muscles with my finger. “You look more...defined,” I
tell him. 


“I've intensified my exercise regimen. I take it you
approve?”


“Um, yes. I approve.” 


I can feel the heat from his body, his mint-scented breath on
my face. He reaches out to brush wisps of my hair away from my cheek and tucks
them behind my ear, which tickles and makes me shiver. His expression shifts
from playful to serious. He is looking at me hungrily, eagerly, and I have to
believe he sees the same thing reflected in my eyes.


Sliding one hand under my hair, Tony pulls my head toward
him. His lips hover over mine. I close my eyes, and he begins to kiss me
softly. His mouth is delicious. He shifts his hips closer to mine so that I
feel his erection through his silk boxers and my barely-there panties. There is
no doubt I've already soaked through the chiffon. 


“God, I wish we had all night,” he says huskily. “I don't
want to rush this.” 


I don't either.


He begins kissing me more deeply now, our tongues tangled
together. He rolls me onto my back and lays with his upper half on top of me. I
love being underneath him like this. I squeeze his shoulders, feel the power
and strength in them and wrap my arms around his neck, my fingers sinking into
his thick, wavy hair. His hand is on my breast now, rubbing and squeezing my
nipple through the thin fabric and sending jolts of pleasure between my legs.
Small, soft moans escape me, and it's turning him on, too, because his cock
feels like a steel pipe against my thigh. Call it goodwill toward men or the
spirit of the season, but right now, I want him to do anything—everything—to
me. 


Suddenly, he is pushing himself down the bed, taking the
covers with him, and the cool air nips at my bare legs. He's up on his elbows
now, between my legs, pulling at the little patch of cloth covering my pussy.
“I've got to taste you, K,” he mumbles. “But don't come—not yet.” 


He stretches the panty fabric just enough to snake his tongue
beneath it, licking my labia with excruciating lightness, and Jesus fucking
Christ, I have all I can do to hold back my orgasm. 


I bunch up the sheets in my hands and moan, silently begging
him to stop and not stop at the same time. Now his tongue is flicking over my
clit which feels like it's going to explode at any second. He pauses in his
flicking to remind me. “Don't come, Kimberly.” 


Fucking God. 


Just when I think I can't wait any longer, he pulls away from
me and kneels on the bed. He is absolutely magnificent-looking. He's breathing
hard, his impressive chest rising and falling. His cock is straining through
his boxers, and I am aching to take him inside me—first with my mouth, then my
pussy. 


But Tony has other ideas. 


“I know we don't have much time, K,” he says, his words raspy
with arousal. “But ever since I bought those panties, I've fantasized about you
wearing them and me doing something to you, and fuck, I need to do it.
Right now.” 


My eyes widen. My voice is small. “Doing what?” 


“I want you to lay across my lap so I can look down at your
absolutely perfect, round ass, and I want to spank you.” 


I swallow.


“Hard. And then I want to fuck you. Also hard.” 


The throbbing between my legs is so intense, I'm afraid I
will come. “Okay,” I whisper. “You can do that.” 


Tony's eyes are glowing with desire. He lowers himself to
give me a deep, searing, thank-you kiss and stands up beside the bed to remove
his boxers. His hard-on is enormous. I'm flooded with the urge to get on my
knees in front of him and suck him into a climax, but I will fulfill his
request. 


He gets back into bed, pulling himself up against the maple
headboard and pats his muscled thigh. “Come here, K.” 


I obey, climbing carefully on him, the huge head of his penis
brushing my belly as I lie down on his lap. He shifts his hips so that his cock
is in direct contact with the completely useless triangle of fabric covering my
sex. I give a little sigh of appreciation, and he puts a hand on the back of my
neck and holds me down so my chin is resting on the blanket. 


Leaning down, he whispers to me. “You deserve this, being on
the naughty list and all.” I hear him draw in his breath. One hand is still on
my neck, holding me, while the other caresses the bare cheeks of my ass. I feel
him pulling the G-string from right to left, creating a very pleasurable
friction. 


I am dripping. 


And then he begins to spank me. Lightly at first, and as I
moan and writhe beneath him, his strikes pick up in intensity. He is making
something between a groan and a sigh with each slap. The sharp, stinging
pain—and the anticipation of receiving it—brings me to the brink of climax,
especially when he releases his hold on my neck and uses that hand between my
legs. 


“God, K...you're so fucking wet.” He drags a slow finger down
my slit, pausing to slip it inside me, and then strokes my clit as he spanks me
again.


I can't take it any more. 


I curl my toes to try and stop my orgasm since I want him
inside me when I come. I can barely make my mouth form his name. “Tony...”



Swiftly, smoothly, he flips me over onto my back and pins my
arms over my head. Our eyes lock. In that split second, I see deep, deep into
him. There is lust, and desperate longing. We have never been like this before.
I have always been comfortable sexually with him, but this night is different.
I am completely open to him. It is incredibly intense. Intimate.  


I spread my legs for him, feel his big, rigid head at my
opening, and I close my eyes as he plunges into me. Even though I am more than
ready for him, the size of his erection makes me feel stretched to my limit.
Filling my mouth with his tongue, he thrusts hard, and groans against my lips
as he explodes. 


My climax is seconds away. I look over Tony's shoulder and up
toward the ceiling, and just before a Richter scale-worthy orgasm shatters me,
I see...nothing. 


There is nothing there.


Startled, I turn my head to the side and look toward the
wall. Still nothing. No Aaron, no blurry image—nothing even remotely resembling
him. 


And then I feel a hint of another emotion. 


After a few more strokes, Tony pulls out and shifts himself
so he's lying with his torso partially covering mine. I am trembling. He
brushes the damp hair away from my face and kisses my forehead, cheeks, mouth.
There is an earnest tenderness in Tony Dalton's crystal blue eyes that I have
never seen before. 


“Kimberly,” he says softly, “you are the sexiest, most
amazing woman I have ever known. That was...” His voice trails off as he shakes
his head in wonderment. “...incredible.” 


I cannot speak. Tears collect in my eyes, and I fight to keep
them there. 


“I know I have to leave, but I don't want to. I can't get
enough of you, K.” He closes his mouth abruptly. His eyes linger on mine
briefly before he gathers me into his strong arms for a hug. 


I speak into the dark recesses of my mind. Please don't be
mad at me.


Tony sighs into my hair and squeezes me tight. And I know,
without a shadow of a doubt, that I absolutely, positively, cannot do this. 


















twenty


Once I became a mother, I discovered I preferred the day after
Christmas rather than the actual holiday. The day after, you could
relax...take your time neatening things up, put away gift boxes and bags and
enjoy the still-decorated tree while your child happily played for hours with
her new toys. Christmas Day, though, was stressful, what with always staying up
too late the night before wrapping last-minute and worrying you either didn't
buy enough presents or bought too many. Once Grace was old enough to get the
whole Santa concept, she would get up early, which therefore meant her father
and I had to get up early—sometimes well before sunrise. After a quick
breakfast of fruit, muffins and much-needed coffee, we'd rush through opening
gifts, because we needed to be at my parents' house for Mimosas, egg strata,
popovers and presents at 8:30 sharp so we could then be on time for the Wesson
grandparents' Christmas at 11:00. 


Christmas is one reason, among others, that I was glad my
parents decided to move to Scottsdale six years ago, and shameful or not, I was
secretly relieved on the holidays they didn't fly back to New Hampshire
to spend Christmas with us. 


But this year, they did, and we all survived. They arrived
two days before Christmas, and my mother, ever the pragmatist, presented Grace
with gift cards to her five favorite North Conway outlets and the promise to
take her shopping after Christmas (you'll get so much more for your money,
Grace, with the post-holiday sales). Judith Stanhope greeted me by pressing
her papery cheek against my face, and my father gave me a quick, stiff hug.
They were thankfully warmer toward Grace, who ditched aloof for elated, seeing
her Nonnie and Papa after two years. Christmas Day was almost pleasant (the
mimosas helped), with a fair number of gifts for everyone. My father seemed to
appreciate the golf shirts and camera we'd gotten him, and Mom was pleased with
her new Kindle. We had lasagna and salad at noon, and then Grace and I drove to
the Wessons while my parents cleaned up and napped. Sharon being Sharon had invited
them to come over, but Judith being Judith declined. “It just feels odd,
Kimberly,” she told me. “I really have no connection to those people anymore.” 


This was when I couldn't wait for my parents to fly back to
Arizona. 


I haven't seen much of them the past couple of days.
Thankfully. They took Grace on an all-day shopping spree and visited with
Dartmouth alumni, and today, their last day here, went to Grace's track meet.
Tonight, I will bring my parents to the airport to take the red-eye out of Manchester.
But first, we're going to the Route 2 Diner for dinner. My mother eating in a
diner is the equivalent of Queen Elizabeth going bowling, so this should prove
interesting. 


I asked Mel and Nicole to meet us there. Begged them,
actually, because including other people has the effect of diluting my parents,
who are tough to take in concentrate form. Inviting Mel and Nicole is natural,
though, since Nicole is also on the track team, and the girls are always
starving after their meets. 


Donut greets me with outstretched arms and an apron that
looks like it's been busy today. I lean in to him as he puts his beefy hands on
my shoulders and kisses me on both cheeks. Behind me, I can practically hear
the plickplickplick of the hair on the back of my mother's neck
springing up. Not only does Judith Stanhope not do diners, Judith Stanhope does
not do affection—especially not with frumpy, pot-bellied, Canadian men covered
in food stains. 


But Donut doesn't know this, and even if he did, it wouldn't
stop him. He looks behind me, flinging out his arms, his pale blue eyes watery
behind his glasses. “Kimberly—this has to be your mére and pére,
no? You are a perfect combinaison of the two of them!” 


He goes to my mother, who is looking stiff and awkward, her
arms clamped firmly to her sides. A mannequin would have been more receptive. 


“Yes, these are my parents,” I say, stretching my mouth in a
smile. Mel is standing behind my mother trying not to laugh. I avoid meeting
her eyes. “Mom and Dad, this is the owner of the Route 2 Diner, Donut Bisque.
Donut, this is Judith and Mark Stanhope.” 


Donut takes my mother's limp hand and brings it to his lips,
giving it a resounding smack. She manages a wan smile. “It's very nice to meet
you, Mr. Bisque.”


He scoffs and guffaws, waving his hand at her. “Please. Donut.”
He turns to wink at me. “We are not formal here, eh, Kimberly?” 


He shakes my father's hand, and Mel, Grace and Nicole step
forward from behind my parents to give Donut a hug. My mother raises an
eyebrow. 


Donut pushes two tables together for us to make seating for
six. Grace and Nicole sit side by side across from me and immediately take out
their phones, because they know that once the server comes to take our order,
there is no more texting, Snapchats or updating statuses but actual
conversation and eye contact. Melanie knows to sit next to me, and my parents
serve as reluctant heads of table. My father doesn't seem to mind being the
only male here—maybe because my mother is way across the table from him. 


Judith's place at the table looks clean, but she brushes away
imaginary crumbs and opens up her menu, her upper lip curled ever so slightly. 


I am checking my phone for messages when it vibrates in my
hand. A zinging in my chest. It's Tony. 


Haven't heard from you. Everything ok? 


I text back a quick Yes...busy with parents and slip
the phone into my purse. 


Mel is on it. “Who's that?” 


“No one,” I smile at her. 


She cocks an eyebrow. 


Except for snippets of conversation at work, which have
thankfully been few and far between, I haven't talked to Tony since that night
of the staff party. Each of the vets have alternated taking a few days off over
the holidays, so between his vacation days and mine, contact has been minimal.
He was surprisingly tactful and subdued the first time we saw each other. I
could feel his eyes on me, though, and the energy emanating from him was almost
palpable. I found myself almost wishing he'd say something suggestive or even
wildly inappropriate. 


As much as I tried not to, especially given the fact that
this is the holy season, I've been thinking almost nonstop about that night.
The spanking, in particular. It was an incredible turn-on to allow him to do
that, although I wonder if he would have taken matters into his own hands, so
to speak, even if I'd said no. The strangest thing was how it didn't feel
wrong—just sexy as fuck. The wrong feeling came at the end, just before my
orgasm, when I didn't see Aaron. 


The worst part of this was that hidden deep beneath my
anxiety at not seeing Aaron was the tiniest bit of...relief. I hate to
acknowledge this, so I think the word relief small...but there is no
denying it. And this makes me feel like the coldest, most selfish, widow-bitch
that ever breathed. Relief? 


Mel is still looking at me. I haven't told her any of this. I
probably will, but I'd like to get more of a handle on it first. If that's even
possible.


Kirsti appears, smiling, with glasses of ice water. I
introduce her to my parents, and I can tell my mother is thinking, are these
actual friends of yours, Kimberly? 


I would like to answer, No, Mom. They are family. 


We decide what we'll order, although I knew before I walked
in. Most of our selections will be fried, totally unhealthy and utterly
delicious. 


The conversation turns to the track meet. 


“You girls were awesome today,” Mel says. “I'm so proud of
both of you. Grace, didn't you PR in the two hundred?” 


Grace nods, beaming. She's pulled back her hair into a messy
bun, and dark tendrils frame her porcelain-like face. She bumps Nicole's
shoulder with her own. “And Nic owned the high jump.” 


“I don't know how you do that, Nicole,” I say. 


She smiles. “Lots of practice. My coach has been working with
me on my focus—making sure I'm looking up and over the bar.” 


“I have to think natural ability plays a big part.”


Mel laughs. “Which she definitely did not get from her
mother.” 


I nod. “Same here. Grace got her athletic ability from
Aaron.” 


“Oh, I don't know about that, Kimberly,” my mother
interjects. “Your father was a true athlete. He still holds several high school
records in track. Isn't that right, Mark?”


He clears his throat, a flash of pride on his face. “I used
to run a 4:15 mile.” 


Judith swings her gaze back to me almost triumphantly, as if
to say, see? Grace looks like she doesn't know whether to be proud of
her grandfather or hurt by her grandmother. My mother pushes back her chair and
asks for the location of the restroom. I tell her, and then decide I will go,
too. I can't let this slide.


I wait outside the bathroom stall for my mother to finish.
She opens the door, her angular face registering surprise that I'm there. “I'm
glad the bathroom's relatively clean,” she says. 


While she's washing her hands, I take a deep breath. “Please
don't do that again.”


She shakes the water off her hands into the sink and looks at
me sharply. “Don't do what?”


“Dismiss Aaron's contribution to the person Grace has
become.”


“I was simply saying that your father—” 


“I know what you were doing, Mom. It's no secret that you
never approved of Aaron in life, and even his death hasn't changed that. You
may not want to acknowledge that he is her father and had talents, but it's
important for Grace to hold onto the memories of him. Not to mention healthy.” 


She whips a paper towel out of the dispenser and dries her
hands. Her face is tight, pinched. “Speaking of healthy, Kimberly...how is your
current situation?”


I take a few seconds to contemplate what this means. “My
situation?


“Yes. Your single status. Do you see that changing any time
soon?”


I feel myself stiffen. Holiday season, I tell myself. Peace
on Earth, good will toward men. And this also includes mothers. 


“No, I don't.”


A brief pause. “I see. Frankly, I'm a bit surprised. And
disappointed. It's been two years, Kimberly. Your father and I had hoped you
would be moving on.”


“I'm not ready for that. And I'm doing fine.”


“I'm certainly glad to hear you're doing well, but I just
hope that you're keeping your eyes open for a suitable match. You only have two
more years with Grace in the house. She deserves to have a father figure. And
it would be wonderful for her to see her mother find someone worthy to share
her life with.” 


Fuck the good will toward men. There's more than a
little winter chill in my tone; I'm practically sleeting the words. “She had a
wonderful example in the life I shared with Aaron.”


“I suppose I can't deny that. But you were young and
idealistic, and you married based on your perception of love at that time.
You're older now, and I would guess, wiser. Grace should see what kind of choice
a mature woman makes.”


I am now regretting following my mother into the bathroom. 


Judith Stanhope appears to have sensed my displeasure. She
leans into the mirror, smoothing one eyebrow and tucking her short hair behind
her ears. Then she turns to face me, her expression more congenial. 


“I only want the best for you, Kimberly. It's what I've
always wanted. I hope you'll at least think about what I said. It's important
for your future, and for Grace's.” Her eyes meet mine, briefly, as she opens
the bathroom door and leaves. 


Status. In my mother's eyes, it's what makes the world
go round. I do want to believe that on some level, she feels regretful that
Aaron died so young, that even a fraction of her mourns his passing. 


But even as I consider this, I realize it can't be about what
my mother wants. It needs to be about what I want. 


What do I want? 


I wrap my arms around myself, my eyes traveling over the blue
and white tile on the walls, as if I will somehow find the answer in the Route
2 diner bathroom. 


Sighing, I square my shoulders and head back to the table.
Only a few more hours, and Mark and Judith Stanhope will be on a plane headed
west, and my life will be back to normal. 


Whatever that means. 


* * * 


When we get back home after bringing my parents to the
airport, Grace grabs a bottled water from the fridge on her way up to her room.
I head upstairs, too, because as awful as it sounds, I want to remove any trace
of my parents' visit. My limbs feel heavy, like I've just run a marathon. I hadn't
realized how stressed I was having them here until they were gone. But now, I
can relax. Somewhat. 


I go into the guest room. The bed is neatly made. Pulling
back the sage green comforter, I fold it into a square before placing it on the
hope chest at the foot of the bed. I remove the pillowcases and sheets,
dropping them into a pile on the floor. Bending down to scoop up the bedding,
something catches my eye—a green gift bow next to the nightstand on the wood
floor. 


I am pulled back in time to that night with Tony. 


I pick up the bow. Even though I'm trying like hell not to, I
smile. 


















twenty-one


Holly decides we need a girls' night and convinces Mel and me
to go with her to the Mystic Paint Bar in Berlin. None of us can paint, but we
definitely can drink, so we figure we've won half the battle. 


Since Grace was envious when she heard we were going, I'm
anticipating that the Paint Bar is going to be very cool. And it is—funky,
eclectic and practical with brick walls, bright blue accents, finished paintings
hanging around the studio meant to inspire (or depress) us, deep stainless
steel sinks, a wire rack with blow dryers, and the word MYSTIC spelled
out in Hollywood-style lights. It is much more casual than I'd imagined: we sit
on metal stools at large art school tables, old and wooden, their tops covered
in multi-colored splotches of paint. We each have our own easel, a blank canvas
and an apron. There are paper plates for palettes, filled with the colors of
paint we will use tonight, and an assortment of brushes in old tin cans. On one
side of the room, there is a platform where I'm assuming the artist/teacher
will stand with her canvas—which is, at this point, non-threatening because it
is blank. And there is the bar at the back of the room with the names of the
drinks written in (of course) artistic, loopy lettering on a giant chalkboard. 


We waste no time and order glasses of Moscato. Holly sips
happily and sighs. She's looking young and even artsy in her yoga pants and
oversized sweatshirt, her short, dark hair pulled back in a stretchy red
headband. 


“Was this a great idea, or was this a great idea?” 


Melanie nods. “This was a great idea. I've missed you. What
did everybody do for New Year's?” 


“Russ and I fell asleep at 10:30. He woke me up just before
midnight with his snoring, I poked him in the back—okay, it was more like a shove—and
we both kind of hissed 'Happy New Year' to each other. It was magical.”


Mel laughs. “Sounds it. David and I got dressed up and went
to dinner at Abelli's, and then to that new dance club downtown.” Her face is
rapt. “It was so much fun. And he actually likes to dance!”


“Your eyes are sparkling like champagne, girl,” Holly says,
squeezing Mel's arm. “Seriously, you look like your heart's ready to burst out
in lime green butterflies. I'm so happy for you. Russ really likes David.”


“I do, too,” Mel says, smiling. 


Even though we're here to paint, not party, Mel looks like
her usual fashionista self, in a cobalt blue sweater, black jeans and tall
black boots. Surprisingly, her hair hasn't changed in the past month, which is
a good thing—the chestnut brown, perky flip with honey highlights looks good on
her. I'm thinking the lack of change means she's happy with the way things are.
Which includes David.  


I shift a little in my chair with the kind of discomfort that
results from having fucked the man one of your best friends is now apparently
serious with. I wonder if he told her we did it. Hopefully not.


Holly turns her attention to me. “What did you do, Kimberly?”



“I stayed in. Watched a little of New Year's Rockin' Eve, got
depressed missing Dick Clark and went to bed early.” 


“You should have come over. We could've had a threesome. Or
better yet, you and Russ could have had a twosome while I went to bed.” 


The instructor, a petite young woman with curly auburn hair
bigger than she is, steps up on the platform wearing a boyfriend sweater,
leggings and a smock. She is smiling and adorable, and I feel immediately at
ease, even though I'm more of the paint-by-number kind of artist. We put the
aprons over our heads, tie them around our waists, and we're ready. 


Since it's the first week of January, we're going to paint a
country winter scene: evergreen trees frosted with snow, a red barn and a
fenced-in pasture with two horses in the distance. I am one hundred percent
certain mine will come out looking like dogs. If I'm lucky. 


We begin, the instructor demonstrating the brushes and
techniques to use and then walking around to check our progress. It's a very
laid-back, fun setting, with people getting up to go to the bar throughout the
process and chatting while creating our works of art. 


“So how's your doctor?” Holly is peering intently at the
first tree she's painting. Her tone is nonchalant, but she's obviously digging.



“My doctor? Are you referring to my gynecologist? I'm
not sure...my annual isn't until spring.” 


“Don't play coy with me, Dr. Wesson. I'm referring to the
stud veterinarian.” 


“He's fine.” I really don't want to go there. I want tonight
to be relaxing, and talking about Tony is anything but. 


Melanie saves me. “Speaking of doctors...I had an appointment
with my rheumatologist. He usually just checks my fingers, so I go in with that
expectation. This time, he gets a johnny out of the cabinet, tells me to
disrobe and he'll be right back. I'm like, what the eff? I'm majorly
panicking because I hadn't given any thought to my underwear, and he wants me
to wear the johnny so it ties in the back.” 


I'm already laughing, picturing the scene. “What were you
wearing, Granny panties?”


“Even worse. A thong.”


“A thong?” Holly snorts. “Why? How can you even stand
to have that thing up your ass?” 


“It's actually kind of sexy.” Blushing, Mel adds, “David
likes when I wear them.” 


I never would have guessed David to be the thong type. It's
always the quiet ones.


“Whoa, girl...I'm liking David's kinky side. Go on with your
story.” Holly has now put down her paintbrush. 


“Well, I'm stressing, and besides that, the johnny he gives
me is like a size two, and we all know I'm at least six times that. So I go
into the hamper and find a bigger one to put on.” 


I'm taking a sip of my wine and almost spit it out. “You wore
someone else's dirty johnny?”


“I wouldn't say it was dirty. Whoever it was probably
had it on for like five minutes. And desperate times call for desperate
measures. The doctor comes back in—and did I mention he's kind of an asshole?
Really cold, no bedside manner whatsoever. He has this little hand-held
recorder, and he wants to watch me walk away from him, so here I am just cringing
with my thonged ass hanging out, and I hear him speak into the
recorder, 'Patient is an obese thirty-five year old woman...'”


“God, Melanie, I love you so much.” Holly bursts out laughing
and puts down her brush. “Seriously, I couldn't love you more than at this
moment.” 


“Me neither,” I agree, giggling. 


 Her eyes round, Mel
lowers her voice. “And the icing on the cake—or should I say in this case, the
beard on the clam—was that I hadn't shaved in a while. I was so stressed out
that he might want to check out the front of me.”


Holly waves a hand dismissively. “Who does shave,
anyway, this time of year? Hannah happened to catch me coming out of the
shower, and she was like MOM! And I said, 'Hannah, I'm not going to
shave that guy!'” She shakes her head as she dabs some paint on her canvas. “I
had to explain how I have a winter coat, and a summer coat.” 


“How the fuck are we supposed to be serious and paint now?”
I'm trying to smother my laughter. “The poor instructor keeps looking over
here. And she's so sweet.” I flash her an apologetic smile. 


“Sorry not sorry for starting this,” Mel grins. “But I knew
you guys would love that story.”


Holly composes herself, picks up her paintbrush and points it
at Melanie. “I bet your rheumatologist was hot for you, and that's why he
wanted you to put on the johnny. He probably had a hard-on looking at your ass
in that thong.” 


“Jesus, I hope not. No thank you. Although there are some
doctors I'd love to look at me with lust in their eyes.” 


“And some veterinarians.” Holly drinks the last of her wine
and winks at me. 


“I think I'll go get us some Michelobs,” I say lightly,
pushing back my stool and punching my eyes at Holly, who is not afraid of me. 


When I come back, I have a strategy for keeping the focus off
Tony: I'll divert and distract. Using Nathan. I haven't mentioned him to Holly
or Mel, and even though there's nothing brewing between the two of us, I can
have my friends think there might be. I've already decided I shouldn't get
involved with Nathan sexually, given the fact I'm kind of his superior. Aside
from that, there's something about him I can't quite put my finger on—a certain
vulnerability—that makes me apprehensive of anything beyond a good working
relationship. But my friends don't need to know this.           


And neither does Tony. 


It hits me that I can make him think I'm interested in
Nathan, and maybe this will dissuade him from whatever it is he's trying to
make happen for us. 


This has the potential of being a win-win. 


I'm suddenly feeling really good about this plan. 


After three hours, three drinks, finishing the painting
(which I have to admit, looks like an artist did it) and piquing Mel and
Holly's interest in Nathan, I'm satisfied, relaxed and confident. The three of
us thank the adorable Mystic Paint Bar instructor and hug each other goodbye,
making plans to get together at Hot Shots the weekend after next. Maybe, I
say, I'll invite Nathan. Mel nods and smiles encouragingly, and Holly
looks at me with a raised eyebrow. I'm not quite sure how to read that, but at
least we've stopped talking about Tony. For now. 


The sky is spitting a light, freezing rain as I'm walking to
the parking lot. Opening the car door, I feel my phone vibrating in my purse.
Grace, probably, wondering when I'll be home, because she's either bored or
wants me to pick up food on the way home for her and Jake. 


I start up the car and turn on the defroster full blast,
taking out my phone while I'm waiting for the windshield to thaw. 


It's not Grace. It's a text from Tony. Lucy's not eating
much. I may need you to help me with this in the next few days.


Oh, shit. I sigh, tears already burning in my eyes at the
thought of euthanizing her. He loves her so much. 


I am just about to text back when he sends another.


I've found that I seem to need you in general. 


Taking a deep breath, I flip on my wipers and blink hard.
Goddamn that I can't see anything. 


I text back. I'm so sorry about Lucy. I'm here if you need
me. 


Seconds later, I add, For her, as icy self-loathing
slides down my spine. 


















twenty-two


I have a love-hate relationship with my treadmill. Mostly
hate. I'm at that stage in my workout right now where I'm past being glad I
hopped on to run and just want it the hell over with. I prefer snowshoeing with
the dogs, but with today's sub-zero windchill, I'm exercising inside. I've
found that lately, I've needed to be more active. My thoughts have been all
over the place, but I'm also fighting this heavy, bowling-ball feeling in my
stomach that's pulling me down. The combination of scattered and stuck has been
unsettling, and working out has given me at least temporary relief. 


I have five minutes more to run and have worked up a pretty
good sweat when Grace thunders down over the basement stairs, looking highly
amused. She always thinks it's funny to see me working out. 


Breathing hard, I scowl at her. “Don't make fun of me. I'm
almost done.” 


“You're killin' it, Mom,” she says, grinning. 


“Stop. What do you want?”


“To tell you I love you.” 


“Seriously, what?”


Her eyes widen dramatically as she huffs in mock
indignation. “Mom. You hurt me. But seriously...do we have any
Vaseline?”


“I might have some in my bathroom closet,” I pant. “Why?”


“Because Molly's over and she wants to change her nipple
rings.” 


My first thought is TMI, TMI! My second is, why the
hell wouldn't she have done that at her own house? And my third...ouch. 


“Molly has nipple rings? Why?”


“Because she's cool.” Grace rolls her eyes. “I'm not going to
explain it to you. I'll go see if you have any.” 


I slow down the speed on the treadmill so I'm at a
comfortable jog. “All right. But don't you get any ideas. I'm not allowing
nipple rings.”


“How about a tat? Just a small one. Maybe one in honor of
Dad.” 


“Your father didn't approve of tattoos, so if you got one, it
would actually be dishonoring him. But nice try.” 


Grace sighs in irritation, jabbing a stray curl behind her
ear. “WhatEVER.” She starts to head back up the stairs when I call after her. 


“Didn't you say you had a lot of studying to do this weekend
because of mid-terms?”


She makes a face. “I have time.”


I hit the decrease speed button until I'm at the best part of
my workout—the cool-down. “You always say that.”


“Because I always have time. I'm going to find the Vaseline.
For Molly's NIPPLES.” She flashes me a dazzling smile, and I am struck for the
millionth time with how exasperating, endearing and beautiful this child is.
And how much she looks like her father. 


I hear the girls giggling as I pass Grace's closed bedroom
door. I am content for now, the feel-good endorphins from exercise having
flooded my body. And hearing my daughter laugh. 


Stepping into my bathroom to shower, I contemplate what I'll
do for the rest of the day. Laundry, as always...pick up a few essentials (and
more than a few non-essentials) at Target...network some dogs at the
high-intake, high-kill Georgia shelter I just discovered that has little to no
foot traffic and therefore no adopters. And tonight...no plans. I won't be
doing anything.


I could, though, if I wanted to. I feel a flutter in my belly
and instantly squelch it. I'm not going to go there. I need to stop thinking of
Tony as always available for me, because even though our arrangement had worked
well in the past, things have changed. He has changed. 


I squirt some shampoo into my hand and lather up my hair. I
do hope he's okay. He's never been one to show emotion, but I know Lucy being
at the end of her life is really weighing on him. She rallied a little earlier
this week, eating some of the prescription canned food he's been trying, but by
Friday, she was back to being disinterested in food. 


Tony has been markedly subdued at work, and it's more than
just Lucy. Yesterday, I was with Nathan in the cat kennels when Tony walked in
to check on one of his surgical patients. Nathan and I happened to be standing
quite close, and in came Tony. It jumped me, and I have no idea why, but my
face got warm—like I was caught doing something. Tony was looking at me almost
disapprovingly, so my unreasonable guilt morphed into indignation, because really,
Nathan and I were just standing there. Tony nodded at both of us, opened
his patient's cage and rubbed the cat's ears as he listened to her heart with
his stethoscope. He flashed me a small smile as he headed out, and then I was
back to feeling guilty again, because I could see the sadness in him, simmering
just beneath the surface of his beautiful face. 


I spin the shower handle to off, wishing feelings were this
easy to flip. 


As I'm toweling off, I'm reminded that this faucet has been
dripping for a while now. I keep hoping it'll magically correct itself,
illogical though that may be. I was spoiled for years, having a husband who
knew how to fix things: leaky faucets, temperamental cars, temperamental
daughters. I've never been one to like to ask people for help—even repair
men—but that option is more appealing than googling it or looking through one
of Aaron's old home improvement manuals. I know I shouldn't put it off any
longer. I remember Aaron saying ignoring a leak can turn into a major plumbing cost,
and I also remember him saying a drippy faucet can waste over a hundred gallons
of water a month. Plus, it's annoying as hell. 


So for all of those reasons, I'll call someone to come fix
it. I'm no sooner thinking call than my phone chirps a text alert from
the bathroom countertop. I pull on my totally uncool Saturday sweats and wrap a
towel around my hair before checking my message. Tony. 


What are you doing Monday after work? 


Oh, God. How to handle this, especially when I'm conflicted
myself? 


Not sure, I reply. I think Grace might have something going
on. So goddamned lame, but it's all I've got. 


I'm putting Lucy down. Was hoping you could do it but I can
ask Pop.


Christ, do I feel like shit. I text back quickly. I'm so
sorry. Of course I will be there. I'll make the time. You sure you don't want
to do it today or tomorrow? I can stop at clinic and then go to your house.


I want to spend one last weekend with her. I've got Tuesday
off, so I figured I'd do it Monday after work. Going to try and give her the
time of her life for the next 36 hours. 


That sounds like a good plan. I'm sorry. Call if you need me.



This time, I don't add for her. 


I wait for a few minutes, but he doesn't text back. 


I unwrap my hair towel and get the blow dryer from the bathroom
cabinet, feeling the ache of sadness deep in my belly. I can picture him,
sitting on his leather couch, watching a game on TV with Lucy on his lap,
wrapped up in her pink fleece throw. The first time I witnessed that, I had
teased him. “Pink?” I'd said. “No one would believe this.” 


Huffing, he'd looked at me with disdain, his perfect lips
making a round O in protest. “She's a girl. And my girl likes
pink.” 


Something about the way he'd said my girl had gotten
to me. And suddenly, I was picturing him with a daughter—a delicate, little
baby girl swaddled in a fuzzy pink receiving blanket...a toddler with a
pacifier nestled in his arms...a kindergartner shrieking with delight as he
chased her around the house. I could see all of that, clearly, and my heart had
swelled for him as I watched him holding his beloved girl dog. 


His beloved girl dog who is now at the end of her life. 


I don't want him to hurt. 


I don't want him to want what I can't give. 


















twenty-three


My Monday at the clinic begins, and will end, with death. I'm
already dreading the afternoon, because that will be Lucy. This morning's
euthanasia of a fourteen-year-old BBD (Big Black Dog) is not as difficult,
although my heart is heavy. Mick is on the computer when I enter the exam room.
Frankie, the BBD's owner and a long-time client, is a grizzled, balding elderly
man whose body frame is bent into a shallow C, clothed in flannel and
denim and apparently marinated in Old Spice, because the scent fills the small
room. His work shirt is maroon, but it's plaid, not solid—I can tolerate it
more easily because of this.


Frankie's dog Buster is barrel-chested, bony and absolutely
precious. His cloudy brown eyes, hooded with bushy white brows like an old
man's, hold wisdom and sweetness. He's lying on the floor on the thick cotton
blanket Mick had ready for him, and he gives me a feeble thump of his tail as I
kneel down beside him. His legs are stick-straight with arthritis. I rub his
ears and run my hand over his mid-section, feeling the roughness of his coat
and the stark reality of rib-rib-rib. 


Frankie clears his throat. He's old-school and not one to get
emotional, but I can see his lower lip quivering. 


“You feel it's time, Frankie?”


“Old guy has been pissing everywhere the past coupla days,”
he says. “And he used to put his paw up for you to keep scratching his chest.
He don't do that anymore.” 


I nod in acknowledgment and turn to Mick, asking in a gentle
tone if the consent form has been signed. 


“Yes,” she answers, flashing me a small smile. Even though
it's part of her job, she hates being in on euthanasias. I can relate. 


There are three kinds of people when it comes to euthanasia: Strugglers is what we call clients who
know euthanasia is the best choice but are having a hard time with it (which is
most people); Stoics are those who
are very matter-of-fact, at least outwardly (these are not as common), and then
there are Stragglers, who are the
toughest―we know as vets that
the pet should be put down, but a Straggler delays, often causing more
discomfort for the pet. When discomfort borders on suffering, we speak up.
Fortunately, Buster's owner knows. 


As I expect, Frankie doesn't want to be in the room with
Buster when he passes. He clears his throat again. “If you're all ready, I'll
just say goodbye to him now. Got to get to work. I told Michelle here that you
all could use his body to study, or take his organs and whatnot—but I don't
know what use an old dog can be. Probably about as much use as an old man.” He
gives a rough little laugh. His eyes begin to water as he looks down at his
pet. “He was a good dog, though. A very good dog.” 


At this, Buster, who has been dozing, lifts his head off the
blanket. Frankie bends down to put his wrinkled hand on the dog's head. “G'bye,
bud. When it's my time, I'll come find you.” 


Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Michelle staring hard
at the computer screen. Once Frankie leaves, she hands me the syringe and comes
to kneel beside Buster, stroking his head and telling him what a good boy he is
until seconds later, he slips away. It would have been preferable for the last
words Buster heard to be his owner's, but Mick's voice is melodic and soothing.
Overall, it is a good death. 


My stomach is queasy and twisty for the rest of the day. I'm
busy, thankfully, and I am equally grateful for the comic relief just before
lunch when one of my clients brings in a small, dated, karaoke machine so that
I can listen to a recording of her dog's cough. “My flip phone doesn't take
video,” she says apologetically. “This was the only thing I could think of to
use.”


“Did you have him do some Mariah Carey afterwards?” I ask,
and we both laugh until we're gasping for breath.


I eat alone in the break room and find I can't taste my
sandwich. I wish and don't wish Tony will come in. He's been busy, too, and I
hope this has prevented him from thinking too much. 


I go to check on my retrobulbar abscess patient in the dog
kennels. He's still a little groggy from this morning's procedure, but he's
looking good. And speaking of looking good, Nathan is there, wiping down an
empty kennel. 


“Hey,” he says, straightening. The red jersey he's wearing is
in striking contrast to his jet black hair. I try to keep the fuuuckkk,
you're hot out of my expression as I smile back.  


“Hi. How's your day been?”


“Good. I was going to come find you—I just brought the Corgi
in. He urinated on his own.” 


“Oh, that's fantastic! His owner was worried about having to
manually express his bladder, and frankly, I was worried he might not regain
function.”


“Yeah, I was wondering if there was such a thing as sacral
nerve stimulation for pups, or if there's some veterinary equivalent to
Bethanechol, but looks like his body took care of itself. Great news.” 


Nathan is closing the kennel door as my curiosity is piqued.
“Yes, great news,” I repeat. “I didn't know you had a medical background.” 


He looks at me, startled, color staining his clean-shaven
cheeks. “It's more like stuff I've picked up, rather than an actual background.
I've always been interested in the medical field. Guess you could say I'm a
collector of knowledge.” 


“Well, I'm impressed. You ever think of using that
knowledge—beyond working for Coos County Vet?”


“Nah.” His eyes lock briefly with mine. “I'm good where I am.
I'm not planning on being here forever, but for right now...it's where I need
to be.” 


I nod like I understand just what he's saying, and then
remember I promised our new intern I'd meet with her. Ashley moved on to a
larger vet practice in Concord, and Jenny has taken her place. She's a sweet,
nervous little thing, and she's asked to interview me. Pop has cut back on his
hours, and Jenny couldn't handle being one-on-one with Tony, so I'm the logical
choice. I'll fit her in before my last appointment of the day, and then I'll
follow Tony to his house. 


“I'll call to give the Corgi's owner the good news,” I tell
Nathan. “Sounds like he might be able to go home very soon. See you later.” 


He gives me a quick smile before putting the bottle of
disinfectant away. He seems almost glad that I'm leaving, and I feel myself
start to bristle, because I thought things had been smoother and more relaxed
between us, especially since we chatted at the Christmas party. Apparently, I
thought wrong.


I head off to find Jenny, feeling my throat tighten as I pass
by Tony's office. His door is closed. I hope he's doing all right. I'm glad
he's scheduled this before his day off. He'll likely need some time to himself.



After my last appointment, I go to the pharmacy for the
Euthasol. Tony's given me Lucy's weight—fourteen pounds—so I can get the
correct dosage. She won't need a sedative beforehand, so all I need to bring is
the one syringe. 


I'm talking with Carol at the receptionist's area when Tony
appears with his coat on. She comes from behind her desk and without saying a
word, gives him a quick hug. This is what I have wanted to do all day, but I
didn't want to make it more difficult for him. And all right, if I'm being
honest, more difficult for me. He seems to appreciate Carol's gesture and hugs
her back. 


“You ready?” There is resolve in his face as he addresses me,
but the real story is in his eyes. 


“Yes. I'll follow you.” I drop my voice as we walk to the
parking lot. “You doing okay?” 


He shrugs. “As good as I can be, I guess. Like I tell my
clients—the anticipation is often worse than the actual event.” 


This is true.


It's a fifteen-minute drive to Tony's house. I haven't been
here in a while, and my heart is thrumming steadily—mainly because of what I
have to do, but a little because I'm going into his house in a very vulnerable
state. I'm feeling so sorry for him, and sympathy for a gorgeous, accessible
man is always a dangerous thing. 


Tony's house is cedar-sided and contemporary, with solar
panels and lots of south-facing windows. It looks more like a ski lodge than a
house, but it fits him, and he loves the privacy of his ten acre lot. As I come
to the side entrance, I notice there is a small area of lawn that he's shoveled
off down to the grass—undoubtedly for Lucy to do her business. 


I park beside his BMW and follow him into the house, the
syringe in my coat pocket. I set it on the bench in the entryway and slip off
my Danskos as Tony takes my coat and hangs it up in the closet. He looks tired,
and I imagine that he didn't get much sleep last night. I'm struck, again, by
the urge to wrap my arms around him. And this time, I do.


He bends down slightly, his muscular arms gathering me in, holding
me tight, and tighter. “Thank you for being here,” he says into my hair. 


“Of course,” I murmur. 


We go into the living room. Lucy is lying on the brown
leather couch, her hot pink fleece blanket surrounding her like a nest. She
doesn't wag her tail but looks up at Tony intently. Her bulgy, pug eyes are
milky with nuclear sclerosis, and she is thinner than the last time I'd seen
her. 


I take a seat in the green recliner as Tony sits beside her
and strokes the top of her head. “We had a good couple of days, didn't we,
Luce? Watched the Celtics kick some Utah Jazz ass, ate a little turkey with
gravy, went through the Dunkin Donuts drive-thru yesterday...” He turns to me.
“She wasn't into the Munchkin this time, but she did lap up the whipped cream
in a dish last night.” He lifts an eyebrow. “And by the way, there's lots more
left in the can.” 


I point my finger at him. “Incorrigible,” I tell him, but I
can't help but smile. 


His expression turns solemn as he runs a hand through his
blond hair and sighs. “Going to miss this little girl. It's funny, you
know—I've helped people say goodbye to their pets for years, but Jesus, it's so
different when it's your own.”


“I know,” I say softly. Lucy has closed her eyes and is now
snoring. 


“Well...I guess there's no sense putting off the inevitable.
I already feel guilty that I waited a couple of days too long.” 


“No—you didn't. It looks like she's been quite comfortable.” 


He strokes her small head again, and then looks at me, his
mouth set in a grim line. I get up from the chair to get the syringe. 


When I come back, the TV is on Sportscenter, the volume low.
He shrugs, looking sheepish. “This what we do at night. I want everything to
feel normal to her, so she doesn't notice she's in the process of dying.” 


I smile back at him and nod. “I understand.” I reach for my
veterinarian stoicism and cling to it, hard. Taking a deep breath, I uncap the
syringe. It has always struck me how a killing substance can look so pretty—a
bright, brilliant blue. 


Tony is petting Lucy as I find the vein in her hind leg. She
stirs slightly, and in a completely uncharacteristic display of affection,
licks his hand just before the injection. Using the same words I tell my
clients, I say in a hushed tone, “She's going to sleep...” But this time, my
grief for the owner spills out of my eyes—one of my tears falling on crotchety,
grumpy, sweet and precious Lucy as she slips away. 


“God damn,” Tony murmurs, his hand leaving Lucy's
still form and going to his face, his thumb and forefinger resting at the
corners of his eyes. 


I cap the syringe and set it on the oak coffee table, putting
my hand on Tony's shoulder and giving him a gentle squeeze as I sniff back my
tears. “I'm so sorry.” 


“I know. Thank you. I know this wasn't an easy thing for you
to do, but I wouldn't have wanted anyone else.” His eyes are a mix of
vulnerability and pain. 


I am brimming with emotion as I watch Tony stare down at his
beloved Lucy. Flinging my arms around his shoulders, I kiss his stubbly cheek
and press my face against the side of his. He pulls me into his lap, burying
his nose in my neck. 


And now this feels like more than just about Lucy. 


God damn me to fiery hell for the completely
inappropriate arousal stirring inside of me, while this beautiful man is taking
deep, shuddery breaths and fighting back tears. 


He pulls back to look at me, his eyes searching my face.
“Kimberly,” he says huskily. “Stay with me tonight.” 


“I...can't.” Jesus, I want to, but I can't. 


“Can't, or won't?” 


I can't lie to him, not now. “Both. Grace, and...”


“And you,” he finishes. “I understand. I'm sorry for asking.”


He doesn't, and he's not, but I nod and gently disengage from
his embrace. I suddenly feel the urge to leave—not for his sake, but for mine. 


“Are you ready for me to go?”


“Not really,” he says, a small smile flickering on his lips.
“I'm not ready for either one of you to leave.”


My chest is aching. I carefully wrap Lucy's still-warm body
in her pink fleece blanket and cradle her in my arms as I walk to the door. The
plan is for me to bring her body to the clinic tonight where she will be
cremated. Tony doesn't want her ashes. I know lots of people do that, he
told me earlier, but I don't need any reminders that she's going to be dust.



He holds Lucy momentarily as I put on my coat. He doesn't
look down at her. “Will you be all right?” I ask him. 


“Yes.”


“Call me if you need to, okay?”


“Will do.” 


I take the bundle from his arms. “Tony, I...” My voice trails
off. What the fuck can I say, when I don't even know what I think?


“It's all right, Kimberly.” 


My eyes are stinging. I don't want to cry in front of him.
He's been through enough; he doesn't need to comfort me.


“I'm sorry,” I whisper, for the thousandth stupid time, and
from the way Tony's looking at me, he knows I'm talking about more than the
loss of sweet Lucy. 


















twenty-four


After a few more days of relentless dripping, it is clear my
shower faucet is not going to magically fix itself. So I call a couple of
plumbers, one of whom says he can't get to it for a couple of weeks, and one of
whom doesn't call me back. I finally find success with Jeff's Home Repair, and
a friendly-sounding guy says he'd be happy to come over and take a look. I make
the appointment for Thursday, my day off. Grace will be at school, and I'm a
little wary of being alone in the house with an unknown handyman, but I will
keep my trusty iPhone with me at all times, and there are also the dogs. Who
would do little more than harass someone for treats, but Jeff doesn't know
that. 


The doorbell rings promptly at 11 a.m. Punctual, I
think, already impressed. The dogs are barking like the house is on fire. I
open the door to a dark-haired man standing just a couple of inches taller than
me, holding a black tool bag. I'm guessing he's in his late twenties, but it's
hard to tell since he has a buzz cut, which automatically makes him look young.
His coffee-brown eyes widen slightly at the sight of me, and I feel rather
flattered because I'm in cleaning day attire: one of Aaron's old white t-shirts
that I wore to bed last night and a pair of jeans with my hair up in a high
ponytail. No makeup, either—just my regular face, but Jeff looks appreciative. 


The mid-January air bites at my bare arms, and I shiver as I
invite him in. He's wearing a heavy blue coat with a brown corduroy collar, and
as I take it from him, we make the obligatory comments about the weather. His
eyes keep darting to my chest, and I'm torn between amusement and
annoyance—until I realize, with horror, that there's a good reason for his
staring. I forgot to put on a bra. The girls are just out there, dangling, and
I do a lightning-quick, mental recount of the morning's events: got up, made
coffee, saw Grace off to school, read the paper, washed my face and brushed my
teeth, replaced my pajama bottoms with jeans, and had fully intended to
slip on a bra, but in this case, intention did not lead to action, and I'd
gotten distracted by a phone call from Holly inviting me to Hot Shots tomorrow
night. 


I'm cold, too, which is heightening the nippleage. Christ. “Let
me take you to the bathroom,” I say brightly, folding my arms discreetly across
my chest. The bathroom is right off my bedroom, but I've got to figure out a
way to get to my underwear drawer for a bra. 


We go up the stairs, Jeff clumping behind me in his work
boots. I feel like he's looking at my ass in the way that women feel when guys
are looking at their asses. 


Riley and Joey push past me on the stairs and stand on the
landing, wagging their tails, not knowing what the hell is going on but totally
into it. We walk into the bathroom—Jeff the handyman, my dogs and my nipples
all standing there together. I pull open the shower curtain and turn the water
on and off to show Jeff the drip. He nods and smiles, his eyes flicking from my
breasts to my face and back to my breasts. I quickly cross my arms over my
chest again, and he blushes. He knows what I'm doing. I smile at him, but what
I want to say is, if you know I'm self-conscious about not wearing a bra,
could you please stop looking at my tits? Thank you. But he's cute, I
decide, with his youthful-looking face, short, straight nose and eager-looking
eyes. Kind of like a puppy. 


Still, I don't want the puppy ogling my breasts. In a burst
of brilliance, I decide I could just throw on a sweater. 


“This shouldn't take too long. Probably just needs an
O-ring,” Jeff is saying, as he unzips his tool bag. 


I call to the dogs who come over and slump against my legs. I
don't know what it is, but the term O-ring paired with Jeff unzipping
has triggered a response in me. Stoppp, I hiss to myself. Act like the
mature, 36-year-old woman you are. 


Although this mature, 36-year-old woman hasn't had sex for
about five weeks. Not since Tony.


The thought of him tugs at me. At work yesterday, he seemed
to be all right, although he had dark circles under his eyes. His eyes...I
remember the raw emotion in them, at his house with Lucy—and I remember that
feeling of wanting to take away his pain, of wanting...


The metallic clanking of tools in the bathroom thankfully
brings me back into the moment and my most pressing issue. Five weeks since my
last sexual encounter. A long time. This handyman could very possibly fix this
issue as well. And I feel like it might be good for me to get back to my old
sex-addict self. 


I'm contemplating what my next move should be as I leave the
bathroom, go to my bureau and pull out a sweater. A loose-fitting, gray and
white striped sweater that completely conceals the girls and their state of
high-alert. 


“Ms. Wesson? I'm going to need to turn the water off while I
work on this. Can you show me to your basement?” 


“Sure,” I say, and we all head down the stairs again, Riley
and Joey thumping down ahead of us. 


After about twenty minutes of Jeff the repair man working on
the faucet upstairs, he comes into the kitchen as I'm unloading the dishwasher.



“All set,” he says, setting his tool bag on the floor. He
flashes me a smile, his hand on the basement doorknob. “Just have to turn your
water back on.”


“Oh! That was fast. So it was an easy fix?” 


“Yep. Wish all jobs were like this.” He grins again before
opening the basement door, and a faint pink blooms in his cheeks. “But if all
my customers were as pretty as you, I wouldn't get much work done.” 


Well now. The sweater cover-up may have masked my
nipples, but it apparently didn't stifle the handyman's interest. A slow smile
spreads across my face, and the feeling low in my belly makes me want to make
it a coy one. So I make it a coy one. 


I only have a couple minutes to make my decision before he
comes back upstairs. Do I want to do this? 


Yes. 


Decision made. 


I am tingling, all over, as I close the dishwasher and hurry
to my purse, hanging in the mudroom closet. I unzip one of the inside pockets
and take out a condom, slipping it into the pocket of my jeans. 


Time to see if Jeff the repair man has other tools that might
be helpful. 


Even though my heart is beating in a rapid staccato, I'm
doing my best to act nonchalant as he re-enters the kitchen. 


“Water's back on.” He takes a pen from his shirt pocket and
reaches for his tool bag, bringing forth an order pad. He flips up the cover
and scribbles as I study him. He is becoming more attractive by the second.
Tearing off the sheet, he strides over and hands it to me, grinning
apologetically. “This is the most painful part of the job. For you, anyway.” 


I take the slip and glance at the amount, my mouth opening in
surprise. “Twenty bucks? That's it?” 


He shrugs but looks pleased at my reaction. “It was an easy
job.” A pause. “And the customer was easy on the eyes.” His rich brown eyes
linger on my mouth, and then he picks up his tool bag to leave. 


“Jeff...wait.”


He turns back around. 


“There is one more thing you can help me with.”


His eyebrows arch hopefully. 


“I don't want to embarrass you or anything, but I find you
attractive.” I take a deep breath. “So I'm just going to say it. Would
you—could we—” 


He's nodding vigorously, before I've even finished my
thought. “Yes. We could. When?”


“Now,” I say. “Right now. If that's okay.”


He approaches me cautiously, almost as if he thinks I'll run
if he moves too quickly. But he so doesn't need to worry about that. 


“Right now is very okay.” His voice is low with desire. He's
standing still, unsure if he should make a move. I don't want to wait any more.
I feel like I not only want this, but I need this. It's almost as though
I need to prove something, but what, I don't know. 


In four quick steps, I have my arms around him and we are
kissing. His mouth is covering mine, our tongues intertwining. Jeff tastes
faintly of coffee, but I probably do, too. He's breathing hard against my
mouth. I feel his hands go to my waist. He yanks my sweater up over my head,
and I have to smooth strands of staticky hair away from my face. He is already
groaning as his hands reach under my t-shirt to my free-range breasts. My
nipples quickly regain their hard-on status. 


Since we are almost the same height, I'm thinking stand-up
sex. I pull him a few steps back toward the island and then grope him through
his jeans. Feels like somewhat of an erection there, and God forgive me for
thinking this, but it's not as big as I'd expected. Maybe he's just a slow
starter. And maybe I'm just a bitch.


The handyman moans into my mouth as I fondle him, sharply
drawing in his breath as I unbuckle, unbutton and unzip. He is kissing me hard
as my hand slides down into his boxers. The edge of the island is digging into
my back. His fingers are at my waistband, unfastening the button of my jeans
and reaching inside my panties to touch me. I don't mean to, but I jump a
little, and he pulls back to look at me anxiously. “You okay?”


“Yes,” I reassure him. “I'm fine. Don't stop.” 


He begins kissing me again, his tongue deep in my mouth. I
feel my pants and panties being slid down. I part my legs, and he groans as he
rubs his fingers up and down my sex. I slide his pants down, too, and begin to
stroke him. His cock is definitely smaller than average, but it will have to
do. I need this. 


Breaking from his kiss, I turn and bend myself over the
island. I hear him catch his breath, like he's surprised we're going to do this
right here. He runs a single finger down my slit and then slides it inside my
opening, curving it upward slightly. I shift a little which seems to excite him
even more...but I am only slightly wet. 


This is very unexpected. I am so distracted I almost forget
the condom in my pocket, but when I feel him pressing against me, I remember.
“Jeff,” I whisper, bending down to take the packet from my pants pocket,
“protection.” 


He sighs heavily, apologizing, and I turn around to help him
slide it on. As I look up at him, I see his fingers in his mouth, sucking, and
I'm at first embarrassed to think he's tasting me. But then I realize he's
coating them with his saliva as a lubricant, for me. I have never needed this
before, and it's stressing me out. Still—I have to continue. 


I feel the tip of his freshly-wrapped, modest cock at my
opening. This will turn me on, I tell myself. This is what I like—the
sweet torture of the anticipation just before sex. I close my eyes. 


Jeff has his hands on the small of my back as he enters me.
Or tries to enter me. I can feel I'm still not wet enough, and I am acutely
embarrassed—I imagine it's almost like a guy would feel if he lost his
erection. One of his hands leaves my back, and he pulls out slightly. After a
few seconds, he re-enters—this time successfully—and I brace myself, my hands
gripping the granite countertop as he pounds into me. 


I concentrate on his thrusting and his heavy breathing, both
of which usually excite me. I spread my legs a bit wider. His pelvis is
slapping against my ass. From the intensified groaning, I can tell he's almost
there. Focus, Kimberly, I snap silently. There's not much time. 


I feel a flicker of arousal and urge it to ignite. I imagine
blowing gently on a glowing ember and envision it bursting into flame. I
tighten my vaginal muscles around Jeff's member, shift my hips so that the
angle changes slightly. I think of bigger cocks, of being spanked, of being
stroked in a movie theater where I am not allowed to make a sound. 


I think of wavy blond hair and killer blue eyes. 


I think of how this man currently fucking me is not Tony. 


And I can't come. 


But Jeff can, and does. “Oh...Gawwddddd,” he grunts as
he climaxes, giving a few more thrusts for good measure and then pulling out,
breathing like he's just run for three blocks. 


After a few seconds, I slide up my jeans and turn around,
forcing a smile. His brown eyes are wide, incredulous, like he can't believe
what just went down. Or, more appropriately, what just went in. 


I go to the paper towel holder and rip off a sheet to hand to
him. He takes it, looking somewhat embarrassed, and wraps the used condom into
it. I tighten my ponytail and pick up my sweater off the floor. He gives one
last look at my breasts in my white t-shirt before my sweater covers them up. 


“Well,” Jeff the handyman grins, pulling up his pants. “That
was a first.” 


I really am not wanting to make small talk about this, but
he's nice, and I started it. “You've never had sex with a customer?”


“Nope.” He threads his belt through the last loop and buckles
it. “Good thing I'm the company president,” he winks. “Or else I might get in
trouble.” 


I give a little laugh. He's looking so pleased and proud of
himself as he picks up his tool bag. I almost expect him to leap into the air
and click both heels together. “How old are you, Jeff, if you don't mind me
asking?”


“Twenty-three.” 


Oh, fuck. Fuck multiplied by fuck. This has become
exponentially worse. 


“You're twenty-three? I thought you were older.” 


“Does it matter?” His face now looks troubled. 


“No,” I reply hastily. “It really doesn't.” 


I tell him I'll be right back and go to get cash from my
purse. Handing him a twenty and a five, I walk him to the door. “Thank you. For
fixing the faucet, and for—well, you know.”


He chuckles. “Yeah, I know. Although as they say, it was my
pleasure. Have a good day, Ms. Wesson.” 


I watch from the family room window as he climbs in his truck
and drives away. Riley is laying on the couch and looks up at me almost
reproachfully. I pet her head and sigh, not needing to be shamed by a dog when
inflicting it upon myself is more than sufficient. 


I'm left feeling totally dissatisfied, not only because I
didn't have an orgasm, but because it didn't feel right at all. And sex, for
me, usually feels right. It's what I do. 


I didn't feel the filled-up sensation that I usually do.
Maybe it was his penis size. 


Or not.


This is so fucked up. I'm feeling restless and irritable. I
shouldn't take this so seriously or analyze it—just treat it like no big deal.
Minimize it. 


My phone rings, startling me. Shit—could it be Jeff's Home
Repair, wanting another shot at my plumbing? 


Fortunately, it's not—it's Tony. 


“Hey. What's up?”


“Hi,” he says. “Sorry to bug you on your day off.”


“That's all right.”


“Just wanted to let you know that Pop's wife had a
fall—slipped on the ice and broke her leg. She has to have surgery—pins, and
maybe a plate.”


“Oh, no! Poor thing.”


“Yeah...Pop was pretty upset for her. He's going to be out through
at least Tuesday, so you and I will be taking some of his appointments, if
that's okay with you.”


“Of course. How are you doing?”


“I'm all right. House is awful quiet, though.” 


“I'm sure it's so different.”


“It is. And how are you?” 


 “I'm good.” I give a
little laugh. “Had an interesting experience this morning.”


“Interesting meaning...”


“Meaning I had a repair man come over, to fix a leaky
faucet.”


A pause. “I'm not so sure I want to hear this.”


“Oh, come on—we haven't shared any sex stories lately.” I'm
trying like hell to make this light and upbeat, like it doesn't matter. Like it
used to be. 


There is silence for a few seconds. His voice is quiet when
he speaks. “I haven't shared any because there haven't been any. For me,
anyway.” 


“Well, I guess you better get on it. So to speak.” I add
another laugh. 


“I'll see you tomorrow, Kimberly.” 


He hangs up before I can say goodbye. 


So much for making light of this. I'm now feeling a dull,
heavy ache deep in the pit of my stomach. Calling Tony was a bad idea—my second
mistake of the day. 


















twenty-five


Getting together with friends is just what I need tonight.
Yesterday at work was stressful and sucky, due to the extra appointments and
Tony's frosty attitude. I vacillated between feeling bristly and guilty and
finally decided to just be nice since he's hurting, because of Lucy. 


Grace, Nicole and Hannah are at a winter carnival dance at
school until 11:30, so they're all set until then. Grace is the only one of the
three who has her license, but since the truck is in the shop getting new brake
pads, I had to drop her off. 


I plan to shake my wintery mood and just eat, drink and be
merry. Holly, Russ and I are having appetizers while we wait for Mel and David.
I'm in better spirits after my second Mich Ultra and some fried pickles. And of
course, there's Russ. 


He's like a little kid, showing me a new app on his phone.
His enthusiasm is contagious—I find myself smiling as I look over his shoulder.



“You're encouraging him,” Holly says. “Don't.”


“I can't help it. I've missed him.”


She rolls her eyes and snorts. “Seeing him with that phone is
like watching someone try to pet a bubble.” 


Russ looks up in indignation and points at her. “Hey. At
least I'm not posting every second of my life on Facebook.” He widens his eyes
and puts his hands on an imaginary keyboard, mimicking typing. “Just took a
piss thirty seconds ago. Lot of condensation on the toilet. And fucking
Farmville: Janet's pig found a brown truffle on your farm! Angela visited and
left you a nail!” 


“RUSS.” Holly is trying not to laugh. “Stop. You know I don't
do Farmville anymore.” She pops a fried pickle in her mouth and addresses me
after chewing. “So. The handyman. Tell me the rest.” 


I hesitate, glancing over at Russ, who is also looking at me
expectantly. 


“Kimberly,” he says, rolling his eyes. “She'd tell me anyway,
after we get home. Save us some time later so we can just go right to the sex.”


“He's right,” Holly nods. “And let me add that just the fact
this guy's a repair man would make me want him. My husband isn't what you'd
call handy. He put up a paper towel holder and I almost climaxed.” 


“I know all about wanting a handyman,” I say softly. 


Holly's hand flies to her mouth. “Oh, shit, Kimberly. Jesus,
I'm sorry for being so insensitive. I wasn't—I wasn't even thinking Aaron. And
what I just said right there probably made it worse, didn't it?” 


“No worries, honestly. I was actually wanting to tell you the
story more for the humor than anything.” 


“And what was so funny?”


“Oh, just the fact that when he showed up, I happened to be
wearing a white t-shirt and had forgotten to put on a bra.”


Raising his eyebrows, Russ whistles. “Now we're talking. Did
you have a—” (he raises his hands to make air quotes) “—nipple boner?”


Holly crumples up a napkin and throws it at him. 


“Um, yes. And he definitely noticed. That's only part of the
story, though.” 


Russ leans back, his tight-fitting sweater stretching over
his broad chest. “Let me guess...he had a big [air quote] screw driver?
Did he [air quote] nail you?”


I hesitate. “No on question number one, but yes on the
second.”


“Aw, Kimberly.” Russ looks almost wounded. “You're not
supposed to share it if a guy has a small pecker. It's not nice.” 


“You don't even know who he is,” Holly sighs in
exasperation. “And you aren't even supposed to be part of this conversation.
Okay...” She looks at me. “So he has a small dick. It happens. But you banged
your repair man, and I'm guessing you got out of it what you needed to.” Her
expression is mildly disapproving. 


“I didn't. I couldn't—” 


Russ is looking down at his phone again. 


I lean toward Holly, lowering my voice. “You know.”


“And that bothered you?”


“I've always been able to, so I expected to this time. I
needed to.” 


“Needed to? So you could see Aaron?”


It hits me that I hadn't even realized I didn't get to see
Aaron. 


“Or like maybe to prove something?” Holly is looking at me
closely. 


“I don't know.” Suddenly, I'm not wanting to discuss this
anymore. Probably because she's getting to the core of it. 


“This is quite interesting,” she muses. “You've never had a
problem getting there before. Huh.” 


“What do you mean, 'huh?'” I'm beginning to get a little
defensive.


“I just think that's kind of significant. Maybe you should
consider what this all means.” 


Like I haven't been. 


I'm not crazy about sharing this, but I need a diversion, and
this will be a good one. “Also, afterwards...I found out he was twenty-three.” 


Holly gasps, causing Russ to look up. “Holy crap, Kimberly!
Please don't turn into a cougar.” 


I take a sip of my water, wishing our waitress would
materialize so I could order a much-needed third beer. I don't see her, but I
do see Melanie and David walking toward us, her hand slipped through the crook
of his arm. She's looking even thinner than the last time I saw her a couple of
weeks ago, wearing faded jeans and a flattering, forest green sweater, her hair
pulled back away from her face. David is sporting a green, navy and white plaid
shirt, looking rugged and quite attractive. They are adorable together. And
they're looking very couple-y. In love. 


We all exchange hugs, and I'm glad it doesn't feel weird
anymore with David. But the realization that I'm the only one without a date
jabs at me. The liquid truth serum in my glass makes me  want to spill my guts. While Russ and David
are talking about something work-related, I get the girls' attention. 


“I can't keep doing this,” I tell them, twisting a lock of
hair around my finger. 


Melanie's face is puzzled. “Can't keep doing what, sweetie?”


“Being the fifth wheel.”


“You know it doesn't bother us at all,” Holly says,
gently pressing into my shoulder with her own. “But if you don't like it,
there's an easy solution. Next time, invite someone. Maybe your hot new kennel
attendant.”


“Or...Tony,” Mel suggests.


I catch the knowing look between them. “Not that simple,” I
say. 


“Not that complicated,” Holly fires back, smiling sweetly.
She sighs at my glare, and then backs off. “Okay, okay. We'll leave you alone.”


“It's only because we love you, you know,” Mel says, reaching
over to squeeze my arm. “We want you to be happy.” 


I do know that. 


We're all stuffed after our adult beverages and fried food,
but Russ still orders his sundae for dessert. He points his dripping spoon at
his wife. “And before you think you're off the hook for tonight because I'm too
full, think again. I'm gonna find you a cowboy hat, and you're gonna ride me
like I'm a stallion.” 


Yawning, Holly shakes her head. “Sorry, Trigger...this
cowgirl is already too tired.”


Russ looks at her with disdain, his spoon halfway to his
mouth. “You're about as exciting as a ninety-year-old boob.”


“When you're ninety, you may think differently,” Holly winks.
She checks her phone. “It's eleven o'clock, guys, which is perfect. We can go
to the school and piss off our kids by being the first parents there waiting.
Hey—maybe we can even go in.” 


Mel laughs. “You are evil.” David is helping her into her
coat, and she's smiling up at him, looking absolutely radiant. Her eyes are
sparkling as she addresses him. “Should we tell them?”


He grins. Holly and I are instantly interested. “Tell us
what?” we both say simultaneously. 


Both Melanie and David are blushing. I quickly glance down at
her hand to check for a ring, but there is none. 


“We're moving in together,” David says. He puts his arm
around Mel's shoulders, looking as proud as he can be. 


“No way!” Holly squeals, opening her arms wide and hugging
them both. “That's awesome!” 


Russ plants a loud kiss on Melanie's rosy cheek and shakes
David's hand. I am smiling as I wait to congratulate them. They are both
exuding such sincere happiness that you can't help but be warmed by their glow.


I give Mel a quick hug. “I'm so glad for you,” I say, and
mean it. 


“Thank you, sweets.” Her eyes are shining as they search
mine. I know what she's thinking: I want this for you, too. I squeeze
her shoulders a little before I pull away, so she knows I get it.  


We head outside to the parking lot. Grace has texted asking
if Nicole can spend the night, and Mel and I are both okay with it, so I'll
pick her up. I offer to bring Hannah home as well. The guys make arrangements
to go ice fishing in a couple of weeks while the women talk about seeing each
other at the last track meet that weekend. 


Shivering, I start up the car. The wind chill is below zero.
I've stupidly left my gloves at home, so I rub my hands together briskly to
warm them up before taking the steering wheel. I vow to make the treadmill my
bitch tomorrow—I ate way too much tonight and am feeling Thanksgiving-full. So
full, you'd think it would compensate for the vague, empty feeling inside me. 


It doesn't.


















twenty-six


It's a snowy Sunday, which calls for hot chocolate and
popcorn. Grace and I are enjoying both in the family room. She's sipping her
cocoa out of Aaron's favorite mug, the blue one with the sailboat on it, and
I'm drinking mine out of my favorite snowman one. Riley and Joey are sprawled
out next to her on the couch, a thick fleece blanket bunched underneath them.
Grace has decided she wants to apply for a job at the local supermarket since
she's not doing a sport after indoor track, and I'm helping in between her
texting, posting on Instagram, and taking selfies of her and Joey. While she
takes these breaks from the application, I do the same and help save dogs. There's
a pitiful-looking Plott Hound taken in as a stray in North Carolina. He had an
embedded collar and will require surgery, for which his rescue needs donations.
I click on his fundraiser to make a donation. 


Here up north, we don't typically see collars cutting into
dogs' necks, thankfully. The last couple of weeks at work have been uneventful
(also thankfully). It's been especially quiet this past week, since Tony is
attending an AVEA conference in Dallas—the one he teasingly asked me to go to.
Only he wasn't really teasing. 


And I miss him. I can say that to myself, with no one but me
to hear. Besides, it really isn't admitting anything, other than I miss him.
I'm sure other people at the clinic miss him, too. Carol adores him. Although
Roxanne hates just about everyone, even she has a soft spot for Tony. Let's
face it; who doesn't have a soft spot for Tony? 


Which makes me wonder what Grace would think of him. She
knows him, of course—she's seen him on the few occasions she's been to the
clinic, and she got a kick out of him waterskiing when we went to Pop's camp
last summer for a staff family day. She even mentioned that she thought he was
hot, for an older guy. But she doesn't know that he and I are...


Screeching mental halt. What, exactly, are we? We were
fuck buddies. I cringe inwardly thinking of my daughter discovering her
mother has one. Tony and I aren't in that mode now, though. Not since before
Christmas. And if we're not even fuck buddies, we can't be labeled as lovers,
which to me implies a real relationship. Obviously, we're more than just
friends and colleagues. But what do you call it when one of the people wants
more than the other person wants, and when there is something there, but the
other person (me) doesn't want to deal with that something?  


Bottom line: I don't know what the fuck we are. 


“Mom.” Grace is highly annoyed with me, her dark eyes
glaring. 


“Sorry. I was just thinking about...rescue.” As in, saving
myself. 


“You're not helping me with the application.”


I can't help but laugh. “Grace. You're not helping you
with the application. You're too busy doing that social media thing, as usual.”



She expels a long, irritated sigh. “I multi-task all the
time, Mom. It's what I do.” 


Now it's my turn to sigh. “Okay. What part are you on?”


“They're asking about my favorite food.”


“Seriously? Why would they want to know? And stop biting the
pen cap. Germs.”


She rolls her eyes but takes the pen out of her mouth. “Maybe
they want to know because it's a frickin' grocery store. I don't know. It's
dumb. What do I put down?”


“Say you like pasta because it's a comfort food.”


“That's so awkward, Mom. Why don't I just say I like
chocolate when I'm on my period? If I was being totally honest, I'd say Sunny D
and ramen.” 


“Let me see that thing.” I reach over and take the
application out of her hands and read. “'What three things do you think should
be on everyone's grocery list?' Really? That's what they're asking you?”


She's looking at me, nodding. “See what I'm dealing with?”
Raising her chin slightly, she takes on a familiar defiant look. “I'm going to
put down tampons, condoms and Vagisil.” 


“You're hired.” 


“If the manager has a sense of humor, I would be.” 


“Are you sure you want a job at a grocery store? Where are
your other friends working?” 


“Molly's working at Quiznos, and she likes it, but she says
they have these 'team meetings' all the time, and the latest one was her boss
telling them they needed to say 'Hello, welcome to Quiznos' every time to every
person.” She grins. “One of the other workers asked if they were supposed to
say it to each member of a family, like if a family of five walked in, you'd be
like, 'Hello, welcome to Quiznos...hello, welcome to Quiznos...hello, welcome
to—”


I put up my hand to interrupt. “I get the idea, Grace.”


She's biting the pen cap again and smiling as she looks down
at the application. 


My beautiful, feisty, funny girl. I never feel like I can
take credit for her. 


“What's for dinner tonight?”


“Not sure. I was thinking maybe that haddock casserole with
cream of shrimp soup.”


As expected, she scowls. “Can you make Dad's nachos
sometime?”


“I can attempt it.” Aaron had made awesome nachos. We used to
tease him that he looked like he was building something when he made them. He'd
start out with a base of tortilla chips, and he'd take great care in layering
them with two different types of salsa, finely-chopped jalapenos, chunks of
cooked chicken and both Mexican and mozzarella cheese. 


I'm just about to go back to check my Facebook newsfeed when
she speaks again. “Can we paint my room?”


“Probably. That's random. You're all over the place this
morning, aren't you?” 


“Yeah. I feel like all restless. Do you ever get that way?”


“Oh, yes. Partly because of the time of year. Hey, you never
told me about the movie last night with Jake. Did you like it?” 


“Yup. It was good.”


“Things going well with him?”


“Mm-hmm. Except he's kind of a momma's boy. He practically
still needs to be breast fed.” 


“Most of them are like that.” 


“Even Dad?”


“Not Dad. He was the exception.”


“Exceptional.” She is smiling at me.


“Very true.” 


“So you're still not...dating anyone?”


“No, I'm not. I told you that I'd let you know if I was.”


An earnest expression washes over her face, softening it.
“I'd be okay with it—you know, if you were.” 


This is unexpected, and I respond with humor. “Did Nonnie
talk to you over Christmas?” 


“No. I mean, she asked if you were seeing anyone, but she
didn't say anything other than that. I just want you to know I would be okay
with it if you—found someone.” 


“Thank you, sweetheart.” 


The last word just tumbles off my tongue. Her eyes widen in
surprise, and I am startled as well. I don't use terms of endearment, as
shameful as that may be. This time, it seemed quite natural to say it, and I
can tell it pleased her. 


But we're both a little embarrassed. 


Looking down at her phone, Grace suddenly gets up from the
couch. “I just remembered I'm supposed to Skype with Grammy and Gramp. So we
can finish this application later.”


“Okay. I'm going to go snowshoeing with the dogs in a bit.
Tell your grandparents I said hi. Or maybe I'll come up to your room and tell
them myself. I want to ask how Stacia's doing.” 


I watch as she picks up her laptop and starts to walk out of
the room. Just before she reaches the 
stairs, she turns back to me. 


“Mom—I liked this. I like when we get to talk.” 


There is a ballooning feeling in my chest that swells and
bursts. “Me too.” 


This would be the perfect time to say I love you, and
this time, I almost do. 


















twenty-seven


I'm driving to the last track meet of the season, full of the
restlessness that Grace had mentioned last week. I do think it's part of the
winter doldrums, but it's more than that. I want something, but I'm not sure
what. It's kind of like when you're hungry and you open the refrigerator, but
you can't think of what you'd like to eat. I'm still wrestling with the whole what
are we thing with Tony and me, which has been exacerbated by his return
this week from the Dallas conference. I was glad to see him, although he seemed
like he was goddamned everywhere, and then I went from being glad to flustered
and horny. Which he definitely picked up on. 


I was alone typing up a prescription on a computer in the
pharmacy on Wednesday when I felt the distinct, shivery-back-of-neck feeling of
someone behind me. Tony, reaching over me to take a bottle of pills from the
cabinet. He could have asked me to pass it to him, or waited until I was done,
or even just said something so I'd know he was there, but this is Tony.
He leaned his body into me, his chest pressing lightly against my back, the
scent of his cologne wafting over me. Without thinking, I clenched my fists
over the keyboard, and he pounced on this. 


“Am I bothering you in some way, K?” 


“I'll just finish up and get out of here.”


“You didn't answer my question. And I'd prefer it if you
stayed right there,” he said softly, in that silver-smooth, man-slut voice. 


I had turned to look at him then, trying to prove to both of
us that he wasn't having an effect on me. This would have worked well if he
wasn't having an effect on me. 


“You're not bothering me at all,” I told him, but my voice
sounded more high-pitched than normal, and I was looking at his chin instead of
his eyes. 


He had surprised me by his expression turning serious. He
leaned forward to whisper in my ear, his warm breath tickling my skin. “I
missed you when I was in Dallas. Thought about our last night together, and how
intense it was. It was much more than just sex. And it can be like that again,
K.” 


I had sat there frozen, not knowing how to react, and just
when I thought he was done speaking, he whispered one more thing before
leaving. “You're all I think about, Kimberly. And I just want you to know, it's
fucking killing me not to take you in my arms and kiss you right now.” 


It was then that I felt myself go. Thank God he left before I
melted into the chair and dripped onto the floor. I did my best to avoid him
for the rest of the week. 


Nathan is a bit friendlier now, but I still get the feeling
at times that he's walking on eggshells and guarded. I can't figure out how to
make him more at ease. At lunch yesterday, he asked me a couple of questions
that weren't clinic-related—was it hard to get everything done around the house
when I worked full-time, and was Grace active in school—and I said yes to both,
and then jokingly said that explained the bags under my eyes. He'd looked
genuinely sorry then, and I found myself telling him it was all part of
parenting. It must be even harder, though, being a single parent, he had
said. I agreed, and asked if his mom was a single parent. He'd shaken his head
and answered that he just felt badly for single moms and had a lot of respect
for them. Which I guess included me.  


At least I'll have the distraction today of watching Grace.
She's running in three events, and I'm meeting Holly and Mel at the field
house. I haven't decided whether I'll divulge what went down with Tony. It
seems that whenever I open up, a can of worms opens up, too. 


Entering the field house, I weave my way through the clusters
of high school athletes, sitting together by team. There is a rainbow of
colors: royal blue, gold, red, hunter green, and maroon (my eyes skip over that
team). I see Grace's team (another red one) on the far side of the field house,
but I can't see where she is. The kids are sprawled against each other, some
lying on their coats on the floor, some eating oranges, most on their phones.
Many have earbuds in. There is a boy-girl couple on the green team who looks a
bit too cozy. He's sitting; she's lying down kind of half on him, and they look
up at me as though it's not at all inappropriate for her head to be in his lap.
I offer a quick smile and avert my gaze, more for my sake than theirs. I wonder
where their coach is, feeling grateful, at least, that this couple isn't Grace
and Jake. If it wasn't for the meet announcer and the occasional loud crack of
the start gun, you might think you were at a party. There are lots of events at
a track meet, but none more important than the social one. 


Holly is waving to me from the bleachers. I wave back and
head over. Mel is sitting beside her, and although it's crowded, they've saved
me a spot. 


“Brrr...it's cold in here,” I say, sliding in between them. 


“It is, but at least we're not out on some lake, standing
over a hole and freezing our asses off like the guys,” Holly reminds me. 


“True.” I take the program Mel offers me and scan it. “Where
are we now?”


“The one mile's about to start. Then it's the 200 meter.
That's your daughter,” Holly smirks. 


“Well aware, thanks.” I make a face at her and turn to Mel.
“How are you? Is David all moved in?” 


She nods, smiling. “He is.”


“And I'm guessing Nicole is good with it?”


“Yes. She adores him. I know we've only been together a
couple of months, but we were both so sure that this is what we wanted. And why
wait, you know? Life is too short.” 


I am thankful that her face doesn't change when she says
this. So many times, people feel like they have to tiptoe around me and watch
what they say. They don't realize this usually makes it worse. 


“I think that's great, Mel. I'm so happy for you two.”


“Thank you. We want to have everybody over once we get more
settled.”


The firing of the start gun jumps me. The milers are off. We
have a little time to talk before we really need to pay attention. 


Holly is rubbing her temples and frowning. “What's the
matter?” I ask. “Hung over?”


“Very funny. Migraine. But it's a pretty one, at least. If I
tilt my head, I can see what looks like sparkly gemstones.” Her face turns
mildly pensive. “I think I'd like a bracelet that looks like my migraine.”


“Do you need Tylenol? I have some in my purse.” 


“Already took some, thanks. Hopefully it'll kick in soon.”
She snaps her fingers and points at me. “I can't believe I didn't tell you.”


“Tell me what?”


“We got that puppy. The one I fell in love with at the humane
society.”


“The little flat coat mix?” Earlier in the week, Holly had
sent me a picture message. “Oh, that's awesome! I'll have to come see him.”


“Her. Piper.”


“Love it. What does her big canine brother think of her?”
Brady was their one year old shepherd mix. 



“He's crazy about her, but he's not the best influence. Russ
and I caught him taking a dump by the stairs. Piper was sitting there staring
at him, like, 'we can DO that here?' Just what we need—our older sucky
one undoing her house training.” 


“I know a vet who might be able to give you some tips.”


She looks at me, grinning slyly. “Dr. Dalton? I'll gladly
take his tip. And I'm not talking his advice.”


I laugh, shaking my head. 


Melanie points to a pregnant woman walking past the
bleachers. Her hand is on her prominent belly, and she's wearing a dreamy
expression. She is beautiful and fashionable, too, with a thick blonde ponytail
and high cheekbones, wearing a white, cable-knit sweater with a cowl neck,
jeans and brown leather riding boots.  


“Ohh,” Mel says wistfully. “I think I'm in love with her.”


“She's going to have one gorgeous baby, that's for sure,”
Holly nods. “And Jesus, look at her perfect little belly. I was all ankles in
pregnancy. People would look at my feet and say, 'ohh, you're showing!'”


We laugh, and then I sigh. “Oh, to be just starting out like
her.” 


Holly nods, but Melanie puts her hand on my knee and gives me
a gentle little squeeze. “Hey. We are all just starting out, if you think about
it. Every single one of us, in different ways. You get married, you're starting
out...you get divorced, you're starting out. You end a relationship and find a
new one...you're starting out. Some people might view it as starting over,
but I like looking at it as a whole new beginning. Otherwise, it's almost like
you're going back to square one, and who would want to do that? Much better to
reflect on what you learned, take your older, wiser self and go from there.”
She smiles. “I'm taking my own advice. I was too clingy in my past
relationships, and I was always worried about pleasing someone. I've been
working on pleasing myself for a change. And I'm with David because I want to
be, not because I need to be.” Mel's gaze is warm. “That's my
starting out story.”  


She leans around me to Holly and says, “Your turn.” I know
she's doing this on purpose, so that I'll have a little time to figure out my
story. 


Holly frowns, pondering the question. “I guess I agree we're
all starting out, and I believe in that corny every-day's-a-new-day type of
thing. My starting out story would be looking for a new profession, I guess.
I've loved teaching, but I'm ready for a change. I've actually been thinking of
looking into some marketing positions. I feel like if I can sell curriculum to
middle schoolers, I can sell anything.” 


“Ha! Good point.” Mel nudges me. “So, Kimberly
Wesson...what's your starting out story going to be?”


“Oh, look!” I point to the finish line. “The last miler just
crossed. The 200 is up next.” 


“Nice try. We still have a few minutes.”


I frown at her. “I know what you want me to say.” 


“Which is...?”


Holly scoots over a little closer, tilting her head to me. “I
want to hear this.” 


I sigh and roll my eyes. “You want me to be open to the idea
of a relationship.” 


Nodding, Holly leans back against the bleacher behind her.
“Bingo.” 


Mel is looking at me in an almost maternal way. Surprisingly,
I find myself liking it. “We do want that,” she says gently. “But the question
is, do you want it? And if not, what's holding you back?” 


So she's raised it up a notch with the what's holding you
back question. I don't answer just yet, turning my attention to my daughter
and the other 200 meter runners getting into their starting blocks. Grace has
her hair French-braided. She jumps up and down in place a few times to warm up,
then bends over and splays her fingers out on the floor, extending her
enviably-toned legs one at a time in a hurdler's stretch before carefully
placing each foot against the block. 


The gun fires, and even though I know the sound is coming, it
jumps me again. 


And they're off. 


I stand up, clapping and yelling her name, hoping that when
the race is over, Mel won't press me anymore. I think I know the answers to her
questions, but I want to keep them wordless and weightless.


Especially for me. 


















twenty-eight


It's Friday the 13th, and I'm in a horrible mood
for several reasons. One, the Texas shelter I network for mistakenly killed a
dog that I'd found rescue for. I got a Facebook PM from the rescue early this
morning before I went to work. The rescuer was understandably distraught.
Everything had been set up—the person to pull the dog and take her to the vet,
the local foster was in place, and I had even arranged transport to Vermont. But
animal control got this dog mixed up with another one who was past its release
date and killed her. She had been a young, beautiful, black Lab mix—according
to the shelter, “full of tail wags and kisses.” Who is now dead. I fired off as
furious an email as my professionalism would allow to the shelter director,
sent a message back to the rescue lamenting with her, and then bawled in the
shower, hoping Grace wouldn't hear. Mistakes like this should never happen, not
when life is involved. But I know all too well that mistakes happen, and
accidents happen, and dogs and people die when they shouldn't. 


Reason number two for my mood: I'm pre-menstrual and crampy.
And reason three: tomorrow is Valentine's Day, and obviously, being a widow on
Valentine's Day is about as depressing as you can get. 


But I have work to keep me busy, and clients like Cee Cee to
keep me amused. Her Standard Poodle, Lizzy, is in for distemper and rabies
boosters, but Cee Cee, like so many owners, has a tough time with her dog
enduring even the most minor discomfort. Sometimes, humans who do this make it
worse for their dogs who pick up on the negative vibes, but I find these types
of people endearing. I've had the other extreme: owners who stand in the
corner, disinterested and bored, showing no expression or concern when their
pets are in distress. I'll take the sweet but anxious pet parent over the
detached owner any day. 


Cee Cee is a fifty-ish woman and a prime example of a person
who looks like her pet. Both owner and dog have curly, apricot-colored hair,
long, spindly legs and rather prominent noses. Their personalities match, too:
both are high-strung and can't stay still for long. 


Cee Cee is holding Lizzy's leash and fidgeting as I prepare
the first vaccination. Big Pete is in the exam room with us, and he gives her
an encouraging smile. This is his first time with Cee Cee. “Do you want me to
hold Lizzy for you? You seem a little nervous.”


She looks at him as though she can't believe he's asked, her
pale blue eyes huge. “Oh...thank you, but no. I want to be right here with
her.” Her voice shifts full throttle into baby talk as she smooths the curls on
her poodle's head. “Little Silly Belly needs her Mommy!” 


She catches my eye and smiles sheepishly, and I smile back to
let her know I totally get this and have heard pretty much everything. Except
for Silly Belly. I always get a kick out of how embarrassed they get about
talking to their pets in front of me—how they think I don't know the special
voices they use, or the foolish nicknames they have. 


I administer the vaccines quickly with only a minor yelp from
Cee Cee. She croons over Lizzy while the poodle, already anticipating the
treat, strains to get to Pete's outstretched hand. This isn't her first rodeo. 


After chatting with Cee Cee about the latest Pampered Chef
product (she's a consultant), I send the dynamic duo on their way with a
medicated shampoo for Lizzy's itchy skin and her monthly heart worm refill. 


Pete settles his bulk on the stool at the computer, shakes
his head and grins. “Baby Talk there cracks me up.” 


“Me too. But I'm betting your voice changes when you talk to
your cat. Especially when no one's around to hear it.”


“Spike? Nah.” He huffs, but his broad cheeks are turning
pink. 


I smile knowingly, but I'll leave it alone so as not to
bruise Pete's tender ego. “Speaking of cats, I'm glad Pop wants to move forward
with the renovation for the separate cat entrance.”


“Yeah. Should make it a lot less stressful for the kitties.”


“Kitties, Pete?” I bite my lip to keep from laughing. 


He corrects himself hastily. “Cats. I meant cats.”


My mood improves slightly throughout the day. Pop had party
platters delivered for lunch, telling us with a wink that he wanted to dispel
any thoughts about Friday the 13th being an unlucky day. I do my
best to ignore the baskets filled with heart-shaped lollipops and pink
foil-wrapped chocolates that Carol set out on the table. 


I take in an emergency client just before the clinic
closes—an eighteen-month-old Doberman hit by a car. The dog is in shock, and
his owner, an older man, is understandably distraught. “He's never off leash.
But I was bringing groceries in, and there was another dog barking across the
street, and he tore out the door. Next thing I know, he's—” His voice had
broken then, his bottom lip quivering. 


“You did just the right thing getting him here so quickly,” I
told him gently. “We're going to take good care of him.” 


Pete stays late, too, and helps me with the exam and x-rays.
We get the Doberman stabilized with IV fluids and pain meds. The dog has a deep
gash in his left flank which will require stitches, but the radiographs
fortunately reveal no fracture or internal bleeding. This was a case of it
looking much worse than it is. 


The expression on the owner's face when I tell him his dog
will recover is one reason why I am so very glad I became a vet. “Thank God,”
he says hoarsely. “He's my buddy. I don't know what I'd do without him. I got
him after my wife died last year, and...well, you know what dogs mean to
people.”


“I do,” I reply softly. His unabashed tears make my own eyes
burn. 


After doing a sedation and reversal to stitch up the Doberman
and observing him for the next twenty minutes, I decide he's good to go and
give the owner follow-up instructions. Big Pete helps get the dog in his
owner's truck, and I go back in to finish up my appointment notes and clean up
the exam room, sending Pete home with thanks. 


It's eerily quiet in the clinic. I'm fighting the tiniest bit
of disappointment that Tony left abruptly at 5:00, but really, what did I
expect, after I've been keeping him at arm's length? I lock my office and walk
down the hallway, pausing at Tony's office door to look at his nameplate. Now
I'm wondering if he maybe has a date tonight. 


Passing by the break room, I glance in to see that Carol has
removed all evidence of Valentine's Day before she left. The room is now
heart-less and back to looking sterile. I'm just about to shut off the lights
when I hear the sound of a faucet running down the hall. 


So I'm not the only one here. Probably the cleaning crew,
showing up early, I tell myself, pleased that I'm arming myself with
rationality and keeping any creepy thoughts at bay. 


I'll need to check it out before I leave. I turn around and
walk in the direction of the noise. 


The door to the cat kennels is partly open, a long bar of
light striping the hallway floor. I push open the door to find...Nathan. 


He looks up in surprise, his full lips parted slightly. His
face is winter-pale, but color stains his cheeks. He's wearing a black wool
coat, looking like he's ready to go out for the evening. 


“Hi,” he says, his voice in between murmur and mumble.
“Sorry—I had left, but I came back to check that I'd locked the cage. I had
taken the tiger out to hold him for a little while, and then Pete let me know
the Border Collie was sick all over her kennel, so I was kind of rushing to put
this guy back.” He gestures to the gray tiger, who's rubbing his head on the
kennel door and purring. “I usually triple-check things, especially the locks,
so I just wanted to come back to make sure.” 


He's speaking hastily now, almost apologetically, and I flash
back to the time I commented on him using the slip leash. I've probably made
him paranoid. 


“You don't need to worry, Nathan. You're doing a great job.”
I decide to tease him a little bit, to make light of it. “Triple check, huh?”


His lips tug into a hesitant grin as he shrugs and nods. 


“OCD?”


“I guess you could look at it that way.” Now he is looking at
me solemnly. “Just don't want to make any mistakes. A hang-up I have.” 


“I can think of worse ones.” I give him a small smile and
then turn to scan the cat cages. All are empty except two—the tiger, and a
Siamese with a baleful expression. But who can blame him—he's wearing an
Elizabethan collar. “So...are you all set here?” 


Nathan nods, and we walk out together. 


“Can I ask you something personal?” he blurts. 


I didn't expect this, but I act as though this is not at all
out of the ordinary, like I'm one of those people who actually enjoys sharing
private information. “Of course.” 


“Why don't you like the color maroon?” 


The question dangles in the air between us. He looks as
surprised as I am that he's asked it. I stop at the reception area and turn to
face him. 


“You don't need to answer.” He's backpedaling, concern
pooling in his dark eyes. “I was just curious. Big Pete told me that you hated
it, but he didn't say why.” 


“It's all right. I know it sounds bizarre—way more than your
triple-checking.” 


I know that after I tell him the reason, he'll feel badly for
asking, and I don't want that. But it occurs to me that the more I am open
about this—about Aaron's death in general—maybe, the load will be lighter for
me. 


For a long time, I've believed that keeping my thoughts and
feelings buried inside me prevents them from harming anyone. Mostly, me. But
the down side is that at times, they're so damned heavy. I ache with the
heaviness of keeping them in. If only you could just uncork your feelings and
have them explode and disintegrate in a shimmery burst of sparkles, like in
some animated Disney movie. 


This will be a good test. 


I take a deep breath. “I hate maroon because it was the last
color I saw on my husband in his casket.” 


My eyes meet Nathan's briefly; the stunned, pained look in
them forces me to look away. “Aaron had this shirt that he loved...a maroon
corduroy work shirt that I'd given him one Christmas. I used to tease him about
wearing it so much, but he said it was his just-right shirt—that he felt
comfortable in it, and he also felt like he was taking me...” My voice wobbles
a bit, but I steady it and keep going. “He felt like he was taking me to work
with him. So when I had to—you know, pick out something for him to wear—that
was the easy part.” I feel my lips tug into a smile. “As crazy as it sounds, I
wanted him to feel comfortable and like I was with him. Even in death.” 


I look at Nathan again. His Adam's apple moves as he
swallows. There is a tightness in his beautiful face, a tiny muscle in his
cheek fluttering beneath the surface. He does not know what to say. 


I remember that the funeral director had reminded me of Pop,
which was immensely comforting. How long am I supposed to take? I had asked
him, adding, with a little laugh, I've never done this before. He had smiled gently,
telling me I could take as long as I wanted. How about forever? I'd responded,
laughing again. 


I remember how much it struck me that Aaron's face had been
so still. After witnessing hundreds of euthanasias, I knew this was completely
ridiculous and irrational. I mean, what the fuck did I expect? The spirit, the
essence of the person, is gone. Or gone somewhere else. There is nothing left
behind except the still and silent shell. Yet knowing all this, I marveled at
Aaron in death. I couldn't bear to look at him, but I was unable to take my
eyes off him. Part of it, of course, was that I knew I would never see him
again. So I soaked in the dark curls that were laying absurdly flat on his
forehead, silently forgiving the mortician for not knowing that Aaron's hair
was supposed to be unruly. I saw the fringe of eyelashes against his cheeks,
gazed at the slight bend in his nose, stared at the small scar on his upper
cheek from where he'd dug too hard at a chicken pox lesion. I looked at his
just-right shirt, quietly amused that it was buttoned to the very top, and
forgave the mortician for a second time. And I filled my eyes with maroon, even
as I felt the new loathing for this color rising inside me. 


I had not touched him. I couldn't do it, knowing how different
he would feel. I stared and stared and stared, and then something inside me
told me, enough. Maybe it was Aaron. 


My voice had sounded too loud, too cheerful, when I had
called to the funeral director, I'm all set! Nonsensically, it had reminded me
of the time I was in the hospital, having just given birth to Grace, and I had
buzzed the nurse's station to let them know I was done breastfeeding her: I'm
all set! A nurse had come to take her back to the nursery, and although I'd
been reluctant to let my baby go, I comforted myself with knowing I'd get her
back. Having said those words again, on the day I would bury my husband, I
thought of Grace and wept. 


To my horror, the tears are starting again. In front of
Nathan, who only wanted to know why I hated maroon. He is looking at me
anxiously, his beautiful dark eyes filled with misery. 


“God, I'm so sorry. For asking, and for...for everything that
you've been through.” 


His face is utterly sincere. Maybe it's because of the hush
in the clinic where it feels like we're the only two people in the world, or
because of my goddamned hormones, or that I've just shared something intimate
with him, or maybe it's because it's fucking Valentine's Day tomorrow and I'm a
widow...I throw my arms around his neck and pull him down to me. 


Just before I put my mouth on his, I know. The kiss with him
feels so incredibly...


Wrong. 


Nathan feels it, too. Bewildered, he steps back at the same
time I do, shaking his head as though he's trying to make sense of just what
happened. 


God damn. 


“I—I'm so sorry,” I stammer. “I shouldn't have done that.
Please forgive me.” 


He looks almost crushed, as though my apology has somehow
made it worse. “Don't,” he mumbles. “Please don't ever apologize. Not to me.” 


My embarrassment is second only to my self-hatred. “Nathan—” 


But he is already out the door, and it's probably just as
well, because I don't know what the fuck I was going to say. 


















twenty-nine


If there is one thing I've learned, it's that time marches
on—through seasons, beyond deaths, and past humiliating experiences. After I
stressed all of Valentine's weekend over what happened with Nathan, taking
short breaks to mope and eat too much candy bark that I made for Grace and Jake
(idea and recipe stolen from Mel), Monday came. I may have acted like a
complete idiot with Nathan, but there was no running away from it. I faced him,
and I did my best to fix things. My opportunity came Monday afternoon when I
saw him alone out back, walking one of the dogs. Since I was in between appointments,
I grabbed my coat and dashed outside. I kept things as simple and casual as I
could: I just want you to know I'm sorry about what happened. I got
emotional, but that's no excuse. 


He had shaken his head. “Absolutely no apology needed. I also
want you to know that my um, stepping back from you—” (here his face had turned
crimson) “—I mean, it wasn't because you aren't attractive, because you are,
obviously...I just...” 


He had trailed off helplessly, and we'd both looked away from
each other and down at the dog who abruptly dropped into squatting position to
poop, which provided some much-needed comic relief. 


So after that initial interaction, I felt a little better,
until the awkwardness resurfaces the following week. The clinic's starting to
feel more and more like I'm reliving high school, with furtive glances and
anxious smiles as we pass in the hallway. The only thing missing is the acne,
and from the way I'm stressing, that's not going to be too far behind. And to
shake things up even more, there's also the ever-present, big man on campus in
the form of a certain blond and buff veterinarian.


I keep ping-ponging between relief and disappointment that
I'm not hearing much from Tony—not even our standard “Happy V.D.” on
Valentine's Day that we'd always said to each other, back when things were
light and fun. He seems to be mainly leaving me alone, and yet he isn't,
because he rakes his gaze over me every time our paths cross. And I'm doing my
best to slog through this difficult time of year when you think you're heading
toward spring and gear up for slush instead of snow, but the bitch that is
winter rudely yanks you back into subzero windchill, like tonight. 


I've just fed the dogs and am starting to make tacos for
dinner when Grace gallops down the stairs and screeches into the kitchen. She's
just showered; the air is scented with her Redken shampoo. Riley goes over to
her, tail wagging in a circular motion as it only does when she sees Grace, and
leans against her girl.


“Ughh...you would have to do this when I'm wearing
black leggings,” Grace complains, but she bends over and kisses the top of
Riley's head. Straightening, she runs her hands through her dark mane of curls.



Even with her push-up bra and cleavage, even with her
forehead wrinkled in displeasure, I can see the baby in her face. Mothers can
always do that. 


“Where's the lint roller?” 


I set my spoon against the skillet and go to the junk drawer
to get it. 


“What is that stuff you're making?” Grace sniffs warily. 


“It's veggie crumbles. For tacos.”


“Veggie crumbles? Like fake meat?”


“I guess you could look at it that way.”


Grace's expression is one of horror. “Mom. You're not
going to turn...vegan, are you?”


“You say that like it's a bad thing. How many tacos do you
want?”


“I'm not staying for dinner.” 


“What? Where are you going?”


“I'm going to a meth lab, Mom.” She flashes me a
wicked grin. 


“You need to eat something first.” 


“Mom, I'm going to eat crack!” 


I am trying, quite unsuccessfully, not to laugh. It is so
inappropriate for me to laugh, but I can't goddamn help it. My lips are
quivering as I stir the crumbles, and suddenly, I burst out. 


Grace is laughing, too, and there's an expression of pure
delight on her face. She loves having pushed me over the edge. 


“Seriously, Grace, where are you going?” 


“Jake's. We're fighting.”


“And you're going because you want to fight more, or make
up?”


“I haven't decided yet.”


“What was the fight about?”


“He thinks I look at other guys.”


“And you're not supposed to?”


“Exactly.” She regards me with surprised pleasure. I
am secretly pleased, too, for saying something my teenage daughter approves of.



“So I have to eat dinner by myself?” 


“Yeah. Sorry.”


“Two things before you go.” 


She serves up a huge sigh with a little eye-roll on the side.
“What?”


“Please cover up the cleavage, especially if Jake's parents
are around, and take a Clementine to eat so I'll at least feel like I'm kind of
a good mother.”


“Oh, all right,” she huffs, and goes to the refrigerator for
a tangerine. I'm quite sure she won't eat it, and it will probably roll around
on the floor of the truck until it turns mushy and gray, but it'll make me feel
better. 


She tucks the Clementine in the deep pocket of her cleavage
and smirks at me. “Brrr, this thing is cold! Anything else?” 


You are beautiful. You look like your father. 


“You need to clean your room later. Be home by ten.”


“Okay.” She blows me a kiss over her shoulder as she leaves
the kitchen. 


I return to my taco-making, taking a bowl out from the
cupboard for the crumbles. With Grace always on the go, I've gotten used to
eating alone, but I've never gotten used to liking it. 


I hear a cell phone chime and vibrate simultaneously from the
countertop. Grace must have set it down when she was linting her pants.
Definitely not something she would want to leave behind—it's practically an
appendage. Grabbing the phone, I hurry to the front door to try and catch her,
Riley and Joey trotting at my heels. 


The yard is coated in a hard, pearly sheen of snow—everything
is silvered by the faintly-glowing moon. Leslie the truck backs out of our
driveway. I'm not pleased; Grace knows I want her turning around and driving
out rather than going in reverse. We've been over this. And she's apparently
forgotten to turn on her headlights. First the phone, now the driving...maybe
she's more distracted by this fight with Jake than she's letting on. 


“Grace. Your lights. And your phone!” 


I'm waving the phone over my head as she nears the end of the
driveway, and I keep waving and waving, right up until the moment the car hits
her. 


















thirty


I cannot get there fast enough. I am running, running to the
end of my driveway in my slippers, taking great gulps of cold air which burns
sharply in my lungs. There is a clogged feeling in my throat—a guttural scream
that wants to burst out in vehement denial of what just happened: a car,
a white Jeep Grand Cherokee, slamming into the passenger side of Leslie as
Grace backed into the road, spinning the truck in a half circle before coming
to a stop in the middle of the road. 


No...No. It's the first word that comes to me, and I
am saying it out loud with each step I take until my running becomes a rhythm.
In a remote corner of my mind, I know that there is another driver, but all I
can think about, all that I care about, is the girl in the silver truck who
should be on her way to her boyfriend's house, without a care in the world
except for what she'll say to him.


The front end of the Grand Cherokee is smashed, the hood
folded in and the engine obscenely exposed. I marvel at how metal can crumple
like that, and I shudder when I think of what could happen to a body. There are
shards of what might be headlights sprinkled over the snow. Leslie's passenger
side is curved inward, although curved is too gentle a term, given the impact. 


As I approach, the sheer terror of wondering what I will
discover makes every second of every year of my life feel like it's coming to a
screeching halt, as though my life will end in a huge splintery pile in front
of this mangled silver truck. I am desperate to get to Grace, but I don't want
to look inside. 


Dread, pooling and thickening within me, hardens into horror.
I see my daughter lying slumped against the driver's side door. Her body looks
oddly twisted, with one foot appearing to be jammed under the brake pedal. Her
curls are spread in a wild tangle across her shoulders, curtaining part of her
face which looks smooth and still, with a porcelain-like sheen. 


I don't know if she's breathing. I am whimpering now, my
hands shaking so badly I can hardly make the 911 call. The phone slips from my
stiff fingers and into the snow. I bend over to grab it, the rage an inferno
roiling within me. 


There is someone standing next to me. The other driver, a
thirty-something man with a shock of black hair, his face white and bewildered.
“I didn't even see her,” he says in a hushed tone. 


I don't even think to ask him if he's all right. He is
standing and talking, and I find myself shamefully almost hating him for this. 


I am shrieking to the 911 operator while I put my hand on the
cold glass of the truck window, as if Grace can somehow feel my touch. I slip
my hand under the door handle, planning to ease open the door so that she isn't
jostled, but oh, God, I need to see if she is breathing. Please, God, let her
be breathing. Let her be alive. 


The door is locked. 


I promptly turn away from the truck and vomit into the snow.
I feel the man's hands on my shoulders and I shrug them off as if they burn. He
steps away uncertainly. 


I am pleading with Grace, saying her name over and over. In
the pauses between, I can hear faint barking from the house. And then the
surreal blare of sirens. 


Sensible, clinical, stoic Dr. Kimberly Wesson, DVM, crumbles
into dust, obliterated by Kimberly Wesson the mother, sobbing and clinging
absurdly to the first responders as I beg them, please, oh God, please.
As they quickly surround Leslie and begin the process of getting Grace out, one
of them gently pulls me aside and wraps me in a blanket. I haven't even noticed
the cold. 


I am clutching Grace's phone as though it's a lifeline. And I
make my second call, my teeth chattering and my tongue so thick and numb I can
hardly form the words. Grace was in an accident. I whisper, because
whispering somehow makes it less real. Please come over.


He arrives in ten minutes. 


I am struck by what I see in Tony's eyes, the usual cool
blues blazing with shock and angst as he approaches me, his long dress coat
unzipped and flapping. Wordlessly, he pulls me into him as his coat billows
around us. I cling to his sweater, grabbing fistfuls to steady myself. I feel
my heart thundering in my chest, and then realize it is both of our
hearts.  


“She's breathing,” one of the EMT's calls over to me.
His voice sounds robust and clear in the cold night air. “Good strong pulse.
She's regaining consciousness.” 


Sweet, dizzying waves of relief wash over me, leaving me weak
and rubbery, but Tony's strong arm tightening around my shoulders keeps me
upright. He removes his coat and wraps it around me, over the blanket. The coat
smells like him. 


They are taking her out of the truck now, securing her to a
back board and sliding her smoothly onto the stretcher. I am standing as close
as I dare, wanting to be near for her but not wanting to impede their progress.
Her eyes are darting frantically as if she's trying to make sense of what just
happened. I keep saying her name over and over, and I see her open and close
her mouth. And then she is in the ambulance, the doors close, and Tony is
walking me to his car and helping me into the passenger seat. I want and don't
want them to put on the siren. They do. 


Androscoggin Valley Hospital in Berlin is ten minutes away. I
call Gary and Sharon on the way, fighting the urge to throw up because I'd made
a similar call two and a half years ago. I hear a gasp and can picture Sharon's
hand flying over her mouth. She tells me they will leave immediately for the
hospital. 


I call my parents next. My mother's tone is strained and
high-pitched as she peppers me with countless questions until I tell her I will
update her after we get to the hospital, and no, they don't need to fly out at
this time. Please don't, I beg her silently. 


And then I can't tell the horrible story anymore. I dial
first Holly's number, handing the phone to Tony so he can tell her, and then I
do the same for Mel.  


It feels as though I am floating into the hospital. Tony
still has his arm around my shoulders, and I'm hoping he won't stop holding me,
because I'm afraid if he does, I'll drift away. Grace needs me.


I give the nurse Grace's medical history, my voice sounding
tinny and mechanical. We are directed to the ICU waiting room. There are a few
other families there, too. I don't want to look at them or know their stories.
I want to be cleaning up in my kitchen right now, getting exasperated with the
dogs trying to lick the silverware as I load the dishwasher. I want Grace to
come home and tell me about what happened with Jake. 


Holly and Mel arrive, their faces white and pinched. Tony
steps back to let them hug me. 


Holly cups my face in her hands. “Probably the most idiotic
question of the century, doll, but I've gotta ask—how are you doing?”


“Not good,” I tell her. I'm shaking. 


Mel is smiling at me through tear-filled eyes. “She's going
to be all right, sweetheart,” she murmurs. “I just know it.” 


“I'm sorry you had to come,” I tell them, the words catching
in my throat. “But thank you.” 


Holly shushes me and they stand on either side of me, bracing
me with their arms and soothing words. 


Tony brings me a cup of water, and when my trembling hand
makes me spill most of it, asks if I need something to calm me. 


“What makes you say that?” I manage. 


He lifts his eyebrows in surprise at my response, giving me
his familiar grin which warms and anchors me. “Proud of you, K,” he replies
softly. 


The door to the ICU opens. A doctor, a tall,
broad-shouldered, fifty-ish man, walks briskly into the waiting area. “Grace
Wesson's family?” he asks. He has a British accent, and this, along with his
graying hair, comforts me. He is smart, and experienced, I tell myself. He
will help her. 


“Here,” I say hoarsely. “I'm her mother.” I slip off Tony's
coat and the blanket, handing them to Tony. 


As I expected, he tells me that Grace has a severe concussion
from when her head hit the window. I want to drop to my knees in thankful
prayer when he tells me that fortunately, the CT scan reveals no evidence of a
brain bleed. X-rays reveal a cracked rib and a small pneumothorax, or collapsed
lung. He is cautiously optimistic that her lung will respond to inhalation
techniques using pure oxygen, but he'll go in with a needle and syringe if
necessary. The last injury is to her ankle which they will x-ray when the
swelling decreases. They've given her pain medication, and she's breathing on
her own and sleepy, but conscious. He is confident that she'll have a smooth
recovery. 


I cling to the words breathing, confident and smooth
recovery. I have all I can do not to throw my arms around this man and hug
him. I manage to make my mouth ask when I can see her. 


“Now,” he tells me, smiling gently. “She's been asking for
you.” 


Tony squeezes my hand and Holly and Mel nod encouragingly. I
follow the doctor into Grace's room. 


The nurse, a petite, Asian woman with beautiful dark eyes, is
standing at a computer next to Grace's bed, her fingers flying over the
keyboard. She looks over at me and smiles. “You must be Mom?”


I nod. 


“Your beautiful daughter is doing very well. She just nodded
off, but you can definitely wake her up. It will be good for her to know you're
here.” She pulls a chair from the corner and positions it near the head of the
bed. “Here. Sit, and I'll check back in a few minutes.” 


I thank her, sinking into the chair, filling my eyes with the
sight of my daughter. There are tiny creases in her forehead that make her look
troubled, her mouth set into a line. I can see her eyes moving beneath the lids
and wonder if she is dreaming of the accident. 


Someone has pulled her hair back underneath her, and with it
away from her face, she looks even younger. Much of this medical paraphernalia
is familiar to me, but seeing it attached to my child is not. I will not focus
on that—only on her, and how desperately I need her to be all right. 


I take her hand. Warm, with good color—this makes me feel
better. I realize I have not held her hand since she was a little girl and
silently ask her to forgive me for not being an affectionate mom.


“Hi, sweetheart,” I say softly. “It's Mom. Can you wake up?”


Her dark eyebrows lift slightly. 


Grace. 


I want to hear anything. An irritated sigh, a rude retort, a
swear word. The oft-heard MOMMM would be pure gold. I want to see her
roll her eyes, wrinkle her nose, cock an eyebrow, burst into giggles—be
animated, exasperated, exhilarated. 


“Grace?”


Her eyelids flutter. There is a speck of mascara underneath
her right eye. She wouldn't want that. Using the tip of my finger, I gently
brush it away. 


She blinks, her eyes searching the room in wonderment until
they settle on my face. I am trying like hell not to cry, because mothers need
to be strong in times like this, but oh, God, the emotions are welling up in me
so quickly. 


“Hi, Mumma,” she murmurs. “Isn't this crazy?”


Yes. Yes, it is. Totally crazy. 


I need her to know, right now, what I should have been
telling her every day of her life. 


“I love you,” I say. “I love you so much, Grace.”


She is staring at me with beautiful, wide-open eyes as though
she is processing this. “I know, Mumma. I love you, too.” 


“How are you feeling?”


She frowns, tries to shrug and winces. “I have a headache and
I'm like dizzy. And my chest hurts.” 


“Do you remember the accident?”


“Yes.” She sighs. 


“You scared the shit out of me, Grace.” 


One side of her mouth turns up slightly at this, and I know
she is with me. “Sorry.” 


“But that's okay. Because you're okay. You're in the
hospital, and they're taking excellent care of you, and you're going to be
fine.” 


Her eyelids droop. I stroke the side of her face, tucking a
stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Where's my cell phone?” she mumbles
sleepily. 


Thrills spiral through my chest, because this is so typical.
I want typical, normal. 


“I have it. I'll keep it for you, and I promise I won't read
too many of your texts.” 


She gives me a half-smile, eyes closed. “I think I'm gonna
take a nap.”


“That sounds like a good idea. I'm going to go tell people
how you're doing, but I'll be right back, okay? Don't go anywhere.” 


“I won't.” 


I bend down and press my lips gently to her forehead. “I love
you,” I say again. I like the way this sounds. 


“Love you, Mumma.” She sighs, her breathing becoming deep and
rhythmic. 


I don't want to leave her. I stay for a few more minutes,
watching her chest rise and fall under the blanket before leaving the room. I
won't stay away long. 


I find Grace's nurse in the hallway outside to give her an
update. “Can you please check on her? I know you will, but I just—I don't want
her to be alone.” 


“Of course,” she smiles. “I'm headed right back there. I
understand. I'm a mom, too.” 


My people in the waiting area are looking at me with anxious
hopefulness as I approach. “You guys,” I tell them, smiling as the tears stream
down my cheeks, “she talked to me, and she seems like herself.” 


There are cries and cheers and a whoop from Holly. Gary and
Sharon are here, and Stacia, too. They come toward me, enveloping me in hugs. I
don't resist or stiffen—I hold on to each one of them, tight. 


This is a story I want to tell, over and over. She talked
to me. She's going to be all right. 


Tony is standing back from the group, his coat draped over
his arm and hands in the pocket of his pants. I feel a rush of adrenaline, and
something else I can't name. He is smiling at me, and I flash him a look that I
hope says, thank you. For everything.


I am going to stay the night here, of course. Tony offers to
let my dogs out and will take care of them in the morning. I give him the code
to the lock on my garage door and thank him. He gives me a quick hug. “Call me
if you need anything, all right? And let me know how the girl is doing.” 


I nod. I catch Sharon's eye as Tony is leaving, and she gives
me a warm smile. Mel and Holly are on their phones, most likely giving an
update to Nicole and Hannah who must have been horrified to hear about the
accident. I'm glad the girls stayed away tonight—this is hard enough for adults
to handle. 


Gary and Sharon will stay at the hotel closest to the
hospital tonight. Mel is going to head home since Nicole is alone, and Holly
offers to get some personal items and a change of clothes from my house to
bring to me tonight. 


Stacia comes close and puts her hands on my shoulders. Her
chestnut brown eyes are glistening. She looks youthful and beautiful with her
mane of blonde hair gathered into a low ponytail. My eyes are drawn to her
prominent baby bump. 


“Can't wait till I get to see my favorite niece and give her
hell for scaring all of us. And how is her mom holding up?” 


“I'm all right. Much better, now that I've seen her. I don't
think I'm ever going to take my eyes off her after this.” 


“I can imagine.” She puts her hand protectively on her belly,
and I can't resist: I put my hands there, too. I've never been one to touch
pregnant women's bellies, but this time...


I'm sobbing now, Stacia stroking my hair, as my hands cradle
that firm, precious baby bump, full of promise, burgeoning with life. 


















thirty-one


People always want to look for something good in the midst of
a horrific event—even a tiny shred of something good. Like if the tragedy is a
dirty beach that stretches on for miles, strewn with litter and ugly clumps of
seaweed, people will still scour the sand to find a pretty shell and say, oh,
see? There it is! 


This is how things are in the week following Grace's
accident, with well-meaning people trying to find bright spots about it—tied
for most popular are she is so lucky she wasn't killed and at least
no one was riding with her. I know they are trying to make me feel better,
or perhaps make themselves feel better, but I am so sorry or I'm so
glad she's going to be all right would be more than sufficient. Being
reminded of what could have happened makes me shudder all the more. And
I've done enough shuddering.


With Aaron's death, I heard similar things. At least he
died doing something he loved. Which technically, he didn't, because he
didn't die while hiking the mountain. And the point is, he died. 


I feel like I'm a new mom all over again. Not only because of
Grace's vulnerable condition, but because of how exhausted and overwhelmed I
am. Parents of newborns are so sleep-deprived, it's no wonder they describe
those early days and weeks as just a blur. I remember being so tired when Grace
was an infant that I sometimes couldn't even remember if I'd nursed her. I'd
wake up in a panic, thinking that I'd forgotten to feed her, or worse, that I'd
rolled over on her while I was sleeping. The fear would be vibrant enough to
jar me into crystal-clear awareness, and I'd feel the sweet waves of relief
cascade over me when I'd look into the bassinet next to the bed and see that
she was still alive and sleeping peacefully—much more peacefully than her
nerve-wracked mother. 


This is exactly how it feels now: blurred and foggy,
interspersed with sharp stabs of anxiety and memories of witnessing the moment
of impact...the spin. I imagine this is how post-traumatic stress might feel.
Between lack of sleep and the tension that permeates every part of me, I am a
walking zombie. It's as though my brain is becoming fuzzier as hers is healing.
The most important thing, obviously, is that she's steadily improving. The
doctor has been very pleased with her subsequent CT scans, chest x-ray and
overall progress. Her only lingering symptoms are mild headaches, exhibiting a
desire to sleep a lot and some mood swings—the latter of which is actually
Grace, pre-accident. He is looking to discharge her in the next day or two,
where she can continue to lay low and recover. Most distressing to Grace is
that her ankle did turn out to be badly fractured, which means no spring sport.



I am grateful and humbled by everyone who has helped us get
through this. Pop told me that he and Tony would split my patients between the
two of them, insisting that I take all the time I need. Tony has been caring
for my dogs, and I think it's helped him to fill the void Lucy left. Carol set
up a meal schedule, and clinic staff have rotated bringing food to my house.
Roxanne even contributed, tucking a get well card in with her shepherd's pie.
Mel and Holly have taken turns bringing me vanilla chais, magazines, healthy
snacks and junk food. Grace's track team made a big banner with messages and
signatures, and I hung it up in her hospital room. My parents have offered
repeatedly to fly out, and I have discouraged this as nicely as I can. As
selfish as it sounds, I don't need the additional stress. But they've been
thoughtful—they've Skyped and Face-timed with her and sent a ridiculously
enormous bouquet and a pink teddy bear, the latter of which Grace now sleeps
with. 


I've been staying most nights at the hospital, or trying to,
on the small couch in Grace's room, and I can tell she is glad about this. She
was moved out of ICU two days after being admitted—it felt somewhat like a
graduation—and she began receiving visitors, which majorly boosted her spirits.
She's even been in a good enough mood to take a few selfies with nurses, CNA's
and friends. Jake has come to see her repeatedly and has thankfully looked less
guilty than he did when he first saw me. When he started to apologize, I
quickly stopped him. Sometimes, things just happen. 


My guilt, on the other hand, has cloaked me like a cold,
black shroud. 


Grace wasn't wearing a seatbelt. 


Talking about this with her, I was as gentle as I could be,
given her condition. But my voice shook as I told her that she was never
to do that again, or the car keys were mine. Maybe even forever. Her eyes had
filled with tears as she nodded. The misery in her face was proof that she
totally got this. 


I feel like I failed as a mother. I'm not talking about minor
failing, like I should be having her volunteer at a soup kitchen or walk the
dogs more or play a musical instrument, but I Failed, with a capital F.



How could this have happened? It never even occurred to me to
remind her to wear it, or ask if she was, because I completely assumed she
would. It was a given.


Only it wasn't. 


And if I had been a better mother, I would have insisted that
she stay and eat dinner, and then the timing would have been different, with no
Jeep Grand Cherokee coming down the road and ultimately slamming into Leslie.
Maybe the Clementine I made her take ended up rolling around the truck and
distracted her. 


This accident was especially mind-blowing for me because I've
always had this irrational illusion that somehow, Leslie would keep her safe.
That Aaron, looking down on the two of us, wouldn't let anything else bad
happen. 


But—hypocrite alert—like those well-meaning people say, it
could have been far worse. Maybe Aaron was protecting her, because she
lived and is going to be okay. 


If I allow myself to be like those well-meaning,
glass-is-half-full people, I will say that if there was anything good to come
out of Grace's accident, it was that something in me broke free—maybe at the
very second that the car hit Leslie. It was like the rigidity, the guarded part
of me, was smashed. I find myself hugging Grace freely, even kissing her—and
this has extended to other people: I impulsively put my arms around Mel the
other day, and Holly told me she's noticed a change in me, an openness that
she's never seen in all the years she's known me. 


I like that. 


Grace is napping right now, most likely tired from her friend
visits and brief walk around the hospital floor using crutches. While she
sleeps, I decide to run home and take Riley and Joey for a quick walk before
sunset. It's cold but clear, and the fresh air will be good for all three of
us. I'm in need of some therapeutic dog time.


I am surprised to see the BMW in the driveway at this time of
day. The dogs are barking, and the door opens. 


“Well, hello.” Tony is standing in the side doorway in a
slate blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled partway up and tailored black
pants, looking like he's stepped out of a Nordstorm's catalog. 


“Hello back. What are you doing here? Don't you have a job?”


“I do in fact have a job. But my last client cancelled, so I
thought I'd come check on the dogs. And just kind of neaten things up for when
you came back tonight. I don't know if you're aware of this, but dogs do shed.”


“I am abundantly aware of that, thank you.” I narrow my eyes
at him as I walk up the steps. “What did you do, vacuum my house?” 


“I might have.” He moves slightly so that I can enter. The
nearness of him makes me react in ways I don't want to. But it's been a long
time, and the normalcy of my reaction is very welcome after the abnormalcy
I've had. 


Slipping off my shoes, I pet Riley who is looking from me to
Tony in pure adoration, and Joey who is weaving in and out of my legs, his tail
on overdrive. There are pungent scents. Good scents. “It smells piney and
lemony in here.” I point an accusatory finger at him. “You cleaned, didn't
you?” 


He shrugs, but there is a shadow of a smile on his face.
“Maybe a little.” 


I walk into the kitchen. Everything is spotless—the gleaming
granite countertop, the shiny floors—and the dishes I'd left out are now gone.
The stainless steel sink has been polished, too, and the kitchen mat, usually
host to crumbs, has been freshly vacuumed. 


And there is a stunning flower arrangement on the center
island: hot pink Gerbera daisies, brilliant purple irises and vibrant yellow
tulips in a milk glass vase. 


I turn to him, my lips parting, and a tremulous sigh escapes
before I can stop it. “You didn't need to do this, Tony.”


He leans back against the counter, folding his arms. “Meh.
You know how I like things neat.” 


“But you've been doing extra at work because of me. And you
got me flowers.”


“I figured you could use a pick-me-up. Something bright. I
want to help you, K.” He is looking at me soberly. “I want to help you as much
as I can. As much as you'll let me.”


I swallow. “You are helping me,” I murmur. “You've been doing
so much to help me.” 


His steady gaze is holding me captive. And captivated. 


“I picked up a chocolate cake at the bakery. I was getting
some bread for myself and saw it and thought of you. It's in the fridge so the
dogs won't get it.”


“Smart move.” 


“I figured you could maybe sneak a piece in to Grace.” 


“She'd like that. Thank you.” 


“You're welcome.” His eyes drift from my eyes to my mouth to
my breasts. I shudder, hoping he doesn't notice. He does, and smiles. 


“Thank you,” I repeat. “For everything.” 


“You don't have to keep thanking me. I want to do this.” 


I have to hug him. It's the new Kimberly; she feels like
hugging people and then actually does it. 


I reach him in three quick strides, flinging my arms around
him impulsively as he draws in his breath. 


I am standing on tiptoes in my stocking feet to whisper in
his ear. “You smell good.” 


His arms tighten around me. “Maybe it's the Lysol.” 


“No. It's you.” 


I feel him begin to harden through his pants. I do not mind
this one bit. 


He bends down slightly, puts his stubbly cheek next to mine.
His mouth is tantalizingly close. His breath smells delicious. I envision his
tongue slipping between my lips. And then he steps back. 


I am surprised for the second time. Very surprised. And a
little hurt. “What's wrong?” 


“Nothing's wrong. I just want it to be right.” 


“Did someone replace your testicles with ovaries while I've
been away?”


“I'm not joking, Kimberly. I'm not going to take advantage of
you when you're vulnerable. I want you to be with me because you want to
be with me, not because you're needy.” 


“Needy?” Now I'm offended. “I'm doing fine.”


“You're doing remarkably well. And I'd be lying if I said I
didn't want to bend you over that island and fuck you speechless. I'm just at
the point of—” He pauses, running a hand through his thick hair. “Of wanting
more than just sex. For probably the first time in my life, my cock's not in
charge. My heart is.” 


I don't know what to say. It seems we've both had turning
points in our lives. 


“I guess the unthinkable's happening.” A flash of his
familiar, devastating grin.


“The unthinkable?”


“Dr. Anthony Dalton...wanting to settle down.” His eyes are
piercing, vivid blue. 


“Tony, I...”


He puts up his hand. “No need to respond. Just wanted you to
know where I stood. I'll be back later tonight to let the dogs out.”


“Thank you. I'm going to take them for a quick walk. I'm
hoping Grace will be discharged soon so you won't have to do this anymore.” 


“I've enjoyed doing it. I like the dogs. And being here.” 


He looks at me a few seconds longer before turning to go into
the mudroom for his coat—the one he wrapped around me the night of the
accident. There is a warm feeling simmering inside me, spreading through me.
The words don't go are like Pop Rocks in my mouth. I wait for them to
melt into my tongue and disappear. 


















thirty-two


“How good is it to have your baby home?” Holly is practically
cradling me with her warm brown eyes. 


“Oh, God...so good. Can't even describe it.” 


“I can only imagine. Hannah was crazy excited to be able to
visit with her tonight—I told her not to get too wound up so she wouldn't tire
Grace out.” 


“Grace has been bored to tears sitting around—it will be so
good for her to have company.” 


We're sitting in our favorite booth at the Route 2 Diner.
Holly and Russ took me out to lunch to celebrate Grace's homecoming eight days
ago while our girls are at my house, binging on Italian subs and chips and
watching Season 4 of Friends on Netflix. 


I was actually almost scared to leave her. Obviously, I need
to get over this, because I'm going to work tomorrow, and she's going to be
home for a little while longer until she's ready to go back to school. But
after watching her giggle with Hannah, I felt relief soothe my tense muscles.
This scene was something I'd taken for granted—and something I had feared I'd
never witness again—and oh, God, the feeling of having my daughter home
again...I started to tear up, and when I said goodbye to the girls, my voice
wavered. Grace quickly looked over at me, and I was expecting her to be
embarrassed, but she smiled at me with eyes that said I know, Mumma. I
left quickly before she could see me cry.


And now, sitting here on the worn, red vinyl cushion, soaking
in the sights, smells and sounds of this warm and familiar place, that horrible
night seems so far away. I'm feeling relaxed and loved. 


Holly points her soup spoon at me. “So let me get this
straight.” 


“That's what she said.” Russell, taking a giant bite of his
pastrami sandwich, winks at me. 


“As I was saying,” Holly continues, “let me get this
straight. Dr. Love not only took care of your dogs, but he cleaned, brought you
flowers, and a chocolate cake?”


I'm also feeling interrogated. Things definitely seem back to
normal. 


“I hope you got down on your knees, Kimberly. Right there in
the kitchen.” 


“I didn't. But I thanked him. Several times, actually. So
what's new with you guys?” I raise an eyebrow that clearly indicates, please
leave me the eff alone. 


Holly sighs but abandons the topic for now. “We're both
exploring career options.” 


“Yes—you were mentioning that at the track meet. Russ is
looking, too?” 


He is chewing noisily, holding his sandwich with both hands.
I wait for him to swallow. “I'm thinking of writing a children's book.”


Holly puts down her glass of beer and looks at him as though
she's seeing an exotic creature for the first time. “This is new. A children's
book?” 


“Yup. I think the way my mind works—how it's so
fucked-up—might be really appealing to kids.”


She grins. “I think you mean it might be really appealing to fucked-up
kids.” 


I am giggling as Donut brings over two orders of fries,
golden and piping hot and perfectly-cooked. “My chéri, it is good to see
you laughing. These two...they bring that out in you, eh?” 


“Most definitely,” I say, reaching for a fry. “And it's so
good to be in here. I can't wait to bring Grace back.”


“The next time she eats here, it is gratuit. For her
and her friends.”


“Be careful, Donut,” Holly warns. “Have you seen those girls
eat?”


“Pah.” He waves his hand in the air. “They are my
girls.” 


I like this. I look at this dear man with his unruly white
hair, ample belly and cheerful expression, and I flash back to the time when
Grace was little and insisted that he was Santa. Aaron and I never tried to
convince her otherwise—partly because we also believed it. 


I watch him amble down the aisle and stop to talk to an
elderly couple. I've seen them in here before—the man is tall and
distinguished-looking with a benevolent face, and the woman is very striking,
with thick silver hair and smooth, creamy skin—the type of woman you know was
very beautiful when she was younger. They always appear to be very much in
love, and every time I see them, I wonder if they realize how lucky they are to
be together at their ages. Probably. 


Holly notices me staring and turns to do the same. “Aww,
those two are the sweetest,” she says dreamily. “I love them.”


“I do, too.” 


Russ turns around, too. “That'll be you and me someday,
babe,” he says, putting his arm around Holly's shoulders. “Only I'll keep
getting more handsome and you'll probably shrivel all up.”


“Jesus, you piss me off.” She struggles to get away from his
grasp, but she is laughing as he chuckles and squeezes her. He flashes me a
dazzling smile, and between that and his arm around Holly bulging beneath his
jersey, I feel myself tingle shamelessly. 


Russ, who could sense a woman ovulating in the next county,
is on it. “Hey...you're blushing, Kimberly. Why is that?” His smile broadens. 


“No reason. And stop. Please.” 


Holly is amused, looking at me with dancing brown eyes.
“Kimberly...it's okay if you find my husband hot. I actually get turned on by
other women finding him attractive. And if you ever want to borrow him, just
say the word. I'm totally confident that no one else would want to keep him.
You understand, right? You know him.”


I nod. “Definitely.”


“Hey.” Russ is looking indignant. “Was I just insulted?”


Holly pushes the basket of fries toward him and leans across
the table to me. “So it's been a while since you did it?”


“Did what?”


“Crochet. Make toast. Done IT—have sex, shag, do the nasty.” 


“It's been a while.” 


“I know the accident put everything else on hold, but how
about before that?” 


Russ is not even pretending he's not listening. He looks at
me with interest, his face a mix of locker-room boyishness and adult male
horniness. 


I take a sip of my Corona and another french fry. “Third week
in January. About six weeks ago.” But who's counting? And I honestly
don't know if I'd count that, because I didn't climax. 


“Was it the handyman?” Russ's voice has dropped to a
conspiratorial whisper. 


It occurs to me that I have very, very few secrets from these
two. Maybe even none. “Is there anything you aren't in on, Russell?” 


“Kimberly, this is a man who reads People and watches
The View, for Christ's sake. What do you expect? He loves keeping track of shit
like this. But seriously, six weeks is a while...especially for you. Aren't you
getting restless?” 


“I try not to think about it, and it works until certain
people remind me.” 


“How can you try not to think about fucking? You've always
been practically addicted to it.” 


I sigh. “Are you trying to help me here? Because it doesn't
feel like it.”


“Of course I'm trying to help you. I know you. I get you. And
I know you're troubled.”


My gaze drifts over her shoulder to Gorgeous Senior Couple.
They are standing to leave, and she's slipping her arms into her long black
coat as he holds it open for her. She glances up at him and smiles, and there
is so much more than just thank you in that look. He puts his hand
lightly against the small of her back as they leave. 


Holly has twisted around in her seat to watch them and then
returns her attention to me. “Mr. and Mrs. Golden Years over there?” 


“What about them?”


“How long do you think they've been married?”


“Fifty years. Maybe more. I'm betting that they were high
school sweethearts and their initials are carved in a giant oak tree
somewhere.”


“You don't know that. Maybe they're newlyweds. They may have
met later in life. It happens, you know.” 


“I suppose it does. I know what you're getting at.”


Russ leans into our conversation and holds up his hands. “My
pain in the ass, cute little wife wants you to have a [air quote] relationship
with someone. Beyond just [air quote] the sex. She thinks you're
[air quote] ready.” 


“Yeah, I kind of got that.” I'm trying to frown at Holly, but
she's batting her eyes at me with mock innocence, and Russ is looking so
matter-of-fact and like he's part of this whole thing that my lips start
quivering and I'm gone. It's not so much that it's funny—more like I just
really need to laugh. 


Holly is smiling as she reaches for my hand. “I don't want
you to think I'm a bitch. I just want you to be open to things, you know? Life
can change in a blink.”


Yes. It could. 


“I don't think of you as a bitch,” I say. “At least not all
the time. You're like my life coach.”


“Exactly. Life coach. I'll cheer you on, but I'll be all over
your ass when I need to.” 


“I'm okay with that. Thank you. And you were right when you
said I was troubled. I just want to get Grace all healed, and then I'll work on
myself. Promise.” 


“Good girl. I'm proud of you.”


My eyes are stinging, hearing this. I open my mouth, and
words that have always been awkward and blocky glide off my tongue like sweet
wine. “I love you. 


Holly is looking at me in delighted amazement, because after
all, it's me who just said that, and this is pretty monumental. “I love you,
too, girlfriend. And wow. Just wow.”


I have to agree. 


















thirty-three


The first thing I do when I get to work is go directly to
Pop's office. He's standing at his desk, looking down at his calendar, and when
I walk in, his face breaks out in a wide smile, gray eyebrows arched behind his
glasses. “Kimber. So glad to have you back.” 


“I'm so glad to be back, Pop,” I say, and instead of
folding my arms across my chest as I usually did, I leave them loose, letting
the increasingly-prevalent, hugging impulse cascade from my heart and ripple
through my limbs till I'm walking around his desk, and my arms just lift
and find their way around Pop's shoulders. 


He gives a surprised chuckling kind of sound and pats my back
gently. “Everything good?” 


“Everything's very good.” I am smiling into his Old-Spice
scented shirt. “Thank you so much for all you did to help me through this.” 


My first client for the day is Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy.
I could not be happier to see MSP, all decked out in her red flannel shirt and
worn jeans, grungy backpack slung over her shoulder loaded with even more
keychains than the last time I'd seen her. This crazy is normal for me, and
after the past few weeks, I want to soak up all the normal I can get. I want to
be pierced by Roxanne's icy glare and bask in Carol's warm smile. I'll welcome
the awkward vibes from Nathan, and even though it's always a mindfuck, I even
want tingles from Tony—his blush-inducing comments, suggestive glances, blatant
brush-bys. He's been in surgery since very early this morning, so I haven't
seen him yet. 


But for now, I've got MSP, and even though Wilbur the cat has
yet again checked out completely fine, I'm feeling like I need to make her day.
I have to glance at the computer screen to remember MSP's real name, because of
course we know her by her nickname. “Um...Gladys?”


“Yes?” She's peering at me hopefully.


“Wilbur seems to have lost some weight since his last visit.”
Two ounces, to be exact, but I'm going with it. It's all I've got.


“What? He has? What do you think it could be?” MSP's face is
flushed with excitement. 


“I'm not sure. It could be a number of things.”


“Do you think he needs...tests?”


“He might. For now, I'm going to send you home with some of
the best cat food on the market. Follow the feeding instructions on the label.
Then I'll see you back here in a month so we can check him over and weigh him
again.”


“You mean...a follow-up appointment? 


I glance at Mick, who's assisting me. She's biting her lip as
she strokes Wilbur's fur. His face is as menacing as his owner's is manic. 


“Yes—a follow-up. Michelle, can you put that in the computer,
please, and get Gladys a case of canned and two bags of Wellness from the top
shelf? No charge for the food—this is considered strictly experimental.”


I smile at MSP, who looks like she's ready to do cartwheels
across the exam room floor. “Thanks for coming in. I'll see you in a month.”


She is crooning to Wilbur as she guides him into the cat
carrier and carries him out of the room. Grinning, Mick turns to me and shakes
her head, spiky hair quivering. “That was goddamned nice of you.” 


I smile back, shrugging. “I'm in a goddamned nice frame of
mind.” 


I'm leaving the room and look up to see Nathan closing the
door of the supply closet, a bottle of dog shampoo in his hand. He has the
sleeves of his plaid flannel shirt rolled up. 


His face brightens. “Hey there. Welcome back.” 


“Thanks. Bath time?”


“Yep. Big Saint Bernard, so this should take a while. At
least he's still loopy from the dental. How's your daughter doing?”


“Very well, thanks. She's just about back to normal, and I
know this because she's not as nice.” 


He grins. “Ha. Typical teenage girl. No lingering symptoms
from the concussion?”


“She's had occasional headaches and a little neck pain and
was sleeping a lot, but that seems to be improving.”


“That's great. You typically see post-concussive syndrome in
the first few weeks, and she's just about through that. It may take her a
couple months to feel completely like herself, but it sounds like she's on her
way.”  


“Yes,” I reply slowly, processing this. “She is. You sound as
though you've had some experience with this sort of thing.”


Color darkens his neck and creeps into his cheeks. “I had a
couple concussions in high school. Football. Anyway...I'm really glad she's
okay. You've been through enough.”            


There is something in his dark eyes that I can't identify. He
starts to walk away.


“Nathan—listen, don't take this the wrong way.” I roll my
eyes and give a little laugh. “I always hate when people say that, because
automatically the person is going to take it the wrong way.”


He gives me a slow smile. 


“But I really do want you to take this as a compliment.
You're too good for this job. I mean, you've been a fantastic addition here,
but something tells me that you're slated for more than cleaning cat litter and
giving baths to Saint Bernards.” 


Instantly, I regret saying it. I must have insulted him,
because he's even more red-faced than before, his sculpted cheeks tight with
tension. 


But his words surprise me.


“Thank you,” he says quietly. “I'll take that as a
compliment. I just needed to be working here. I never intended for it to be
long-term, but I needed it.” 


I don't really even know what the hell I'm trying to say, but
I open my mouth and say it anyway. “Well...I'm glad this position was open for
you, and that we could be here for you.” 


“Me too. And again, I'm really happy your daughter is okay,
and that you're back. I'll see you later—I'm going to go give that Bernie a
bath before the drugs wear off.” 


“Good idea. Thank you, Nathan.” 


Slightly deflated, I watch him walk away, and I'm suddenly
aware that I'm seeing how hot this man is—the broad shoulders, the tapered
waist, the firm ass—but surprisingly, I'm not feeling it. 


The door down the hall opens—Tony, coming out of surgery. He
nods to Nathan as they pass. I slip my hands in the pockets of my lab coat to
do a quick fist clench as he walks toward me, looking like something out of a
soap opera in his dusty-blue scrubs, his surgical cap in one hand as he ruffles
his damp blond hair with the other. 


“Hi, K. You're back.”


“I am. How did surgery go?”


He expels a sigh, shaking his head. “It ended up okay, but it
was dicey for a bit...ten year old Schnauzer in for struvite bladder stones,
and he had a major blood pressure drop. Got him back, though.” 


“Sounds scary—but you always seem to rise to any challenge.” 


Tony breaks into his trademark killer smile that's been the
undoing of many a woman. Including me. “I do, don't I?” He stretches his arms
wide, and for a second, I imagine myself running into them. “Grace doing okay?”



“She is, thanks.”


“And Mom?”


“Mom is doing okay, too. More than okay.” 


“I'm very glad to hear that. Mom is looking really good.” 


As the heat rises within me, I reach for the coldest thoughts
I can find: The Atlantic Ocean in January. Siberia. Hillary
Clinton.   


Reaching into his pants pocket, Tony takes out a pack of
Trident White. I watch him pop a piece into his mouth and chew thoughtfully,
his perfectly-shaped lips on the verge of a grin. 


“Well,” I say briskly, my words as snappy as his peppermint
gum. “I have a client coming in, so I guess I'll see you later.” 


“Kimberly.” His voice is rich with an edge of husky. “I'm
glad you're back. I've missed you.” 


He takes a step toward me, and suddenly this hallway is too
small—wayy too goddamned small and stifling, and where the hell is everyone? 


“I'd like to take you out for a drink this weekend. To
celebrate Grace's recovery, and you being back. Will you go?” 


My mind is a fucked-up jumble of red flags and flashing neon DANGER
signs, but looking at him right now, other parts of me take over,
and I watch his face glow with satisfaction as I hear myself say yes.


















thirty-four


“You sure you don't mind?” I'm looking at Grace anxiously,
but she's more interested in the youtube video than easing my guilty conscience
about going out with Tony tonight. She is curled up on the couch wearing what
looks like her boyfriend's Duke sweatshirt, gray sweatpants and her fuzzy
striped socks (the latter a gift from Mel the day she came home from the
hospital). Her crutches are leaning against the middle cushion.  


She sighs. “Mom. I told you, I don't mind. And no
offense, but I WANT you to go. I think it would be good for both of us.” She
glances up at me over her laptop screen, smiling sweetly. 


I fold my arms and frown. “You're trying to get rid of me,
aren't you?”


“Yup.”


“I've been hovering too much, haven't I?”


“Yup.” 


“You okay to eat the leftover tuna casserole? There's salad,
too.”


“Yup. Jake might come over later to watch a movie.” 


“Okay.” 


I'm guessing they'll probably have sex, and I'm surprisingly
okay with that. I'm okay with just about everything these days, because my girl
is all right. 


“Let the dogs out around nine if I'm not back, okay?” 


She pauses her video and looks up at me to smirk. “Nine? Of
course you won't be back at nine.” 


“You don't know that.” I'm not thrilled she knows that. 


Grace looks me up and down. “He's going to like you in that.”
She returns her attention to the computer screen. 


I am left wondering if she thinks this is a good thing. I'm
wearing a cream-colored blouse with a low, ruffly neckline, a shawl-collar teal
cardigan, snug jeans and tall black boots. I'm feeling feminine and stylish and
sexy. And scared out of my mind. 


The doorbell rings. The dogs bark, and I jump. I hadn't
planned on Tony coming to the door; I'd figured I would just be watching out
the window until he pulled in, say a quick goodbye to Grace and go out to the
car. But I wasn't watching out the window, and now Tony's on my doorstep, and
I'm not sure what the hell to do. I so don't want this to be a big deal, and
it's me who is making it one. 


“Aren't you going to get the door? Or do you want me to?” My
daughter is looking at me inquisitively with a hint of amusement. 


“I'll get it,” I say sharply. 


Grace grins. 


The dogs are at my heels, still barking. There is a blast of
late March as I open the door, followed by a rush of warmth as I look at Tony.
He's wearing a black leather jacket and dark jeans with combat-style black
boots. His blond hair is in a perfect state of imperfection, suggestive of someone
having run hands through it, and his crystal-blues are raking over me as though
he's familiar and unfamiliar with me at the same time. 


“Hi. Would you—do you want to come in for a minute?”


“Sure. Got to say hi to the pups.” He bends down to greet
Riley and Joey, who are licking him wildly. Straightening, he fixes his eyes on
mine. “You look fantastic.” 


“Thank you. So do you.” 


“Is Grace here? I wanted to say hi to her.”


“Yes—in the family room.” 


He follows me, and Grace looks up with interest. 


“Hey, Grace.” 


She smiles. “Hi, Tony. 


“How are you feeling?”


“Much better, thanks. Just a little tired, but I'm going back
to school half-days next week.”


“Good for you. Unless of course, you don't really want to,
and in that case, I'm sorry.” 


Her smile deepens.


“The ankle doing okay?”


“Yeah. I have another x-ray in a couple of weeks.” 


“Good thing is, you're young, and you should heal quickly.
And hey, another good thing...you have the house to yourself for a while
tonight. You can pay me later for getting your mom out of here. I prefer cash
but would accept gift cards.” 


Grace is laughing. “Okay.” 


I huff in protest. “Excuse me?” 


Tony grins and winks at Grace. “We're outta here. Have a good
night.” 


I go to the couch to give Grace a quick hug. Just before I let
go, she whispers in my ear. “He's hot, Mom.” 


I give her a little poke in the side as she twists away,
stifling a laugh. 


Tony and I are going to Fiddlehead's, a comfortable yet
classy new restaurant featuring locally-grown foods, unique cocktails and artwork
from area residents. The drink he had proposed earlier in the week has
apparently turned into dinner, and I'm stressing that dinner will turn into
something else. And Tony knows it.


“Nervous?”


“Me? No. Why?”


“You're twirling your hair.” 


I quickly put my hand in my lap and look at him, hoping my
words and the tone they are floating on are convincing. “I guess I'm just
excited to be going out. You know—celebrating.”


Tony glances over at me, a smile tugging at his lips, and
returns his attention to the road. “No need to be nervous, K.”


“I'm not nervous.”


“Changing the subject. Grace seems like she's doing really
well.”


This I can talk about. “Yes. You were good with her.”


“You sound surprised.”


“No. It's just that you aren't around a lot of teenagers.”


“When you have the mentality of a seventeen year old, it's
easy to interact with girls.” 


I smile. “Good point.” 


We come to a stop light and he turns his head to look at me
again. “You look quite amazing tonight.” 


“Thank you, and you already said that.”


“No. I said you looked fantastic.” 


“Please stop. You're making me blush.” 


“I want to.” His voice drops to a murmur. “I like when I get
to you.” 


Fuck that I can't think of any response, clever or
otherwise, to that statement. Thank God we're now at the restaurant. 


The waiter brings us a basket of warm bread with honey butter
and a pitcher of ice water. I drink half a glass right away; my mouth feels dry
and cottony and my nerves are as taut as guitar strings, but two Limoncello
Margaritas and a Pear Drop later, I'm feeling like I might want to be plucked.
Tony has a Manhattan, offering me the cherry with a suggestive grin, and I'm
buzzed enough to swirl my tongue around it before popping it in my mouth with a
wink. 


Our main courses are delicious—pan-seared salmon with dijon
creme, rice and salad for me, chicken Luigi stuffed with crab and asparagus and
roasted red potatoes for Tony. 


“So what do you think about Nathan?” I ask, spearing a leaf
of spinach with my fork. 


Tony's expression is stony. “Is this going to lead somewhere
I don't want to go?”


I smother a laugh. “No! I'm not interested in him—at least
not in that way. Although Jesus, the man is basically Adonis.” 


“The kid's good-looking, I have to admit.”


“Now that's funny...you referring to him as a kid, when he's
not much younger than you.”


“Seems it, though—something about him.”


“Yes. Exactly. There's something about him. Like he's
vulnerable, and lost. And you know, he's way over-qualified for that job.”


“Agreed.”


“Do you wonder why he came to work here? He's obviously very
intelligent.”


“I'm not as fascinated by him as you seem to be, no.” 


“I wouldn't say I'm fascinated, just curious about his
background. And he always seems so on edge with me, even after working at the
clinic for a while.” 


“Maybe he finds it a bit awkward that he wants to get into
his superior's pants.” 


“Tony.”


“Kimberly.” He is leveling me with his searing gaze. “Any man
would want you.” 


I'm looking around the restaurant, searching for something to
focus on—the dark-haired hostess flirting with one of the waiters, the metal
wall sculpture of the sun, the giant ficus tree studded with tiny white
lights—anything besides what Tony is doing to me right now. And what I want him
to do to me later. 


Luckily, the waiter appears at our table. I silently thank
him. 


“Are we thinking about dessert tonight?” he asks, looking
expectantly from Tony to me. 


“I think we're all set here,” Tony answers benignly. “At
least, I'm ready to head out if you are, K.”


Am I ready? 


“Yes.”


The waiter nods. “One check?” 


“Separate,” I blurt. 


“We'll have one check,” Tony tells him. “My treat.”


I start to protest, but realize it's futile. Tony always gets
what he wants. 


He doesn't say a word as he opens my car door. I slide in,
shivering, although the night is mild. Pulling out of the parking lot, I feel
my heart begin to pound and tell myself to calm the fuck down. 


He still isn't saying anything. I want him to turn on the
radio, or hum...anything to puncture the balloon of heavy silence filling the
car. 


And then he speaks, slowly, as if he's carefully choosing his
words. 


“Kimberly. I want you to come back to my house with me.” He
takes his eyes off the road to look at me. “I want to make love to you.” 


My...God. Hearing his voice like this, everything in me
softens just then. My resistance, my worries. The lower half of my body. 


My voice is soft, too, as I answer him. “Okay.” 


* * * 


I ask to use his bathroom so I can freshen up, but also to
get my breathing under control. There will be no hiding how much I want him
right now, but the shaken-up part—I'd rather he didn't know about that. 


I dab toothpaste on my tongue and stick my mouth under the
faucet to rinse (no cups—typical guy bathroom). I smooth my eyebrows and run a
finger under my lower lids where my eyeliner has smudged a bit. I leave my hair
alone; it's framing my face and still smooth from when I straightened it. And
then I breathe. 


There is a knock on the door. I open it to find that Tony is
standing bare-chested and barefoot in his jeans. My eyes trail over his defined
pecs and abs, my fingers aching to trace the lines and then slip below his
waistband. Seeing him like this, his muscles looking rippled under his smooth
skin, makes me unable to suppress a long, shaky exhale. 


Which he hears as he steps into the bathroom, his face
intense with anticipation. “My turn. Be right out.” 


I stand in the center of his bedroom, my arms wrapped around
myself. This room is very Tony—masculine, clean-looking and contemporary, done
in shades of dark blue, silver, and white. He has neatly folded back the navy
comforter on the king-sized bed to reveal striped gray and white sheets and two
pristine white, puffy pillows. One pewter bedside lamp is on, light glowing
softly through the opaque shade and illuminating a tumbler filled with water
and ice cubes, which he must have gotten while I was in the bathroom. There is
a massive-looking mirror doubling as a headboard, and I feel a twinge as I
think of the women in that mirror—the women in Tony's bed. Then he enters the
room, and those thoughts of others vanish, because I'm with him, now. 


He walks toward me and places his hands on my hips, pulling
me into him. My hands go to his bare chest, my fingers splaying out against his
cool skin, and I tip my head back to look at him. His eyes are glazed with
desire, his muscular chest rising and falling. I can feel his hardness pressing
against me, and I suck in my breath. 


“So you're here,” he says, his voice warm and rich and deep. 


“I am.” 


“You seem to have a tough time resisting me. Why do you
suppose that is?”


I try to frown at him, but it comes out as a smile. “I don't
know. You're my weakness, I guess.” 


“I'm glad.” He dips his head lower, brushes my hair away from
my neck and begins kissing me there. “I want to be your weakness...and your
strength.” 


Fucking hell. I am trembling. 


“Kimberly,” he whispers, his words tickling my ear. “You
don't have to be afraid.” 


“I'm not afraid.” 


“This doesn't have to mean anything. It can be just like we
used to be, if that's what you want. Okay?”


I nod. He leans forward as I close my eyes, parting my lips
to receive his eager mouth, and God, I have missed the feel, the taste of his
tongue. His arms wrap around me, holding me tight as he kisses me more deeply,
one of his hands sliding under my hair and pulling my head back. 


Within seconds, I feel him tugging my blouse from my jeans.
His cool fingers brush my belly on their way up to my left breast. He's fisting
my hair as he works his hand into my bra to cup and stroke and tweak, the fingers
in my hair gripping tightly at the same time he pinches my nipple. I gasp at
this mix of pleasure and pain, and he makes a low, primal sound in his throat
at my reaction. 


“I want to do everything to you, Kimberly,” he rasps.
“Everything.” 


He is killing me, and he knows it. 


Still kissing him, I wriggle out of my sweater, and he deftly
unbuttons my blouse and pushes it off my shoulders. My hands go to his belt—I
need to feel him—but he takes my wrists and pushes my hands behind my back,
holding them firmly.


“Not yet,” he grins, breathing heavily. “My house, my
bedroom. I'm in charge here.” 


The resistance and restraint are driving me crazy, and he's
well aware of that, too. He grinds his pelvis against me as he thrusts his
tongue deeper into my mouth. There is an intense throbbing and burning between
my legs that I need him to take care of. I want his fingers inside me, his
tongue, his cock. 


He breaks our kiss and releases my hands, taking a step back.
My breathing accelerates as I watch him unbuckle his belt and whip it free from
the loops in one quick, smooth motion. I watch as he unbuttons his pants and
slides them down. He steps out of them, and my eyes take in the sight of the
prominent bulge in his briefs. He looks so toned, so defined, and so ready for
me, and I beg him silently, for the love of God, not to make me wait too long. 


“Get on your knees for me, K.” His voice is soft, but his
eyes are steely. 


I don't hesitate. I want this; I want him to tell me what to
do, and when to do it. I want to please him, and I want him to take me however
he would like. 


I kneel on the carpet in front of him, slipping my fingers
into the waistband of his briefs and working them down his legs to release the
heavy weight of his cock. It strains toward me, and I make a small sigh of
pleasure as I take the huge head into my mouth. He groans as my lips encircle
him, and I feel a rush of warmth and wetness in my panties. 


I suck obediently, swirling my tongue around the tip and
plunging my mouth down over his shaft, taking him as deeply as I can while
grasping his firm ass and pulling him closer. 


“Fuck. Kimberly...Jesus, don't make me come yet. I
need to be inside you.” 


I go more slowly, teasingly, flicking my tongue along the
underside of his cock and then sucking gently on the tip. 


His breathing is harsh and ragged. “You're fucking amazing at
this, K, but I need you to stop or it's going to be all over.”


Reluctantly, I lean back on my heels and look up at him. He
pulls me to my feet, cups my face in his hands and crushes my mouth with his. I
am dizzy with want for this man, practically whimpering against his lips until
he stops our kiss. 


“Lose the pants,” he growls. 


I quickly slide them down and step out of them, standing
before him in my ivory-colored bra and lace panties. He is looking at me with
such unabashed, brazen longing that I feel branded by his gaze. 


 A ghost of a smile
flickers on his lips. “I know I said I wanted to make love to you, but right
now, I need to fuck you. Bad.” 


I am gone. Completely and totally annihilated, before he's
even inside me. 


“I want you to,” I whisper. 


He is guiding me toward the bed, laying me down and climbing
on top of me, fastening his lips again on mine and slipping his tongue inside
my mouth. I shift myself beneath him, wanting his cock to rub against my pussy.
He obliges. 


“I can feel how wet you are, right through your panties,” he
mumbles. “I like that.” 


“Tony, please.” I am begging now, and I don't care. 


“Please what?” He moves his hips so the head of his cock is pushing
against my clit.


“Please fuck me.” 


“Oh, I'm going to, K. I'm going to. But I want to do
something else to you first,” he says, reaching beneath me to unclasp and
remove my bra. “Will you be a good girl for me?” 


Fuck. I realize I have no choice. My reply is barely
audible. “Yes.” 


He chuckles softly, hovering over me and bringing his mouth
down to my breast. He flicks his tongue over one nipple, then the other, before
nibbling on each as I squirm, because it hurts a bit. And feels so incredibly
good. 


Then he is reaching over me to the nightstand, to the tumbler
filled with water and ice cubes which have melted slightly. He takes a drink,
and I watch his throat as he swallows, realizing that absolutely everything
about this man is sexy. He tips his head back more, one of the ice cubes
sliding between his lips. I can hear it click against his teeth as his tongue
moves it around inside his mouth. 


He's standing beside the bed. I watch him bring his hand to
his mouth and take out a small ice cube. 


“Lie still,” he tells me quietly. 


My pulse is pounding in my ears. I am throbbing, aching—wet
and wanting him so much, and I shiver with uneasiness as I anticipate his next
move. 


“Close your eyes.” 


I do. I wait, and gasp as I feel the bite of the ice against
my breast. I open my eyes to see him watching me. 


“Close your eyes, Kimberly. And please don't move.” 


I obey. The cold burns like hell. He rubs the piece of ice
slowly around my areola, circling my nipple which is now fully erect. I bite my
lip as he makes a slow, icy trail across to my other breast and grazes the taut
peak. I am just about to beg him to stop when I feel his mouth on my nipple, a
soothing reward. The contrast of the warmth with the cold has heightened my
pleasure, and when he pulls his mouth away, I know what's coming. The ice
again, and then his lips, on this breast and back to the other, until I feel
the last droplets of chilled water trickle down my skin.


I open my eyes to see him reaching for the glass again. 


“I'm not quite done,” he tells me, with a devastating smile,
and my pulse rate soars, because I know what he's going to do. 


I suck in my breath as I watch him retrieve another ice cube
from the glass. He starts it between my breasts and slowly guides it down,
drifting over my belly in a frigid, tingly path until water drips in the well
of my navel.


I know he would never force me to do something I didn't want
to. I know I can tell him to stop. 


But I won't. 


I feel him pull the waistband of my panties away from my
skin. Trembling, I lift up my hips, and he slides the panties off. 


“You're so beautiful, K,” he murmurs. “I can't wait to be
inside you. Please spread your legs for me.” 


I tense my muscles as the piece of ice grazes my lower belly
and then moves below. He is rubbing it on me gently, skimming my outer lips and
slowly moving toward my inner labia. I clench the comforter in both hands,
crying out when I feel the frigid kiss of the ice on my clit. The sensation is
indescribable and wildly erotic. Immediately, he puts his gloriously warm
tongue on me, bathing me in long, slow, licks. 


He pauses to murmur to me. “Keep your eyes closed, Kimberly.
Just relax, and enjoy.” 


His tongue continues its sweet assault between my legs. The
outer edges of an orgasm begin to take hold, and I'm just about to warn him
that he needs to stop when I feel him pull back, and the deliciously wicked
piece of ice takes the place of his tongue. This time, he lets it linger on my
hard knot as he slides two warm fingers inside of me. 


I am panting, writhing beneath him, and Jesus fucking Christ,
I need him to stop before I shatter. 


“Tony, for God's sake. Please.” 


He removes the ice and gently kisses my throbbing clit as I
sink my fingers into his hair and gasp. 


“Arch your back for me, sweetheart. Show me you want it.” 


I do as he says, tilting my pelvis toward him. I have never
felt so vulnerable, so exposed. Or so turned on. 


I am silently begging him to fuck me. And then I feel his
chilled tongue against me, probing, along with the small piece of ice. He has
the ice in his mouth now, parting my lips and sliding it inside me with his
tongue. 


Holy fuck.


The ice is melting quickly, dripping out of my vagina as he
climbs on top of me. He positions the head of his cock at my opening and
thrusts, the hardness of his body meeting the softness of mine. I spread my
legs wider as he plunges deep into me, my mind and body teeming with the myriad
of contrasting sensations: hard, cold, hot, wet. 


He gathers me into his arms as he pounds against me. This is
the ultimate for me—being cradled gently and fucked hard at the same time. And
then he slows his motion, raising his upper body slightly. I open my eyes at
the change. Breathing hard, he's staring at me, those incredible, piercing eyes
rendering me immobile. He shakes his head slowly from side to side, as though
he's in disbelief—and then begins to pump hard again, his chest slick with
perspiration.


His lips go to my ear to whisper harshly. “I can't hold
back.” 


I feel his cock swell almost painfully inside me. I can't
hold back, either. My fingers dig into his shoulders. As my orgasm begins to
course through me, I look to the corner of the room.


He's not there.


Like the last time I was with Tony, there is no Aaron. 


My body gives in to the orgasm, shuddering with wave after
wave of ecstasy in its sole focus, quieting as the ripples fade away, while my
heart and mind reel.


Tony gives one final, powerful thrust and groans as he
climaxes. He's holding me closer, kissing my hair, my cheek, nuzzling my neck.
He stays inside me until his erection is gone and then rolls over on his side,
placing his hand on my bare hip and pulling me onto my side to face him. 


Brushing the hair out of my face, he leans in and kisses my
mouth. “Kimberly Wesson. You are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.”


My eyes fill at the very second I command them not to. If I
blink, it will be all over, so I do not.


“And I lied to you, before.” He is tracing my jawline with
his fingers. 


I can't speak but look at him questioningly.


“When I said this didn't have to mean anything.” He pauses.
“It does, now.” 


I swallow, and a single renegade tear slips out of the corner
of my eye. Fuck that it can't stay inside where it belongs. 


And fuck that Tony Dalton is speaking the truth.


















thirty-five


“2-0 monocryl suture, please.” 


I'm stitching up a belly wound on a young Pittie mix who got
in a tangle with some barbed wire on his property. 


Mick is assisting. She hands it to me, peering over her
surgical mask with stunning eyes, smoky eye shadow enhancing her blue-gray
irises. “How was your weekend? Do anything special?” 


“Not really.” 


Unless you count the most intense sexual experience I've ever
had, and then yes. 


I don't want to lie to Mick. I sigh. “I saw Tony.” 


As expected, she pounces on it. “Saw as in, oh hi, we're both
in the checkout line at Target, or saw as in, looking up at him as he's naked
on top of you?”


I pause in my stitching to glare at her. “If you must know,
the last thing you said. For someone who's gay, you're certainly very
interested in male-female encounters.” 


“For your information, sexual preference is on a continuum.
I'm mostly gay—that doesn't mean I can't be intrigued by hetero relationships.
Especially yours and Tony's.” 


“I don't know as we have a relationship.”


She laughs, shaking her head. “What would you call it, then?”


“I guess I'd call it friends with benefits. Or complicated
friends with benefits.” 


“I don't think he'd like that label.”


I'm focusing very hard on the stitching, although after all
the cases I've done over the years, I could practically do it in my sleep. Needles
driven at greater than 90 degrees will help to obtain good wound edge eversion.



“He's been different lately,” she continues.


I'm painfully aware of this. Tony had texted me yesterday: Last
night was amazing. I hope you thought so, too. It had taken me an hour to
figure out how to respond. After several attempts, I finally decided on the
generic Thanks so much for dinner – will see you tomorrow, clicked Send
and cringed. 


Feeling a jab of guilt, I shift my attention to where it
needs to be right now. One of many surgical mantras reverberates in my head: Equal
bites. Equal depths. Perpendicular, square knots.


I don't want Tony to hurt. If only emotional lacerations
could be sutured as easily as physical wounds. 


I clamp the suture end with the needle holder and withdraw it
through the loop, forming the first single-wrap throw. Mick, always in tune to
me, has picked up on my not wanting to talk, and I continue the procedure in
silence. When I'm finished, I go to my office to change out of my scrubs, since
that was my only scheduled surgery for the day. There are messages on my desk,
and I return two patients' phone calls. I've just finished giving advice to a
concerned cat mom about preventing hairballs when there's a knock on my door,
and it opens slowly. 


Tony is standing in the door frame. “Busy?”


The sleeves of his dark green button-down are rolled up past
his elbow. In trying not to notice his sinewy muscles, I notice them. 


“Not right now. How are you?” I flash him a smile. I've
decided I'm going to play this light and cheery, as though everything is fine.
Unicorns and rainbows.


“The question is, how are you? You dodged my text yesterday.”



“I replied to it.” 


“Your reply seemed to indicate you were more appreciative of
the salmon than the sex.” 


I lower my voice rather than ask him to close the door,
because the latter would invite a longer conversation, which I do not want. 


“Of course I appreciated the...the sex.” I smile
again, slyly playful. “I have to say, it was twice as nice with ice.”


“It was more than just the fucking ice. Jesus Christ,
Kimberly. Don't do this.”


“Don't do what?”


“Play this game. Like there's nothing going on between us.”


“Isn't that what we do? Play? We're good together that way, Tony.”
I get up from my desk and go to him, laying a hand lightly on his bare arm. 


He flinches. “I can't do this, Kimberly.”


The unicorns seem to be stomping on the rainbows and
galloping away. Now, I close the door. Like it or not, we're in a conversation,
and I want it to be a private one. “Why can't you? Why can't this be simple,
like it was before?”


“I think it's pretty fucking obvious, don't you?” He pauses.
“I'm in love with you.”


My mouth drops open. I take a step back. 


Laughing bitterly, he shakes his head. “There you go. That's
just a perfect example of what you do.” 


I am whispering, now. “What do you mean?”


“You stepped back, like you're afraid because you're too
close to the edge. It's like you're always teetering—looking over that cliff,
but not daring to jump. The sex we just had? You trusted me enough to let me
try something new. You enjoyed it because it was daring—because it was a risk.
Life can be like that, Kimberly. But you're living in a constant state of being
on the verge of something.”


I am dumbstruck. He has never spoken to me this way before. I
am still trying to comprehend the enormity of his confession while being
deluged with his assessment of my life. A tidal wave and a tsunami at the same
time. 


His eyes are blazing now, tiny sparks of emotion dancing in
the ice-blue depths. “Dare, Kimberly. Live.”


The words feel like cold, hard slaps. Tony sees my face
change, and his face changes, too. 


“I've said enough, K. Too much, probably. But I have to tell
you one more thing. You should know that I'm planning to leave the clinic. I've
applied to a few practices.”


My mouth drops open for the next time. Tony...leaving? I
am trying like hell to stay calm. 


“Why would you do that?” The words to me dangle
precariously on the tip of my tongue—on the verge of being spoken, which seems
to be in keeping with Tony's assessment of me. “What about taking over here,
when Pop retires? He wants you to. He—he would be so disappointed.”


“I've already talked to him about it. He understands. And
he's not surprised—by either my feelings for you, or my decision to leave.”


So Pop knows how Tony feels, and probably the whole fucking
staff knows, and most importantly, now I know. I know, and there is no
denying it or going back. 


But Tony leaving. Just the idea of it is staggering.
And I am helpless to change it, seeing as I am unwilling to take our
relationship where he wants it to go. 


Aching, I look at him for a long moment before he walks away,
unspoken pleas exploding in my brain. 


Don't do this. Please don't. Please stay. 


Trying to quiet my mind, I press my fingers against my
temples as my head begins to pound. Thank God I have a busy day, so I can focus
on checking heart rates and palpating abdomens and injecting vaccines—things
that are straightforward and under my control. 


I shove what just happened with Tony to the farthest corner
of my mind and leave my office to head to my next appointment, almost bumping
into Nathan.


“Hi—Kimberly. I was hoping I could catch you.” His deep brown
eyes are anxious. 


“I have a client in five minutes. What's going on?”


“I wanted to see if I could meet with you after work.
There's—there's something I've been wanting to talk to you about.”


Oh, Christ. Please, no. Tony has given me more than
enough to deal with. But it's not like I can refuse to see Nathan. 


“Um, okay...that should be fine. My last patient is at 4:30.
Do you want to meet in my office?”


“That works. I'll see you then.” His eyes linger on my face
before he walks down the hall.


Fuck. I think I know what this is about. I can only hope I'll
know what to say. 


* * * 


It's just after 5:30 when I'm finished for the day. The last
appointment ended up needing a couple of x-rays and a surgical consult, so when
Nathan shows up at my office, we're the last two in the building. Which could
be considered a bit unnerving, but if he's going to say what I think he'll say,
maybe it's good no one will be around. 


He is agitated beyond what I'd expect. He sits in the chair
on the other side of my desk, and then gets up, running a hand through his
smooth black hair. I settle into my chair, feeling a bit like a psychologist
counseling a patient. Or a priest taking confession. But I'm neither, and I
find myself not knowing quite how to handle this. I scramble for the right
words to have them ready. I could use the classic it's not you, it's me...or
the work environment is not conducive to a romantic relationship kind of
line. 


I watch Nathan pacing the room, clasping his hands on top of
his head. He turns to look at me. I can see his chest rise and fall beneath his
gray sweater. Jesus, he is so keyed up...this makes me feel even worse. I
arrange the any girl would be so lucky line on my tongue. 


He opens his mouth to speak. “I need to tell you something.” 


“Okay,” I say softly, giving him what I hope is an
encouraging smile. “Please don't be nervous.”


Shaking his head, he chuckles humorlessly. There is a
surprising hint of bitterness. 


“I was going to talk to you earlier, but with your daughter's
accident...I decided to wait. I didn't want to burden you any more than you
already were.”


“All right.” 


“This is very—” Nathan folds his arms across his chest and
casts his gaze to the ceiling. His eyes are brimming. “Very difficult to talk
about.”


I don't like seeing him like this. This confession seems to
be torturous for him, and I want to put him at ease as much as I can—save him
from spelling it out for me. 


I stand up. “Nathan—you don't need to say any more. I think I
know.” 


He looks at me with such intensity that I have trouble
maintaining eye contact with him. “I don't think you do.” 


“If it's about your feelings for me, then yes, I do.” 


His full mouth opens slightly, dark eyebrows lifting in
surprise. “I wish it were that simple.”


“It doesn't have to be complicated, Nathan. This kind of thing
happens. And I just want you to know that I understand.”


He's shaking his head. “You don't understand. You couldn't.” 


His arms droop at his sides. I can see his hands trembling,
and his voice wavers as he speaks again. 


“Kimberly—I'm responsible for your husband's death.”


















thirty-six


Sit down, a voice inside my head says firmly, and I
listen to it, sinking into my chair and putting my hands out to grip the edge
of my desk. I need that voice. I need to hear clear, sensible words, because
what I just heard come out of Nathan's beautiful mouth has stunned and
eviscerated me. 


My heart is stumbling around inside my chest. Logic. I need
to search for a rational explanation and set Nathan straight, because
obviously, there has to be some mistake. No one caused Aaron's death. Aaron
died in a North Conway hospital, after hiking. It was a heart attack. 


“I actually debated telling you at all, but it wasn't fair.
You need to know what happened. I mean, it's why I'm even here in the first
place.” Nathan continues, his low, somber voice grating against every nerve in
my body. “I was an intern at Memorial when your husband admitted himself.”


“Aaron had chest pains,” I interrupt. My voice is small and
sounds like it's coming from very far away. “He died of a heart attack.” 


Nathan's eyes are soft, dark, mesmerizing. “He did have a
heart attack, yes. I was the one who examined him and diagnosed myocardial
infarction. I'd graduated from med school that May, started with Memorial in
July, and saw your husband in October. I still had a lot to learn, and it was
drilled into my head from day one that you had to work fast.” He turns his
hands palm up and slaps one into the other rapidly, for emphasis. “Memorial's
administration expected you to get procedures underway in a certain time frame,
or the hospital could lose government funding. You had to ‘make the metric.’
For example, ninety-five percent of patients who had an MI diagnosis like your
husband needed to have a blood thinner given to them within thirty minutes of
coming through the door. So I did that. And Dr. Grover, the chief resident, was
supposed to sign off on it, but he was nowhere to be found.” His face darkens.
“It later came out that he was abusing drugs—he was locked in his office stoned
from Oxycontin when I was waiting for him. I started to get panicky, because I
knew the clock was ticking, so I went ahead and gave your husband Heparin and
sent him up to the cath lab for an angioplasty.” 


I blink. “He had an angioplasty?”


“Yes. Everything happened quickly. I did ask a couple of
times if he wanted me to call anyone, but he said he didn't want to worry his
wife. He—he said he'd call you himself after the procedure.” Nathan hangs his
head. 


This was so Aaron. Not wanting to worry me. Not wanting to
bother me. 


“During the procedure, there were—complications. His blood
wouldn't clot. He ended up bleeding into the sack around his heart. And that's
why...” Nathan takes a deep, shaky breath as he looks down at his hands.
“That's why he died.”


“He...bled out?”


He nods. 


My voice is hushed, as though I don't want to hear my own
question. “How...why?” 


“I didn't know, at first. It wasn't until I dictated the
death note and was looking through the chart. In my rush to get him started on
the blood thinner, I...” Nathan clasps his hands together, gripping tightly.
His knuckles are white. “...I ended up giving him too much. The dosage is
calculated by weight—and I entered his weight as three eighty.”


I am whispering. “He weighed a hundred and eighty pounds.” 


“I don't know what the hell I was thinking...I wasn't
thinking so much as just doing, fast—getting the meds into him so he
could get to the cath lab, because you want to get the angioplasty done as soon
as possible after a heart attack. Dr. Grover wasn't able to catch the error,
because he wasn't around to sign off. I couldn't believe what had
happened—didn't want to believe it. I was so fucking afraid to tell anyone, but
I had to. When I found Grover later and told him, he started to go up one side
of me and down the other, and then he must've realized he wasn't around to sign
off, so his attitude did a complete turnaround. He was all understanding,
telling me not to worry, and he was adamant that we were going to cover this
up—he kept telling me he didn't want it to affect my career, but when I later learned
the truth about his addiction, I knew he was actually more worried about his
own future rather than mine. Fortunately, though, his license was revoked, and
he went into rehab.”


Grover. Stephen Grover, the man who called me to tell me of
Aaron's death. He had been so sympathetic on the phone. I'm very sorry to
inform you...


I strain to remember more: bits of conversation about an
autopsy. I had mentioned it, and Grover had talked me out of it...saying
something about the cause of death being very evident, and how the autopsy
wasn't covered by insurance and would cost a few thousand...I was shattered and
numb, so I didn't press it.


I look into Nathan's eyes, which are tear-filled and pleading
as he resumes his story. “After that happened, I couldn't eat, couldn't
sleep...lost about fifteen pounds in two weeks. I left Memorial partway through
my internship and never finished. I don't know if I'll ever go back. I did some
odd jobs for a while, but this just kept eating at me, until I knew I had to
see you—find out if you were okay. I came to work here so I could see for
myself. I felt I couldn't move on otherwise. And I also knew I needed to tell
you.” 


“You came to work here so you could tell me what happened to
my husband.” Things are slowly beginning to make a horrible kind of sense. His
medical knowledge. His comments that time with the Corgi, and with
Grace. He knows things because he is—or was—a doctor. 


“Yes.”


“And this is why you've been so awkward around me.”


“Yes.” His face is flushed. “That, and I did also develop
some—some feelings toward you, which were completely inappropriate, given the
circumstances.” 


I do not want to hear this. Not now.


“You've worked alongside me all this time, keeping this
secret.”


He looks at me, his face etched in misery. “Yes.” A tear
makes a slow path down his cheek, and he makes no move to wipe it away. “I've
gone over and over this in my mind—all the factors that led to it. Ultimately,
though, it still comes down to me. It was my fault. My mistake, and it turned
out to be a fatal one.” 


Now he is openly sobbing, his shoulders shaking, his voice
thick with anguish. “Kimberly—whatever you want to do from this point on, I
want you to know I'll fully cooperate. If you have any more questions, or if
you want to file a lawsuit against me, Grover, the hospital—I'll help you do
what you need to do. I'll never forgive myself, so I couldn't ask you to
forgive me. I just wanted you to know the truth.”


I can't deal with his guilt. Right now, I can only deal with
my pain. And my guilt. 


Guilt, because I kissed this man. I contemplated sleeping
with the man who ultimately caused my husband's death. 


“You need to leave,” I tell him. I don't mean to make my
voice sound harsh, but it does. “Please leave now. And you need to tell Pop
you're resigning. You have to understand that you can't work here anymore.”


I can no longer look at him but hear his choked words as he
walks away: I'm so very sorry.


Even though I've been completely blindsided, I do believe
this.  


I just don't know anything else.


















thirty-seven


The first decision I make in the hours following Nathan's
confession is not to tell anyone yet. It isn't so much for Nathan as it is for
me, because just the idea of opening this up again—peeling off layers of
healing and making fresh, raw gouges—is excruciatingly painful. Coming to terms
with Aaron's premature death from a heart attack has been an ongoing battle,
and whenever it would feel insurmountable, I'd find a shred of comfort in
telling myself it was God's will. It was Aaron's body, giving out, and it was
his time to go. But now—knowing that his death was caused by human hands, and
that he might have survived the heart attack? I don't know what to do with
this. The shock of this, fueled by the fury that someone—Nathan—made such a horrific
error—a mind-blowing, life-taking error—has me reeling. 


Do I seek justice on Aaron's behalf? Do I pursue criminal
charges against Nathan as the intern? Stephen Grover as the resident who was
high on drugs, instead of being available as he should have been? The entire
hospital? Would this help me somehow to tell the world see, Aaron wasn't supposed
to die—and here's the proof! 


I don't know. I do know that I hate feeling hate toward
Nathan. I hate that accidentally or not, he was responsible for my husband's
death. I hate that he came to find me while keeping this horrible secret. I
hate that he was watching me and basically assessing how I was doing, working
with me for several months while I was completely oblivious to his ulterior
motives. It feels like a betrayal. A violation. 


Twenty-four hours later, I am trying to process all of this.
The little sleep I got last night was riddled with bad dreams: Aaron, lying in
a hospital bed, his bare arm exposed and vulnerable, an IV needle piercing his
pale skin...I dreamed of Nathan's dark, pleading eyes...of him leaning in to
kiss me, and me recoiling as his lips touched mine. I dreamed of
crystalline-blue eyes and Tony's voice telling me, Dare, Kimberly. Live.



When I got up to get ready for work, my head was pounding,
the chilling reality of it all like a layer of frost beneath my skin. I took
two extra-strength Tylenol and an extra-long shower, letting the water sluice
over me as I channeled the advice of Aaron's mom. She always said there was
nothing a good hot shower couldn't help. Tell yourself that you're washing
it away...all your troubles, all your bad thoughts cleansed and down the drain.


I felt a little more relaxed after the shower, and I tried to
keep that warm, calm feeling wrapped around me as I went into work. It helped
that Nathan had called in sick. It helped that Mick had made her usual kick-ass
pot of coffee, that Roxanne was her usual bitchy self, and that Tony steered
clear of me—I only saw him twice: once from a distance going into surgery, and
once when he opened the door to the pharmacy. When he found me in there, he
abruptly turned and walked away. But the relief I felt at not having to
interact with him quickly morphed into a dull ache. 


Walking through my door tonight, I feel my shoulders sag, my
tense muscles slacken. I'm home, and home is safe and normal. Grace is at the
kitchen table with her laptop, a glass of Cranapple and an open history book,
her head bobbing to music from her earbuds. 


I walk over to her and plant a kiss on the top of her head.
She leans into me, smiling, and takes out one of her earbuds. “I like when you
do that.”


“Me too. How was your day?” 


“It was good. I have a test tomorrow, though,” she groans,
rolling her eyes. 


“Do you need me to quiz you on anything?”


“No thanks. Just feed me. What are we having?”


“Would you kill me if I said breakfast for dinner?”


“Nope. That's fine.”


“Good. I'll make Belgian waffles.”


“With chocolate chips.”


“Is there any other kind?”


She grins and holds up her hand for a fist bump. This is my
one highlight for the day—feeling like a cool mom. There is a faint throbbing
in my temples, which is more than just a headache. It's a persistent question: what
am I going to do with what I now know? 


I don't want to think about it right now. I want to focus on
cutting up cantaloupe and pouring batter into the waffle maker and feeding my
daughter. And I want to wake up tomorrow feeling even the tiniest bit
better—maybe not having any answers just yet, but hoping the questions won't
feel as weighty. 


I'm shaking chocolate chips into the waffle batter when a
couple roll under the stove. Immediately, the dogs are on it, sniffing and
clawing, and I sigh in irritation at having to pull out the drawer beneath the
oven and find the chips, because there will be no peace until I do. I'm on my
hands and knees when Grace whistles. 


“You have a nice butt, Mom.”


“Grace. Please.”


“You do. And I bet Dr. Dalton thinks so, too.” Her voice is
light and amused. 


I so do not want to hear this. I quickly get to my feet and
toss the stray chocolate chips into the trash. “That's enough.” 


“Just sayin'. You're a total MILF, and you shouldn't be
wasting it.” 


“Grace.”


“Okay, okay. Don't tweak out on me, Kimberly. Maybe this
isn't the best time to talk to you about something.”


“About what?”


“Something I wanna do.” Her eyes are sparkling. 


I have the feeling I'm not going to like this. “Tell me,” I
sigh, scooping out a cupful of batter.


“It's about a trip. Nonnie and Papa want me to go visit them
in Scottsdale. For April vacation. Nonnie said you can talk to her about it,
but they would pay for my plane ticket and everything.” 


My initial reaction is no. No, because Grace has never
flown before, no because my mother yet again didn't ask me first before
discussing this with a teenager, and mostly no because it's so far away, and
the thought of Grace being across the country (even if it's with her
grandparents) is terrifying. 


But I don't say no. I am looking at my daughter's face,
bright with hopefulness. I consider that April vacation will mark almost two
months since her accident, and I consider that she's never really done anything
big or exciting. 


It's probably time she did.


“I'll call Nonnie after dinner. Or breakfast. Whatever you
call this meal we're having.” 


Grace squeals and jumps up from her chair to fling her arms
around me. “Really, Mumma? You're really thinking about letting me go?”


“I am.” 


She doesn't know how truly monumental this is for me, because
the idea of letting go...it is terrifying. But I know I need to get better at
it. 


After we eat, Grace helps me clear the table and load the
dishwasher. She is beaming, grateful. Proud of me. I'm a little proud of me,
too. 


I settle onto the couch with the dogs and call my mother. 


“Kimberly. How are you?”


Oh, to answer that question truthfully. “I'm all right. How
are you and Dad?”


“We're fine. We've both been getting a lot of golfing in. Did
Grace tell you about our offer?”


“Yes, she did. That's very generous of you.”


“It would be with your permission and doctor's permission, of
course.”


“She's been doing great. I'm sure the doctor will clear her.”


“And you?”


“I think it would be a great opportunity for her.”


“Wonderful! We'll take excellent care of her.”


“I know you will.” 


“I'll have your father set up flight arrangements and get
back to you. All you need to do is get her to the airport, and don't worry
about a thing. It will probably be good for you to have some time alone.” 


This is one of the few times I will agree with my mother. 


“So Grace has been doing well, but I haven't talked to you in
a while. How are you doing?” 


There are clear notes of sincerity and concern in her voice.
This is new. 


I respond with sincerity. “It's been a rough road.” I wait
for the you need to find a suitable match line, but it doesn't come. 


“I'm sorry. I know Grace's accident threw you for a loop. It
shook us up, so I can only imagine what it did to you.”


“It did shake me up,” I say slowly. This does not sound like
the Judith Stanhope I know.


“The thought that we could have lost her—” There is a catch
in my mother's voice. “It's made us reevaluate things. We know we're across the
country, but your father and I want to keep in better touch. With Grace, and
with you.” 


“I'd like that.” 


“We want you to know that we're here for you, Kimberly. I—I'm
sorry if I haven't made that clear before, but we want to be supportive of
you.”


“Thank you, Mom.” 


She resumes her usual brisk, no-nonsense tone. “Well. Your
father and I are meeting another couple for cocktails, so I need to get ready.
I hope you'll take advantage of the time Grace is with us—maybe do something
for yourself.” 


“I think that sounds like a good idea. I really appreciate
your doing this for Grace. And for me.”


I'm feeling better at the end of our conversation. As I reach
for my laptop to do some rescue work, I realize that unexpectedly, my mother
has helped me with my next move. It's a small one, but it's a start. 


I will do something for myself in a couple of weeks while
Grace is gone. I will take the time to think, and assess—maybe even figure out
what I'm going to do. And I know where I'm going to do it.


















thirty-eight


It's a surprise to everyone except me when next week comes
and Pop announces at our staff meeting that Nathan, who has been out since the
day after he met with me, isn't coming back. I do my best to try and emulate
other people's expressions of sad concern. 


“Nice boy,” Pop says. “And capable. I had a feeling he
wouldn't be with us that long.”


“Damn,” says Robin, our part-time vet tech. “He certainly
made for some nice scenery.” 


The women laugh, and I make myself smile. 


“If I'd known, I would have arranged a little going-away
party,” Carol sighs. “Did he say why he was leaving, or where he was going? It
seems so sudden.”


I curl my toes inside my shoes. 


“He said he was leaving to pursue other interests,” Pop
replies. “I know we all wish him well. We've advertised for a new kennel
attendant.” 


He moves on to discuss other business—an upcoming seminar on
pain management he'll be attending, and the possible expansion of the practice
to include hydrotherapy—while my mind drifts to contemplate how masterful Tony
and I have become at avoiding one another, even in the close quarters of the
clinic. He's sitting behind me in the back of the room—out of my sight, but I
can feel his presence, as strong as if he were physically touching me. I'm
quite sure he hates this as much as I do—not only the avoiding, but the faking
in front of people. It's even harder to fake things with myself, like when I
hear the text notification from my phone and try to ignore the maddening little
flare of hopefulness I get wondering if it's him, followed by the maddening
little fizzle of disappointment when I realize it's not. 


And obviously, this situation with Tony is compounded by the
weight of this awful new secret I'm carrying, which sags within me beneath a
heavy layer of resentment. Resentment, because I've already been through the
grief over losing my husband, thank you, and I felt like I finally had a decent
handle on it. I knew how to do it. But now, learning there was human error
involved—error which maybe should face consequences—has shed a whole new light
on Aaron's death. A light that's painfully bright, and all I want to do right
now is look away. 


After the meeting, I immerse myself in my furry patients and
their myriad of issues which keep me firmly in the present. I'm finishing up
with Compulsive Grooming, followed by Straining Defecation in exam room two.
I'm taking a quick break to use the bathroom before moving on to my next
appointment and meet up with Pop in the hallway. 


“Kimber. A word with you, when you get a chance.” His usually
twinkly eyes are somber. 


Oh, God...please, please don't let there be anything else
bad. I'm practically whimpering inside. And I know the anxiety of wondering
what he has to tell me will gnaw at me all morning. “How about right now? I
have a few minutes before my next client.” 


“All right.”


Following Pop to his office, my palms feel clammy, and the
back of my neck prickles with uneasiness. He motions for me to sit down. He
sits behind his massive oak desk, clasping his hands behind his head. 


“So. I don't know if Tony told you about his plans.” 


“About applying elsewhere? He did.”


“Has he told you he's been offered a job?”


“No—I—we haven't really been talking much lately.”


“I'm sorry to hear that. I wasn't sure if he'd tell you
himself, but he's been offered a very good position at a large clinic in North
Carolina.” 


Leaning forward in my chair, I don't even try to hide my
surprise. “North Carolina? I was thinking he wanted to stay in New
England.” 


“I think he wanted to get far away.” Pop sighs.
“Kimberly...he told me he's going to accept the position.” 


I sit back. I cannot believe this. Cannot fucking believe
that he would do this. 


“I really hate to lose him, not only as a colleague, but as a
friend. I'm not one to pry into personal matters, but you're like a daughter to
me, Kimber, and Tony's like a son. He doesn't seem particularly happy about
leaving, but he does seem determined to do so. He didn't tell me not to
share this with you, so I thought I would, in case you wanted to talk to him.”
He hesitates, his eyes warm and expression benign. “In case you wanted to talk
him out of it.” 


“I don't know as I'll be able to do that,” I murmur. “But I
appreciate you telling me.” 


He regards me thoughtfully, and I shift a little in my seat
because it's almost like I've disappointed him. 


The rest of the day sucks. One of my clients throws a fit
after I give her an estimate for ACL surgery for her chocolate Lab and storms
out of the exam room with her bewildered dog in tow. Big Pete's moping because
he's doing double duty as temporary kennel attendant and serving as a
technician. My nerves are shot to hell with everything, and now the news of
Tony leaving and Pop expecting me to do something about it, so when Pete
complains about not having much time for lunch, I snap at him that this is temporary,
that unlike some things, his situation will get better soon, and he
should be able to realize that. He looks at me like a ten year old boy
reprimanded by his favorite teacher. I quickly apologize and tell him I'll look
at the schedule to see if someone else can free him up some tomorrow. 


When the end of the day arrives, I decide I can't stand it
any longer. I have to talk to Tony. I check my online calendar for tomorrow's
appointments, turn off my computer and go to his office. 


He's putting on his jacket and looks up at me in surprise. “I
was just leaving.” 


“I can see that. Can I talk to you for a second?”


“Of course.”


“So Pop talked to me.”


“And you know.”


“Yes.” I am fighting a violent battle with myself to keep my
composure. My eyes are stinging and I want to fucking rip them out of my head.
“Were you planning to tell me?” 


“I honestly don't know.”


“Tony...” I take a deep breath, hating that it sounds shaky
on the way out. “Why are you doing this? And North Carolina?”


“I think you already know why I'm doing this. And I'm feeling
like I need a major change. It'll be warm there.” 


“There's quite a bit of apathy toward animals in that state,”
I say, my voice small. “There are a lot of people who don't give a shit about
spaying and neutering, or even taking care of their pets. You could get really
frustrated working there.”


“I know all about frustration.” His face is smooth, stony,
and then it softens a bit. “Maybe I'll be able to actually effect change. And
maybe I'll send some rescue dogs up north.” 


We are looking at one another steadily. This is serious
stuff, and we both know it. I'm not one to be comfortable with prolonged eye
contact, but I can't look away. 


“Tony. I just...” 


“You just what, K?” 


There is heavy expectation in his voice, and I crumble under
the weight of it. “I just...want to wish you the best. Really. I want you to
find happiness.” 


He doesn't say anything for a few seconds—looks down at his
desk and taps his fingers on the smooth surface. When he looks up at me again,
there is resignation in his face. “I want the same for you. One more thing, and
then I'll shut up. Remember what I said to you before about taking risks, about
daring to live?”


I nod.


His voice is soft. “Aaron would want you to do that. He'd
want you to live.” 


I can't hear any more. 


I am out of his office in seconds, away from his voice and
eyes and what he believes to be true, heading for home and Grace, the only
things I know for sure. 


















thirty-nine


Mount Chocorua, in the southeast corner of the White
Mountains, is one of New Hampshire's most popular hiking destinations, but
that's not why I'm here. I'm here because my husband hiked it on the day he
died, and I can think of no better place to reflect, think, assess, analyze,
scrutinize...to just breathe. To get “un fucked-up,” as Holly would so
eloquently put it. 


It's usually on the cool side in mid-April, but it's
unseasonably warm today, with temperatures in the low 80's. Still, even though
I'm quite comfortable in shorts and a t-shirt, I've brought my North Face
jacket and sweatpants just in case. I took Aaron's L. L. Bean backpack and
filled it with bottled water, granola bars, a sandwich, an apple, sunscreen, a
first aid kit and ibuprofen, because while I've been exercising pretty
regularly this winter and spring, I'm not what you'd call in ideal hiking
shape. But I want to do this. 


Grace arrived safely in Scottsdale five days ago. While I was
dropping her off at the airport, she had put aside her sassy self to ask me
anxiously if I was sure I'd be all right. Even though I most definitely was not
sure, there was no way in hell I was telling my daughter that, so I smiled
and said of course I would be. 


She seemed relieved. I looked into her sparkling eyes, and my
throat closed. “I'll miss you,” I told her. 


“I'll miss you, too. But it's only for a week. And you can
call me whenever you want, Mumma.”


Before leaving for the airport, we had already gone over what
turbulence feels like, and about how swallowing as the plane descends can help
prevent ear pain, and how to walk with confidence in an airport so bad people
wouldn't think she was vulnerable (she had laughed at this). When it was time
for her to board, I hugged her, inhaling the citrus-y scent of her hair. I told
her I loved her, and to text me when she landed, and to not get overtired, and
to help Nonnie and Papa around the house, and to have manners when she ate, and
that I loved her. I watched her walk away until I couldn't see her anymore,
headed to my car through a teary haze and told myself that this would be a good
thing for both of us, and that she would be back. 


Now, Friday, Grace's vacation week is coming to a close,
while I am just now embarking on my little trip. I took today off to head to
the mountain, partly because I wanted an extra day in case the weather proved
questionable, and partly because I wanted even just one fewer day in the
clinic, which has changed from being a safe haven to a source of tension.
Earlier this week, Tony sent out a brief group email, announcing his plans to
leave next month, saying he didn't want any goodbye party or sad faces, but
he'd take hugs—unless it was from Big Pete, and in that case, a handshake would
suffice. He's changed from avoiding me to being courteous and professional—even
asking me to confer with him on a challenging case—and I have hated it, because
it's like I've already lost him. 


I'm pulling into the parking area for the Champney Falls
trailhead when my phone rings. I highly doubt it's Tony, but the little flare
of hope is like some reflex I can't control. 


It's Holly. 


“Hey, girlfriend,” she says. 


“Hi. Aren't you teaching?” 


“Free period. You make it there yet?”


“Just did.”


“Gorgeous day for it. I just wanted to call and wish you good
luck. Not so much on the physical part of it, because I know you'll do fine,
but on getting out of this what you need.”


I turn off the car's ignition. “I'm not even sure what that
is.”


“Well...don't force anything. If something's going to come to
you, it will. If you're not ready, you'll probably come down that mountain just
as fucked-up as you were when you started the hike.”


“Jesus.”


“I'm just trying to be realistic, cupcake. I don't want you
putting a lot of pressure on yourself. But I definitely think it's a good idea
for you to do some soul-searching, away from everything, and everyone.” 


“I think so, too. Hannah's okay taking care of the dogs?” 


“Yup. All set. Don't worry about a thing except you.” 


“Okay.” I pause, feeling dangerously close to tears. “Why do
I feel like I'm about to go into battle?”


“Because maybe you've been fighting with yourself, and this
might be the end of the war. Did you bring Advil?”


I smile at her maternal question. “Yes.” 


“Good, because you might be sore on the way down. Listen, I
have my little cherubs coming in, so I'll talk to you later. Let me know how it
goes. Be careful. And remember that I love you.”


“I love you, too.” 


A sigh from her end. “You are getting so good at that.” 


“I'm trying. I'll call you when I'm on my way back.” 


I get out of the car to do some pre-hike stretching: calves
and hamstrings. The day is absolutely glorious, with just a few small,
pillowy-looking clouds dotting the brilliant blue sky. There are fewer cars
than I'd expected in the parking lot, and this is good, because I'm selfishly
hoping I won't run into too many people on the mountain. I eat my apple and one
of my granola bars, drink half of a bottled water, and I'm ready. 


I have all day here, and I want to first just be instead
of think—hopefully put myself in a good frame of mind for the tough stuff. So I
hike and breathe, inhaling the spring-scented, fresh air which both relaxes and
invigorates me, and soaking in my surroundings. 


After an hour of hiking, I reach Champney and Pitcher Falls
and stop for a quick rest break. The falls are gorgeous, with white, foamy
water cascading over flat, jagged, moss-covered rocks and splashing in a
soothing, rhythmic melody into a small, clear pool. Impulsively, I decide to
take a selfie and send it to Grace. 


In twenty minutes, I'm on the trail again. A middle-aged man
with a beard falls in step with me, and he's chatty. I'm polite, but after a
bit, he picks up on my not-looking-for-a-hiking-buddy vibe and goes on
ahead. 


The cool mountain breeze flirts with my hair and feels
refreshing against my sweaty skin. I feel calm and clear-headed and shift into
serious thinking. There are three forces at work here—three men, together a
jumble creating inner turmoil. I can better deal with each one separately. 


I told myself after Aaron died, I would always keep him with
me. Of course, I'd never expected this would mean seeing his image when I was
with another man, but it became a strangely comforting event. If I were to play
psychotherapist, I'd say that seeing his image made me feel not only that he
was still with me, but that he was okay with me. I needed to feel like he
accepted me being with another man, although analyzing it further, it's more about
me accepting that I'm with another man. So now that I haven't seen him
the past couple of times...I'm left wondering how I feel about that. Is this a
good thing? Is it shameful for me to feel even the tiniest bit relieved that I
am moving from mourning him to true acceptance? At what point is it acceptable
to be okay with your husband's death? 


And Nathan. After the initial shock of his confession, after
the outrage, I have been aware of a mounting feeling of sympathy—for him. I've
been able to untangle my feelings enough to acknowledge the gut-wrenching
burden of what he's been carrying with him for two and a half years. I saw it,
the day he told me. His anguish, his pain—strong enough for him to leave the
medical profession and be consumed by a need to know how I was doing. This is
powerful. 


Still...should there be consequences for any of the parties
involved? Would it mean de-valuing Aaron's life to just ignore the fact that
human error and irresponsibility killed him? What is the right thing to do? Right
not only for me, but for Aaron, and Nathan? 


I've always been a firm believer to go with your gut—and I've
also believed that when people say “gut,” they often mean heart. But
when you have a heart that's surrounded by a thick layer of protective gear
like mine has always been...what it tries to tell you is muffled, and you have
to listen closely. 


If you even want to hear it. 


Which brings me to Dr. Anthony Dalton. 


I shift my backpack on my shoulders. The trail is getting
steeper, and I'm sweating. A small group of college-age girls passes me. They
are all attractive and toned, with long, gleaming ponytails, wearing tank tops
and Spandex. 


He is so fucking hot, one of them is saying. And right now,
that's all I care about. 


The others laugh, and I wonder if they realize how carefree
their lives are at this point, and then I chide myself, because of course they
don't. 


I stop to take a water bottle out of my backpack for a quick
drink and turn my thoughts again to Tony. In the midst of my trying to avoid
him, I have come to realize just how it would feel if he truly wasn't
there anymore, which will be a reality if he leaves for North Carolina.
Tony...gone. No more banter, no more sex, no more of those delicious tingles I
get when he fixes those incredible eyes on me. 


But there is more at work here than just my physical response
to him. Part of my reluctance to delve deeper into my feelings for him is tied
to the fact that I've worked with this man for ten years, during which time I
was married. I don't want it to seem to anyone (including myself) that I had a
secret crush on Tony when I was Aaron's wife. 


It's all so fucking complicated. Or maybe I'm making it so.
Either way, I decide to take a break from heavy-duty thinking and just climb. 


I've been hiking a total of three hours and reach the
junction of Piper Trial at noon, with the summit of Mount Chocorua very close.
There are areas of snow up here, and I have to navigate around a slippery,
tilted patch of ice. I stop to take a postcard-worthy photo of Mount
Washington, its peak frosted with snow, my heart twisting as I remember finding
a similar picture on Aaron's phone from the last day he was alive. 


I keep climbing, taking careful steps as the terrain is very
steep here, the granite polished and slippery. I feel a little burst of triumph
within me as I reach the summit, grateful that for now, I'm the only one here. 


The summit has absolutely breathtaking, 360 degree views of
the surrounding peaks, lakes and valleys, and I look at everything in silent,
grateful awe before finding a windless spot on the east side. Shrugging out of
my backpack, I sit, eat my lunch and take another selfie to send to Grace with
the caption, I made it! She texts back, YAYYYY!!, adding hearts,
smiley faces and clapping hands. It feels good that she is proud of me. 


It suddenly occurs to me that I've been thinking of three men
and where I stand with them, but I also need to think of where I stand with me.
I am changing, and a big part of this change is my fledgling desire—and
ability—to express emotion, which frankly terrifies me. 


But as scary as it is...I want to take this risk.


I've seen that life is short—that unexpected things happen,
and what you believe to be true can change in a blink. I've taken hesitant,
wobbly, toddler steps—being more open and demonstrative with Grace and my
friends. One of the things I loved about Aaron was his warmth—his ability to
tell, and show, how he felt. I loved him for his unabashed intimacy. 


I loved him for being what I wasn't. 


Maybe, I consider slowly, I can honor him by being more like
him. He wasn't perfect, but he was just about as pure as you could get without
being boring. He was good, and he was kind. He was peaceful. He had integrity
and a lightness and positive energy that I will miss every day, for the rest of
my life. 


And just as clear as the mountain air, I come to realize
three things:


Aaron would not want me to go after the hospital or anyone
involved. 


He would want me to be happy. 


He is not coming back...but I am still here, with a life left
to live. 


The sun is kissing the tops of the mountains, bathing them,
bathing me, in a golden glow. The wind is whispering all around me. 


I am still here. I will live. 


This, as solid as the granite beneath my feet, is my
mountain-top revelation. 


I hear voices nearby, but I don't care. I go to the edge of
the rock, close my eyes, tip my head back and fling out my arms, wide,
embracing this day...my revelation...my life. 


There are two people I need to go see, and I will do it
tonight. 


















forty


I am standing outside Nathan's apartment, feeling remarkably
calm. I had to make a quick stop at the clinic to look up his address and phone
number, and I called him to let him know I was coming. He was understandably
surprised, and his voice seemed to waver a bit as he gave me directions to his
home. 


He opens the door before I even get to the steps. He's
dressed very casually, in a sweatshirt and jeans, and there are smudges of dust
on both. 


“Sorry,” he tells me sheepishly, “I'm in the middle of
packing and cleaning.” 


There are boxes stacked in the entryway. “You're leaving.”


He looks away from me. “Yes. I accepted a job with a moving
company.” He manages a slight smile. “You'd think a perk would be them helping
me with my move, but no.” 


“A moving company? You're a bit overqualified. Just like you
were at the clinic.” 


He reddens, shrugging, and casts his gaze on the floor. “I'm
honestly not sure what I'm qualified to do anymore.”


I don't want to add to his discomfort. “I won't stay long,
Nathan, because this is hard for both of us. I just wanted to tell you
something.” 


He takes a deep breath, fixing his dark eyes on mine. 


“I've given this a lot of thought, and I'm not going to press
charges.”


He is looking at me steadily, his lips parting slightly to
exhale. “Are you sure?”


“Yes. For several reasons. First of all, the medication error
wasn't intentional. It was the mistake of a frazzled, inexperienced doctor,
fresh out of med school. You were failed by your resident, and I did consider
going after him, but his drug problem was revealed, and he's no longer
practicing, which is what I would have wanted to come out of any legal
proceedings anyway. As for you—the guilt you've been carrying has clearly been
punishment enough. Maybe the most important factor in my decision is that I
know, without a doubt, that Aaron would want me to leave this alone. You didn't
know him, but he was truly a wonderful man.” 


Nathan speaks softly. “With a wonderful wife.” 


“Thank you. Selfishly, I don't want to put myself through any
more. I don't want Grace, or anyone, to know what happened. I want to move
forward. And I want you to as well, because life is too short.” I pause. “But I
need you to do something for me.”


“Anything.” His eyes are glistening. 


“You need to promise me that you'll forgive yourself, and
that you'll move forward and do something meaningful with your life.” 


He is shaking his head slowly, looking at me in wonderment.
“You are amazing. Really.”


“Do you promise?”


“I do. Thank you, Kimberly.” 


We shake hands, and I feel the same lightness I see in
Nathan's eyes.


* * * 


I have one more place to go tonight. 


I took a chance by not telling Tony I was coming, but his BMW
is in the driveway, and I can see the TV is on in his living room. I'm feeling
the opposite as I did with Nathan. Here on Tony's steps under the bright
outside light, I am trying to quiet a pounding heart, clenching and unclenching
my hands inside my pockets. There is much more at stake here. I don't know how
he'll react to what I'm going to say. But I'm here, and the door is opening. 


He's standing before me in a pale blue V-neck sweater and
jeans, barefoot, with his blond hair more disheveled than usual and facial
stubble indicating he hasn't shaved in a few days. His eyes look like pieces of
sky, reminding me of the color of the sky on top of the mountain today. They
regard me with mild surprise.


He waits for me to speak first. 


I clear my throat. “Hi. Can I come in?”


“Sure.” He holds the door open wider, stepping aside so I can
enter. 


I clamp down on the shudder hovering inside of me as I follow
him into the living room. He motions for me to sit in his leather chair while
he takes the couch across from me, picking up the remote to mute the TV. 


I'm about to start when he speaks. “Kimberly. Before you say
anything, I need to apologize. I had no right.”


“What are you talking about?”


“When I said about what Aaron wants for you. It was out of
line, and I shouldn't have said it, which was obvious by your reaction. I want
you to know I regret it, and I'm sorry.”


“You don't need to apologize. I know you were only looking
out for my best interests.” 


“And maybe mine.” He laughs bitterly. “Anyway. You're here.”


“Yes.” 


My mouth feels dry, and I notice he has a half-filled beer
glass on the coffee table. I lean forward and take a sip. He raises an eyebrow,
and there is a hint of amusement—the old Tony—in his face. 


“I hiked a mountain today,” I continue. “And I did a lot of
thinking.”


“Did it help you?”


“Yes.”


“I'm glad.”


“I came up with some revelations. Some important ones, and I
wanted to share them with you.”


“Okay. I'm listening.” Tony leans back against the couch.


“First of all, life is short, and unpredictable. I learned
that with Aaron, and with the scare I had with Grace. Her accident really shook
me up—made me think I can't put my life on hold, because in a blink, things can
change. You probably know that I've felt a special connection with you,
especially the past six months or so. And this honestly scared the shit out of
me, not just because of Aaron, but because of giving up this—this barrier I've
had around me. I'm still a little afraid.” 


I inhale, exhale. “The sex I had—with you, and with
others...it was like I was looking and looking for something. But you were
right there all along.” 


He reaches for his beer and takes a drink, sets down the
glass. His eyes are locked on mine.


“And this is another reason I've been...reluctant. Because I
didn't want it to be like I had wanted you all this time, like for years,
because I was with Aaron, and of course I loved him—” 


“It wasn't like that, Kimberly,” he interrupts. “It wasn't
like that for you. Not then. But it was for me.” 


“It was?” 


“Kimberly, if you want me to be honest with you, I've been in
love with you for years. I never would have admitted it to you, or even to
myself, because you were married.” 


I try to process this. “But the other women...” 


“They were distractions. And a good cover.” 


I pause. I'm trembling, hearing this from him, and suddenly,
I don't know what to say. The words feel stuck in my mouth, and I try to
dislodge them. “I'm not good at this soul spew thing.” 


“I'd say you're quite good at it. Don't stop.” 


Another deep breath. “You were the first one I called about
Grace. Not because I work with you, or because you're my friend. It was more
than that. I—” 


And even though I'm going to sound needy as hell, I find
myself begging. “Don't go. Please, Tony. Don't leave.” 


The tears are springing to my eyes, but I don't care. The
only thing I care about right now is that he stays. With me. 


“I don't want to teeter anymore,” I whisper. “I want to
jump.”


“Kimberly.”


“Wait. Please. I'm almost done. You—you need to know some
more things.” I'm sniffling in between words. “Sometimes, my hands are cold in
bed. Really, really cold. Frigid.”


He is looking at me steadily, nodding slowly. 


“And the toilet paper roll...I'm an over the top person, not
an under. Because under is just wrong.”


“I can deal with that.”


“Also, I don't usually like lingerie. I like men's cotton
t-shirts. So if you think I'm going to wear something slippery and slinky all
the time, I won't. Comfort first.”


“Not an issue.” 


“And my eyelashes. They aren't naturally curly, in case you
didn't know. I use this stupid eyelash curler, and sometimes—” 


“Kimberly.” The hardness in his eyes before is gone. They are
soft and shining. “I need you to stop talking so I can kiss you. I really,
really need to kiss you right now.” 


“Okay,” I sob. “I need that, too.”


He is off the couch in a split second, pulling me to my feet
and into him. One of his arms wraps around my waist while his other hand fists
my hair, and oh God, how I have missed this man. He kisses me deeply,
and I can't get enough of his tongue, his taste. 


When we are both breathless, he takes his mouth off mine,
looking at me in something close to awe. His eyes are brimming.


I'm brimming, too, feeling so much for him in this moment
that I cannot contain it. 


And just before he says what I want to hear—what I need to
hear...


I say it first. 
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