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CHAPTER ONE

The blast of the horn reverberated through her chest like a tennis ball gone crazy in a hatbox. 
Her heart thumped a few uneven beats, and she slowed to a walk.

 The black car, still hugging the road’s gravel shoulder, eased to the center of the lane as it 
crested the small, tree-shaded hill and disappeared into the brighter light ahead. She stared. 

She picked up her pace again and turned in the long driveway at the base of the downslope. 
Normally, this final half mile was a cooldown after a run, but not today.

The front door to the house was locked. She walked, panting, to the garage at the side just as 
her husband zipped a suitcase in his car’s trunk. Next to him, a pile of wrinkled clothes was 
strewn over a towel, and a stack of folded items and a toiletry kit filled a laundry basket. A 
garment bag was draped over the car’s roof.

She stopped under the open garage door, one hand on her hip, the other braced against the 
wall. He opened a carry-on bag next to his suitcase and straightened up.

“What was that about?”
“What was what about?” He turned, unsurprised, as if waiting for her. He was unshaven, and 

his thinning, gray-black hair was uncombed. 
“You almost hit me! And what’s with the horn?” She threw her hands in the air.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice was flat, his face vacant except for his 

eyes. His eyes always widened slightly when he lied.
“You almost hit me,” she snapped. “You were only a few inches away.”
His expression didn’t change.
“And why did you lay on the horn?”
“I was just saying hello,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in a week, Mack, and I’m on my way 

to Sydney now for ten days. I didn’t know if you’d be back in time from—wherever you were—
before I leave again.”

“I was running, obviously.” She gestured toward her neon green runners and running shorts 
and held up the flowers she’d picked. “From here to Young’s Road and back. As usual.” Her 
teeth clenched. Using her childhood nickname Mack was always a bad sign. And what was his 
hurry?

She tried to see his side. Maybe he meant well and didn’t realize how close he’d come to 
hitting her. His social skills had never been the best, after all, and he’d jokingly admitted to 
attending “charm school” at his company’s Silicon Valley headquarters. That was early on, when 
they were dating, and she hadn’t understood what it meant. Refined networking skills, maybe. 
Better speaking skills, better handshakes, maybe walking more gracefully or appreciating 
intercultural mannerisms. How to bow in Japan or eat in Malaysia. Having traveled quite a bit 
herself, she could well imagine the challenges a computer engineer like her husband might have 
in the international sales division. A colleague’s wife finally informed her that the so-called 
charm school was designed for those with low emotional intelligence, low empathy, and poor 
people skills in general. And in the sales division, even in his original technical support position, 
those skills were critical.

She shook her head. His car had come dangerously close, less than a foot away, and she 
could still envision the passenger-side mirror only inches from her arm. Tires almost off the 
road. The horn. She recoiled at the memory. This wasn’t about social skills.



“Mike, you were way too close. You scared the crap out of me.” 
“It’s not my fault you scare easily.” His tone was even. “Other people would just wave. Why 

can’t you be like everyone else?”
She stared until he looked away. It didn’t make sense. If what he’d done was normal, then 

why … No. He’d almost hit her. Wrong. She glared and marched past him, head held high. He 
stepped back even though she left plenty of space, and his eyes widened again, if only by a 
millimeter. She had become expert at reading his expressions and didn’t dare mention it. If she 
did, he’d try to hide the little he showed, and it was all she had to work with.

Shouldn’t she be the one to be afraid? She was on the defensive, after all. So why did he 
back away? Why didn’t the expression on his face match his cocky words? Nothing made sense 
except that he was lying; it was obvious.

She opened the door that led through the laundry room to the kitchen. Slammed it behind 
her.

“Asshole.”
She didn’t care if he heard her. It didn’t matter if he believed his behavior was normal; it 

wasn’t. If he cared that it bothered her, that it scared her, things would be different. But he 
didn’t.

And where, in all of that, was the lie?
She took a shower, and he was gone.

e

Autumn Rose Mackenzie dabbed the last bit of paint on the canvas and stepped back. The 
flower, plucked from the field behind her house, wilted in its vase as the late afternoon light 
faded behind gathering clouds. It was time to quit. 

She rinsed her brushes in the kitchen sink and examined her still life from a distance. Good, 
but something was missing. A brighter highlight on the vase? A deeper shadow? She continued 
to study it as she drifted back to her studio—a repurposed breakfast room with three walls of 
windows and skylights overhead—and set her brushes out to dry.

Back in the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator.
A bit of cheese. Old bread. Unopened tempeh well past its prime. Half a bag of wilted kale 

and an old head of lettuce. A couple of sweet potatoes decorated with white mold. She pushed a 
pot of aging rice aside and spotted the baked tofu behind a half-eaten bowl of spaghetti. Perfect. 
She pulled it out and set it aside. She’d already eaten half, but this was plenty.

In the freezer, a few frostbitten bags of vegetables were the only choices. And unless she ate 
kidney beans from a can, everything in the pantry needed some sort of preparation except for 
plain crackers and roasted cashews. That would have to do. 

She sliced the tofu and arranged it on a plate with the crackers and nuts. And after staring at 
the bottle of wine on the counter, she uncorked it, poured a glass, and took it all to the living 
room where she curled up on her loveseat. She clicked the TV on.

Another night alone. Her best friend was out on the West Coast, and two other friends were 
probably busy with the kids home from college for summer break. Why didn’t they travel like 
other kids, like she and her friends had? Backpack around Europe or Asia and stay in hostels. Go 
somewhere. Anywhere. Give their parents a break. 

Autumn took a sip of her wine. Maybe it was money. Maybe they had to cut back on extras 
like the long lunches they used to have; she hadn’t heard from them in a couple of months. Beth 



and Kyra were a few years older and well established in their careers, but they had younger kids, 
too, and they had to be prudent as they doled out hard-earned savings for college and expenses.

At least they never reminded Autumn that, if she had kids, she’d understand. She’d heard 
that one far too many times. But Autumn understood kids and college and budgets; she’d grown 
up with a budget. Her late mother told her it was life preparation. “Poor people stay poor and rich 
people stay rich because of budgets,” she always said. “Poor people don’t keep them. Rich 
people do.” Her father agreed, and she’d wanted to honor them and pass that tradition on to her 
own family, but her husband refused.

“Why bother, Mack?” he always said. “We’re worth millions. We invest carefully and spend 
conservatively. We’re not reckless with money. What’s the point?”

Autumn hated it when he called her Mack. It was his tit-for-tat game: If she annoyed him, 
however unwittingly, he would provoke her in ways easily defended as harmless or mere habit. 
Mack had been her childhood nickname, after all, and that’s what everyone had called her. But 
as she got older, especially after her parents died, she’d asked friends and colleagues to call her 
Autumn instead. Autumn was a fine name, though she’d been teased about it in school, and it 
was hers. 

She had asked her husband to stop using Mack, too. Her father had given her the nickname, 
fondly calling her his little Mack truck, and she couldn’t stand to hear Mike use it. He obliged for 
a short time but soon forgot, and when he saw it troubled her, he adopted it as a weapon. But she 
didn’t care anymore. It wasn’t worth it—whether she explained how his jabs hurt, whether she 
got angry and upset, or whether she ignored him—nothing changed. He seemed oblivious to her 
pain, and his iciness only got worse and the digs more hurtful as time went on. 

She picked at her tofu and imagined a real dinner: a spicy vegetable curry with fragrant rice, 
a hearty soup, a rich Moroccan vegetable stew. Or at least a sandwich with all the trimmings.

What she really needed was a housekeeper who could cook. Sandy, the woman who came 
out to clean once a week, was thorough and dependable, but cooking wasn’t part of the deal. 
Autumn was a good cook when she was motivated. But for herself—her husband never ate 
dinner at home—she just couldn’t muster any enthusiasm. And her diet had been terrible lately; 
she barely ate sometimes. She rode her bike or ran a few miles almost every day, and she had to 
eat right if she wanted to stay healthy.

She pulled her laptop closer from where it waited on the ottoman and keyed in terms like 
housekeeper and cook, personal cook, chef service, and home meal delivery. One company 
looked promising, but the menus revolved around meat. Another one offered a vegetarian option, 
but even though the ingredients were cut, chopped, or otherwise prepared, she’d still have to 
cook and clean up. The other options were for the sick or elderly. Didn’t regular people have 
cooks or private chefs? She knew some semi-celebrities who did, but she’d heard it was 
becoming more popular. She clicked through her search results and experimented with 
keywords. 

 She scoffed and shook her head. She needed a wife, a traditional wife like her mother had 
been, someone to wait on her, make her meals, call her when it was ready. Someone to take care 
of her or at least help. All she wanted to do was paint; she had put it off far too long. And it had 
to be now—or never.

If only she hadn’t believed a house in the country, in a tiny town called Embreeville, was the 
answer to her problems. She thought it would mean less stress, more creative time, and plenty of 
inspiration. She could relax after work, and she’d have more time to paint, like Monet at Giverny 
or Thoreau at his pond—or so she had thought. But it only meant more work and stress plus 



isolation, especially after she lost her job. And now she was like a farmer without a farm, 
someone who had to “go into town,” as the locals called it, to get anything done. No take-out, no 
delivery, and a twenty-minute drive to a grocery store. But the problem wasn’t living in 
Embreeville or Philadelphia or anywhere; it was her marriage.

Her heart raced as her thoughts turned again to her husband. The move had been her idea 
and he’d been enthusiastic, but then he complained about the commute to Philadelphia, the 
mortgage, and the location but wouldn’t discuss solutions. And he drank more when he was 
home, which wasn’t often anymore. If only she could have shared her worries, if only they could 
have talked about pros and cons, if only … maybe she wouldn’t have made this mistake.

Most days, she kept him out of her mind—yoga and meditation helped when she kept up 
with it. But now her thoughts swirled. She got up to refill her wine glass. 

She had to make a decision. Just after they bought the house, a job promotion meant he 
traveled more often and for longer stretches than he ever had. And there was nothing left of their 
sex life, which had always floundered. After so much rejection and being responsible for her 
own pleasure—he rarely got it right—she just couldn’t stand the thought of being intimate with 
him. 

She corrected herself as she mulled over the problem. He had never actively rejected her and 
had never said no, but by being the passive bystander, the non-initiator, he didn’t welcome her, 
and he might as well have pushed her away. Sometimes, though, he initiated, and sometimes he 
lasted longer than a thrust or two. That’s what confused her. 

She recalled the time on a rocky beach along the Oregon coastline. If he could last that long 
there, why not at home? His mother’s getaway apartment in London when she’d had too much 
wine—she told him she was uncomfortable having sex there and to not expect it. But she’d 
responded to his advances and he lasted longer than usual, so how could she complain? The time 
in Italy, when he wanted to pull off the road and do it in an olive grove. Or the times when it 
didn’t matter who initiated, when he was done in a flash and she fell asleep with tear-swollen 
eyes, hours after he’d silently rolled off her.

And finally, after a long stretch of silence with no hug, no warmth, and not even a simple 
kiss before going to bed or falling asleep, she snapped. Told him to sleep in his own room if he 
wasn’t going to touch her. What was the point of sleeping together with no closeness, no 
tenderness, at least by way of saying good-night? She couldn’t bear to reach out anymore. 

After she'd screamed at him, crying, he went obediently to his room and stayed with no 
discussion despite her efforts and apologies. She shook her head and almost laughed. Maybe he 
needed to be spanked, too.

Why couldn’t she have seen see it early on? At first, his perfect gifts and flowers and cards 
signed “Love, Mike” and going-all-out for her birthday meant he loved her. But anxiety set in as 
she realized every hand-written card read like a professionally written script. And as his 
personality changed from upbeat and cheerful to cold and irritable, the tightness in her shoulders 
and neck became excruciating pain that doctors couldn’t figure out until a specialist asked about 
her home life and marriage. Constant tension was the culprit, he’d declared. Unabated adrenaline 
production for fight or flight. He suggested marriage counseling or divorce.

Her husband had refused counseling, but he’d agreed to a physical exam and hormone tests. 
And he came through with flying colors. He even tried the erectile dysfunction medication the 
doctor prescribed, but his snarky comment about the black lace lingerie she bought for the 
occasion meant crying herself to sleep once again. She’d asked what he needed but received no 
response, tried to be what she imagined he needed, tried to be patient and understanding, but it 



didn’t matter—some vital connection between his brain and his sexuality, between his heart and 
his soul was missing. 

And she was still young, only thirty-six. He was five years older, but age wasn’t a factor; 
this was the way he’d always been in the eight years she’d known him. 

She ground her teeth. She wanted a love life. A sex life. Didn’t she deserve at least that? 
Wasn’t that normal? Over a year had passed since she kicked him out of the bedroom, and he 
hadn’t touched her since. And sex had dwindled to almost nothing in the few years before that.

She’d insist they get therapy or she’d leave. Get a divorce. Sex was a part of marriage, even 
for religious people, last she heard. And she’d already had great relationships and crazy sex 
before she got married. They weren’t the right guys for her, in the end, but in bed, they were wild 
for her and she for them. Her husband wasn’t anything like that. Why had she married him? 

She tilted her glass this way and that and watched the wine tears slip down the sides. It 
wasn’t the money. She came from money. And her thrifty parents had left her, their only child, 
an inheritance that was almost obscene. Plus, after college, she had risen quickly through the 
ranks and earned a salary that anyone might envy. She was smart, savvy, and creative—she had 
always been drawn to art but chose a more traditional path to please her parents—and she’d done 
well. And with her double major in marketing and psychology from Cornell plus an MBA from 
Wharton at UPenn, she could go anywhere. 

And here she sat, unemployed six months after DeFacto Marketing and Advertising’s 
restructuring and layoffs. She knew it wasn’t her fault. That morning, the CEO was almost in 
tears. He’d done his best to keep her, but the board of directors wouldn’t make exceptions; 
layoffs were based on position, and many senior managers and directors were eliminated. 

She hugged him good-bye and kissed him full on the lips instead of the quick peck she 
normally gave him at holiday parties or on his birthday. And he’d returned her fervor, pulling her 
into him for one scorching moment before pressing his hands against her shoulders and pulling 
away. His face was flushed, and she saw the burning in his eyes, heard his quick breath, felt the 
heat between them. It had always been there, had always made it fun to work together and even 
dangerous, knowing if she let her guard down or crossed over a line something could happen. 
But she’d never cheat on her husband, and now it didn’t matter anyway. 

He chuckled as he regained his professional demeanor and looked around. 
“You’re in shock, Autumn. Everyone is, and I’m sorry we couldn’t let you know before 

today.” He slapped her on the back and walked her to her office. “Your desk is already packed, 
and you can go home.” 

He nodded as she picked up the box and stepped aside as she approached the door. 
“You’ll be all right. Take a break and work on priorities. What do you need most out of 

life?” He shook his head. “I’ve been asking myself that for years, and I still don’t know. But 
you’ll figure it out. I know you will. You’re one of a kind.” Their eyes locked for a long moment 
as the current between them charged the air. He apologized again; this time, though, his voice 
broke oddly, as if he were a teenager.

She was silent. And she could see he knew. He knew what she was missing. He probably 
had a similar problem in his own marriage. That explained the constant sexual buzz between 
them, though neither had ever acted on it until now. 

She stabbed another piece of tofu and popped it in her mouth. 
Her job was done and over with, and she didn’t want to think about it. She’d had her month 

of shock and grief and moping, and she’d chosen to paint for now, to see what she could make of 
it. And that was that. Life goes on.



She grabbed her empty wine glass and rose to refill it, but the tofu suddenly tasted wrong. 
She rolled it around in her mouth. Jumped up and ran to the kitchen. Spit it out. Grabbed the 
plate and flicked on the overhead lights. Her stomach churned when she saw filaments of black 
mold blended in with bits of oregano and basil. She ran the water and rinsed her mouth as the 
tofu swirled down the drain.

Disgusted, she slapped her glass into the ceramic sink and walked back to the living room as 
it shattered. She couldn’t hang around at home drinking herself to sleep again. She was better 
than that; she was her dad’s little Mack truck. The clock on the microwave said 6:50 p.m.

It wasn’t too late to get some shopping done in West Chester if she hurried. She’d get a 
decent order of groceries and some frozen food that wouldn’t take too long to heat. Vegetables 
for a stir-fry or two. Fresh fruit and greens. She resolved to cook and prepare enough for a week 
and, after checking the pantry and refrigerator again, quickly made a list.

In the downstairs bathroom, she pulled out her ponytail and brushed her shoulder-length 
auburn hair. She checked her jeans for paint—a few old splatters, but nothing major. Her white 
linen blouse was fine, too, thanks to the artist’s smock she usually wore. She brushed her teeth 
and dusted her lightly freckled skin with bronzing powder. Some tinted lip gloss, and she was 
ready.

Autumn was halfway to West Chester in her white Mercedes when she slapped the steering 
wheel. 

“Damn it!”
The shopping list. She’d forgotten it. Her hands clenched the wheel. She tried to shake it, 

but it remained impassive. She pounded the dashboard with her fist but it wouldn’t break. She hit 
the gas hard and surged forward, swerving around the car in front of her. She sped around curve 
after curve on the two-lane road, tires screaming. Passed trucks in a no-passing zone. Barely 
missed a car in an intersection. 

As she wove in and out of traffic, tempted almost beyond her control to hit someone, she 
imagined closing her eyes. Letting go of the wheel of the car she hated but that her husband had 
insisted she buy. Giving up. Ending it. But if she closed her eyes, she’d see her parents even 
more clearly than she saw them now: her dad’s jaw wired like a ventriloquist’s broken sidekick. 
His mouth toothless and slightly agape, his prominent nose blending with the black flatness of 
his cheek. Her mother’s head hidden by a tight cap, flattening her hair in a way she knew her 
mom would hate. She had reached out to remove it but shrank from the icy flesh. This wasn’t her 
mother. This bruised, bloodied face was not her mother. Yet it was. She nodded to the grief 
counselor and was escorted out.

Shaken by the unbidden memory, she released the gas pedal. Breathed in deeply once, twice, 
and again. Exhaled slowly. Counted each breath. At five, she shook her head and slowed down 
behind a battered pickup truck with straw and feathers flying from its bed. Laughed a short laugh 
at herself and her misery and the way she’d let her life fall to pieces. How she’d married the 
wrong man for reasons she didn’t understand. Stayed married despite her unhappiness. She could 
be free, if she gave herself permission. Calm settled over her. She would call her mother’s 
lawyer the next day. 

If they were alive, her parents would be unhappy if she divorced her husband, but they’d be 
supportive. If only she could talk to them, if only that 18-wheeler hadn’t smashed them to bits, 
they’d understand. They’d see her side, even if she couldn’t provide details, just because they 
believed in her. And there was nothing else to do. Her husband wasn’t going to change, but she 
could change her situation. He wasn’t due home for a week, and maybe she could have papers 



ready by then. She’d have to move out, though. He’d probably sign with no fuss, but he’d make 
her pay for it later, if only because it wasn’t in his plans. 

And to hell with the list. She could remember most of it and buy whatever caught her eye. 
She didn’t need to follow a budget, after all. She didn’t need to follow anything or anybody. And 
maybe, just maybe, she could finally live her life on her own terms, her way, and follow 
whatever she damn well pleased. 

e

Autumn pulled into the parking lot at Organic Originals. If she were going to live on her 
own terms, she’d need a steady income. Her severance package had been respectable, and she 
hadn’t spent much of it, but it wouldn’t last long even if she scrimped. Savings were for possible 
emergencies, and she’d already dug into them heavily for a cruise last year with her friends. 
Clothes. Expensive shoes. Nights out on the town. Art supplies and books. And she couldn’t 
touch her inheritance since it was set up as a trust fund with disbursements that would begin on 
her fortieth birthday. 

She knew she could sell her paintings somehow. They weren’t as polished as she’d like, not 
yet, but maybe, if she painted something simple every day and sold it, she could live. She’d have 
to talk with gallery owners and other artists to get feedback, especially about pricing. And she’d 
take lessons; her month of study in Provence was a long time ago, right after high school, and 
she’d had little practice since. 

Maybe she should keep her plans quiet until she was ready financially. But she needed help 
so she could focus. Especially with cooking. Her husband might even like that; he liked to see 
her weak and needy and spending money on things only upper-class people could afford, acting 
like the wife he wanted her to be. She imagined him bragging in his twisted way, making fun of 
her and how she’s such a lousy cook she needs to hire one. She didn’t care. She’d never hear it. 
And she’d pay for it with money from the household account.

She considered details as she walked toward the store in the evening sun’s warmth. An ad in 
Craigslist or one of Philadelphia’s weekly newspapers might work. Maybe other people like her 
had placed ads; she could use those as an example and even call to commiserate and get advice. 
Wanted: Chef experienced with vegetarian and vegan cooking to prepare meals privately. Two 
or three days per week. Hours and salary negotiable.

As she maneuvered through the busy entrance and grabbed a cart, fresh-cut flowers and a 
plethora of potted plants greeted her. She inhaled deeply and savored hyacinth, lilac, roses, and 
lavender. The scent of baking and cinnamon tangled with the rich ripeness of mangoes, 
pineapple, and kiwi fruit that overflowed baskets next to the plants. The fragrances swirled 
around her as she selected bananas and oranges, lemons and limes. Local strawberries were next, 
and though they probably weren’t as sweet as she liked since it was early in the season, Autumn 
tucked a box in her cart anyway. 

She snapped a leaf of fresh mint from a display next to the berries, rubbed it between her 
fingers, and breathed in as she held it under her nose. The aisle was almost decadent with 
countless shades of red, green, yellow, and purple decorating the wood slat bins, and her mind 
reeled. Such bounty. Such wealth. How could she be unhappy living in a place like this where 
every conceivable need or desire can be met? 

She stopped at the mounds of slender white and deep-green asparagus piled high on a 
special display. “The Season is Short. Get It While It Lasts!” a large sign ordered. The tightly 



budded stalks looked fresh, but did she feel like asparagus? What would she do with it other than 
steam it as a side dish? 

“Are you finding everything you need, miss?” 
A male voice jolted her. She smiled automatically and looked up. A clerk with an unruly 

shock of shiny brown hair and matching eyes stood in front of her, only a few feet away. He was 
just a little taller than her slender, five-foot-nine frame, but not by much. A student, probably, a 
graduate student, older than most. His jeans and crisp white shirt were protected by a long, green 
apron. He seemed friendly. Happy. A welcome intrusion.

“Actually, no. What I need is a personal chef.” She stared at him and heard her words as if 
on replay and immediately regretted them. She laughed. He did, too.

“I also need that million-dollar check that’s hidden here somewhere, and I wonder if you 
could give me a hint.” She rolled her eyes and snickered, hoping he’d treat her slip as a joke. 

“Well, I don’t know about the hidden check, but I can ask my manager about it.” He winked, 
grinning. “But what do you need a personal chef for? Are you planning a wedding or a party?” 
He took a half step toward her and rested a hand on the asparagus table. 

Autumn exhaled audibly. She didn’t normally blurt out her thoughts like that. She decided to 
be honest.

“No, I was thinking of household help. You know, someone who visits every few days and 
cooks a batch of healthy food—lots of veggies and all that—and does it all over again a few days 
later. And cleans up the kitchen, too.” She laughed again. “I am so not domestic. You wouldn’t 
believe it.” She smoothed her hair back. “But I’m just thinking, for now. Isn’t it a common thing 
these days? I don’t know where to start looking though I searched a little online.”

“Sure. Lots of families on the Main Line or in Center City have their own chefs. It’s usually 
celebrities or the über rich, but not always. I know the CEO of some company or another who 
has a private chef. His wife owns a business, they have kids, and neither of them has time to 
cook. Then there’s a local TV news anchor who has one. He was seriously overweight, and he 
did it for his health and his job.” He nodded knowingly; he was obviously in good shape. She 
looked back up at his face as he spoke again.

“Is there anything I can help you with? Asparagus is in peak season, and the prices are 
great.” He waved his hand toward the table. “Do you like asparagus?”

“Yes, I love it,” Autumn said. “But I don’t know what to do with it other than steam it. You 
know, with olive oil, garlic, lemon juice, the usual.”

His eyes lit up as he launched into the ways asparagus could be prepared. Creamed 
asparagus, asparagus soup, roasted asparagus with mushrooms, paella and asparagus, risotto … 
She watched as he described combinations with other vegetables, stews, gratins.

He gestured with his hands as he talked. They looked strong—graceful and well-groomed 
and a little rough. Long fingers. She imagined he must do some other kind of work as well or 
play a rough sport. His shoulders were broad though bordering on thin, and his legs looked lean 
as he turned to pluck an eggplant from a display. He was cute, handsome even, possibly a cyclist 
or a runner, or maybe he climbed. She saw now that his otherwise ordinary brown hair was laced 
with blond streaks. Salon highlights, maybe, or time spent in the sun. They framed his face 
beautifully. 

“Are you a student?” she blurted again. She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. Long day. Those are all 
great ideas.” She nodded but didn’t remember even one. “I’m just wondering, since you’re 
obviously so knowledgeable, why you’re …” She stopped herself this time. 



She was going to ask why he worked at a grocery store instead of doing something else, 
something more at his level. Something a bit more … advanced. He seemed too intelligent or 
knowledgeable for this kind of work.

He laughed. “Yeah, I’m a student. And I know what you’re thinking.” He lowered his voice. 
“Have you ever heard of doing mindless work in the short term so you can get something 
accomplished in the long term?”

She wasn’t sure what he meant, but she nodded. “I think I can understand that.”
“Well, I’m finishing my master’s degree—I’m almost done with my thesis—and I do this on 

the side just for some spare cash plus the employee discount and freebies. I get to write all day, 
go to classes, and eat good food in exchange for fifteen or twenty hours of work a week. If I want 
a serious hot meal plus a few extra bucks, I work for my dad.” 

“What does your dad do?”
“He owns a couple of restaurants in Philly. Jamie Dumas. Have you heard of him?” He 

shrugged and laughed a short laugh that was little more than a snort.
“Of course I’ve heard of him. He owns everything. He’s your dad?” She stared. That might 

explain the rough hands. She had toured one of Jamie Dumas’s restaurant kitchens, and the work 
looked backbreaking. “So why…” 

“Why do I have to work when my dad’s a mega-star restaurant mogul?” The creases at the 
corners of his eyes deepened as he grinned. He didn’t seem bothered.

“No, no. I don’t need to know that. I get it. I like to work too, whether I get paid or not.” 
“And you don’t have time to cook because you work,” he stated. Direct but friendly. 

“Whether you need to or not. Plus the kids keep you busy.” His eyes didn’t leave hers.
“That’s almost right, but kids aren’t part of the equation.” She looked away and focused on a 

heap of green beans further down the aisle. That was as far as she would go with that topic. She 
wondered how to escape, how to wrap up the conversation. They stood in the middle of the aisle, 
blocking it, people milling around, bound by an exchange of words that somehow couldn’t be 
broken.

“I could be your personal chef.” 
He couldn’t be serious. She turned back to him, raised an eyebrow, shook her head. He 

watched her, and his eyes held their gaze. She looked away again as she felt her face flush. The 
burn only got hotter.

“No, no. That’s okay.” She looked back at him. “I was…I was just thinking about it for now. 
I’m sure you know how to cook. But I’m nowhere near ready to make a decision.” She let out a 
little laugh. Ran her fingers through her hair.

 “I guess I should put an ad in a newspaper or online. But I’ll probably get a bunch of 
wackos applying.”

He laughed. “And you’d better not let on you’re a woman at first, or the wackos will be all 
over it.” 

His eyes traveled downward, and she could almost feel them. Electricity. A shimmer. A 
tightness in her abdomen she hadn’t felt since the last day at her job, with her CEO. Pleasure. 
Urgency. Almost pain, an aching pain. All combined, and almost uncontrollable. She watched 
him as her breathing became erratic, shallow, as his eyes traveled down her legs and up again, 
lingering on her center until she felt the throb of his gaze. And then up, slowly, to her breasts, 
lingering there for what seemed like an hour though it was barely a moment. She wore only a 
thin bra under her blouse, and in the chill of the refrigerated display cases she knew her nipples 
were visible. They got harder as she watched him. 



It was so wrong; he was so forward, so aggressive, but she didn’t turn away. She wanted it, 
and he knew it. Or he wouldn’t do it, of that she felt sure.

His eyes moved upward once again and stopped before meeting her eyes, and she knew he 
was looking at her lips. The blood in them pulsed and a warmth spread over her, even her ears 
and hands were on fire by the time he looked in her eyes again. Tiny spasms made her want to 
close her eyes as she struggled to maintain composure. 

But this she knew. This she understood. This was natural. In the produce aisle of a grocery 
store, maybe not. But this was the dance she had known before her husband. This was real. Lust 
was real. Two bodies, each wanting the other was real. Normal. Physical cravings to join, to 
mate, to fuck were normal.

She bit her lip as she fought the smile that threatened to take over. A weak laugh escaped as 
she shook her head and looked at the floor. What could she say or do? Say good-bye and thanks 
for the help? Thanks for the flash of desire? Invite him for a drink? She was older, so she should 
buy. Or maybe she would just let him take the lead. If he didn’t, so be it.

“Well,” she said. She cleared her throat. “I have to get going. It’s getting late, and I need to 
get some…food, if I’m ever going to eat again.” She laughed, louder this time.

He laughed too, and he reached in his shirt pocket without moving his eyes away. As if 
assessing. As if he wondered whether she’d recognized what he was doing. Felt anything. As if 
he were confused by her silence, her lack of acknowledgement, and her statement that she had to 
go.

He scribbled on a company card and held it out. 
“Call me,” he said. “Or … may I call you?” He shrugged lightly, as if it didn’t matter. She 

stared at the card and considered as she traced over it with the tip of her finger, softly, as if it 
were a butterfly or the petals of a flower, before taking it and returning his steady gaze.

She stared at his curved, full lips. Studied them, wondered what they would feel like against 
hers. His chest in the triangle of his partially open shirt—she almost reached out to push his 
apron aside but envisioned her hand slipping under instead, slowly undoing buttons. Hands over 
his shoulders and torso. Belt, zipper down. Legs. Feet. And back up, lingering on the apex of his 
thighs but not staying too long—he was at work, after all. Once again over his chest and 
shoulders, imagining sinewy arms under his rolled-up sleeves. She watched the pulse in his neck 
throb and longed to kiss it as a small smile lifted her cheek. Her eyes traveled upward again, 
without hurry now, imagining her lips in the hollow between his neck and collarbone, breathing 
hot, under his jaw, his temple, his eyes. She lost herself in shimmering specks of caramel, sienna, 
and rich dark chocolate. 

She lingered, wondering what he would look like naked. What it would feel like to wrap her 
arms around his chest, lean her face against his bare shoulder, to lock her legs around his waist, 
to have him inside her. She licked her lower lip and bit down hard on as she challenged him 
through narrowed eyes. His eyes were half-closed.

“Open up, silly. You’re at work. You don’t want to get fired for cavorting with the 
customers, do you?” A smile with volition of its own spread across her face as she ended the 
dance. He opened his eyes wide, a half-smile curving his lips to the side. A raised eyebrow.

“I think you should call me,” she murmured. She tucked his card in her purse and dug for 
one of her own. 

“Here. Call me any time. Or email. That’s even better. I don’t pay attention to my phone 
when I’m working.”



He took her glossy white card, making a point to brush her fingers, and looked it over. He 
nodded. “I’ll email you.” He studied her card again and spoke slowly. “Autumn Rose. What a 
beautiful name. I’ll email you, Autumn. Sooner than you think.” He fastened his eyes on hers 
once again, but questioning now. Wondering.

 



CHAPTER TWO

She could only nod. But he dropped his head and shoulders in a small bow over folded 
hands, and Autumn returned the gesture. 

She smiled and waved a little wave as she turned and looked for her cart. Aware of his eyes 
on her, she affected a casual air as she pushed it away and grabbed a pack of mushrooms, green 
peppers, a cucumber, and lettuce and dropped them in her cart. The image of his face lingered: 
dark eyes questioning, a thumb rubbing his chin, a tousle of brown hair. The bow—he must 
meditate or practice yoga, as she did, though she hadn’t kept up with it. And it had been years 
since she’d attended a Buddhist meditation center. Her husband had sneered when he saw her on 
her cushion, and she’d let it go, refused to let it bother her. But it had. 

She shoved the thought away and finished shopping quickly. The self-confidence that had 
surged for a moment had disappeared, and she didn’t want to see … him. Not again. Not until 
she had her thoughts in better order. 

The country roads were dark with not much visible other than silhouettes of trees and the 
occasional building or sign, and she drove with more care than she had earlier. She dropped her 
bags on the kitchen floor, kicked her shoes off, and headed to her laptop. She clicked on the 
email icon.

Nothing. She looked at the time. Almost 9:30. He must still be at work, or maybe he had 
plans; it was Friday night, after all. He probably wouldn’t email her until next week, if he even 
planned to anyway.

She sighed. The groceries had to be put away, and she pushed herself up from her loveseat. 
The mess in the refrigerator stared back at her. She’d have to clean it out before putting anything 
in. She pulled the trash can to her side and got to work.

What if he didn’t email? Worse, what if he did? She was married. Soon to be divorced, but 
she was still married. 

With most of the old and spoiled food thrown out, the shelves and drawers wiped, and the 
groceries put away, she pulled the trash can to the sink and picked out the pieces of her wine 
glass. No more. She wiped the shards away with a paper towel before rinsing. No man would 
ever make her this angry, this upset again. 

With a fresh-baked muffin from the store and a cup of herbal tea, she settled in the living 
room with her laptop. Still nothing. She switched to a browser and looked up information on 
divorce in Pennsylvania. In as little as four months, if the divorce was uncontested and there 
weren’t any major issues like property division, her marriage could be undone. Over. Finished. 

She checked a few other sites for verification. Her mother’s lawyer didn’t include divorce 
information on her firm’s website, but it was listed as one of their services. Site after site 
confirmed the approximate timeline and necessary steps. She couldn’t imagine her husband 
disagreeing with anything. Why would he? He rarely expressed an opinion anyway, and they 
were barely roommates at this point. 

Autumn was both elated and almost horrified by how quickly she could end a lifelong 
commitment. Was it that easy? She knew divorce was never fun for anyone, even if it was a 
relief, but the relatively short wait meant less misery and less pain, and it was less intimidating. 
And she had to end this. Now. Not so she could see other men, but to be free. Free of the burden 



she had carried for so long. She had tried her best. Done everything she could to make her 
marriage work. But with only one person rowing the boat, it had spun in circles.

She checked her inbox again. This time, two new emails had arrived. One from her husband, 
and one from Jory Dumas.

Jory. Dumas. Jamie Dumas was his dad. That had to be him. But it couldn't be, not that fast, 
even though she had hoped. But who else could it be?

She dithered for a moment. What did her husband want? She had to get that out of the way 
first. She clicked. It was short and to the point: he’d be home a few days early. She let out her 
breath. No smart remarks, nothing too cryptic, no calling her “Mack.” She calculated quickly. A 
few usually meant three, so that meant less than a week. Four or five days left of what had once 
been loneliness but that was now freedom. Or at least the beginning of freedom.

She returned to her inbox and closed her eyes, told herself to calm down. Visualized her 
husband disappearing from her mind. She pulled up the memory of the grocery store, the 
flowers, the herbs and fragrances, the refrigerated display cases overflowing with brightly 
colored fruits and vegetables. His—Jory’s voice. His face. Everything about him. The way he’d 
looked at her and the effect he’d had on her. How she nearly had an orgasm in the vegetable aisle 
without even touching him. How he had dropped his head to say good-bye. She exhaled slowly 
as she clicked his email.

Hi Autumn,
It was a pleasure to meet you tonight. Would you like to have coffee tomorrow? 
I’m free any time after 5:00 p.m.
Jory

She focused on the word “pleasure.” Had he used the word intentionally? Or without 
considering the double entendre? She scrolled down but there was nothing else. Disappointed, 
she closed the email and wondered what more he could say. It was probably as awkward for him 
as it was for her, unless he made a habit of arousing grocery store customers with his eyes and 
emailing them. 

Maybe he was a psycho. A sociopath. But if he were, he would have written something 
longer, more flirtatious, more seductive, and he would have complimented her. He’d want to take 
advantage of her vulnerabilities, make her fall in love with him so he could wrap her around his 
finger and get money from her or kill her.

She opened the email again and reread. Formal. A simple greeting, a simple question, and a 
meeting in a public place—the all-purpose coffee shop. Perfectly reasonable, and her 
disappointment was only in contrast to the scenario a few hours ago. She would wait before 
responding; she didn’t want him to think she was hovering over email as she was.

Half an hour later, showered and wearing the oversized T-shirt and boxer shorts her husband 
hated, she began a response. “The pleasure was mine” might have been appropriate in person, in 
another situation, but in this case, it was overkill. “Likewise” wouldn’t work either, and “nice to 
meet you, too” was lame. Finally, she came up with something.

Hi Jory,
Nice name. And I’d love to have coffee. Seven-ish? Where?
Autumn



It seemed just right. Casual, and “love to have coffee” matched his “pleasure to meet you” in 
a way that wasn’t a direct response to it. And although 5 p.m. was fine, suggesting 7 p.m. gave 
her some control. She scolded herself for overanalyzing as she hit send. But she opened it up 
again a few minutes later. What would he think? What was he thinking about anything?

She searched for coffee shops in West Chester and clicked on a map. Which one? And had 
he meant West Chester? 

His reply arrived before she had time to look. Without a greeting, he simply suggested two 
possibilities. 

She found each on the map. One was an ordinary franchise, but the other was privately 
owned and featured poetry readings and open mikes for musicians and other performers. She’d 
never been there and hadn’t known it existed, but it was just the kind of place she was in the 
mood for.

She replied right away this time. Why pretend? He wasn’t. He shot back within a minute. 

I thought you’d pick that one. See you at 7 p.m. tomorrow. Looking forward.

She sent a quick “sounds great” and leaned back. How perceptive he was, to know she’d 
pick that coffee shop. But his age was her most pressing concern. She nibbled on a fingernail but 
didn’t quite bite it; she’d quit that habit years ago.

She focused on her memory of him. Studied what she could remember of his face. He 
wasn’t that young despite his student status. She calculated his age if he’d gone straight to grad 
school after four years of college, assuming he’d started at eighteen instead of seventeen as she 
had. If he were in a two-year program, and if he were nearly done with his thesis, he would be 
around twenty-four. But he seemed older than that. More mature. Possibly twenty-six or twenty-
eight. He had probably taken time off. A gap year, maybe. A year or two after finishing his 
undergrad work. Or both.

Why should she care? A ten- or twelve-year difference was nothing if the older of the two 
were a man. And he wasn’t a teenager or her student. Of course, he might become her employee, 
but he could walk away easily from a part-time private chef position with no benefits. She’d 
have to write up a simple contract with provisions for either party to end the arrangement at will 
plus wording to the effect that he would be paid for all time worked, with or without notice. 

She was jumping too far ahead. She was married—that was the real problem. She shifted 
back to Jory and wondered what university he’d attended and where he lived. She assumed it 
was West Chester, and she imagined him with a well-worn backpack trudging across campus in 
close-fitting jeans and stylish boots. No doubt girls crushed on him regularly. Did he flirt with 
them? She shook her head. What was she thinking? 

As she drifted off to sleep an hour later, just at the edge of consciousness, dream images 
alternated. A man with a tall white hat. Food dripping from her hands and mouth as she dug deep 
into giant bowls. A beach party, a luau, revelers chanting around a floating suit, cheering as it 
sank and a white lotus bloomed in its place. A chef behind a table, smiling with a machete held 
high and plunging it in the neck of a pig, a pig decorated with deadly nightshade and laid out for 
roasting but still alive … “Eeee-yah!”

 Finally, toward morning, she fell into a deep sleep.
“Jory?”



The voice belonged to a dream, but it was hers somehow. She threw a hand over her eyes; 
she’d forgotten to lower the blinds, and the eastern sunlight streamed in through gauzy curtains. 
Disjointed images paraded in her jumbled mind as she pulled a sheet over her face. 

Jory. The dreams came back in short clips as she tried to let go and fall into sleep once more. 
But it was no use. She finally threw on a robe and headed downstairs.

Her friend Natalie had sent an email, but she made a cup of coffee before settling in to read 
it. Natalie was almost always upbeat and full of news and details about the news, and Autumn 
liked to curl up as if with a favorite novel. She’d been in Seattle for a month, partly for work and 
partly on vacation to visit her long-distance boyfriend, and she was due home soon. She clicked 
and read, fascinated, what would fill a couple of pages if the email were printed. At the end, she 
asked about Autumn.

How are things? How's the painting going? I worry, you know. Every time I see 
you and even in email, I can tell something’s wrong. Need to talk? And what was 
that email about? The one about being too busy to talk or hang out and don’t 
bother you anymore. That didn’t sound like you, so I ignored it.

She rarely discussed her personal problems with anyone, even Natalie, though they had been 
close friends since childhood. She didn’t mind talking about her job and painting aspirations with 
all her friends; that didn’t feel personal since almost everyone goes through tough times with 
work. 

But she’d only made joking references to her marriage problems, and that only rarely. Of 
course, Natalie knew about a few specific events, but not all the details. No matter how angry or 
hurt she was, she simply couldn’t divulge personal information any more than she’d gossip about 
a friend. He was her husband, after all, and it was too embarrassing. Or frightening.

But maybe it was time to talk. At least with Natalie. Natalie understood—she’d been 
through a difficult divorce years ago. But her other close friends, Beth and Kyra, weren’t the best 
shoulders to cry on. She knew they’d had their share of disappointments and frustrations in their 
own marriages, and she wondered if they held on for the sake of the kids. But asking for support 
right now wasn’t the best idea, especially since she hadn’t heard from them in so long.

Natalie, on the other hand, had been divorced for years after marrying right after college, 
and she swore she’d never get married again. And now that her ex-husband had remarried and 
had two step-daughters, her just-turned teenaged daughter lived with him. The three girls had 
become fast friends, and Natalie was having fun, fun Autumn envied. Natalie would be her 
cheerleader, her backbone.

She re-read. An email about being too busy? She’d never sent anything like that. Weird. Had 
Natalie misunderstood something?

She typed a reply and remarked on Natalie’s stories before responding to the final question. 

Things aren’t good. I think I’ve had enough. And I have to do something radical. 
Can we talk? I mean on the phone. And I don’t think I said anything about being 
too busy to hang out or being bothered. Maybe I was talking about someone 
else. I don’t know.

She looked at the time. Only 10 a.m. The email was sent just an hour ago, so Natalie must 
have been up early—it would have been 6 a.m. in Seattle when she sent it. Maybe she was out 



for the day already. She signed off and hit send. A few minutes later, as she poured cereal into a 
bowl, her cell phone rang. It was Natalie.

It was good to hear her voice. Autumn put the speakerphone on and told her almost 
everything and how fed up she was.

“I knew it was something like that,” Natalie said. “You might have mentioned some of this 
before, and just the vibe I get from him—well, you two were never lovebirds. I know you always 
said you’re not joined at the hip, and that’s great. But I remember your wedding and how he 
ignored you except for cake cutting and official stuff. And he just seems angry all the time, like a 
bomb ready to go off. And honestly, Autumn, you’re a nervous wreck around him but you 
always act cheerful no matter what.”

“I do?” Autumn’s jaw dropped. 
“Yeah, you do. It’s subtle, though, so don’t worry. I’m sure nobody else can tell, or they 

think that’s just how you are. But I’ve known you for how long? Twenty-five years? Thirty-
some, I guess. Jesus. But it’s like you’re always on guard. On edge. He doesn’t hit you, does 
he?”

Autumn laughed and stopped short, remembering how close he came to hitting her with his 
car. 

“No, you know it’s not like that. I would never put up with it. But it’s almost as bad—it’s 
verbal and mental or emotional or something. But not even cursing. Not even name calling. Just 
a lot of subtle digs and weird stuff that makes no sense. No affection or kindness or even support 
for anything I do, even when I’m sick. 

“One time I asked him to go to the doctor with me, and he fainted when the nurse took 
blood. I know that happens, and I was worried. But then he was the patient, and everyone forgot 
about me. Everything’s always about him. And he didn’t even act like he cared. It was more like 
he was pissed off because I asked him to go with me—like it was my fault he fainted. And I was 
terrified I had cancer though you know that wasn’t it. And then there’s the silence—it’s a hell of 
a weapon.”

“Oh, I know. That’s my ex, the sick bastard. Fucking passive-aggressive right out of a book. 
And the nicer I was to him, the worse he got, like he was looking to get me riled up without 
doing anything I could accuse him of. And yeah, silence is the worst. I know, honey. I get it. I 
don’t know how his new wife deals with it, but apparently she does.”

Natalie’s voice was warm and understanding, and the tears welled up. Autumn pressed her 
eyes to her sleeve as she struggled for control. Finally, she blurted it out.

“I’m getting a divorce.”
Natalie was silent for a moment. “Seriously?”
“Yes. Seriously.”
“Woo! Go, girl! It’s about damned time!” 
Autumn was shocked again. How did she know how miserable she’d been?
“It’s all over your face and in your body language. You act tough or keep up the superficial 

cheer, but I know you. I can see your sadness. And a few times with you and Mike … I had a 
hard time keeping my mouth shut. I just wanted to slap him.”

She explained her plans, and Natalie agreed it sounded good so far. And she was ready to 
say good-bye when she remembered the email.

“I almost forgot. What email were you talking about? I never said anything about being too 
busy.”



“Well, that’s what your email said about a month ago. Let me see if I still have it.” Natalie’s 
end was quiet for a few moments except for the clicking of a keyboard.

“Well, I can’t find it. I’ll check later; maybe I deleted it. But you said you were too busy to 
talk or get together, and you just wanted to be left alone. Don’t bother you—something like that. 
It was so odd I figured it must be for someone else and you accidentally used my address. I’ve 
been meaning to tell you so you can resend, but I keep forgetting.”

“That’s weird. I don’t remember writing anything like that to anyone. Spam, maybe?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ll try to find it and check the source. And we can Google it, see 

what turns up.”
“Weird,” Autumn repeated. 
“Definitely. But heck, I have to get going.” Natalie promised to be there for her and insisted 

she should call or email any time.
She puzzled over the email and then remembered Jory—she’d forgotten to mention him. Her 

mother’s voice echoed in her head and discouraged her from boring other people with her 
problems, but she shrugged her off. Maybe it was time to make her own decisions. 

She wrote back again.

Natalie, 
I forgot to say. I met a guy last night. He’s gorgeous. I’m meeting him again 
tonight, just for coffee. But I don’t know. I wanted to hire a cook or a chef, 
someone to help me in the kitchen, and I ran into him at Organic Originals. He’s 
Jamie Dumas’s kid, and he offered though I don’t know how serious he was. Do 
you think I’m crazy?
Autumn

Natalie’s reply arrived within a few minutes.

Oh, wow. Jamie Dumas has an heir? Who knew? He’s not underage, is he? Just 
be careful and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do! Which isn’t much, as you know. 
And be safe! You remember what that means, right? Condoms? Birth control?
Love you. And keep me updated. ;)

Autumn smiled. Natalie had always been her effervescent better half who was, at the same 
time, firmly grounded. She hadn’t even thought of birth control, but she’d gone off the pill a year 
ago. Suppose something just … happened? 

She searched for condoms online to see what was new and ended up studying the choices for 
an hour. She doubted they’d come in a “discreet, unmarked box,” but she ordered four different 
styles and a few bottles of lube anyway, plus samples. And after rolling her eyes at the 
exaggerated advertising copy, she added a few toys to her shopping cart. 

It was a shame she’d dumped her “treasure chest” a month after she was married. She’d 
been upset; her husband had mocked her toys and frozen up over a long feather, and there was no 
point. He couldn’t handle vanilla, so why would he be interested in pistachio? She didn’t have 
anything crazy—no whips or chains—just normal stuff. A blindfold. Nipple clamps. Handcuffs. 
It was only for fun, and she shouldn’t have thrown it out. Shouldn’t have walked down the aisle, 
either. 



She was half-convinced the mail carrier would laugh and tell the neighbors, but she 
wouldn’t be here long anyway. And what if someone did find out? Sex was the most normal, 
healthy thing in the world and fun; it didn’t need to be a bunch of unmet hopes and dreams and a 
partner’s problems. It was hard to wrap her head around it. Two years dating, almost six married. 
Maybe she was a freak, too, for putting up with it. 

She’d have to make an appointment with her gynecologist. She shook her head. What was 
she thinking? That she was going to have sex with a … a college kid ten years younger? Cheat 
on her husband? She’d probably imagined everything that happened last night.

 



CHAPTER THREE

The next day flew by as she painted the background for a landscape and then, later, switched 
over to charcoal and human figures. Strangers. Unknown faces. Celebrities. Fashionistas. Aliens. 
Mythological characters: Lancelot and Guinevere, Adonis and Aphrodite, Zeus as a swan raping 
Leda in the air. Nudes, contortions, twosomes, threesomes, all performing acts she didn’t devise 
but that, rather, flowed out of her without conscious thought.

As the time to leave for West Chester drew closer, Autumn heated the organic, store-made 
veggie burrito she’d bought the night before and swigged down a bottle of carrot juice. It was 
how she wanted to live: to paint without concern for preparing healthy food. Could it work out 
with someone like Jory cooking for her?

As she headed upstairs for a shower, the surreality of the previous night took over. Their 
exchange must have been brief—twenty or thirty seconds at most—but it had seemed like 
minutes. She couldn’t imagine mentioning it to him. What would she say? Would he bring it up?

But there was something about him, something so genuine and straightforward that she 
couldn’t imagine any awkwardness. But she didn’t know him. What would they talk about? 
What would she have talked about at that age? Could he be closer to thirty than twenty? What 
would she wear? 

After coaxing her hair into some semblance of order—it always frizzed in the summer—she 
decided on faded jeans and a simple white T-shirt. Her jeans slipped on too easily; she looked in 
the mirror and realized she’d lost weight though she’d had little to lose in the first place. She 
shrugged and dug around in an old jewelry box. Earrings. She picked out tiny rhinestones and a 
couple of small hoops and wrestled all seven into place: four in one ear, three in the other. A 
bold silver bracelet—perfect. She snapped it over her wrist and stared in the mirror.

She couldn’t remember the last time she went out or wore more than one earring in each ear. 
And she used to be a stickler for her beauty routine, but now she was shocked to see her 
eyebrows had almost grown together. She grabbed a tweezer and yanked out the worst. Shook 
her head and looked again. Her cheeks were sunken, but her dark blue eyes were bright, and the 
sunlight from the west window brought out the red in her hair. She combed her fingers through it 
and twisted a few ends into curls. Never again. She would never let this happen again. 

At the last minute, she grabbed her black leather jacket and switched her skimmers for her 
old Chuck Taylors. Exactly the kind of outfit her husband despised. She ran back to the 
bathroom, darkened her eyeliner, and ran down the stairs.

She walked into the coffee shop ten minutes early. The place was quiet with only a few 
customers. Deep oranges and blues dominated the eclectic decor, and upholstered couches lined 
the walls. A mishmash of tables and chairs had obviously been arranged and rearranged 
countless times during the day, and Autumn pulled a table closer to an oval corner couch. One of 
the few cushioned chairs was nearby, and she arranged it for Jory, opposite where she would sit.

She unloaded a few small books on art and design and set them up with a notepad, as if in 
preparation for a work-related meeting. She could even be a professor. Either way, it would look 
like business if anyone she or her husband knew saw her.

She was just getting settled with a plain iced latte when she saw him at the door. A smile 
spread over her face as she raised her eyebrows and cocked her head a little. He grinned and 



nodded as if to say Yes, it’s me as he strode across the room. Still grinning, he dropped his navy-
blue backpack on the floor—worn, as she’d guessed—and pulled out the chair.

He was silent but smiling as he stared. She stared, too, and imagined him wondering Who is  
this person I met last night? just as she was. 

“Hi.”
“Hi.”
She stood up and extended her hand, aware that anyone could be watching. He reached out 

immediately, seeming puzzled at the formality but not unhappy. Their hands melded together, 
relaxed, palms fully touching, each using about the same amount of strength. She fought back the 
wave of heat that arose and pulled her hand away. 

He held up one finger and winked before turning toward the counter. She watched as he 
walked the short distance. Jeans, faded like hers, but black. A thin lavender shirt hanging loose—
rayon or silk from the smooth drape of it—with arms rolled up carelessly and more buttons open 
than at the grocery store. A narrow silver bracelet intertwined with copper. Shoes that matched 
hers only gray instead of black. Thick, wavy brown hair, long on top and shorter at the sides, 
golden in the sun that slanted through a window. Slender, graceful. Almost familiar, as if she 
knew him from somewhere.

She chewed on the inside of her lip. Beautiful. Unique. Not a cookie-cutter model or actor 
type but intensely attractive all the same. 

She would let him take the lead. She didn’t want to anymore, at least not as she had with her 
husband. She waited, not planning what to say, and opened one of her books.

He was back in just a few moments with a tall drink piled high with whipped cream. 
“That was fast.”
“Ah, but I have connections.” He set his drink on the table and air-tapped an imaginary cell 

phone. Autumn nodded. He must have ordered online. She stared at his drink, smile frozen on 
her face as she placed the slender volume back with the other.

“So.”
“So—were you waiting long?” He arranged himself in his chair. 
“No, just a few minutes. Just enough time to get settled.”
He raised his drink and waited for Autumn to lift hers. Glass clinked against glass and he 

grinned.
“Cheers.”
“Salut.”
Clearly accustomed to chit-chat, he pulled it together when she could not. He asked a lot of 

questions. “What do you do for work? I’m an artist but I used to be in marketing. Do you live in  
West Chester? No, I’m from Cherry Hill and lived in Philly, but I’m in Embreeville now. 
Seriously? Yes. Any particular reason? Well, it’s a long story. Okay, what do you do for fun? I 
run and ride my bike.” And on and on. “What were you shopping for last night? Vegetables.” 
And he burst into laughter. 

“Vegetables? Was that all?”
She put on an indignant look and assured him that yes, that’s exactly what she’d been 

shopping for along with a few other things to round out meals. Breakfast was easy, she told him
—granola with almond milk or yogurt, toast with peanut butter, fruit, a protein shake or a 
smoothie. Easy. The rest of the day, not so much, especially when inspired by a painting. She 
knew what he was hinting at, though, or thought she did. But she hadn’t been shopping for love 
or lust. Or anything related. Or was she? Maybe that’s not what he meant.



“It’s actually possible I could do chef duty, you know,” Jory said. “I mean, I wasn’t joking 
last night. In the summer, business dies down because most students are on vacay. And the 
farmer’s markets and roadside stands cut into business, too, so my hours were chopped. And I 
was thinking of finding something else, and then you strolled in and announced you had a 
vacancy.”

He laughed again as he lifted his drink to his lips and watched her.
Autumn laughed, too. She pushed her hair behind her ears and tried to think. She hadn’t 

made any kind of plan. But it couldn’t hurt to talk it over.
“Well, just last night I was frustrated and disgusted with my refrigerator,” she explained. 

“Disgusted with the mess, I mean, not the refrigerator itself.” She laughed again and rolled her 
eyes.

“But I was hungry, and there was nothing to eat. I just have no interest in cooking or 
chopping things up. It’s not that I don’t know how; it’s that it takes too much time that I don’t 
have. Or don’t want to spend. And I’d rather eat clean, at least as much as possible. You know, 
skip the processed stuff. But then I end up eating things like a bowl of spaghetti with olive oil 
and cheese anyway, and maybe some steamed broccoli and some cashews for protein. Over and 
over. It’s ridiculous. Last night I ate some leftover baked tofu and it was moldy halfway through. 
I just need help.”

“Ew. It definitely sounds like you could use some help.” He nodded and rubbed his chin. 
“What’s up with your husband? I mean, what does he eat?” 

She slapped her hand over her ring. She’d forgotten to take it off, but she wasn’t sure she 
wanted to, not specifically for this meeting. She didn’t want to lie, and he might have seen it last 
night anyway.

“He never eats at home. Besides, I’m firing him. Also known as divorce.” She kept up the 
humor, not wanting to touch her emotions or involve him. “It’s way overdue, and it will be done 
in a couple of months. We rarely see each other, barely talk—it’s been like that for years. And 
I’m on my own—he travels most of the time. I just didn’t want to take my ring off before I tell 
him.”

“Ah.” He nodded but didn’t comment. And he didn’t seem shocked or upset, either. She 
exhaled, relieved. She brought a fingernail to her mouth and put her hand back down on the 
table. He looked at his watch.

“Want to get something to eat? They usually have some decent stuff here, but not much is 
happening tonight. They’re probably short-staffed with student employees gone. Have you eaten 
lately?” He looked her up and down just briefly. “Better keep your strength up if you’re going to 
do much painting.” His tone was gentle, and she laughed.

“Sure, I ate, but it’s been hours, and it was just a burrito I bought at your store last night.”
“Well, there’s a place with great sandwiches down the street, if that’s okay with you. I 

haven’t eaten since this morning. You know, the busy student diet.”
He stood up and led the way out. The restaurant was just half a block away, across the street, 

and the decor was so artsy Autumn wondered out loud whether the people who owned the coffee 
shop owned this establishment as well.

“No,” Jory said. “But most places around here, the indie places, anyway, look pretty much 
the same—at least colorful. Lots of creativity going on with all the artists and the Art 
Association and all that. Lots of crafts fairs and exhibits. I’m sure you’ve been to them.”



“Actually, I haven’t,” Autumn admitted. “I started painting regularly only about six months 
ago, and I usually check out stuff in Philly, though I haven’t done much of that lately, either. I’ll 
have to look into it.”

 Her mind raced. She had thought Philadelphia was her destination for art contacts or 
galleries and showings, and she’d been intimidated. But West Chester didn’t seem like such a 
big, bad wolf. Jory looked curious, but she didn’t want to talk about it. Not yet. She opened a 
menu, scanned the sandwich choices, and found a vegetarian option that looked good.

A pint of beer, a sandwich, and Jory talking helped her relax. He grew up in Philadelphia, he 
explained, but he’d spent a lot of time in New York City, where his mother’s family lived and 
where she lived now. His parents had divorced when he was in middle school, and he’d gone 
back and forth between Manhattan and Philly on the train.

He’d also traveled a little. She’d been right about the gap year; after high school, he spent 
most of his time in Europe with just a backpack, a tent, and his guitar. During the winter months, 
he shared a flat with musician friends in London, new friends he met in Geneva at a music 
festival. They formed a small band—Jory played guitar and sang—and they had a lot of fun.

“I used to play guitar, too,” Autumn said.
“Do you still have it?”
“Yes, but it’s stuffed away somewhere.”
“Maybe we could play together sometime. How’s your sandwich?”
“It’s fabulous, but it has so many veggies they keep sliding out.” She laughed and skewered 

an errant piece of grilled pepper with her fork. After chewing a moment, she nodded. “The feta 
cheese definitely makes a nice accent against the balsamic dressing.” And with her fingers, she 
picked up a few leaves of arugula and popped them in her mouth.

He nodded and smiled and took a bite of his own. They chewed in silence for a few 
moments as Autumn looked around. The antique wood bar caught her eye and, although the 
dominant color scheme was blue and a deep yellow—almost Provençal—the tablecloths were 
multihued and accented with orange candles, much like the orange in the coffee shop.

“I was wondering,” Autumn said. “How did you know I’d choose the coffee shop we went 
to?”

“Oh, that was easy. You didn’t look like someone who would want the same ol’, same ol’ 
when something better is available.”

“Oh?”
“I mean, you don’t seem very conventional. You look more … artistic. A thinking person, 

someone who doesn’t follow the crowd. So, I figured you’d be drawn to places like that rather 
than the predictable chain coffee shops.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense.” Simple enough, though she’d thought it would be more 
specific or something she had said. She knew she wasn’t conventional, or at least not someone 
who always tried to fit in, but she didn’t realize she looked it. She played with her bracelet. 
Latched it. Unlatched it. Snap. Snap.

“So where did you go to college?” She looked up.
After some silent chewing, he explained. He’d studied at Columbia for his undergrad degree 

in comparative literature, and he’d stayed with his mother. She was more supportive of his 
education than his dad was, and it had worked out well since she spent most of her time with a 
love interest. 

He hesitated over love interest and reached for his beer. Autumn nudged him back to facts. 
They could talk about that some other time.



“And I guess you’re doing your grad work at West Chester?”
He nodded. “They have a solid English program, especially in creative writing. That’s my 

focus.”
“Interesting. But why isn’t your dad more supportive?” Too personal, maybe, but he’d 

mentioned it, and she was curious about his shrug the night before.
Jory shook his head and groaned as he leaned back in his chair. He ran his hands through his 

hair and intertwined them behind his head.
His dad had pushed culinary school on him since he was a kid. The restaurant business was 

all he knew, and even though he was wildly successful, his mother knew Jory didn’t want to 
spend his life working in kitchens or running the business. He loved to cook, and he was good at 
it; he just didn’t want to do it forever. He’d grown up in restaurants, after all, and worked in 
every possible position on both good days and bad. The good days were great, he said. Lots of 
fun even if hard work. But the bad days meant high stress, even fights between cooks or between 
cooks and servers. One time someone pulled a knife, and drugs were common.

“A knife? Seriously?” Autumn tried to imagine it.
“Yep. Some kind of street knife. Good thing one of the dishwashers was huge, and he was 

used to crap like that; he pinned the guy down easily until the police got there.”
 Although his dad refused to support him in any other choice, his mother understood; she 

had long since finished college when his parents met. But she continued to study, even after they 
divorced. Jory speculated that the difference in their educations was part of why they clashed; his 
mom didn’t consider culinary school an education any more than Jory did. But she was young, in 
love, and hadn’t seen it as a potential problem.

Autumn was fascinated. “What does she do?”
He laughed. “Dozes off while patients stare at the ceiling and talk about their screwed-up 

childhoods.”
“What—?”
“Kidding. She’s a psychiatrist. A psychoanalyst, specifically. Lucky me, right?”
“Wow. I don’t know about lucky. But she must be interesting.” Autumn tried to picture his 

mother and what she might be like.
“Oh, she knows a thing or two.” He leaned forward. “You’re not going to joke about cigars? 

That’s a first.”
Autumn shook her head. “No. I double majored as an undergrad—marketing and psych.” 

She winked. “And I know she might not be a fan of Freud—who is anymore? But I don’t 
remember who else she might follow. I didn’t focus much on psychoanalysis, but I think it’s 
pretty big in literary circles, isn’t it?”

Jory laughed. “Yeah, it is. We can talk about that, if you want, some other time. Well, I hope 
we can.” He looked around and held a hand up in the direction of the bar. “Would you like to go 
for a walk? There’s a park just a few blocks away. It’s nice—well lit, benches, even swings. 
Quiet, usually, and safe. I go there to think sometimes. Or swing. Or both.”

“Sure.” A walk sounded good. Easier to talk when not face to face.
The waiter arrived, and Jory insisted on paying. And she let him, though ordinarily she 

would insist on splitting the bill. It was mostly a business meeting, after all, and since he had 
invited her, his potential employer, he should pick up the check. It would have bugged her, 
though, if he had followed tradition and just assumed he’d pay. Instead, with a devilish smirk, he 
snapped up the check just as she lifted her hand.

“I hope you don’t mind, madam,” he said, smiling.



While Jory chatted with the waiter, Autumn rolled the word “safe” around. Safe from 
muggers and murderers, no doubt, but safe with him? She was sure he wasn’t violent or a 
criminal, but as she pictured a park, a bench, and dim lighting, she knew she’d have to keep 
things formal or he wouldn’t be safe with her. 

He was young, yet he seemed her own age. But he was like a child, too, a boy who laughed 
with abandonment, innocence, or a certain glee—she couldn’t put her finger on it. It was as if his 
entire being were given over to the joy of the moment. And when he spoke or listened to her, he 
was immersed in those moments as well, thoughtful and attentive. 

Once again, Jory led the way as they left the restaurant. She wanted to reach for his hand; it 
seemed like the most natural thing to do. And her hand almost had a mind of its own, as if his 
were a magnet. But she held back and focused, instead, on the sights and smells around her. 

Gay Street seemed to be the downtown area, and she wondered about the name. The street 
sign was ordinary, and nothing about the street itself suggested a reference to the residents like 
The Gayborhood in Philadelphia did. Food Row was a more apt name with the smell of beer and 
pizza that was soon replaced by the spicy-gingery fragrance of a Japanese restaurant. Then, 
within moments, a smoky cloud of sweet and sour barbecue and peppery Jamaican jerk made her 
eyes water as it obliterated the ginger. And as they turned a corner, cumin and cinnamon and 
cloves and cardamom were replaced by the scent of fresh-mown grass and a street lined with 
well-kept Victorian homes probably considered mansions in their day. 

“Wow. I had no idea West Chester had so many homes like this.”
“Oh, we have a lot of them,” Jory said. “I live in one, actually. It’s nothing as nice as these 

houses, though, and it’s just an apartment. But I have a turret!” He chuckled and cleared his 
throat. 

A turret in his apartment? That sounded nice. A nook for studying, maybe.
She glanced at the houses. One had a little tower on the corner, the roof like a close-fitting 

hat. She blinked a few times and restrained a giggle as she looked at Jory. He stared straight 
ahead with just a hint of a smile playing around his mouth. Finally, he turned to her, lips pressed 
tightly together as his shoulders shook. 

“Sorry. Bit of a joke around here. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
Autumn laughed. No, he probably shouldn’t have said that, not in the way he had, but she 

didn’t care. He laughed too, relieved. Everything seemed so light, so simple. It was so easy to be 
around him.

“It’s fine. I totally get it. By all means, carry on.” She gestured dramatically with her hand. 
How long had it been since she laughed at silly jokes?

He nodded. “Well, a lot of these big houses are converted into student housing or frat and 
sorority houses. It’s hard to tell, though, from the outside. I should give you the official historic 
tour of the town.” 

The street, shadowed by arching oaks and maples and sycamores with thick trunks, was 
friendly and welcoming. The yards were tidy, as far as she could see by the street lights, and 
more than a few featured old-fashioned swings on wide porches or lattices covered with climbing 
roses. 

The park, too, was difficult to see beyond the brightly lit street and playground area, but it 
looked clean and cared for with trimmed shrubs and smallish trees. Jory pointed to a wooden 
bench and sat down. Autumn positioned her backpack between them and pulled her feet up to sit 
cross-legged, facing him.

“So what did you do after your undergrad work?”



“I worked some more,” he joked, as he, too, arranged his position to face her. “I worked in a 
restaurant here in Philly waiting tables and helping in the kitchen. It wasn’t one of my dad’s; we 
weren’t getting along back then. But I had to save money if I wanted to go to grad school. My 
mom helped, but I had to re-establish Pennsylvania residency to avoid the out-of-state tuition. 
And why I picked West Chester instead of sticking with Columbia is a long story.” Another 
uncomfortable topic. He pushed his hair out of his eyes as Autumn made a mental note.

She brought up the chef position and told him what she was looking for. With his 
experience, with a father who owned most of the five-star restaurants in Philadelphia, she had no 
doubt about his skills. 

He pulled a folder from his backpack and handed her a list of references and a résumé. 
Clearly he’d done some thinking, and he seemed to have a good grasp of what the job should 
entail, well beyond what she had imagined. She was impressed, and even though things were 
happening fast, she decided to take a chance. This was exactly what she was looking for, and she 
had nothing to lose but time and effort. She could hire him with an agreement to a six-week trial 
period and a salary increase if all went well. 

“Check me out as much as you like—I’m about as clean as they come,” he joked. “I’ve 
never even had a traffic ticket. Boring, I know.” He grinned.

“Not boring at all,” Autumn said. His cheer was infectious, and she couldn’t help but laugh. 
“I’ve never had one either, so if you’re boring, then so am I.”

The raging fire of last night wasn’t there. Instead, glowing embers, a warmth, a friendliness. 
And a connection, an understanding, as if they’d known each other for a long time and only had 
to catch up. But in the darkness, he was even more attractive. His hair and eyes seemed darker, 
and at one point, when he pushed his hair back, she glimpsed silver earrings in both ears and 
another one, wider with an engraved pattern, further up. His earrings sparkled, like his eyes, and 
they made her wonder if he had any tattoos, but she didn’t ask out of old habit—body 
decorations had nothing to do with job abilities.

It was getting late, and they walked back to the business district.
Autumn kicked caution to the street. “Assuming your references check out fine, which I’m 

sure they will, when do you think you can start?” She watched his face—he was like oil in a dry 
lamp, manna from heaven, a beam of light in the darkness, and she had to make changes. 
Starting now.

“Almost any time. I only have a few hours at Organic Originals right now, and I don’t have 
classes. My thesis takes up a lot of time, of course, but that’s pretty flexible.” 

“What about a couple of hours Tuesday afternoon? We could consider it the official 
interview, but it would be for you, too, to see if we’ll get along. And you might not like the 
kitchen.” She laughed.

“Sounds good. And I can handle anything. Even a wood stove or a fireplace.” He laughed 
and looked over at her as they waited at a traffic light.

“I’m just teasing,” she said. “The house is only a few years old, and the kitchen’s huge. It’s 
about as modern and trendy as they get, and I’ve got cabinets full of every gadget imaginable.”

Jory imitated a TV announcer. “Everyone needs a McApple Apple Peeler! They’re 
indispensable, and every serious cook has one. Order now!”

Autumn laughed and chimed in.
“But wait! That’s not all! If you order right now, you’ll get not one but two—that’s right, 

two amazing apple peelers plus a big pile of free junk for you and all your friends.” 



 She grinned. “Advertising is crazy, isn’t it? Companies make millions using the same old 
message. And I’ve written more than my share of them.” She laughed again.

“I know. Right?” Jory rolled his eyes skyward. “And then it’s stamped with As Seen on TV 
and sold in stores, as if that adds credibility. Obviously it does for whoever buys the stuff or they 
wouldn’t do it.”

After the laughter died down, she told him she’d check his references and get back to him on 
email.

 She pointed to her car as they approached. It was pretentious, and she hated it. She’d never 
wanted a luxury car much less a high-end Mercedes, but her husband had insisted on it. She’d 
have to get rid of it. 

She almost stopped. She wanted to talk forever, to pour out everything, tell him this wasn’t 
really her car, not her choice, not what she wanted. The feeling was so strong that tears almost 
welled up. She turned to him and caught herself before blurting out her thoughts. She stared. He 
tilted his head a little as he held her gaze and a smile spread across his face.

She wanted to say something, but she couldn’t. She wished he would, but he didn’t. She 
watched as his eyes, almost imperceptibly, spoke for him. He wasn’t going anywhere, but there 
was no hurry. They’d made the connection and could relax, explore, wait. A different kind of 
warmth flooded through her, and she relaxed.

She took a deep breath. She had to stick to business right now. And that was all.
“Thanks, Jory. It was fun, and I’m looking forward to getting you started.” The business 

voice she’d used every day for years went into action. She could see him wondering what she 
was thinking, but she forced herself to ignore it.

“I enjoyed it too,” he said. “Thanks for driving all this way. And I’m looking forward to 
Tuesday. Can’t wait to see that apple peeler!” He laughed. It was so natural, so unrestrained.

She took a step forward and gave him a quick hug at the shoulder. She couldn’t just shake 
his hand after all they’d talked about, all he had shared, and what they had shared last night. He 
returned it warmly, and she almost regretted it. Too close, too close. Her palms burned, the spot 
on her back where he placed his hand burned, her … She forced it out of her mind and smiled 
and nodded and turned to her car. She was glad he didn’t try to open the door for her. Glad he 
didn’t close it; she loathed the superficiality of so-called chivalry and gentlemanly mannerisms. 
She had tolerated it in her husband, but it meant nothing and could hide so much.

He stood on the sidewalk, relaxed and smiling. Graceful, poised—aware of his body like a 
dancer but not self-conscious. Adonis under a street lamp. She returned his smile before pulling 
out and waved as she drove off.

 



CHAPTER FOUR 

A clatter of pots and pans echoed from the open-space kitchen. From her studio, Autumn 
couldn’t see Jory since he was behind her with the breakfast bar between them. But she could 
hear him banging around as he explored her kitchen and equipment. 

She stared through the window and watched the water drops fall from the eaves. After a 
bright, sunny morning, clouds had moved in with a light drizzle. She had planned to do some 
weeding in her flower beds and pick fresh flowers for a painting, but now she’d have to think of 
something else.

The brief, formal interview had gone well, and they had reviewed the contract she’d drawn 
up and other paperwork. She asked his permission to run a background check and explained it 
was standard, and he shrugged. He filled out the required paperwork, and she took a quick look 
before setting it aside. His date of birth made him twenty-six, as she’d guessed. Ten years 
younger. He watched as she did the math in her head, and she smiled quickly. Professionally. 
Legally, she couldn’t discuss it anyway. Not with an employee.

She was sure nothing negative would show up on the background check, and after a quick 
tour of the kitchen, Jory was confident he wanted the job and said so. 

He loved the kitchen, and the only thing he’d need to bring was his own set of knives and a 
few specialized utensils. Autumn had set up an expense account, but she gave him cash so he 
could buy the oversized pots and bowls he said he’d need plus groceries and other supplies. His 
debit card would arrive in a week or so.

She told him to explore as much as he liked, and she’d include the time in his pay. He 
wanted to take inventory and create some tentative menus and lists to review with her, but he 
would work on recipes and specifics at home. Mondays and Thursdays would be his regular 
days, and he’d work from 1 p.m. to 6 p.m.

She refocused on her canvas and drew her paintbrush upward in long, wide strokes and 
created a row of figures in the abstract, all male and all shadowy except one. She adjusted her 
easel to make the most of the afternoon light, but there wasn’t much with the heavy cloud cover. 
She got up and switched on two of the reflector lamps that hung from the ceiling behind her.

“Where do you keep things like sugar and flour?” Jory called out. 
Autumn turned.
“The sugar’s in the vegetable bin in the refrigerator. The one on the right. And I think 

there’s some flour in there, too. Rice and all that is in the pantry.”
“You keep sugar and flour in the fridge? Why?” 
He opened it and bent down. She couldn’t see him now with the breakfast bar in the way, 

but she could hear plastic and metal clanging.
“I think it’s broken,” he said.
“It’s just out of whack, that’s all. The shelf above it sort of slipped out of the thing that holds 

it up. Just pull harder and lift the shelf up at the same time.”
A loud crash announced his success. He stood, grinning, and held the bin up like a trophy. 

He lowered it and peeked in.
“Wow. You’ve got sugar and flour and quinoa in here and … lard?” He set the drawer on 

the center island and held up a small white box. “I thought you’re a vegetarian.”



“Oh, right. That was for killing ants at my old house; I forget. You mix it with honey or 
sugar, I think, and something else. Borax? I wasn’t sure I needed it here, but I brought it just in 
case. You can throw it out. I haven’t seen any ants so far.”

He raised an eyebrow in mock horror. “Oh my God! You’re a murderer! Killing poor 
innocent bugs with a dead cow’s fat. Tsk, tsk.” He laughed and examined the box and each bag. 
“Based on the expiration dates, I think I should probably throw all this stuff out.”

“It’s that old? Sure, throw it out.” She laughed as he grasped each item with only the tips of 
his thumb and forefinger and dropped them gingerly in the trash can.

“So you don’t think I should keep flour and sugar in the refrigerator? I was worried about 
bugs. I mean, you never know.” 

Jory shook his head. “Unless you have an ant problem, I wouldn’t worry about it. And I 
doubt you have cockroaches way out here in Sticksville; you’d know it if you did. So, if you 
don’t mind, I’ll put stuff like that in the pantry. That will give you more cold storage space.” 

“Sure. Great idea. But what about worms in the flour?” Autumn frowned. 
“That only happens if you have moths or flour bugs around—weevils—or if the flour is 

already contaminated. They lay eggs in the flour, and presto! Worms. Larvae, actually. This is 
such a new house, though, and it looks clean. I doubt you have a problem. But it’s still a good 
idea to keep it in sealed containers and wipe down shelves and cabinets regularly. And if you see 
any moths flying around, let me know. I haven’t seen any so far.”

He moved the bin to the sink behind the breakfast bar and ran water. “I can buy some 
storage containers with tight lids if you’d like.” He scrubbed the bin and rinsed it. “Where are the 
dish towels?”

“In the drawer on the right. Well, on your left.” She pointed.
“Thanks. I don’t like to use the towel for my hands on the dishes.” He jiggled the towel 

tucked over his apron string as he opened the drawer.
He sounded like an authority, a professional, just as he had when he talked about cooking 

asparagus at his store. Her eyes lingered on the figure he made in her kitchen: the tousled golden-
brown hair, the slender but athletic body. He was dressed almost the same as the first time they’d 
met: casual jeans and a button-up cotton shirt, this time a pale blue. Low-cut hiking shoes. And a 
white, full-length apron with a white bar towel tucked in the strings around his hips. 

“Okay,” Autumn said. “I’ll ask Sandy, my housekeeper, to keep an eye out for moths. I’ll 
watch too. And let me know if you need a higher limit on your expense account. You’ll probably 
have to buy a lot just to get started.” 

She was almost drunk with this, this being cared for. A cleaning service was one thing and 
almost passé. But her own chef—it solved so many problems. Now she could finally focus on 
her work and eat right. And the fact that the chef was extraordinarily good-looking couldn’t be 
ignored. 

“I think it’ll be more than enough—your kitchen is fabulous, and you’ve got just about 
everything. But thanks. I’ll let you know.” He was almost bouncing up and down, obviously 
excited about getting things set up the way he needed them. 

“Oh, and this six-burner gas stove is great. Two ovens, the extra sink with the pull-down 
faucet—I couldn’t ask for more in a home kitchen. There’s not much I’ll need. I mean, it looks 
like you’ve been collecting kitchen equipment for years.” He looked around. “Are you sure 
you’re not the chef?” He laughed.

“Not a chance.”



He opened the pantry door where she stored food as well as small appliances: a juicer, a 
blender, a food processor, and so many things she’d never used. Most had been wedding gifts; 
others were items she and her husband had purchased on good days, the early days when they 
shared their love of good food and had fun cooking together. But she set the thought aside.

She smiled as she turned back to her canvas. The sound of cabinet doors and drawers closing 
and the occasional clatter was comforting; it made the house seem lived in and alive. And what 
had been wishful thinking only last week was now a reality that hardly seemed real. 

She dabbed her paintbrush in water and wiped off the excess before dipping it in oxide black 
and a little titanium white for shadows. A little phthalo blue … It was hard to stop thinking about 
Jory, though. 

By mid-afternoon, he asked her to review a few things. She needed to get up and stretch, 
anyway. He handed her some lists and a questionnaire, as he called it, and she leaned against the 
island counter to study it.

“We can get started right now,” he said. “But check out the list of food types over the next 
few days, and make some notes about your preferences and anything I should know. For 
example, you said you’re a vegetarian. But how strict are you? I mean, I eat mostly vegetarian 
although I’ll grab a hard-boiled egg or a piece of chicken sometimes at work.” His pen was 
poised.

“Well, if I had my way, I’d be completely vegan. There’s nothing animal-based I can’t live 
without.” Autumn drummed her fingers. “But cheese is fine for now—I adore a good brie. 
Yogurt—plain, full fat—is good. If milk is in the recipe, that’s okay if it’s not too much. I don’t 
drink it, though. In coffee, it’s fine, but I’d rather soy milk.”

“So you like soy milk? Any other kind of so-called milk?”
She nodded. “Almond milk. And coconut is good, too, especially in something sweet like 

rice pudding or a curry or pad Thai. I haven’t tried any others, though, like hemp.” 
He scribbled furiously. “Anything else I should know? Food allergies? Nuts or anything?”
“No. None that I know of. Oh, wait! I can’t eat fresh cherries. My mouth gets itchy. Same 

with pineapple, but if it’s cooked, I’m fine. I love grilled pineapple. Or fried. Whatever.”
“Do you eat fish?”
“Once in awhile. Usually salmon, if anything, all dried out or in a sauce. But there are other 

ways to get the same nutrients, especially now that I have help.” She gave him a thumbs up and 
he gave her two as she turned back to her painting.

In less than an hour he was done with a shopping list as well as a menu, and he asked her to 
look it over. He pulled out a stool as she approached and placed several sheets of paper on the 
counter. He stood next to her and pointed.

“This is the preliminary menu. It’s rough, but I’ll tidy it up and make you a copy. Is there 
anything you don’t like or would rather not have?”

She browsed over it and her jaw dropped. He’d included some of her favorites like 
tabbouleh, hummus, baked nut and veggie burgers, and a shredded baby kale and romaine salad 
with dried fruits and nuts. Frozen smoothies. Pad Thai, moong dal, Moroccan vegetable stew, 
curried eggplant, cold carrot soup. Other items were new, but they incorporated ingredients she 
liked.

He had accomplished so much in such a short time. 
“You put this together between yesterday and today?”
He nodded and looked at the menu. “Yeah. I’ve been around kitchens and cooking all my 

life, remember. It didn’t take long.” He looked back up and leaned against the counter.



“How in the world did you figure out all my favorite foods?” 
“Easy. Last night, without a second thought, you ordered a sandwich with hummus, roasted 

peppers, arugula, and balsamic syrup plus feta cheese. Nothing ordinary about it, and you 
commented on the cheese like an expert. Plus, you ordered a black and tan and specified a porter 
instead of a stout beer, and I thought okay, she knows food and beer like nobody’s business, plus 
she’s a vegetarian. So I knew you weren’t eating tofu turkey or frozen veggie burgers.

 “And seeing the stuff in your fridge and cabinets helped, too. Soy sauce, oyster sauce, and 
sesame oil point to Asian food. The rice noodles and peanut sauce: pad Thai, of course. Garum 
masala on the spice shelf—bingo. Indian food. You’ve got so many different kinds of dried herbs 
and spices and sauces—even though some look pretty old—and that tells me you’re open to 
almost anything. Up on the trends or experimental. A refined palate, let’s say. Obviously.”

“Wow. You’re perceptive.” She read through the menu. Studied the list of ingredients. 
Wondered where her life was going, and what it would be like if he were in it. She couldn’t help 
it. He was here taking care of her when it should be her husband. It was too late for that, though, 
and it didn’t matter. Jory was going far above and beyond what she’d expected. She looked at 
him and shook her head.

She wanted to simply say thanks, but she couldn’t pull her eyes away from him. And out of 
nowhere, as if waiting, as if she’d been ignoring it and it grew impatient, the fire was lit. His 
eyes locked on hers, head tilted sideways, lips fell open slightly, and she knew he felt it, felt 
exactly what she was feeling. She longed to pull him into her arms, wrong though it might be. 
But the desire became stronger and more intense until she forced her eyes away and stared at the 
floor, her breathing shaky.

“Jory …”
“No, Autumn, let me.” She looked up. His hand was reached out as if he, too, wanted to 

touch her, but he dropped it, just as she had dropped the impulse before acting on it.
“I like you. I think you see that. And I think you like me. Right?” His smile was a bit of a 

smirk.
She had to laugh. “Um, yeah. Kind of.” The grin spread over her face and she let it. Might as 

well get this out in the open.
“Just kind of? Is that all?” He looked skeptical in a teasing way.
“Well, quite a bit, actually. More than just kind of.” She shook her head, trying to clear it of 

the urge to stand up and take him in her arms.
“Well, here’s the thing. I think you’re … amazing. Something like that. And I more than 

kind of like you, too. But you hired me, and I’m your employee. And I promise I will act 
completely professional at all times.”

“Oh, phooey.” She giggled. She couldn’t believe she let that slip out. 
“That’s not to say if you attack me I’ll be able to fight you off,” he continued, still in the 

comic vein. “But I didn’t want the job or accept it to get in your pants, to be blunt. I just want 
you to know that. I want the job because it’s a fabulous position, it lets me get creative and enjoy 
my work, and it’s perfect for me right now.”

“Well, that’s good to know,” Autumn said slowly, hanging on to his comment about not 
being able to fight her off. “But I didn’t think you jumped on the opportunity so you could jump 
on me.” She hadn’t joked so freely in a long time. What had happened to her? But she knew she 
wouldn’t have to force herself on him.

“But the thing is, you’re married,” he said. “As you know. And I just can’t go there no 
matter how much I like you or want you. But when you’re divorced, and you’ve had whatever 



time you need to adjust, we can see if we still … like each other as much as we do now. 
Otherwise, this is strictly professional, and I’ll do my best to, uh, keep the hormones under 
control. But forget I said anything …”

He ran out of words for the speech he had obviously prepared.
“Thank you. I think keeping it professional is a good idea. I’m glad you thought of it.” She 

shook her head at her formality. She started over. 
“I mean, yes, I’m attracted to you as well. At Organic Originals—my God. I thought I would 

faint.” She felt the blush creep over her cheeks, not at the admission but at how formal she 
sounded.

“Really?” He leaned forward. So she’d been right that he’d been confused.
“Jory—yes. Really. But if I talk about it, you won’t get any work done and neither will I. 

Trust me.” And the fire reignited as if someone threw gas and a lit match. Just entertaining the 
idea of getting any closer to him created an instant response. She slapped her hands over her 
mouth as if they could hide what she was feeling or make it stop. She closed her eyes. Held a 
hand out as she heard him step toward her.

“Don’t touch me. I’ll get over it. Just …” 
She breathed in deeply as she opened her eyes. Blew it out. He stared at her, concerned. She 

shook her head. “No. Just pretend that didn’t happen. Yes, I like you. It’s a professional 
relationship, as you said. And I’m married. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?” She felt her face 
redden again. She’d have to stay on guard for this desire that overwhelmed her so completely.

He was quiet for a long moment. Finally, he spoke. “It’s okay. I get it. I’m a guy, you know? 
We have a reputation for this stuff, and it’s hard to hide. High school is hell, believe me.”

“It is?”
“Use your imagination.” He laughed. “But let’s not talk about it anymore. I’m just glad to 

know you were feeling what I was feeling that night. I wasn’t sure. It was just like … wow. It hit 
me so fast, like the minute I saw you, and I couldn’t think. I was so nervous. And I was worried 
you got the wrong impression, when we stopped talking—you know—that you wouldn’t return 
my email, that it was my imagination …”

“Shh. It’s mutual, believe me. But shush. No more discussion. I can’t take it. We’ll see how 
we’re feeling when my divorce is final. It won’t be long.” Four months was forever.

“Okay, got it. Time for me to go anyway. Any last thoughts? About the menu or the 
shopping list, I mean.” He was grinning again. 

“Like I can think about that right now.”
He snickered. “Well, email me if you think of something. I’ll be shopping tomorrow 

morning, and you can text me, too, if you want.”
“Sounds good. And actually … Jory?”
“Yeah?” He didn’t look up as he packed his backpack and slipped folders and his tablet in 

carefully.
“Could you get some peanut butter? Ordinary peanut butter. And any kind of jelly or jam, 

but raspberry is my favorite. And bagels. Cream cheese. Frozen pizza. I just like regular stuff 
sometimes.”

He stopped and looked up. Studied her again. Nodded.
“You bet.” He pulled out his phone and made a note.
Autumn watched, fascinated by his every move, every expression. “Thanks. This will work 

out well, I think. And I’ll learn a lot from you about kitchen stuff and cooking. I can see that.”
“You’re welcome. My pleasure.” He tucked his cell phone in his backpack.



She couldn’t control her laugh over the word pleasure, and he caught on and winked. But 
neither said anything about it.

“All right, then. See you tomorrow at 1 p.m.” He hoisted the backpack on his back as she led 
the way to the front door and porch. The rain came down hard, and the sky was dark as she 
smiled at him. It was the beginning of something good, even if it were just a lasting friendship. 
Their eyes locked once again.

The rain beat a steady rhythm on the fresh new leaves of a small tree nearby, and a few 
songbirds chirped their songs half-heartedly. A car sped down the hill on the two-lane highway 
in the distance. She watched for a moment, switching between the car and Jory as it approached. 
When it turned into the driveway, her stomach twisted. It was her husband. They both looked 
now.

“Thanks again,” she said quickly. “You’re welcome to stay to meet my husband—I wasn’t 
expecting him for a few days. But you said you had to get going, and that’s fine.”

“I don’t mind staying,” Jory said. “Professional, remember?” Autumn closed her eyes for a 
moment and mentally cursed the timing.

But the black Lexus continued to the garage, at the side of the house, instead of the circular 
drive in front.

“Well, you’re off the hook,” Autumn said. “He probably didn’t even see us standing here.”
“Seriously?”
She nodded.
“Okay then. See you tomorrow!”
“Bye. And thanks—much.”
Autumn watched as he ran to his faded gray Outback. He wasn’t going to come back. He 

wouldn’t want any drama, and she didn’t blame him. Why would he walk into a mess like this?
But her more sensible side argued. He wants the job because it works for him. He’s a 

professional. He doesn’t know what’s going on. He doesn’t know how horrible it is. He doesn’t  
know anything. Relax. He’s not going anywhere.

But her heart raced as Jory pulled out. He waved, cheerful as ever. She put on a smile and 
waved back before turning to the still-open front door.

 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Autumn’s husband had just come in from the garage when she entered the kitchen. She 
watched him silently.

“I’m home.”
“I see that. It would have been nice to know when you’d be home.”
“I said a few days early on email,” he reminded her.
“A few days doesn’t usually mean a week.”
“Whatever. I own this house. I live here. I’ll come and go as I please.”
“Right. You’ve made that clear many times. And, of course, the fact that I also own this 

house and live here too doesn’t matter.” He ignored her.
“Any news?” He dropped his carry-on and laptop bag on the floor and threw his suit jacket 

on a stool before turning to the refrigerator. “Any beer? Or did you drink it all?”
“Excuse me?”
“Beer, beer. I want a beer. Is there any beer?”
“Mike, there wasn’t any beer in the refrigerator when you left, and there isn’t any now. I 

hardly ever drink beer, as you well know, unless I’m out. What’s up with you?”
“Nothing, Autumn.” He sighed. “You and your questions.”
“You asked the first one,” she reminded him.
“Right.” He opened the refrigerator. “Wow. You cleaned it. Or was that Sandy? And who 

was that guy on the porch when I pulled up? Your boy toy?”
He grabbed a bottle of spring water and set it on the counter, swaying a little as he stepped 

over to the pantry. He grabbed a bottle of red wine as Autumn watched, on guard now. 
“There was beer in here before I left. I saw it. So, what’s your boy toy’s name?”
Autumn ignored the beer complaint. “No boy toys for me, thanks. I’m a married woman. 

Need help?” 
She watched as Mike struggled with the cork. Something was wrong. His white dress shirt 

was stained and deeply creased, and it ballooned over his belt. His dark suit pants were rumpled. 
It had been a long flight, she knew, but he had a knack for looking nearly as fresh when he got 
off a plane as he had when he boarded.

 His eyes were glassy, too, and he was unfocused and wobbly but energetic at the same time.
“No, I’ve got it, smarty-pants.” He pulled the corkscrew and ripped the cork. Shoved it 

toward her. She placed it on the counter and twisted carefully until the cork came out.
“Here.” She handed it back to him.
“What, no glass to go with that?”
“Glasses are in the cupboard, as always.”
“Gee, thanks. Married woman isn’t up to her duties these days.”
Her stomach churned. In just a few minutes, what had been a happy afternoon and a 

relatively happy few days had turned into a battle.
“Just cut the crap, all right? I’ve never waited on you, Mike, and I’m not starting now.”
“Right. You just don’t know how to treat a man. Whatever.” He shrugged. Grabbed a glass. 

Filled it with wine. “So who was that guy? A salesman? A holy-roller handing out Jesus 
pamphlets?” He lifted the glass to his mouth and gulped. Wine dribbled over his unshaven chin.



He was drunk. Mike wasn’t a big drinker, normally, and definitely not in the afternoon. And 
not while driving. Weird. Why was he so hyper? Usually he got tired when he drank. Stress, 
maybe. 

“He’s a chef. I hired him just this week to help out as I get going with my painting. I’m 
excited about my progress, but I can’t do everything.”

Mike sneered. “You need a housekeeper and a chef? You can’t do any of the normal work 
that normal women do? Christ.” 

He threw his head back and finished his wine. Grabbed the bottle and refilled the glass. 
“And why don’t you get a real job already. Playtime’s over.”

He strolled over to the studio, looked around, and glanced out a window.
Autumn stared. She ignored the jab and stood up.
“Do you clean? No. Do you cook? No.” 
“Looks like a boy toy, if you ask me.”
“I’m not asking. Besides, he’s Jamie Dumas’s son. A chef with experience, not just some 

kid.”
“Seriously? We got a celebrity kid working for us? Cool. That’ll work.”
“I figured you’d like that. I checked him out thoroughly, and it will help me a lot. You’ll 

see.” She regretted the “you’ll see” because no, he wouldn’t see. She was done.
“What’s this one?” He jerked his hand toward the painting on her easel. A tall, narrow vase, 

fluted at the top, held a white angel trumpet that hung over the edge, wilted, the bell-shaped 
blossom collapsed. An open window in the background drew the eye to tall grass and flower 
beds that overflowed with orange hellenium, purple salvia, and white daisies waving in the 
breeze. It was nearly finished. 

With one quick flick of his wrist, he splattered his wine on it and turned, impassive.
“Get a job.”
She froze and held back the scream, the mindless attack, the raw, primal urge to rip his 

expressionless face off and slam him through the window. She would kill him if she let go. Her 
clenched hands trembled as she watched the red wine drip to the floor. 

 He stumbled back to the kitchen and grabbed the counter, loosened his fingers from the 
stem of the glass and slid it over the granite. “And have fun with your toy. Maybe … you wanna 
share. He’s … kinda hot.”

 At the built-in desk next to the refrigerator, he emptied his pockets. His wallet and passport, 
a folded flight itinerary, an assortment of Australian and American bills and coins. A coupon and 
receipts. He tossed his cell phone on top of the pile.

“I’m taking a nap.” He staggered around the corner. “Don’t bother me. Where’s my water?”
Autumn ignored him but jumped when he grabbed the bottle from the counter beside her.
“Nighty-night.” Mike headed down the hall and up the stairs. 
She grabbed a towel and dampened the corner as she hurried to her painting. The wine had 

beaded up and she dabbed it off; the acrylic paint was waterproof, but she couldn’t remember if 
she’d covered every possible spot on the canvas. It looked like she had. She let out her breath 
before going over it again and cleaning up the floor. Her hands still shook and her stomach 
churned.

He wasn’t himself. Or he was, but he was twenty times worse, and she didn’t dare say a 
thing. She had never seen him truly drunk except for the time she made homemade margaritas 
way too strong, and he fell asleep watching a movie. Another time, homemade fruit punch put 
them both under—she couldn’t even tell it had rum in it. But that was early on, and she’d never 



seen him functioning—or attempting to—after drinking so much. He didn’t like to lose control 
like that. And drunk driving was definitely out. 

She heard a door slam upstairs as she looked around. His heap of belongings on the desk 
was odd, too. Normally he emptied his pockets in his office, just down the hall, as soon as he 
came home. And charging his cell phone was a ritual; now it wasn’t even plugged in.

She examined things one by one. The flight itinerary looked typical: SYD to HNL to LAX 
to PHL. A couple long layovers. The coupon and one receipt was for pizza at an airport chain 
restaurant. A receipt for a Sydney restaurant. Coffee and breakfast in Honolulu, beer in LA. She 
skipped his wallet; she didn’t like to snoop. But the cell phone …

Why had he set it there? He was so guarded about his tech equipment. His computer was 
always off and unplugged when he traveled and password protected when on; she’d seen him 
shut it down many times, carefully, as if she would turn it on the minute he stepped out. And 
when she asked to use it years ago, when her own PC froze up, it seemed like a long, 
complicated process, almost a performance, to set up a separate account for her. His company 
specialized in computer systems security, and she had just chalked it up to work habits. And she 
didn’t care; if passwords turned him on, so be it.

But now her curiosity got the best of her. She knew his cellphone was on lockdown as much 
as his PC, and there was no way she could see anything anyway. So there was no harm in 
peeking.

She moved closer and stared. Suddenly, it beeped. Two short beeps and a flash of green. She 
jumped and stepped back.

She couldn’t resist. She walked back, picked it up, and pressed the button on the side. It lit 
up. She almost threw it down. A swipe over the lock icon would surely be fruitless. But it wasn’t. 
It revealed a text window. She looked closer. A series of text snippets from the same caller were 
lined up. She scanned them quickly and focused on the last one.

Hey r u coming over? 
Im dripping 4u baby. So wet and h …

Autumn stared at the time and date. It had just come in. She scanned the others. One from a 
few hours ago. A few yesterday. The day before. Someone named Jackie. And they were all 
similar. She waited for the cell phone to power down and closed it. Set the phone in the position 
she found it. Her heart palpitated. Breathe. You can handle this.

She opened the drawer. Grabbed a pen and a notepad. Scribbled a message.

I went out with Natalie. Probably stay at her place if it gets late.

A raincoat from the hall closet. Keys and purse. Opened the door to the garage. Hit the 
garage door opener. Got in her car. Backed up. Drove away. It was the only thing she could do.

At the end of the driveway, she stopped. There was no easy way to get to New Jersey, and 
she might as well put a gun to her head if she drove north through Philly. Anything on the 
Pennsylvania side was a suicide mission during rush hour, even without rain. 

As her tires spun on the gravel, she decided to head straight to New Jersey on 322. The 
highway would be jammed approaching West Chester and after, but she’d rather deal with stop-
and-go traffic than the speed and aggression on the major highways. 



Traffic crawled as expected, but she didn’t care. It didn’t matter. She drove with full 
attention on each vehicle, every sign and signal, and every bend and turn of the road until she 
crossed the Commodore Barry Bridge and headed north. 

Traffic was comparatively light on the New Jersey Turnpike. The four-lane toll road was a 
tunnel in a dense forest, bordered on both sides by trees that dripped with vines and towered over 
a thick undergrowth. No billboards cluttered the view, no traffic lights existed, and no exits were 
available for miles—there was nothing but black, wet road and green trees.

She began to relax. She knew the tears would come, but she didn’t want to stay wound up 
and wretched in the never-ending pain and anger that had been her life for so long.

She just wanted her mother.
Almost five years had passed since she suddenly disappeared. Stopped. Departed from 

Autumn’s life with no warning, as if she’d gone away on a trip and forgot to say good-bye. She’d 
identified her mother’s body and her father’s, but that hadn’t brought closure any more than the 
funeral did. That they no longer existed had been incomprehensible. And it still was. You can’t  
just disappear like that, she often thought. Where are you? It didn’t make sense. Bodies like 
broken dolls but no Mom, no Dad. The evidence did not produce a conclusion.

She had gone through all the motions: the funeral arrangements and the funeral itself. The 
cremations. The scattering of their ashes according to wishes set forth in their will. Her mother 
had hinted about advance directives and cremation and wills, but she hadn’t paid attention. 
They’d never talked about The End except lightly, in the abstract. Her mother was only fifty-five 
years old.

She was grateful for her aunt, her mother’s older sister, who had flown in from Arizona. She 
knew what her mom wanted, and she took over when Autumn couldn’t go on. They’d traveled 
together to Scotland, bags of ashes in their carry-ons, to sprinkle the ashes around the small town 
where her mother’s and father’s grandparents had lived and died. 

But her mother wasn’t really in Scotland; that was just her body. She was here, here in New 
Jersey. Autumn couldn’t make sense of any of it. She just had to go home, and she’d figure out 
why later.

As she slowed down on the exit ramp and made her way south, she questioned her sanity. 
She was crazy. Losing her mind. Her mother wasn’t here or anywhere. She was dead—whatever 
that meant. Gone in the moment it took a speeding 18-wheeler to crush her.

Two more turns and she was in the neighborhood where she had learned to ride a bike, 
learned to skate, learned to drive. A curve in the road hid the house from view until she passed 
the row of evergreen trees that marked the property border. Looking away, she parked on the 
side of the street opposite the Spanish Revival style house she had grown up in. She didn’t look. 
She was afraid it would be different. Afraid it would be the same.

Finally, she gathered her courage. Relief flooded through her. The house looked only 
slightly different—tired and worn, perhaps—but the change wasn’t extreme. She opened the 
door and stepped out. The rain had finally stopped and the sky was clearing.

Familiar garden plants greeted her as she walked across the street to the sidewalk. The green 
and white hosta that edged the foundation plantings nodded their long-stemmed violet blossoms, 
heavy with sparkling water drops. Pink hydrangea in full bloom mingled with glittering green 
boxwoods and evergreen shrubs. The feathery mimosa trees let diamonds drop from their frond-
like leaves, and the Japanese maple with its waxy red leaves sparkled in the sunshine. 

Autumn walked past the house and up the sidewalk toward the short driveway that led to a 
two-car garage. In the middle of the side yard, the crepe myrtle tree she had planted on Mother’s 



Day so long ago had doubled in size. It wasn’t blooming yet, but Autumn could see the buds 
hanging heavily, like clusters of tiny grapes, and it wouldn’t be long before they opened.

Only a few details that marked change stood out. The stucco meant to look like clay or 
baked mud seemed almost white now instead of yellow. The red tile roof, though darkened with 
rain, seemed faded, and the black, wrought iron fence around the yard had been replaced by 
cedar. She couldn’t see the pool from the sidewalk as she used to, but other than those small 
differences, the house looked about the same as it always had.

But her mother wasn’t here. No scent of dinner and cookies baking. No birthday parties, no 
snacks after school, no pool parties and shouts of “Marco!” and “Polo!” echoing through the 
neighborhood. No watchful smile from a lounger, no applause when she ran off the diving board 
screaming, “Watch me, watch me!” No talks on the living room sofa with the TV muted and her 
father reading the newspaper, his feet up in his easy chair and glasses slipping down his nose. No 
watching her mother get ready for a show in Philadelphia or New York, fussing with her long, 
dark hair, her make-up, her gold earrings, waving her hand and smiling when Dad shouted 
“Hurry up! We’ll be late” and red lipstick and high heels and oh-so-beautiful.

The front door opened, and a young woman with a pony tail stepped out. Autumn had 
already decided to leave, and she smiled politely as she walked back down the sidewalk. The 
woman, in shorts and barefoot, approached.

“Can I help you with something?” A baby wailed from inside the house as if in response. 
This wasn’t a daughter and probably not the babysitter. She was the owner—or one of them.

“No, thank you. I used to live here, that’s all. I grew up here.” She looked away.
“Oh.” 
“I’m sorry to bother you. I’m leaving now.” 
“No, it’s fine. Would you like to look around?”
“No.” A neighbor quickly closed a curtain when Autumn’s eyes rested on the window. She 

turned to the young woman. “Maybe another time. But thanks. It looks like you’ve taken good 
care of things.”

“We try. It’s hard with a baby now plus a toddler …” She rubbed an eye.
“I’m sure it is. Have you been here long?”
“Almost five years. We bought the house when we got married.” This was one of the 

original buyers, then. Autumn hadn’t been involved in the sale of the house, but her aunt had said 
they were young, just starting out.

“That’s nice. Nice to be settled. Well, enjoy your day. And thanks.” She took a step away 
but remembered something. She turned.

“Does Mrs. Martinelli still live across the street? We called her Auntie Marge—I think her 
name must have been Margaret.”

“No. She passed away last year.”
“Oh.” Autumn stared for a moment and closed her eyes. Auntie Marge always had the 

neighborhood kids at her house; they counted on her for everything from cookies and lost house 
keys to comfort when parents were too strict or someone picked on them. And she was almost a 
part of Autumn’s family; she was often invited to dinners and events held at their house.

“I’m sorry. I heard it was peaceful. Kind of an old age thing, you know? One of the 
neighbors from up the street checked on her when she didn’t show up for lunch. She was still in 
bed, smiling. The neighbor didn’t even realize anything was wrong at first.”

“Oh,” Autumn repeated. “Well, I guess anyone would want to go that way. Thanks for 
telling me.”



The woman nodded.
“Good luck with everything. And have a nice day.” Autumn managed a smile. The new 

owner seemed to have warmed up and wanted to talk.
“Thanks. You too.”
She walked to her car, opened the door, sat down, and drove away. She didn’t look back. 

Her mother wasn’t there. Her mother wasn’t there or anywhere. She was dead. Gone. And 
everything she did now had to be on her own. She didn’t even have Auntie Marge to run to; 
somehow she hadn’t considered that Auntie would be gone someday, too.

Traffic was easier on the way back to Embreeville. But she didn’t want to see her husband. 
She considered a hotel but forgot about it as she drove the familiar route. A sign for Longwood 
Gardens flashed by. It was still early enough to take a quick stroll around the grounds before it 
got dark.

She flashed her membership card at a security guard and nodded as he warned her the park 
would close in an hour. She set out on the winding flower garden walk, but the canna lilies and 
columbine, the rose gardens, the extraordinary fountains, and the sweet-smelling lavender left 
her just as empty as she had felt in New Jersey. Even the setting sun that glorified the few clouds 
in the western sky and deepened the already magnificent colors of the gardens didn’t touch her.

But at least she was on her own turf now. Home. Home wasn’t back in New Jersey anymore. 
Home was here. Home was there. Home was anywhere she wanted to be.

Back at her car, she lowered the back of her seat, locked the doors, and closed her eyes. She 
would rest for a few minutes and then figure out what to do.

e

Autumn blinked. A bright light blinded her. She shielded her eyes and looked around. She 
was in her car. The light went away.

“Are you all right, ma’am?” A muffled voice came from somewhere.
“Huh?”
She struggled to sit upright. Ahead, dim light flickered through a small stand of young trees. 

Longwood Gardens. She must have fallen asleep. Her dashboard clock said 5:22 a.m.
She stared at the man outside her passenger-side window. He was a police officer.
“Yes, I’m fine.” She pressed a button to open the window a little. She stared, unsure. 
“Tim?”
“Hi, Autumn. I thought that was you.” The police officer flashed his badge. She had met 

Chief of Police Tim Duncan several times at township meetings and a holiday event back when 
she had tried to socialize with neighbors and failed. People had stared. Nobody had taken her 
seriously or talked to her. Men were mostly pleasant if a bit bossy or coarse, but the women all 
seemed snippy and suspicious or shy and awkward. There was no one she could imagine being 
friends with judging only by appearances and first impressions, and nothing encouraged her to 
look any deeper—she just didn’t belong in Embreeville. 

“Are you all right?” he repeated.
“Yes, I’m fine.” She rolled the window down and stared at him, wishing he would go away. 

She needed to think. 
“Your husband reported you missing. It was too soon for a missing person report, but I 

promised I’d look around. One of my lieutenants found someone here and called me for backup.” 
He jerked his head to the side, apparently to indicate someone she couldn’t see. “By the time I 



got here we knew it was your car, but you never know…” He paused as another officer joined 
him.

“Have you been drinking?”
“Drinking?” 
“Yes, drinking. How much have you had to drink?”
“I’m sorry?” She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t had anything to drink, and she was 

thirsty. “You mean alcoholic beverages?” 
“Yes, Autumn. Alcoholic beverages. Beer, wine, liquor. Why don’t you step out of the car.”
“Why? I’m fine, and I’d like to go home.”
“Step out of the car, Autumn.”
“You must be joking.” She opened her door and got out anyway. She yawned.
Two other police officers suddenly appeared.
“We need to administer a breathalyzer test,” one said.
“You mean a drinking test? What for? I haven’t had anything to drink as far as alcohol goes 

since … Saturday. I had a beer with a friend. Why do you think I’ve been drinking?” Nobody 
answered. 

“Breathe in, Autumn.” The lieutenant positioned a device with a tube in front of her mouth. 
“Excuse me?”
“Just take the tube in your mouth and breathe out.”
“What the …” The lieutenant shoved the hose in her mouth. She fought the impulse to spit it 

out and slap him. 
She looked at the other two men, both with arms folded over their chests, watching closely. 

Something was weird, something very weird was going on. She scanned the darkness. Nobody 
for miles. They could do what they wanted with her. Comply? Knee to the groin? Run for it? No 
point. She couldn’t outrun them. 

She breathed out and he removed it. She dragged her sleeve over her mouth, spit, and wiped 
again.

“How dare you! Why are you treating me like this?” She fought back rising panic. “I visited 
the gardens, and I was tired. So I closed my eyes before getting back on the road, and I fell 
asleep. Obviously.”

She looked to Tim now as the other two officers walked back to their cruiser.
“Autumn, why don’t you walk over to that gate and back.” He pointed.
“What’s going on here?” He was silent as she stared at him, hands on hips.
She shook her head and walked away quickly. 
“I just woke up, you know, after sleeping in my car. So I’m not walking the catwalk here,” 

she called back over her shoulder. She reached the gate, touched it dramatically, and walked 
back. Anger replaced panic as she took the final steps with arms out, fingers loose, and toes 
pointed ballerina style. She raised her arms over her head and performed a plié.

Tim ignored her sarcasm.
“Okay. Now I want you to bring your right index finger to your nose, like this.” He 

demonstrated.
“Are you kidding?” Autumn rolled her eyes and imitated him several times. Then she waved 

both hands around like a magician. She touched her ears, nose, eyes, the top of her head, her ears 
again, and ended with her right index finger on her nose, as instructed. She glared at him.

“Do you want me to climb a tree, too? Do push-ups? This is ridiculous. I told you I haven’t 
been drinking, and I don’t know why you even think I was in the first place. I had an argument 



with my husband. I was upset, so I came here to walk around and calm down. I was tired, so I 
closed my eyes. And I fell asleep, as I said. Why that translates to drinking is beyond me.” Her 
trip to New Jersey wasn’t his business.

“She’s clean, Chief.” One of the lieutenants called out.
“See? This is ridiculous and uncalled for. Once again, why do you think I’ve been 

drinking?”
Tim looked embarrassed.
“Well, to tell you the truth, your husband said you were drinking. A lot. Sorry. I believed 

him.”
“Mike told you I was drinking? Right. He came home from a business trip totally trashed. 

And that’s partly what I was upset about! I can’t believe this.” 
“Yeah. Well, I’m sorry. That’s what he said. He didn’t sound drunk. He sounded like he was 

worried. Why don’t you go home, Autumn. He loves you.”
Autumn raised an eyebrow. What kind of game was he playing now?
“What time did he call you?” she asked.
“Around 3:30 or 4:00 a.m. It’s on the record. Why?”
“He came home drunk yesterday afternoon, around five, and he passed out. He would have 

sobered up by now. Anyway, right. On the record.” She didn’t plan on sharing any more of her 
personal problems. It was none of his business, but at this point she didn’t care what he knew 
about Mike. She’d be gone from this … this misogynist hellhole before long.

“Can I go then?
“Yeah, sure.” He stared at the ground. 
“Thank you for your concern, Chief. And give my thanks to your side-kick for shoving that 

filthy thing in my mouth. That was completely unnecessary, and technically, it’s assault. I do 
have the right to decline a breathalyzer test, you know. Should I report that, Chief? Call my 
lawyer? Would he do that to a male member of the community?” Autumn spit again. Tim looked 
up, mouth open.

“I didn’t think so.”
She got in her car and slammed the door. Poor guy. He’d been sucked into her husband’s 

games, too, and she felt sorry for him. She rolled down her window. “Hey, Tim?”
“Yeah?” He looked up.
“I know you’re just doing your job, and you had no reason to think he was bullshitting you. 

Believe me, I understand. And I’m sorry he involved you in our personal affairs.” She gave him 
the best smile she could manage.

“That’s okay. And thanks, I guess.” He scratched his head. “And I’m sorry about all this too. 
Drive safely.”

“I will. No worries.” She fastened her seatbelt and pulled out slowly. Making enemies of 
police officers was never a good idea, even if they were insensitive jerks. She couldn’t wait to 
brush her teeth; the taste and sensation of the tube shoved in her mouth wasn’t going away. 

The sky was bright and clear with just wisps of clouds though the sun wasn’t up yet, and she 
stretched as much as she could while keeping her eyes on the road. She felt rested though she 
was surprised she fell asleep at all.

Out on the highway, she focused on what she knew was coming up next. She had no doubts 
now. Her husband had broken almost every promise and every vow they’d written together, and 
now this … this woman was the last one. Whether he’d had sex with her or not didn’t matter. 
Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t, maybe he planned to or maybe not. She couldn’t imagine it, and 



she almost laughed. If he couldn’t function with her, he sure wasn’t going to get anyone else 
dripping either. Unless—maybe he did need a spanking. She shook her head. Whatever.

After everything else, the text she’d seen seemed trivial. She didn’t care what he did 
anymore. 

Had he tried calling her? She checked her cell phone quickly. No.
Sadness swept over her. Despair. Jory. She’d hardly thought of him since she left the house 

yesterday.
It wouldn’t work out with him after all. She couldn’t stand the thought of being in the same 

house with her husband, and she’d have to get an apartment as soon as possible. And after all the 
work Jory had already done here, he’d probably think she was crazy and quit if she asked him to 
work, instead, in some small apartment kitchen somewhere. 

As she pulled into the driveway, she saw her husband’s car in front of the house. Her teeth 
clenched as she smashed her hand against the dashboard.

“No way in hell am I going to let him run my life anymore.”
 



CHAPTER SIX 

Mike’s Lexus sparkled in the sunlight. It was strange that he could be up and about so early 
after drinking so much the day before. She parked in front of the garage but didn’t open it; she 
didn’t want to announce her arrival with the noise. 

She strode around the house to the front porch and flung open the door. As expected, he was 
in his office just to the right, eating a bowl of cereal at his desk. Autumn stood in the doorway. 
He looked up with unblinking eyes and a deadpan face and calmly brought the spoon to his 
mouth. He chewed, still looking at her, eyes wide. 

She watched as he performed his final act of nonchalance. She’d seen it so many times 
before, but it had taken two years of dating and six years of marriage to see the patterns so 
clearly. Now it was like seeing the same play, the same actor, the same lines spoken over and 
over again at the same theater.

“I was worried about you,” he finally said. “Where have you been?”
“Not your business any more than your whereabouts are mine. And since when do you 

worry about me?”
His facial expression didn’t change. “Since when? Since you didn’t come home.”
“Let’s get something straight here. You’re hardly ever home, and I don’t worry about you or 

question you. Got it? Second, have you ever heard of a cell phone? I have one, and I had it with 
me. You didn’t call. Third, I left a note.” She pointed toward the kitchen. He lifted the bowl and 
took another bite of cereal.

“Dammit, Mike!” She wanted to slap the bowl out of his hand. “What the hell is wrong with 
you? Why did you tell the police I was drunk? And why were you drunk?”

He set the cereal bowl on his desk. Wiped his mouth with a napkin, folded it neatly, and 
placed it next to the bowl. Grabbed a cardboard box and tossed it at her. She reacted slowly, and 
it hit her in the chest. 

“Delivery. For you. It came right after you left. Who’s it from? What’s in it? There’s no 
name on it.”

She picked it up. Oh, no … Furious, she tucked it under an arm and leaned toward him.
“Throwing things at me now, are you? You could try talking about your issues, you know. 

That usually works a lot better. And I asked a question. Why did you tell them I was drinking?”
“I figured they’d get on it sooner if you were a hazard to society. No big deal. No harm 

intended. I was worried. What’s in the box?”
“No big deal? Do you have any idea how humiliating that was? What that does to my 

reputation and yours? Mostly yours, since I was obviously not drinking and you wasted their 
time. You could probably be arrested for that. And didn’t you read my note?” 

She turned toward the hall. He lunged out of his chair and grabbed the box before she could 
take another step.

“You bastard. Give that back to me!”
“Not until I see what’s in it. Is it a present? For me? You shouldn’t have.” 
He shook it and listened, then ripped it open. So unlike him. What was going on? Suddenly, 

Autumn relaxed. 
“Actually, I think you’ll need that stuff far more than … Natalie’s friend will. We’re 

throwing a party for her. A divorce party. We were planning it last night.” She was sure he 



would have said something by now if he had called Natalie. And she would have got in touch 
immediately.

“What the …” Mike pulled the bubble wrap away and held up a handful of colorful condom 
samples and packets of lube. He dropped them back in and examined the four boxes of condoms, 
each a different brand name and style. He lifted the plastic-wrapped lavender dildo and stared. It 
was just as lifelike as the website had promised. His face turned a deep shade of red. He dropped 
it back in.

Autumn tried to suppress a laugh but failed. 
“Don’t have a heart attack, Mike. It’s a symbolic celebration of her new-found freedom. Go 

ahead, dig some more. You should find a butt plug in there, too. It’s a little present just for you.” 
She rolled her eyes. “And by all means take a box of condoms. Why not the ones that say ‘last 
longer’ on the box? I’m sure you’ll love those.”

Mike’s face turned a deeper shade as his lip curled up. He replaced the dildo, hardly moving 
his eyes from hers. He returned to his chair and set the box on his desk as Autumn blew out the 
pent-up air from her lungs. She took a deep breath as he sat.

“I can’t take this anymore. I’m filing for divorce.”
Still red-faced, he continued to stare. Motionless. Not breathing. 
“Mike?”
His eyes tightened, and she noticed the glassiness once again. She could see a slight rise in 

his chest, but something was wrong. He stood up.
“Mike—”
He seemed to snap out of a trance as he leaned forward, his face almost expressionless but 

fists clenched. 
“You’re just a low-life, Mack. That’s all … No, you don’t even qualify for that. You’re just 

a slut. A whore. A total loser. I’m embarrassed to call you my wife.”
He looked as if he would stomp out of his office, and Autumn jumped aside. But he leaned 

over and grabbed a thick, overstuffed binder with both hands. He hesitated for a shred of a 
second as he stood halfway up, pulled back, and threw it at her, his face contorted into something 
she didn’t recognize. 

In that brief pause, Autumn saw it coming. She raised both hands to her chest and leaned in. 
Braced her shoulders and arms. Slammed into it with all her strength, barely caught it, and hurled 
it back. It slid across the desk and crashed into the cereal bowl. Milk splashed Mike’s shirt and 
face as the bowl and binder landed on his lap. 

“You’re crazy!” She ran to the hall and stopped to look back through the double glass doors. 
He had never hit her, never thrown anything at her. But something was way off. Something was 
different.

He was motionless. Still staring. The only difference in his expression was his lips pressed 
more tightly together. Milk dripped from his hair.

“Get out.” She pointed to the front door, arm rigid, voice low.
“Get out. Now.”
She took a step closer to his office. She continued to point.
“Out.”
She stepped back, away from the door, but kept her arm up.
“Out! Or I’ll call the police.”
He got up, picked up his laptop case, grabbed his keys and his cell phone, and walked to the 

door. She moved further away.



“Autumn …”
“Get out.”
He opened the door but turned to look at her.
“Out!”
He left but didn’t close the door. He looked back a few times. Her heart broke open, and she 

wanted to call him back, hold him in her arms, tell him everything would be all right, tell him she 
was sorry. This wasn’t what she wanted. But nothing could ever be right between them. There 
was no way to fix any of this or fix him. He had stepped way over the line this time, and it had 
all gone on far too long. She was done.

Slut? Whore? Embarrassed?
She stared in his eyes from twenty feet away and wished he would say something, but he 

didn’t. Wished he would fix things, but he couldn’t. He didn’t know how, and he wasn’t willing 
to learn. And the anger and frustration and pain built up over so many years stopped her from 
trying to make things work yet again. Or apologize for giving up. Not this time. She’d had 
enough.

“Go. My lawyer will be in touch.”
The hardest words she’d ever said. She had loved him. She still loved him, still cared, at 

least on some level. She hated to see his face filled with … Pain? Rage? Disgust? No, it was 
none of those. This was the face of a man used to getting his way, the face of a man who wasn’t 
getting his way at the moment. 

Or maybe … maybe he was getting his way. Maybe he had set this up so … No. She 
couldn’t contemplate that. It was too sick, too sick even for him. There had to be some other 
explanation, but she wasn’t going to think about it. It didn’t explain any of his other behavior, 
and it wasn’t her problem anymore. And there was no way she was moving out right now. There 
was no reason she should suffer for his behavior. She’d move out when she was ready.

She closed the door after he started his car and pulled away. She looked out the sidelight to 
make sure he was gone before she locked the door and activated the alarm. She walked slowly to 
the kitchen, listening for a possible return.

Sobs wracked her chest, and her compulsion to fix things, to explain, to apologize and make 
it better took hold. Guilt for some of the things she’d just said, the lie she had told, for telling 
him to leave. She buried her face in her hands, hunched over the island counter. 

 But she knew nothing would change no matter what she did. And she couldn’t keep going, 
no matter who was right or who was wrong. They were both wrong for each other, and things 
would only get worse. And she knew she had to quit now before something worse happened. She 
grabbed a napkin and wiped her eyes.

Her tears dried up sooner than she expected. Maybe she had none left, or maybe she was 
finally able to see the impossibility of their relationship logically rather than emotionally. She 
brushed her teeth in the downstairs bathroom, remembering the breathalyzer tube. She rinsed 
over and over and spit the water out repeatedly, but the violation remained. She put it out of her 
mind.

She glanced at the digital clock on the microwave. Only 7:30 a.m. Her studio was serene, 
brilliant in the morning sunshine, and suddenly she was almost grateful for the ugly scenes of 
yesterday and today. If he hadn’t behaved so horribly, she wouldn’t have kicked him out. 

And if she hadn’t kicked him out, she’d have to leave her paintings here if she stayed at a 
hotel temporarily. She couldn’t bear to let him see her work; she doubted he’d bothered looking 



since yesterday, but he would eventually. And some paintings would probably piss him off. 
She’d have to lock them away somewhere before he returned for clothes and personal items. 

She needed a shower. She needed to think. She needed to call her mother’s lawyer. And Jory 
would arrive at one. Her head spun.

She walked back to her husband’s office but looked out the window first. The box of 
condoms and toys made her laugh, and she shook her head as she carried it upstairs. She didn’t 
like to lie. How had she come up with that story? As she placed the box on a shelf in her closet, 
she was suddenly glad he hadn’t dug any deeper. This was her life, not his. 

She scrubbed hard in the shower, shaved her legs, and washed her hair. She let the hot, 
pulsating beat of the water relax her shoulders, and she shook her arms and hands to release any 
remaining tension.

In her bedroom, she fussed over what to wear for a moment and then shook her head. She’d 
wear what she normally wore—jeans, since the rain had cooled things down considerably. And a 
tank top with a lightweight hoodie would do.

She blew her hair dry until it was mostly straight but left it damp; a few curls and waves 
would appear later no matter what she did. She examined her face, held it at different angles, 
pulled her hair back and up. She didn’t look thirty-six. Or at least not what she had imagined, 
when she was younger, what someone at thirty-six might look like. 

The circles under her eyes were deeper, and maybe her jaw didn’t look as sharply defined as 
it once had, but that was it. She squinted. Not even crow’s feet. Or just the usual, like anyone 
would have if she smiled wide. And only a few gray hairs in her almost-chestnut hair. It had 
always been a mix of deep red and near-black and even a few strawberry blonde strands that, all 
together, added up to auburn; it was a Scottish thing, her mother had told her. So why not add 
gray to the mix? She felt lucky, but her mother’s advice rang in her head: aging gracefully  
means accepting aging. She sighed. Smart, maybe, but right now she didn’t want to be aging at 
all.

But she was avoiding the one thing she knew she had to do. She walked back to her 
bedroom and sat at the antique vanity table she rarely used. She opened a deep drawer. Under a 
tangle of gloves and scarves was a small black box with a hidden combination lock. She took it 
out and placed it on the table. 

In another drawer, she kept the combination written in a code woven through the words of a 
few pages of an old journal. It was a code she’d made up for rarely used passwords she wouldn’t 
be able to remember but that had to be completely secure. 

She slipped out the piece of plastic that hid the lock, opened the box, and removed a smaller 
box. A deep carmine ring box.

Inside, her engagement ring was nestled in a bed of black satin. It was beautiful; she’d 
designed it herself with the help of a friend who tinkered in jewelry-making as a hobby, and 
Mike had taken the design to a jeweler. Well over a carat in weight, the flawless emerald-cut 
diamond sparkled in its simple platinum setting. Two trillions on either side of the main diamond 
created a ring that was truly stunning yet not gaudy or oversized. Her friend had told her the trick 
was in the setting: raise it up and a stone looks bigger and more sparkly. Lower it, and it looks 
smaller and doesn’t sparkle quite so much. She’d kept hers low which made it elegant rather than 
flashy.

She turned it around and around in the sunlight and watched as each facet reflected the light 
on the walls and ceiling like a ’70s disco ball. It almost seemed alive, as if it were glad to be 
freed from the darkness. She placed it on the table and studied the wedding band on her finger. It 



matched her engagement ring: a narrow platinum band with a channel for tiny brilliant-cut 
diamonds. She held it up for a moment to watch it sparkle.

“Good-bye, ring. You’re beautiful, but I no longer need you.” She kissed it and, still holding 
her hand out, twisted it off. Gently, she placed it with its partner in the ring box. “Sorry, guys.” 
She snapped the lid shut and returned it to the larger box, twirled the combination lock a few 
times, and put it back in the drawer. She forced herself to close it and not look back.

In the bathroom, she washed her hands, washed her hands of the rings. She stared at herself 
in the mirror and nodded. “Good job,” she said and gave herself a thumbs-up.

 It hadn’t been that difficult once she made the decision. A lightness came over her, as if the 
ring had been an actual weight. As if Step One of her new life was complete and she could move 
to Step Two.

Downstairs, she made a cup of coffee. The next item on her agenda was calling her mother’s 
lawyer. After that, a business plan. She had to get organized if she was going to make anything 
of herself and her art.

The call was easy. A legal assistant made an appointment for the following week, and she 
would send paperwork. She also confirmed that it shouldn’t take more than a few months if the 
divorce was uncontested and nothing new or unusual came up. The assistant suggested mediation 
for splitting of assets, and she gave Autumn a number to call. So far, so good.

The business plan wasn’t so straightforward. After an hour of making notes and 
brainstorming, Autumn gave up. She needed someone objective to help. Maybe she was tired. Or 
maybe it was just hard to make her own plan even though she could easily whip one up for other 
people. And not knowing what she wanted to do, exactly, or how to accomplish anything in the 
art world didn’t help.

The uncertain future didn’t help her think, either. What would tomorrow hold? Next week, 
next year? And knowing Jory would arrive soon was pure distraction. Distraction she desperately 
needed.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

Jory rang the doorbell at precisely one o’clock, a grocery bag in each arm.
“There’s more in the car,” he said, grinning. Autumn’s darkness evaporated. 
“Hi, Jory. Here, let me take those. Go ahead and get the others.” He shifted the bags into her 

arms and she carried them in, leaving the door ajar. She began unpacking and was marveling at 
his purchases when he returned with two more overstuffed paper bags balanced against his hips. 
They were the strong, reusable kind with handles, but the handles couldn’t possibly bear the 
weight. He set them on the kitchen island.

“One more! I’ll be right back.” His cheer was genuine. Hers was partly forced, but it was 
coming back. It would be all right no matter what. She didn’t have to move out right away, and 
he’d never know how awful the past two days had been unless she told him, which she had no 
intention of doing. She was headed into the unknown, but that was fine. She’d done it before; she 
could do it again. 

Hadn’t she survived the loss of her parents? So unexpected, just when she needed them 
most. Just when she’d suspected she made a mistake with her marriage, not even a year after her 
wedding. She could survive this, too. More than survive. It wasn’t a loss. It was an escape from a 
poor decision. Not even an escape but a change of direction, a shifting of goals, a return to her 
proper path after getting lost on a side trail. It was a fresh start.

“All right then! How are you?”
“I’m fine. You?” Autumn realized she didn’t sound as cheerful as she wanted to, and she 

smiled wider.
Jory studied her for a long moment. 
“I’m good.” He seemed to pull back a little. “I’m ready to get things all set for the weekend. 

Quinoa-stuffed avocados? For lunch or dinner.” He grinned again—he couldn’t restrain his 
natural buoyancy—and he set his backpack on the counter and pulled out his tablet and several 
sheets of paper from a folder. 

“I don’t think I’ve heard of that, but it sounds great.” She nodded, smiling a little more 
naturally now.

“So I’ve worked out the menu for the upcoming month and the specifics for the week ahead. 
Here. Take a look.” He handed her the printed items with obvious anticipation. 

Autumn browsed over the plans. She shook her head as she studied them. Not only had he 
listed the entrées, side dishes, and substitutions or exchangeable options, he’d also included 
ingredients, calorie counts, and basic nutrition values on separate sheets. 

“Wow.” She knew enough about nutrition to see right away that this was solid, healthy food. 
Plenty of plant-based protein and variety, even considering leftovers. He even included breakfast 
items though she’d told him she didn’t have much problem with it.

“This weekend will be a trial. On Monday, we’ll review and revise as needed. And I’ll have 
an entire list of items you can choose from, in case you want to create your own weekly menus. 
There’s enough variety for months plus regular items you can count on. And, of course, it will 
change with the seasons and produce availability.”

“This is amazing. It’s perfect. So much more than I dreamed of. Thank you.” She shook her 
head in disbelief as she read more. 



“You’re welcome. I’ll send digital versions on email, too. Check it out, and I’ll get to work 
so you won’t be undernourished over the new few days.” He pulled his cap and apron out of his 
backpack and put them on.

“Oh, one more thing. I’ll also give you information on storage and shelf life—how long each 
dish or item will last. And, in case you decide to eat out, most items freeze well. I’ll give you tips 
on that. How does that sound?”

“Just amazing, Jory. Thank you.”
“My pleasure.” He got to work unloading the groceries. “Here are those storage containers 

for flour and sugar I promised I’d get.” He held them up; they were stuffed with smaller items.
“Take a look.” He placed one of the containers on the island. She peered in. A jar of creamy 

peanut butter and another of raspberry jam were right on top. A big smile spread over her face as 
she shook her head in disbelief.

“Thanks for remembering.” 
Jory grinned and continued unpacking.
Autumn smiled, unsure whether she should help or not. She decided against it and drifted 

over to her studio.
She pulled out a new canvas from the rack and set it up on the easel. She didn’t want to 

paint. Even though she felt better than she had earlier, she still wanted to curl up and go to sleep. 
For a few days. Until things were settled. Until it was all over. She picked up a paintbrush and 
flicked the bristles with her thumb. She should stay here until they were divorced. Then he could 
have the stupid house. Sell it, do what he wanted with it. She didn’t care. But for now, she 
needed some security and stability. 

Still, she had to discipline herself. She’d do a landscape. She looked out the window for 
ideas. She could do the backyard. Not the pool … maybe the pond. She couldn’t see it, but she 
knew it well.

She squeezed paint from tubes and created new colors on her palette: deep emerald and 
brownish basil for grass and leaves. Sap green mixed with raw sienna and umber for undertones 
and highlights and shadows, weeds, stalks. A bit of cobalt and canary for summer flowers. A 
little onyx with azure and a swirl of titanium white for a light blueish-gray that could become the 
waterfall and backwash for the pond. 

She worked rapidly as an image developed in her mind. With a wide brush, she created a 
wash of color for a pond. With a pallet knife and a few drops of water, she mixed in more blue 
and created a sky that left a wide-open space for the sun. Then, with another brush, she swept 
shades of yellow and orange and white in the unpainted area until it glowed. A dark green with a 
little burnt umber created a wash for grass or a field. And with finer brushes, she added the basic 
shapes of water lilies and tall plants at the water’s edge. 

She mixed more paint. A tall bird with long legs appeared with one leg lifted and neck down 
as it searched for fish. She grabbed a pencil and created a rough outline of a woman sitting on a 
bench. She stepped back and shook her head. Smeared out the woman with an eraser and 
positioned her curled up on the same bench, sleeping with a blanket around her shoulders. She 
seized a brush and the bright sun overhead disappeared behind dark clouds. Still the woman 
slept. 

She drew the blanket up over her head. A storm swirled and rain fell in sheets, and the bird 
remained the same but acquired darker shadows as she added wind-whipped trees overhead. 
Raindrops splattered the water and leaves hung heavy from swaying branches. She changed the 



position of the bird’s head so he looked at the woman. Rubbed out a section of the bench and 
dangled the woman’s leg and one of her arms.

She stood back again. Erased the outline and started over. 
This time, the woman lay face down and naked, her head a little off the side of the bench 

with a cheek pressed against it. She faced the pond with eyes closed and long, wet hair streaming 
down her back. A full breast pressed against the bench, and her hand gripped the edge while her 
right leg curled, the left on the ground with her toes dug in, as if trying to run. Her right hand 
clutched the arm of the bench near her head. Her hips and buttocks were voluptuous, and water 
pooled in the small of her back. 

This time she was sure, and she deftly added color and shadows and made the outline come 
alive. And after a moment’s hesitation, she squeezed garnet on the palette, a little dioxazine 
purple, and dabs of black and white and green. She switched to ultra-fine brushes and studied the 
woman’s body. Slowly, fingers trembling, she added stripes and welts and bruises to her 
buttocks and back and shoulders, broken skin from a whip or bare hands. A bloodied nipple, 
bruises on the breast and shoulders, a smear of blood on an inner thigh. Tiny strokes of buff and 
blue and green blended in with the flesh tones gave depth and definition. 

Finally, she pulled her chair back, sat down, and squinted. Without the wounds, the scene 
was almost erotic. Now it was clearly an image of pain and desecration, of humiliation, of terror 
and violation. And the tall bird looked on. She’d call it The Witness or The Observer but what, 
exactly, the bird witnessed and what had happened to the woman she wasn’t sure. 

“Autumn?” Jory called from the kitchen. She heard him only faintly. His footsteps 
approached. They stopped not far behind her. 

“Oh. Can I look? That’s amazing.” She didn’t respond. 
“Am I intruding? I’m sorry. I’ll go back to the kitchen.” 
“No, it’s okay.” She exhaled loudly and continued to examine her work, wondering where 

the image came from. She pulled her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her 
knees, staring. She didn’t know what kind of bird that was. She supposed it was just some water 
bird that might live in a warm region. A heron? She didn’t know. But as she studied the woman, 
her chest got tight. Somehow she knew what it was but had no words to describe it. 

She closed her eyes but couldn’t stop the tears. She didn’t want Jory to see this. It wasn’t his 
business. She’d do something else the next time he was here. She squeezed her eyes tight. 
Sniffed a little and opened them. Jory was at her side, studying the painting.

“Did you just start that? Or did you have it sketched out or half completed?”
She cleared her throat. “I just started it. Whatever came to mind, that’s all. No big deal.” Her 

voice cracked with the tears that threatened to overtake her again. He didn’t seem to notice. 
“You created that in … maybe two hours. I’m impressed.” He rubbed his chin as he 

examined it. “I’m sure you’ll be adding details, but even at this stage it’s impressive.”
“Do you think so?” She looked up at him, forgetting the tears that streaked her cheeks.
“Autumn—you’re very talented. I know a little about art, and I can see that clearly in this 

painting. I can also see you’re upset. I don’t want to pry. But … are you all right?” His eyes were 
wide as he looked down at her.

“I have to be,” she whispered. She looked back at the painting.
“You told your husband you want a divorce.”
She nodded.
“And it didn’t go very well.”
She shook her head.



“And other stuff happened. And you’re kind of losing it about now.”
A small nod.
“Did he hurt you physically?”
She shook her head. “No, he’s never hit me.” Except with a box of condoms and sex toys 

and one attempt with a heavy binder. She almost laughed, remembering how she’d caught it and 
heaved it back at him. But now she could only catch a glimpse of the ridiculous side of the scene 
she’d been involved in. 

“What’s your biggest worry? What’s the worst that could happen?”
Autumn wiped her face against the sleeve of her hoodie and sniffed again. Jory hurried to 

the bathroom and brought tissues. 
“Here.”
She took them. Wiped her eyes and nose. Sniffed loudly. There was no way she could blow 

her nose in front of him.
“So? What’s the worst-case scenario?”
He stared, waiting for her response. And all she could see were his eyes, and his perfectly 

formed nose without the bump she had, and his thick hair, all shiny and wavy and playful. She 
wanted to run a hand through it, caress his cheek, his neck, every part of him.

And the desire lashed through her once again, softer this time, more easily managed. Or 
maybe she was getting used to it. Or maybe she knew it was a lost cause, and there was no way 
she could ever have him anyway, so what was the point? They’d be friends, if that, and employee 
and employer, nothing more.

“Worst case?” he repeated.
“That you’ll quit,” she blurted. “And that I’ll never see you again.” She hid her face in her 

hands. Now the tears flowed freely, and she tried hard to control her sobs.
“Autumn, no.” His voice was soft. “I’m not going anywhere. I knew you were married and 

getting divorced. You told me, and I knew there might be some drama. I’ve already been through 
this, you know, with my parents. And in my own life, sort of, though I wasn’t married. And it’s 
okay.”

She couldn’t believe what he was saying, that he had given it so much thought. She looked 
up, and he stood in front of her, so close she could almost touch him. She wanted to.

“Really?”
“Really.”
He squatted down. Oh, God. He reached out and took her hand in his.
“I told you this would be a professional relationship as long as you’re married. When you’re 

divorced, if and when that happens, we can reconsider. But for now, I just want to help you. 
Support you. Be a friend. Be what I can be for you. And that doesn’t have anything to do with 
the job description or … well, some other things I’d like to do with you like any guy would.” 

He smiled. “I mean, I like you, and I’m not just thinking of that other thing. I want to help 
you, mostly by making sure you’re fed properly. But we can talk. Anytime. Be friends. You can 
say yes or no or don’t say anything for now.”

“Thank you,” Autumn whispered. She squeezed his hand.
“No, thank you.” He placed her hand over his heart. “Let me take care of you. You’re 

paying me, so I’m here anyway and it’s not that complicated. Well, maybe it is, a little. But let 
me try. It’s what I want to do.”

And he lifted her hand and kissed it. Kissed each finger, her palm, the top of her hand. Long, 
slow, gentle kisses that lit the fire once again. Where did he get the control?



“Jory, stop. I can’t handle it.” 
He gave her hand one last kiss and placed it back in her lap before he looked up.
“I can’t either, not for much longer, anyway. I just want you to know how I feel about you. 

It’s a lot of things, and it’s confusing. I mean, it all came on so fast. There you were, an angel, a 
goddess floating … among my carefully displayed vegetables.” 

He laughed. “You’re so beautiful, you just stood out like a moonbeam through a dirty 
window in a dreary shop. But most of all I want to help you. Be what I can be for you. For 
however long. Will you let me? I’m afraid of losing you, too.”

Autumn shook her head. His eyes were so warm, his smile so sincere … It was as if he were 
proposing on bent knee. And he was proposing, not marriage but friendship. As if she really 
were a goddess to him. And she didn’t mind. When was the last time a man had called her 
beautiful much less an angel or a moonbeam? 

And she wanted to believe him. Believe he meant all he said. Why shouldn’t she trust him? 
He was only saying out loud what most people never said to each other: that he admired her, 
liked her, and wanted to be her friend. What could possibly go wrong with such a light 
commitment? Light, but not light at all. Not with Jory. Still, friendship …

She searched his eyes and noticed for the first time how full his lashes were. The perfect 
arch of his eyebrows, slightly darker than his hair. He was freshly shaved, though he didn’t seem 
excessively hairy. And he smelled good, too—fresh, like soap and citrus layered with his own 
unique scent. She hated cologne and aftershave. She wanted to smell the man, not a concoction 
of chemicals.

She resisted at first, but she couldn’t stop herself and didn’t want to. She reached out her 
arms and invited him in. Pressed her fingers softly behind his shoulders and tugged him toward 
her, gently. Shifted in her chair, spread her legs wider to let him get closer, slipped her arms 
around him. 

He scooted forward on his knees and wrapped his arms around her waist. Caressed her back 
softly and found a resting place for his hands. Exhaled, just as Autumn did, and rested his head 
now between her breasts, over her heart. And they breathed together quietly, inhaled each other’s 
scents, and let the fire envelop them.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

Somehow, Autumn avoided touching him when she finally pulled her arms away. She 
pushed him back gently and pried his arms from her waist, smiling and squeezing his hands as he 
looked up. There was no need for words.

When he stood and held out his hand, she took it, but only briefly. Just long enough to 
steady herself and focus on reality once again. He walked over to the island where his backpack 
was already packed, and she followed.

He cleared his throat. “I think you’ll be good for the weekend. Lunches and dinners are 
packed and color-coded. Snacks, breakfast items … well, you’ll see. Instructions and recipes are 
in this drawer.” He pointed. “Check it out, and see how the system works for you. We’ll talk 
about it on Monday.”

“I can’t imagine it’s anything other than fabulous.” She shook her head and looked away. 
She’d been able to resist when he wasn’t looking at her, but now she didn’t trust herself. Not 
with his eyes on hers.

“Thanks, Jory.” She watched as he slung his backpack over his shoulder and turned to leave.
He placed a hand on her shoulder and caressed it lightly. Hesitated. Shook his head and kept 

going as his smile became broader. The corner of her mouth pulled up and a flash of heat zipped 
through her when he turned around. 

“You’re welcome. And I’ll see you on Monday.” 
Autumn slipped past him as she headed to the front door and opened it. Watched as he 

strode across the porch and down the steps. He tossed his backpack in the back seat of his 
Outback and waved before jumping in the front.

She smiled and waved back. What more could be said? When he was out of sight, she 
headed back in, glad it was over but wishing it weren’t. The image of his face and the feeling of 
his arms around her lingered.

But the warm glow was soon replaced by restlessness. The weekend loomed ahead, and it 
meant three days in an empty house that was no longer a home but a gaping wound. The 
bleeding had stopped, but the wound needed cleansing and stitching and rest to help it heal. 
Autumn walked through each room imagining the tasks and work required to dissolve her 
marriage and get started in her new life. 

The decision had been made, but nothing was final. Nothing was settled. But Autumn knew, 
in some place beyond emotion, beyond rational thought, that she had to end the pain, the 
suffering, and only she could do it. Nobody could help her, nobody else would end it. Only she 
had that power. 

It wouldn’t end immediately; it would end by degrees. One layer, two layers, three layers 
ripped away until she could see and feel the core of herself. And until she was free of the 
shackles, the chains, the restrictions and restraints, the duties and responsibilities that she and she 
alone had bound herself to, she wouldn’t be free, truly and utterly free. Free to work toward the 
dreams she had buried, free to let her true light shine. 

At least a light lit up the darkness now. Jory was a part of that light, but much of it was 
fueled by her own determination and knowing what she had to do.

One thing was sure: she would live in the house until the divorce was final. No way was she 
running. What for? She made a note to discuss it with her lawyer and whether it could be a 



requirement in the separation agreement. Her husband might agree to it verbally—or say nothing
—but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t argue it later and claim she never told him or that it wasn’t 
clear. Now, instead of explaining and hoping for a reasonable response, his lawyer would talk to 
her lawyer if he didn’t understand something. It would save her the inevitable frustration. 

In the kitchen, she poured a glass of the lemon-mint green tea Jory had made, popped a few 
ice cubes in, and headed out to the patio. She stretched out on a lounger and stared at the sparkles 
on the surface of the pool.

She hadn’t heard from Mike. She didn’t imagine, even for a moment, that he’d be calling or 
emailing, wanting another chance or suggesting ways to make it work. And he wouldn’t call to 
complain or argue, either, or to heap blame on her or tell her she should do something different 
or change. 

If he felt anything, he’d unleash it in some unexpected way. Snide remarks. Carefully veiled 
insults on email. And after the incident with the binder, she wasn’t completely sure he wouldn’t 
hurt her physically. But that wasn’t what she feared most. That wasn’t in his best interest, after 
all. He would want to hurt her in ways he couldn’t be held directly accountable for. Verbally. 
Mentally. Emotionally. But as far as she was concerned, that was just as bad as getting slapped 
or hit.

She had to be strong and not let him get to her. Not care.
And now, as far as she knew, he didn’t have clothes with him or personal items like a razor 

or a toothbrush. And she didn’t know what his work schedule was like, but he couldn’t show up 
without dressing the part of Michael D. Russell, VP International Business Development. Maybe 
he had an extra set of clothes and a toiletry bag at the office. Maybe he would buy what he 
needed. Maybe he’d take a few sick days. 

Autumn shook her head. Mike never took sick days or even vacation days. Early on, for the 
few trips and vacations they’d had together, he used his allotted vacation time judiciously. But in 
the last few years, he hadn’t taken any vacation or sick days that she knew of.

She felt sorry for him, but she couldn’t think about it anymore. He was who he was and that 
was that. Not her responsibility. And in any case, he’d have to come back. But when?

 She’d take care of personal bills tomorrow. Mike had always handled household bills even 
though she offered to take a turn at it, but she’d have to talk with her lawyer about how to handle 
that now. Whether he didn’t think she was capable or whether he just thought the bills were a 
man’s responsibility, she’d never know. But those were reins he wouldn’t let go of. Maybe, if 
she were lucky, he’d continue to hold those reins now; it would be one less thing for her to think 
about. She shook her head again. What would he do with his time if he didn’t spend hours 
meticulously updating his spreadsheets?

She jumped up and grabbed her tea. She had to stop thinking of him. How does anyone shut  
this off? She went back inside. Right. They watch TV. She knew she should find her meditation 
mat and sit quietly, let her mind clear naturally, but she was too wound up with unanswered 
questions and worries.

Instead, she opened the refrigerator and examined the contents. Four large plastic containers 
with green lids marked “dinner” and dated along with the name of the dish and instructions in 
small print. Five smaller ones with deep blue lids marked “lunch.” Pink-lidded containers of 
various sizes marked “breakfast.” A tray filled with snack-sized vegetables and a covered dish in 
the center with a dipping sauce. A fruit bowl. Fresh bagels individually wrapped. She shook her 
head. Amazing. 



Snack items had clear lids. She pulled one out and scooped hummus topped with minced red 
peppers on a plate, added a slice of flatbread, and refilled her tea. 

She settled into her loveseat, kicked her feet up on the ottoman, and flicked around on the 
TV. It was too early for any of the sitcoms or a movie though she could rent something. But even 
the most popular shows couldn’t hold her attention for long, and when a game show host rattled 
off the rules to excited contestants, she grabbed the remote and clicked the mute button. People 
on TV made the house seem less lonely, but she didn’t want to hear them. 

After a few bites of bread topped with Jory’s hummus, she traded the remote for her laptop, 
clicked for a browser, and typed “West Chester PA art” in the search bar and hit return. As she 
scrolled through the results, her jaw slowly dropped. Gallery after gallery. Specific artists. 
Craftspeople. Artisans. Women in the arts. Open studios. First Friday Gallery Walk. She clicked 
on it.

It looked like any other First Friday walk through an artsy section of town. She couldn’t 
count the times she’d wandered the streets in Philadelphia’s Old City neighborhood, sometimes 
with Natalie or another friend, sometimes by herself. A group from her old job had gone 
regularly, too, and she usually joined them. Even during her college days in Ithaca, art walks or 
open gallery nights were a common event. Why hadn’t she even guessed that West Chester was 
no different?

The First Friday of July was only a couple weeks away. She pulled up her calendar, entered 
the event, and returned to the descriptions of the various galleries and organizations. By the time 
she was sleepy and ready for bed, she’d signed up for half a dozen newsletters and read 
everything she could find. She didn’t even have to wait for a First Friday; she could explore on 
her own and figure out how the town was laid out so when the time came, she’d know where she 
was going. And she might even meet an artist or gallery owner just by chance. 

After tidying her studio and making a list of art supplies she needed, she was so tired she 
could hardly see straight though the sky still glowed in the west. Such a long day. So awful. So 
beautiful.

She changed the water in a vase of wildflowers and pulled out a small daisy. She touched 
the soft, creamy white petals, felt the roughness of its mustard-colored center. She poured some 
water into a miniature vase on the windowsill and gave the daisy its own home.

“There. Sleep tight, little one. Maybe I’ll paint you tomorrow.”
As she sank into her pillow and pulled up the blanket, the art walks, galleries, and images of 

her future as an artist swirled. Despite her years as a hard-driving manager and director, despite 
leading teams, running entire divisions, and influencing higher ups, somehow the art world 
intimidated her. But it was what she’d always dreamed of, and she’d have to get over it.

She woke up an hour later, and on the way to the bathroom, promised herself to not drink so 
much tea again. Not so late, at least. She curled back up under the blanket and wondered what 
she would eat the next day. How would she choose from all the choices Jory had prepared? She 
finally fell asleep again, tossing, trying to remember if she’d ever eaten cashew cheese.

The glass in the window rattled. As the noise skirted the edges of Autumn’s consciousness, a 
cracking sound shot from one side of the house to the other. The window rattled again.

She sat up in the darkness. Night lights in the bathroom and hall meant she could make out 
objects and shadows or movement, but not much more. She opened her eyes wide and scanned 
the room. Bright flashes created a series of black and white silhouettes, and a sharp explosion 
made the window rattle again.



She slumped back in relief. A thunderstorm. Hardly breathing, she waited for the next flash 
of light and the boom so she could estimate the distance. It was close. Heavy rain on the roof 
made a muffled drumming sound, and the night lights flickered.

She got up, wrapped a robe around her shoulders, and crept down the stairs flat against the 
wall, eyes darting back and forth, still wondering whether someone had broken in. She flicked on 
lights ahead of her and checked the front and back doors and the entrance to the garage. They 
were locked, and the alarms blinked. She grabbed a flashlight. She knew she wouldn’t be able to 
sleep without checking every room plus the garage and the basement.

Finding no sign of anything amiss helped her relax even though the storm continued. Armed 
with her flashlight, she sank into her loveseat and turned the TV on to the weather.

The radar showed a large storm moving across the area with its eastern fringes just hitting 
Philadelphia. It would be in South Jersey not long after that, where Beth and Kyra lived, not far 
from where she had grown up. An emergency weather notice scrolled across the bottom of the 
screen. A tornado watch was in effect, and flash flood warnings were posted for just about all of 
Chester County and parts of southern New Jersey. But the storm couldn’t last more than another 
ten or fifteen minutes.

It was already 4:30 a.m., and she decided to stay up; she could take a nap later. She 
imagined Jory fast asleep, sprawled out in his underwear with a sheet hanging off the bed, a 
blanket on the floor.

But what kind of underwear did he wear? She dressed her fantasy Jory in light ultramarine 
silk briefs. A rear view, snug. A white sheet artfully arranged over the backs of slim, tanned legs 
slightly bent. Slender but well-muscled thighs, arms spread over his pillow, a cheek turned up, 
lips curved upward as he dreamed a pleasant dream, tousled hair.

She sighed. She was half-impressed and half-disappointed with how he wanted to keep 
things professional until she was divorced. She couldn’t blame him, and she didn’t disagree, but 
he was so … restrained. Obviously, he was attracted to her. 

It couldn’t be for religious reasons. If that were the case, then he wouldn’t have been so 
disarmingly sexual right from the start. He wouldn’t have mentioned anything about wanting her. 
He wouldn’t have kissed her hands as he had yesterday.

Maybe, since he’d already given the drama potential some thought, he was just playing it 
safe. Being sensible. Avoiding possible run-ins with a potentially crazy-jealous husband. Or even 
… maybe she wasn’t a good candidate for romantic pursuits. Nowhere near divorced, hurting, 
struggling with a career change, not exactly stable. Maybe he had a good point. Maybe he didn’t 
want to be the rebound victim: a nice little outlet for the miserable wife who screws him and 
leaves him.

She couldn’t imagine being so mean, but when people are in a flux, they’re in a flux. Even 
back in college, while she was perfectly happy and everything in her life was great, she was in a 
flux of sorts as she figured out who she was.

She recalled how her taste in boys and men had evolved from mischievous daredevils in 
high school to bad boy goth and punk types in college and a few years after. Always edgy, 
always good-looking, always hot—and always with an attitude. Different from how she was and 
how she’d been brought up. Maybe they represented something she wanted to be, too, or maybe 
she wasn’t a polar opposite, just a little more reserved. 

But her husband was a complete turnaround. So straightlaced. Maybe she’d been looking for 
stability, someone solid and steady, like her dad.



She forced her thinking back to Jory. He was right. It wasn’t smart to jump into bed right 
away, not without getting to know him though she hadn’t always worried about that. But while 
separated or right after a divorce—definitely not a good idea.

But she hadn’t been with anyone for so long. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to wait. She imagined 
slipping through a window as Lilith, as a succubus, and into Jory’s bed, kissing his angelic face, 
hearing him moan in his sleep as she slid her hands over his back and around to his chest, 
massaged his nipples, swung her knee to his other side and straddled him as she covered his neck 
and back and thighs with kisses, moved her hands around his front and grabbed a hip to turn him 
over—she stopped. If things had to remain professional, she’d better think professional or she 
wouldn’t be able to keep her hands away from him.

She shut off the TV and got up and stretched. The storm was over, and the sky was clearing 
as it brightened. A perfect morning to sit outside with a cup of coffee. And maybe a run 
afterward. She ground some coffee and started the coffee maker.

She wasn’t sure what to do for the weekend or even the day. She could paint, but she needed 
a break. Natalie would be home soon, and they could get together then, but that didn’t matter 
right now. Beth and Kyra were probably doing something with the kids, though it wouldn’t hurt 
to email them and find out. She settled on emails and taking care of a few things on her to-do list. 
It was constructive, and it would free up her mind and open the door to other possibilities when 
she was done. 

She walked back to her loveseat and pulled her laptop closer.

Hi Beth!
How’s your summer going? Everyone having fun? Vacay planned? Would love to 
know. Everything’s good here. I’m painting every day and getting better every 
minute. It’s going to work, I can feel it. Hoping to catch up soon. Let me know 
when you’re free, ’kay? Coffee, lunch, whatever.
Love, 
Autumn

She sent something similar to Kyra. It was strange she hadn’t heard from either of them; 
they’d never ignored her like this. Maybe they just had something big going on. Maybe they took 
a class together or a two-family vacation. She shrugged. She missed them, but she could always 
call one or two of her old work buddies and get together with them. The much-coveted alone 
time was getting lonely, and she needed to get out and see friends.

She reviewed her latest to-do list:

1. Bills. Boring.
2. Work on business plan. Possible.
3. Hide paintings. Necessary.

She stopped there and decided against sitting outside or running and sat at the counter, 
instead. Where could she hide them? She wouldn’t have to hide every painting, just those she 
cared about or might be able to sell. Her husband probably wouldn’t touch them—even though 
he’d tossed wine at one. He needed an audience, and now that he was gone, what chance would 
he have? Still … 



Her bedroom seemed like the best hiding place. Under the bed? Too obvious. Behind a 
dresser? Even more obvious. Her huge walk-in closet seemed like the solution, but that might be 
conspicuous, too. She stood at the doorway and tried to imagine it. A fake wall would be easy to 
build if she had help; it didn’t have to be perfect. A section of white and light-colored clothes 
gave her an idea. 

She had a linen closet full of white cotton, flannel, and silk sheets; white was the only kind 
she ever bought. And several rolls of heavy-duty white tape were left over from an attempt to 
repair the outdoor sun shades after a storm last summer. The wall was white, and the carpet was 
a pale gray. She could prop her paintings against the wall with the painted sides hidden, then 
cover them with a few sheets. A staple gun would secure the sheets and the paintings, and tape 
would hide the staples and blend the edges of the sheets against the wall. And light-colored 
clothing in front would disguise it all.

She studied the space a few moments more. Even doubled or tripled against the wall, the 
canvases would probably fill it from front to back. She figured she could fit a few of the smaller 
paintings in suitcases or garment bags if she had to. 

She got to work and moved the clothing from the right side of the closet and deposited it on 
her bed. Then she traipsed up and down the stairs with her most important paintings along with 
any that might get Mike angry or suspicious. She laughed at her anatomically correct male nude; 
he would probably accuse her of painting porn.

Her anxiety intensified while she worked as quickly as she could. He was so out of character 
the night he came home drunk. And the next day, too, when he threw the binder at her. It just 
wasn’t like him to lose control like that. His whole modus operandi was about control.

So why—she remembered the glassy eyes. Drinking? Jet lag? But they were watery and red 
again the next day, vacant, staring, more expressionless than usual. Allergies? Medication? 
Maybe he was taking something for a cold. Or maybe he’d developed motion sickness and took 
an over-the-counter medication; Natalie had tried some and said the side effects were as bad as 
the problem. But would it make him crazy? She’d probably never know, and she reminded 
herself that she didn’t care. She just had to take care of herself and make sure things that 
mattered to her were safe.

Finally, she was done. She hung all her white and light-colored clothing in front of the 
hidden paintings and arranged everything else by color, too, so it wouldn’t look odd. Maybe she 
was overreacting, but she didn’t care. On the pro side, her paintings were tucked away in storage 
and out of the way. She could clean up her studio and Sandy could give the hardwood floor a 
good cleaning and polishing. On the con side, she might have wasted some time. But they 
needed to be put somewhere anyway, she reminded herself, so there were no cons after all.

She didn’t have enough light-colored clothing to fill the entire space, so she added coats and 
jackets at the far end. A few blankets and sheets folded on hangers filled the rest of the rod. She 
fussed with the tightly packed items to make it look as normal as possible.

She left the door slightly open for ventilation and went back downstairs. She’d defrost a 
smoothie and get to work on divorce papers—the sooner this was over, the better. Her lawyer’s 
assistant called it preliminary paperwork, and paper copies would arrive in the mail, but she also 
had the option to download from the website. She might as well get things started. 

Back upstairs, she printed each page in her office and, in less than an hour, signed them, 
scanned them, and sent them back. With no kids and no demands for alimony, it wasn’t 
complicated. She’d have to look into health insurance, though. She didn’t want any connection 



with Mike even though she had the option to remain on his insurance plan for eighteen months 
after the divorce. 

Her only worry now was that he wouldn’t sign. If he didn’t, a two-year post-separation 
waiting period was required or she’d have to come up with specific reasons for the divorce rather 
than the usual no-fault irreconcilable differences.

But what grounds did she have? Cruelty? How could she prove he was anything worse than 
plain old nasty? Was a lack of interest in sex or the inability to have normal sex grounds for 
divorce? How could she prove that? Then she remembered the sleazy text. And lying to the 
police about her being drunk. At least there was that. Maybe that would help. If things came to 
that point, which she fervently hoped would not.

Autumn made her way slowly back downstairs. She had left her smoothie on the counter, 
and it was almost completely thawed. She stirred and took a sip. Creamy with layers of flavor, a 
little spicy, not overly sweet—perfect.

 



CHAPTER NINE

She poked at the frozen lump at the bottom of her glass and wondered what Jory’s recipe 
was. Strawberries, definitely. The purple tinge must be blueberries. She took another sip. 
Definitely blueberries. But there was something else. Mango? She opened the wide, shallow 
drawer where he’d left the ingredient lists and recipes. For this week, strawberry-blackberry 
smoothies were on the menu. Oh, blackberries. 

She tried to imagine the taste of blackberries alone as she scanned the ingredients: 
strawberries, blackberries, kiwi, vanilla protein powder, cranberry juice, lemon juice, baby 
spinach … Baby spinach? She took another sip. No taste of spinach at all. No wonder it was so 
filling—he was a genius. She broke up the last of the lump and savored it, thinking of the 
vitamins and nutrients she was getting that she wouldn’t otherwise. 

She leaned back against the counter, musing on how good things were going so far. On the 
other side of the kitchen, her studio was bright and sunny, but she wanted to be outside. She 
could pull weeds from her flower beds. Or explore West Chester. Maybe get a late lunch. Bring 
her laptop and brainstorm ideas for paintings or read up on how to earn a regular income as an 
artist.

She stepped out to the patio. The air was warm though it was still early, and the cacophony 
of birds made her smile. They were making nests, no doubt, or tending to their eggs or babies. 
Finding food or fighting off invaders. A bullfrog bellowed from the pond, as if he wanted to get 
in on the action.

A loud truck ground its gears as it crested the hill on the highway. She ignored it as she 
watched two dragonflies mating in flight and, apparently, having a hard time with it since they 
fell to the ground and separated.

The truck grew louder—it was coming down the driveway. She hurried into the house and 
down the hall to the front. Peered out a window.

A big rental truck. And her husband’s car in front of it.
She scurried back to the kitchen just as the garage door began to open. He had come to take 

his things away. This was really happening.
She ran to her loveseat and settled in, stretched her legs out and tried to look relaxed. She 

grabbed her laptop, shut down her email, and pulled up a browser instead and typed fast. “Folwer 
garden maintnamce” produced a perfectly innocuous list of gardening websites despite the typos. 
If he came near and tried to see what she was doing, the topic probably wouldn’t generate snarky 
remarks and, if it did, she didn’t care.

As she concentrated on her results, the garage door began to close. A moment later, Mike 
opened the inside door and stepped in the kitchen.

He stopped. She could tell he was looking at her though she didn’t look up. Silent, he 
continued around the corner and down the hall. She could hear the front door open and her 
husband calling out to someone.

“Looks good, Amit! Go ahead and pull into the center so you can back up straight to the 
door. Don’t worry about the grass or the flowers. Nobody cares.”

Autumn closed her eyes. Her throat tightened. But I care. She had hired a landscape 
company to reseed the lawn and install a sprinkler system the previous spring, and they’d done a 



good job with the flower beds they dug for her. Now, with the clay-loam soil saturated from the 
recent rain, the big truck’s heavy tires would ruin the lawn and destroy the flower bed as well.

She jumped up and ran to the front door. The truck driver was backing right into her flowers.
“Excuse me!” She ran out, waving her arms. 
“Hey! Stop!” The man halted the truck just as she leaped over the few steps of the porch and 

ran down the cement walkway. She shouted over the roar at the driver’s side.
“You may not run over the grass and the flowers. Please pull the truck out right now.” She 

pointed in the direction he should back up. 
“Back up pretty far, then go straight forward until you’re well past the porch.” She gestured. 

“Then back up again, stay a few feet away from the inner edge, and cut the wheel sharp. If you 
do it right, you’ll be straight on. If it doesn’t work, if you start running over the grass, reposition 
and try again.” She tried to smile, but she couldn’t hold back her anger.

He looked toward the house and Autumn followed his gaze. Mike’s face was flat, as if he 
hadn’t heard a thing. After the truck moved forward, she positioned herself behind it, in the 
driver’s mirror, and used hand signals to guide him. He turned the truck off and got out, 
alternating glances between Autumn and Mike as he walked toward the house.

“Thank you,” she said, in a friendlier tone. She had met him several times before, and he’d 
been nice enough. 

She strode back to the house. Mike was rooted in the same spot, and she set her face in a 
grimace nearly as expressionless as his as she walked toward him. But she didn’t—couldn’t—
hide her disgust as she passed him a few feet away. That he would play such sick games was 
beyond her comprehension. 

She overheard the driver as she opened the door. “Take it easy, pal. No sense in …” 
She struggled against slamming it.
 For almost two hours, Autumn surfed the Internet as the men hauled clothing and furniture 

out to the truck. She posted witty, friendly posts to her friends on Facebook and Twitter. Looked 
up nutrition information for strawberries and blackberries even though she knew Jory had 
provided it on his information sheets. Browsed through sites about art and West Chester again 
and the Philadelphia art scene. Anything to keep her mind off what was going on.

The house became quiet. Finally, she heard Mike in the hall. He stopped at the entrance to 
the living area, and she looked up, affecting nonchalance. He stared, expressionless. 

It was worse than if he yelled and screamed—at least she would know what she was dealing 
with. His silence was frightening, and she was glad he had a friend with him; he’d never do 
anything rash with a witness. After a long moment, he spoke.

“I have an apartment. Tell me the name of the lawyer and I’ll send him the address.”
She couldn’t believe she heard right. “That’s not how it works, Mike. We’re not supposed to 

share a lawyer, last I heard. You’re supposed to get your own. We don’t even need one, 
technically, if we could actually sit down and talk.”

“I don’t want to discuss anything.”
“When have you ever? Why don’t you tell me your address, and I’ll give it to my lawyer so 

she can send you the paperwork. Better yet, have your lawyer contact me, and I’ll give him or 
her the name of mine.”

She shook her head when he didn’t respond. Why couldn’t she have her own goddamned 
lawyer without him butting in? On the other hand, what was the harm in giving him the name? 



She was overreacting. The assistant would handle it anyway, so he’d never get to talk to her. 
If he just wanted to send his address, why make it difficult? Wasn’t that helpful? But something 
about the request just didn’t feel right; he had given her an order.

And out of nowhere, like a movie flashback, she saw why her parents had set up her 
inheritance like a trust fund—inaccessible until she was forty. And even that was distributed 
yearly until she was fifty, when she’d receive whatever was left including interest. They had 
included some exceptions like extraordinary medical bills and a few other situations, but for 
practical purposes, it was off limits. Could they have been suspicious of Mike? Despite their 
outward enthusiasm for him? 

“I’m not a stalker, Mike, so don’t worry. Your address is safe with me—I don’t care where 
you’re living.”

He waited, knowing she’d bend, do what he asked. But this time she didn’t. It might be 
easier to just get it over with. But her lawyer would know the best way to handle things. Autumn 
would give her Mike’s email address and phone number and let her get the address or the name 
of his lawyer. Let her do the dirty work. That’s what she was paying her for, after all.

She remained silent. He stared back, expecting her to say something. She hated the way she 
was acting, but she hated the way she’d always acted even more. She couldn’t trust him. She 
should never have trusted him. With anything.

He turned and headed for the door.
“Mike.” 
He stopped. Paused. Opened the door.
“Mike?” 
Her chest tightened. Tears fell.
He waited another moment and walked out.

e

Freedom has a price. The words swirled as she secured the garage and front doors and 
climbed the stairs, still crying. Something had been ripped out of her, something precious, 
something she had valued. It wasn’t Mike so much, though he was an integral part of it. It was as 
if she had been robbed of her commitment to him, her loyalty, and her dedication to being the 
best partner she could be. Robbed of her marriage, her vows, her promises. It had all been 
whisked away, and she was left empty handed. She had never been perfect, and she had failed 
many times. All the times she had screamed, cursed … she hated it. But she had tried. Did 
everything she could. And now she’d been gutted.

Ripping off the ropes meant pain. Untying the emotional bonds meant pain. The cure for the 
disease that had caused her so much pain for so long meant more pain.

 But now the wounds could heal. Freed from his physical presence, she was no longer 
vulnerable to new wounds or old wounds ripped open. And with time, the anxiety would pass 
and the fears and worry would dissipate. She knew the steps to healing from divorce were like 
the stages of grieving, and she was suddenly grateful for the books she’d read after her parents 
died. But that knowledge didn’t make anything easier.

She wandered to her office at the end of the hall. She had painted it her way—though Mike 
had mocked her—in deep purple and green. And she liked the colors she’d chosen. They were 
dark, but the white ceiling and trim, the pale, sheer curtains, and the white desk and shelves 
brightened the room considerably. But she’d hardly spent time here. She had thought using her 



laptop in the living room and being closer to Mike when he was home, instead of hiding away 
upstairs, would help. And now she preferred it.

She pulled back the edge of a curtain and peeked out the window. The truck was turning 
onto the highway, and her husband’s car was just ahead of it. She had the house to herself once 
again. She grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk and wiped her eyes.

At the opposite side of the hall, adjacent to hers, was his room. The bed was gone, and so 
was the dresser. Both night tables—gone. The tall chest of drawers—gone. The room was empty 
except for a ratty old pair of plain white underwear next to the open closet. 

She peeked in. Empty, too, except for an old pair of runners. He probably expected her to 
throw them out with the underwear, but she wouldn’t touch them. He could do that himself when 
she was gone and he was back, assuming he’d go along with that plan. She had never cleaned his 
room, and she wasn’t going to start now.

She closed the door behind her and checked her bedroom. The closet door was exactly as 
she’d left it, but she looked in anyway. Nothing had been disturbed, and she doubted he’d 
entered the room.

Downstairs, his office was bare. He wouldn’t need to come back unless he wanted other 
furniture or kitchen supplies, which wasn’t likely. 

A sort of melancholy settled in. If he had any intentions of making things better, he wouldn’t 
have taken everything. She imagined he was ready to quit, too, but the voice in her head 
screamed that he’d never even tried and how dare he give up. And instead of feeling like she had 
ended things, it seemed like he had. As if he’d forced her into this decision. Who in their right 
mind would deal with his behavior? But the rejection swept through her regardless, and the tears 
welled up again.

He’d always rejected her, but now she had to reject the rejection. Not accept it. Not let it 
affect her. It was his problem, not hers. She shook her head and walked back to the living room. 
Nothing made sense any more. Life was too complicated, and she just wanted simplicity. Do 
what she wanted to do and what brought her satisfaction, make some money, and get on with her 
life. And love somebody and be loved in return. Somebody uncomplicated. Like Jory.

At least she had a refrigerator full of his creations. She reminded herself that she wanted this 
divorce, wanted freedom. She forced herself to smile. A cup of tea would help her feel better, 
and then she’d have lunch. Lunch was waiting for her, lunch was already prepared. What more 
could she want?

By the time she finished a plate of lentil and chickpea salad and a bowl of warm African 
peanut soup, a sense of gratitude came over her, and she clung to it. It didn’t entirely replace the 
anger and confusion, but it was a lesson she remembered from a talk at a Zen center: If we 
cultivate compassion and gratitude, the teacher had said, we won’t have room in our hearts for 
anger or bitterness. Autumn had wondered how, exactly, that worked, and she had asked. The 
teacher smiled and said she’d know it when she experienced it. And he was right.

Her life spread out in front of her that afternoon as she sat down in her studio and opened the 
wide, shallow drawer where she kept her tubes of paint. She had decided to stay home and do 
some thinking and planning and simply relax. But she had to paint. She could think and paint at 
the same time.

She squeezed black paint and a little white on her palette. She was only thirty-six. Not even 
middle-aged; she was just peaking in her youth. And she was in the middle of a career change at 
a relatively young age; it wasn’t like she was sixty. She was healthy and had no reason to worry 
she wouldn’t be for years to come; she had loads of energy. And she could still bear children, if 



she wanted to, and probably would be able to for years; her mother had reached menopause in 
her late forties. She remembered overhearing her talking with a friend on the phone, and she’d 
been so riddled with cramps that day she’d envied her. No more periods? Bliss! But now she was 
grateful her periods would likely continue for years to come.

The black and white paint turned to gray as she swirled it around and summoned up 
gratitude for her position in life. She was privileged compared to many. Comfortable. She had a 
woman who cleaned her house and a man who cooked for her. She was well-off, at least in the 
short-term, and if she had to, she could survive on savings for a year. More if she scrimped. 
Worst case, she could go back to the kind of job she used to have. 

Her only problem right now was that she didn’t know what to paint. She laughed out loud. 
Some problem that was compared to starving children or refugees from war torn countries. 

Jory came back to her. Maybe she could paint him. She didn’t have confidence to paint only 
from memory, without him posing or without a photo, but she decided to try. She wouldn’t aim 
for an exact likeness; instead, she’d try to capture his essence and her feelings about him.

But nothing came to her, nothing fit for a painting. She pulled out her sketch pad. She didn’t 
want to waste a canvas experimenting, so she sketched out a few ideas.

Jory naked with an old-fashioned engineer cap, grinning at the door of a train. Jory with a 
chef’s cap, naked except for an apron. Jory sitting on a bench with a book, naked again, the book 
hiding his privates.

She rolled her eyes and let her mind wander without trying to control the direction as she 
stared at the backyard and pool. Jory swimming. Jory diving. Jory on a lounger. That had some 
possibilities. She recalled the cover of an old album and the artist stretched out on a low divan in 
a long dress and a come-hither look. So open, so inviting. The dress, oddly, didn’t make him 
seem particularly effeminate; it only served to heighten his maleness. And though his hair was 
long, he resembled Jory though he was much thinner or smaller boned. 

She began sketching him in a similar position but without the dress. Instead, she wrapped 
him in a towel from the hips to mid-thigh, and it was crazy sexy on him, at least as she imagined 
he would look.

She set the sketch pad aside and started mixing paint. A few hours later, her largest canvas 
was filled with the sexiest man she’d ever seen. It was clearly Jory but with slightly longer hair, 
and perhaps his facial bone structure was just a bit more delicate. Fuller lips, maybe, or longer 
legs. She didn’t know what he looked like naked, after all, so she had to guess.

Other than the small details, it was Jory propped up on an elbow with his wrist hanging over 
the lounger, his hand relaxed and graceful like a dancer’s. Curled up, waist sinking down, hips 
jutting up, and one long leg bent forward at the knee in a seductive pose. His left arm extended 
over his head, not to fuss with his hair as the inspiration seemed to be doing, but to simply 
expose himself, as if anticipating someone’s approach. 

And he was naked from the hips up. Slender, muscular but not looking as if he spent time in 
a gym. The deep blue towel was wrapped and tucked tightly around his lower hips at an angle, 
and the legs that emerged from it were like his upper body: thin but muscular, strong. Shapely 
and sexy. As she added creases to the towel, she included a hint of what was under it.

She stood back and eyed it critically. It still needed details and hours of work, but it was 
proportionately correct. It was fairly realistic, too, which was one of her challenges. If she used a 
style that didn’t pretend to be realistically accurate, the likenesses she usually produced were 
fine. But to create a true-to-life representation without a model or a photo was challenging. She 
remembered her month of study in France and how it was difficult even with a model. One side 



always seemed lopsided or awkward, as if her brain couldn’t coordinate two halves with the 
whole. This time, she had it right.

But whether Jory would think it was accurate—or whether she should let him see it—was a 
different story. 



CHAPTER TEN

By Sunday night, Autumn’s portrait of Jory, minus the finer details, was almost finished. 
But even though she was pleased with it, she was suddenly at a loss with the evening stretched 
out before her.

How she had occupied her time during the days and nights her husband traveled, especially 
early on? Those days weren’t much different than now, but somehow she had easily kept herself 
busy. Of course, she worked ten hours a day back then, at least, even before she moved to 
Embreeville, which added time with the commute. She’d end up at home exhausted, happy to eat 
something, relax, watch TV, go to bed, and get back up the next morning to do it all over again.

And Natalie had been more available, as were Beth and Kyra. And she’d had plenty of 
parties to go to and invitations from colleagues, and then with the big layoff, everyone needed to 
get together, talk, reminisce, and share notes on job hunting for a few months. But most of her 
old life had evaporated, and work friends were just that, she had learned—work friends, not 
lifelong buddies.

She wanted to somehow get reconnected to something, but she wasn’t sure where to start. 
Family was reduced to her aunt in Arizona and that was it. She had two cousins, but they’d never 
been close, and she couldn’t picture contacting them. On what pretext?

She’d also spent a lot of time turning the breakfast room into her studio, stocking up on 
supplies, then it was spring and planting flowers … Now she was in the day-to-day life of an 
artist working alone in a home studio. She had to figure something out.

She hadn’t heard back from Beth or Kyra. Calling seemed like the thing to do, but she held 
back; she would hear from them when they were ready. But Natalie would be home in a day or 
so, and she was sure she’d hear from her.

And Jory would be here tomorrow. But she could see that becoming routine, too. He cooked, 
she painted while they both tried to stay away from each other. Maybe she should give him keys 
and go out while he was here. Get on her bike and go for a ride. Go to the yoga studio or gym in 
West Chester. Or maybe hang out on the patio and sketch or read. She checked the weather on 
her laptop. The relatively cool weather they’d had was changing into a heatwave. It had been 
warm today. Almost 90. But tomorrow it would hit 96 with high humidity. Forget running or 
sitting out on the patio. Staying underwater in the pool was more like it.

She sighed. Depressed. That was her problem. Down. Sad. Moping. To be expected 
considering all that was going on. But she had to shake out of it somehow. She could go for a 
swim … 

And Jory might enjoy a dip in the pool when he was done working. With the hot weather, it 
didn’t seem too crazy to invite him. He could say yes or no and she wouldn’t be bothered. They 
had to keep things professional, but they were friends, and they were anticipating the possibility 
of more when her divorce was final. What could be wrong with letting him enjoy the pool? He 
could think of it as the company pool. She shook her head. She still couldn’t believe he’d spoken 
so openly about his feelings and the future. She just wasn’t used to it though his honesty was 
exactly what she wanted.

She typed a quick email.

Hi Jory,



I hope your weekend was great. I was just looking at the weather report, and it’s 
supposed to be super hot tomorrow. If you want to pack shorts and take a dip in 
the company pool when you’re done with work, you’re more than welcome.
Autumn

It was the first time she’d sent a personal email to him since he’d been hired. If he said no, 
fine. She steeled herself for the rejection and decided to not hover over her laptop waiting for a 
response and go for a swim herself, instead. She had hardly used the pool since opening it this 
summer, and she might as well.

She ran up the stairs and changed into a bikini and grabbed a fresh towel from the linen 
closet. It was something to do, at least, but she didn’t know why she bothered with the swimsuit. 
Nobody would see her anyway. Why not swim nude? She ran downstairs and out the back door.

She wet her feet and splashed her legs on the steps in the shallow end, but the water was so 
warm she dove right in. After swimming a few laps, she grabbed the edge on the deep end under 
the diving board, rose up a little, and looked around. The nearest neighbors were half a mile 
away, at least, and their house was barely visible. She sank underwater and pulled her suit 
bottom off, and while it floated on the surface, she unfastened her top and slipped her arms out of 
the straps. She grabbed the bottom before it could sink. 

The cool water rushed against her breasts and between her legs as she scissored and sculled 
the water with one hand. It was fabulous. She had never worn a top on Mediterranean beaches—
hardly anyone did—but not wearing a bottom in the water was different. She scrunched up her 
suit, threw it on the edge of the pool, and sank down again before pushing off the wall and 
swimming underwater to the opposite end. 

She emerged on the shallow side and peeked over the edge. Nobody. She listened. Silence 
until a dog barked somewhere in the distance. The sun was setting, and the eastern sky behind 
her was darkening. The western sky, though, was streaked with brilliance. Shades of magenta, 
violet, and vermillion painted puffy clouds as crepuscular rays of sunlight shot through gaps to 
the earth below. Someone was getting a blessing. 

Autumn smiled. She had believed since she was a little girl that anyone warmed by those 
magical rays would have good fortune. They wouldn’t know they were getting a blessing 
because they couldn’t see the rays; they would only know that the sun was suddenly shining. 
Only she or someone nearby could see the rays, and she would receive a blessing, too.

She pushed away from the wall and swam slowly to the other end of the pool in a lazy side 
stroke and then flipped over to float as she watched the sunbeams fade. The water was warm, 
and the near-weightlessness was relaxing. She looked down at her breasts and dark pubic hair 
floating in the water like little islands. Two bare islands and one with trees. Occasionally the tops 
of her thighs emerged like sandbars, as if the tide were going out and exposing them. She 
laughed. The scene probably wasn’t good subject matter for a painting, but she filed it away 
nevertheless.

The cerulean sky darkened as Autumn floated in the silence and Mars and Saturn appeared 
in the southwestern sky. Jupiter followed in the southeast, and a few bright stars lit up at the 
same time. After watching the darkness close in and more stars appear, Autumn decided if she 
wanted to get out of the pool naked, she would. It was her pool and her property, after all, and 
the likelihood of anyone seeing her was slim. She imagined someone watching her through 
binoculars or—she shivered—through the scope of a rifle. Hunting was popular in the area, she 
knew, and it wasn’t out of the question. 



She shoved the thought away but tried not to splash and make noise on the shallow steps. 
She hurried to the lounger and her towel and quickly wrapped it around herself as she retrieved 
her bathing suit and headed inside.

The air was so cool she turned off the AC as she went upstairs for a warm shower. She 
threw on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. Her hair could air dry.

Downstairs, she made a cup of tea and checked email. Jory had responded.

Sounds good. Get ready for cannonballs and tsunamis!

She laughed. She shouldn’t have been so serious about it or worried. She had to lighten up. 
She was free to have fun and enjoy her life, starting now. She imagined him in the pool, jumping 
and diving off the diving board, splashing, laughing—and doing the same. When had she 
become so serious? When had she lost her spark, her sense of excitement and possibility? When 
had she become so boring? 

After looking for something to watch on TV and coming up with nothing, she turned the AC 
back on and went to bed. It was early, but she was tired, and she wanted to start fresh tomorrow. 

She slept fitfully. Dreams. The house’s creaks. A cricket on a windowsill. She went to the 
bathroom twice, and each time slept only lightly afterward, hovering at the edge of 
consciousness. She woke at dawn with the sun shining in her face, and she jumped up to close 
the blinds. Finally, after checking her clock at 8:00 a.m., she fell into a deep sleep.

An incessant noise woke her—an old-fashioned telephone ringing and drums. Finally, she 
was lucid enough to realize it was the doorbell. And knocking. She hurried down the stairs and 
flung open the door.

Jory stood on the porch, a grocery bag on each hip. She squinted her eyes against the 
brilliant light and the heat and shook her head. She raked her fingers through her hair and 
smoothed it back. She must look a wreck.

“Hi. Wow. Are you early?” Her voice was raspy. She cleared her throat.
Jory blinked a few times and grinned. His eyes were big, eyebrows raised, and he was 

almost laughing.
“What? Are you early or—” She paused. “I guess I overslept. What time is it?”
He laughed. “It’s ten after one, and I’m a little late. Sorry. Traffic was awful in West 

Chester; there was a big accident and all sorts of detours.” He continued to grin and stare, his 
eyes fixed on hers. 

“Can I come in? It’s kind of, uh, warm out here.” Still grinning, he looked up and then to the 
side in a way she didn’t understand.

“What—? Oh.” 
She looked down. The thin cotton tank top she had thrown on last night was so skimpy it 

might as well be sheer. It barely fell to her waist. Below that was equally skimpy bikini 
underwear, lacy, almost a thong. In between was an expanse of bare flesh, and under the tank top 
were a pair of breasts with nipples erect from sleeping uncovered in the cool air.

“Oh!” She laughed and covered her mouth with her hand in mock horror. Still laughing, she 
stepped behind the door and opened it wider.

“Why don’t you come in, and I’ll go upstairs and make myself presentable.”
Jory laughed so hard he almost dropped the grocery bags. He hefted them back on his hips.
“And here I was ready to call the police, thinking you were hurt or sick.” He laughed even 

harder as he walked toward the kitchen.



Autumn couldn’t help but laugh too. She turned to the stairs as she imagined what she must 
look like: half asleep, apologetic, not realizing she was almost naked but worrying what her hair 
looked like. She collapsed in hysterics on the first few steps. She could hear Jory chortling in the 
kitchen, and it made her laugh even harder.

He walked back down the hall as she gasped for breath. He was in spasms, too, his hand on 
his belly as he laughed uncontrollably, and every time she looked at him she laughed harder.

“I’m … out of here, you … crazy guy.” She ran upstairs and imagined him watching as she 
stumbled at the top. 

“I’m going back to sleep!” she shouted.
“Okay,” he yelled back. “I’ll get to work.” The front door opened and closed.
She ran into her room and flung herself on her bed. The front door opened and closed once 

again, and Jory’s footsteps and laughter echoed from the hall and then the kitchen. She heard the 
thump of a grocery bag placed on a counter. The house was soon quiet except for an occasional 
bang or clatter.

She stared at the ceiling, cheeks and sides aching. So now he had seen her nearly naked, and 
it had been a complete accident. She smiled and pulled up the blanket. She could snooze for 
another few minutes. Jory was here. She was safe.

e

“Hey.” 
She opened her eyes. 
“Are you all right?” Jory stood at the door of her bedroom and leaned against the door 

frame, twirling a decorative toothpick in his fingers. Autumn struggled to sit up and focus her 
eyes. She cleared her throat. 

“I’m fine. Just tired, I guess.” She fell back and groaned. “It was a … busy weekend, and I 
didn’t sleep much yesterday. Then I tossed and turned most of the night.” 

She hid her face in the pillow as she yawned. She felt fine—just sleepy. She’d probably be 
more awake if she just got out of bed and moved around. She sat up again and grabbed the glass 
of water from her night table and drank, swishing the water around in her mouth before 
swallowing.

“What time is it?”
“Almost six. Time for me to go.” He held the toothpick at its point with a thumb and an 

index finger and spun. 
“Six! Oh, no! Don’t go. I mean … you were supposed to take a dip in the pool. Did you 

bring shorts? Or do you have to be somewhere?” 
Jory looked up. “Yeah. I mean yeah, I brought shorts. No, I don’t have to be anywhere.” He 

stopped spinning the toothpick and looked at her. His brow furrowed. 
“I hope you don’t mind I came up here. I was just worried. I thought maybe you were sick.”
She couldn’t answer; she could only shake her head and smile. He stood ten or fifteen feet 

away. She was in bed, almost naked, with the cover off. Completely vulnerable. Exposed. 
Locked in his eyes. Locked in a visual embrace that seeped into every pore of her body until it 
became visceral.

The wave of heat that swept through her body took her breath away as she crossed her arms 
over her breasts and her fingertips clutched her arms. She closed her eyes, teeth in her lower lip, 



shook her head. She exhaled as she moved her arms down and pressed her hands into her lower 
belly.

“Jory …” 
And he was at her side.
“What’s wrong? What should I do?” He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her against his 

chest, stroking the back of her head.
“Mmm.” She nuzzled into his neck and breathed in, up to the back of his ear, his hair. 
“What?”
“Hold me. Just hold me,” she whispered. She reached for his waist and got up on her knees 

and pulled herself closer. She pressed her breasts against his chest as she moved a thigh over his.
“Oh.” She could feel him chuckle. He slipped an arm behind her neck and the other under 

her knees, and lifted and pulled her against him as if she were a baby. He settled her in his lap 
and held her against his chest, stroking her back and shoulder and face as she wrapped an arm 
around his back and twisted toward him. He kissed her temple, her forehead. Grazed his fingers 
over her neck and down her arm. Lifted and turned her head until he could see her face.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “So very beautiful. And I’m yours. I’m here. It’s okay.”
She opened her eyes and pressed her cheek against his shoulder, held him tighter. 
He kissed her forehead again, her cheek, her jaw as his hand caressed the contours of her 

breast and belly and hip and inner thigh. He lingered on her thigh, and she gasped as her 
breathing became short and shallow, as the burning became all but unbearable, as she buried her 
face in the hollow of his shoulder. He drew her up even closer and moved her panties aside, 
stroked her lightly and then more firmly as she moaned and crossed her legs, her hips rocking, 
her back arched. And just as Autumn lifted her face and looked up, his fingers slipped in and his 
lips closed down over hers.

The world burst into a spectacle of color.
She held on to his neck as he kissed her, touched her with his magic, as the wave threw her 

into him. And the colors were like nothing she had ever seen. She disappeared in them, became a 
pinpoint of consciousness, of awareness, as patterns like lightning or nerves lit up and pulsated 
and glowed only to explode again and again. And again.

Her arm loosened from his neck even as her hips moved closer. She couldn’t breathe, could 
only hear moans like muffled screams coming from somewhere outside of her. Feel her teeth 
clamped down hard on something, something wet and rough …

“Do you want me to stop?” someone whispered. And the wave tossed her and dragged her 
through the color bursts again and again. She shook her head and held on but it wasn’t enough.

She had to breathe. Someone had to stop it because she didn’t know how. She felt her grip 
on something slipping again, collapsing, sliding … 

The waves became smaller until they were mere ripples, rocking her only slightly, and the 
patterns, the colors, the flashes faded. 

“Autumn?”
“Mmm.” The ripple became a small wave again as something changed. A coolness under 

her. Softness. Sheets. Bed. Pillow. Physical objects started to make sense again. Something was 
over her, gently touching her lips, tugging. The roughness again, the scratchiness. It was in her 
mouth, but something tugged at it and she clamped down hard. No … something shook, and 
suddenly she understood.

It was Jory’s shirt. Jory was leaning over her trying to get his shirt out of her mouth. She let 
go immediately and opened her eyes. 



“Oh!” The shaking stopped.
“You have a hell of a grip. I’ll have to keep that in mind.”
“Mmm.” 
His mouth pressed down over hers again, but only lightly this time, kissing around the edges 

as her mouth tried to connect with his. He moved to her cheek and temple and rested his face in 
her hair as he caressed her from thigh and hip to breast. Finally, he rested his hand on her 
shoulder, gently massaging.

Autumn whimpered as the final ripples gripped her. 
In a few minutes, her breathing slowed, and she sat up halfway, propped on an elbow, and 

looked around. She was in her bedroom. She fell back on the pillow and looked at Jory.
He sat near the edge of the bed in his jeans and a lavender shirt with a wet, twisted section 

that stuck out like a giant nipple. Her knees were draped over one of his thighs. Her lace panties, 
though slightly askew, were still on as was her tiny tank top. She closed her eyes. 

He leaned over and pushed damp hair from her forehead. Kissed her cheek. “I think you 
might have been passing out. As in fainting. So, I put you back on the bed.” 

“I got weak, I think, and I started sliding down something. I don’t know what. I guess it was 
you.”

She sat up again and looked at him as she groped around for a sheet. She shook her head as 
she pulled it up and took a few more moments to recover. Finally she spoke.

“Jory.” She inspected a fingernail before looking up at him again. 
“Jory?” she said again. She watched as his smile faded a little. She nodded and cleared her 

throat, holding his eyes in hers as he reached for her hand.
“What, exactly, are you doing to me?” This was far more than what had happened at the 

grocery store. He had only looked at her and, held captive in his gaze, she could only want one 
thing: him. And she hadn’t had nearly enough.

“I didn’t do anything to you.” He laughed.
“That’s what they all say.” Autumn couldn’t help but laugh, too.
Jory shook his head. “So here you are in your enormous bed, like Venus emerging from the 

sea. And remember, I saw you almost naked just a few hours before, and don’t think I could get 
that image out of my head. And there I am, with you staring at me, trying to fight back against 
the onslaught.” 

“Onslaught? Of what? I just looked at you, and I got incredibly turned on in about two 
seconds. I had no power over it, or that’s what it felt like. I wasn’t doing anything to you—I was 
on the receiving end. Obviously.” Autumn laughed. She was surprised she didn’t feel 
embarrassed. He made it all seem so … normal.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” Jory said. “It’s like this energy field or something when 
we’re together. Maybe your energy field merges with mine. I don’t know. But I didn’t do 
anything intentionally except try to control myself.” He laughed. “Maybe I should be the one 
asking you what you’re doing to me!”

Autumn knew what he meant. That warmth that seemed to emanate from him—she had 
always sensed things like that. And she knew some men could feel or sense her—though she 
didn’t think they were truly aware of it—as much as she could feel them sometimes but without 
touching. Did Jory feel her the same way that she felt him?

“What about when we first met? At Organic Originals? You were doing something with 
your eyes on purpose. You almost admitted it when I asked you about it later. Of course, so was 
I, but I want to hear your side.”



He took a deep breath. “Well, that sort of just happened too. I saw a look on your face or I 
sensed something. I mean I was just drawn to you, and I thought you might be flirting a little. I 
guess I could tell you were open, somehow. Maybe it was your body language. I wasn’t thinking 
about it consciously, though. I was just reacting; I thought about it later. But even from the 
moment I saw you or when we were talking, I could sense your … energy. I was pulled toward 
you and getting turned on, and I felt powerless, too, though I know I could have walked away if I 
wanted to. I mean, I was at work, you know? 

“And at some point, I decided to do it intentionally. But you were almost expressionless, and 
I couldn’t tell if you were feeling anything. Until, of course, I became the object of your 
advances.” His eyes sparkled and he smiled like a mischievous elf. “Even then I wasn’t sure. 
And I was worried. But come to think of it, I don’t think I could have walked away. At least, I 
don’t know why I would want to. It’s like a spell.” He leaned forward and caressed her arm. “A 
spell I don’t mind being under.”

“I have to resist that, you know,” Autumn said. His hand sent tingles through her arm. “But I 
wonder, have you practiced this intentionally? I think it’s unusual. I don’t remember this sort of 
thing with anyone except … well, maybe a little, but not like this.” 

He nodded. “Yeah, I have. A woman I was involved with a few years ago was into long 
distances—intentionally transmitting energy, sexual energy, that is. I was skeptical, although it 
sort of seemed real, and I still am, even though I’m seeing something in you I’ve absolutely 
never seen or felt before, even with her.” He shook his head as he looked at her. 

“I’m also thinking how I had no idea you were holding so much back.” He winked. “You are 
rather formal and businesslike, you know. Most of the time, anyway.”

“Well, we wanted to keep this professional.” Autumn rolled her eyes.
“True. And I still do, and I hope that’s fine with you. I mean, so we let go a little too much 

today. Lost it—it just happened so fast. I couldn’t not respond to you, and I guess it’s okay. Do 
you think so?”

“I guess so. Wow. I mean, sure.” Autumn didn’t know what to say. It was far more than 
okay.

“But what about you?” He took her hand again. “Have you ever tried stuff like this before?” 
“You mean turn someone on from a distance? Or get it on with a woman?” She laughed. 

Jory grinned.
“The first option. We can discuss the second one later.” He raised an eyebrow.
She giggled. “No, not exactly. A boyfriend in college wanted to have phone sex a lot, 

though, and he said it was more than just turning someone on with sexy talk. He said he could 
send his energy in the same way as we felt it in bed. I was skeptical, too, even though I’m open 
to the idea. I don’t think it worked, or maybe I just wasn’t into him that much.” They both 
laughed, but Autumn got serious. 

“I’m wondering. Do you want to keep hanging on to the professionalism? I mean, what 
about you? Don’t you—” 

“No. I’m good. That was all yours. Me, another time.”
“Well, maybe—” 
“Really. I’m fine.” He reached for her other hand and held both firmly. “I’m used to, shall 

we say, delaying things. I’m not into”—he made air quotes—“here’s one for you and here’s one 
for me and make it happen at the same time. Too much pressure for everyone. I like a more 
natural approach to things.

“And I think … I don’t mean to be nosy. But I think maybe you needed this.”



She looked away. “Yeah. Maybe.”
“Has it been a long time?”
She nodded.
“It’s okay.” He scooted forward and, with both arms, pulled her back on his thighs. She sank 

into his chest and wrapped herself around him as he rubbed her back; his gentleness alone was 
enough to arouse her once again.

“I know how it builds up and we’re not even aware of it sometimes. And solo sex just isn’t 
the same thing.”

She was beginning to understand why he seemed older than he was and more emotionally 
mature than she would have guessed someone his age—or any age—could be. And it would 
mean some long conversations. There was a lot more to him than she expected.

“Yes, it’s been awhile. A long time, actually.” She could let him know that without the 
details and all the hurt and pain involved.

He nodded. “Somehow, I knew that. Don’t ask me how. I just did. And that’s fine. I mean, 
there’s nothing wrong with it. It just is.”

“It’s that energy field,” she joked. “Before you know it, we’ll be reading each other’s minds 
and won’t have to talk at all.”

“Wouldn’t that be awesome?” He laughed and got serious again. “And just so you know, it’s 
been a long time for me, too.”

“Really?”
“Yeah. I’ll tell you about it sometime. I got hurt pretty bad. And I needed a break. But 

mostly I just don’t want to rush into anything. I’m not into that, and I haven’t met anyone who 
interested me enough. Except, well …” He stroked her hair and kissed her lightly on her neck. 

 Autumn shivered and pulled away but took his hand in hers. She nodded and returned to the 
lighter subject as Jory leaned back. 

“Let me guess what you’re thinking right now.” She dropped his hand, put her fingertips to 
her temples, and closed her eyes in mock concentration. 

“You’re thinking … whether we can still go swimming!” She opened her eyes and clapped, 
gleeful, anticipating his confirmation, positive she was right. What else would he be thinking 
about as the conversation came to a close?

“Hah! You’re wrong. I’m wondering who’s jumping in first!” He hopped off the bed and 
held his hand out. She grabbed it, and he pulled her into his arms.

“Just for one second,” he whispered. “Or we’ll never get out of here.” He squeezed tight 
once, kissed her on the cheek, and ran to the door. 

“Oops! Forgot my shoes.” He raced back and grabbed them. 
“Ready?”
“Ready!” Autumn laughed as she heard him gallop down the stairs. She looked around for 

her bikini. She had tossed it in here somewhere … Bathroom. Right. She grabbed it from the 
towel bar.

“We don’t need to wear anything, do we?” he shouted up. “There’s nobody around for 
miles!” 

Autumn dropped her suit and ran after him, laughing.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

At six weeks, she gave Jory a raise. A substantial raise. And the keys to her house. 
She didn’t doubt his trustworthiness, but sometimes she watched him furtively as she went 

about her own work. He kept his eyes on his chopping and stirring, earbuds in, tapping out a 
rhythm with his foot or fingers. Never paid attention to her studio. Never looked at her laptop 
screen on the few occasions he talked with her in the living room. Never stepped in the dining 
room just on the other side of the kitchen. Never looked up the stairs or at anything other than his 
workspace. 

And there was no way he’d steal something. He would be the obvious suspect, after all, 
other than Sandy, her housekeeper of two years. He’d have to be insane to even consider it, not 
that there was much of any real value to steal anyway. And he was most definitely not insane.

Her only concern with leaving him in the house alone was her husband. He had no reason to 
visit, but she warned Jory just in case.

 “He knows who you are,” Autumn said. “I told him you’re Jamie Dumas’s son, knowing 
he’d be impressed. And he was. I also told him why I hired you; I needed someone to cook so I 
could focus on my work.” She thought for a moment. “That’s all I told him. I don’t think I 
mentioned your name.”

Jory rubbed his chin. “Is he the jealous type?”
“No, not that I’ve seen. He did get a little sarcastic, though, on your first day. He saw us 

standing on the porch, remember? I didn’t think he’d notice but … anyway, he made some 
snarky comments. He said you were hot and asked whether I’d share.” She grinned. “He was 
joking with that last part, I’m sure.” 

“That’s good.” Jory cracked a half-smile and dropped his hand. “What should I do, though, 
if he shows up? What’s he like?”

“Well, he can be sarcastic, as I said, but it’s so subtle you probably wouldn’t notice. You’d 
just start to feel uncomfortable—a vibe, you know? He’s businesslike and … single-minded. He 
wants what he wants and that’s it. Picture a hard-driven sales person or politician. You’ll never 
get anything but a script or well-rehearsed lines. Or silence. I didn’t see it early on, of course.

“So, if he ever comes here, just say as little as possible. You don’t know anything. 
Professional, remember? You’re just the cook.”

“Got it.” Jory said. He seemed to relax despite the crease between his eyes. “And I guess 
that’s the truth.” He shrugged, but his words jolted her. She hadn’t meant it literally …

“It’s not going to happen, so don’t worry. But if he comes here and you’re uncomfortable, 
just call 911. And put the local police on speed dial if that makes you feel better. I don’t care if 
you call though I’m sure you won’t need to.” 

An image of her lawyer talking about emotions and divorce popped into her head. Mike 
throwing the binder in utter rage. His drinking. His near-purple face when he opened the box of 
condoms and sex toys. She hoped there was nothing to worry about.

She dug around in the desk drawer for the list of community phone numbers, flashed it at 
Jory, and set it on the desk. 

As he packed his backpack, he thanked her once again for the raise and for trusting him with 
the keys.



Autumn shrugged. “You deserve it, Jory. And I trust you.” She shook her head as the 
warmth flitted over her skin. “Well, with most things.” She looked away but couldn’t hide her 
smile.

She walked him to the door, one side of her mouth still curled up as if an invisible string 
were pulling it. And after resisting the inevitable, she wrested herself from his eyes and locked 
the door and poured a glass of iced tea before heading out to the patio. She sank into a lounger 
and stared at the fair-weather clouds that scuttled across the azure sky.

She couldn’t conceal the effect he had on her. How, in a flash, she would become aware of 
him in a different way, suddenly, as if he had morphed into someone else, as if a light shone on 
him or was emitted from within.

And he would hesitate, watch, sometimes joke and turn it into a laughing matter, especially 
when her breath caught and she had to look away. Other times, when he became overwhelmed, 
he’d shake his head or close his eyes and smile and ask her a question about food or the menu or 
simply turn to his work.

And it was one of the reasons she gave him the keys. She already knew what would happen 
if she let her guard down, and she was committed now as much as he was to avoiding intimacy 
until she was divorced—she couldn’t risk it. But she couldn’t ignore him, either. Couldn’t ignore 
the effect he had on her and the reality of the unbidden moment when neither would be strong 
enough to hold back. If they played with fire.

But she could make good use of the time simply by getting out. For too long she’d 
hibernated and licked the wounds of a broken marriage and lost job, contemplated possible paths, 
and dodged her husband’s stone-throwing. And now she had to make a change. Had to rejoin 
humanity. She was determined to restart her life and pull together the threads.

The following week, she drove to West Chester for yoga classes on Jory’s work days, but 
she lost her enthusiasm and left early on Thursday. She had never fit in, and she didn’t now. She 
chalked it up to her situation. Not married, not yet divorced, and nothing fit for small talk—kids, 
husband, in-laws, what she was making for dinner. And she couldn’t rave about Jory’s creations, 
either. Jamie Dumas’ son as her personal chef would make her an instant mini-celebrity—either 
an object of envy or scorn—and gossip would fly. “Local Cougar Snags Future Heir to Dumas 
Empire” would surely rate a spot next to the grocery store tabloids and stave off boredom for the 
masses. “Dumas Heir’s Lover Married!” or “Love Triangle” would be the next headlines.

She drove home slowly and stopped at a farmer’s market, browsed the offerings, and 
discussed the burgeoning mushroom industry with the farmer’s daughter just to kill time and 
make sure he was gone before she arrived home. Avoiding him was awkward, and showing up 
just as he was leaving called attention to it.

But Jory was part of the limbo. More than a friend, less than a lover, an employee who cared 
about her altogether too much and with whom she was involved far too deeply. She would frown 
on a similar situation in a regular workplace. The CEO dallying with … the cafeteria staff? She 
laughed. Jory knew so much more about the job than she did it was hardly a comparison. He was 
the professor and she was the student paying him for his expertise. 

Her inner chatter turned to Beth and Kyra—they were a mystery. Her emails remained 
unanswered, and Beth had been short with her on the phone. Autumn backed down politely and 
let it go. She was a mom, busy, she got that. But the rejection stung. She decided to get Natalie’s 
input, and they met for lunch near her corporate office in King of Prussia.

Natalie, since she traveled so much, hadn’t been as close to Beth and Kyra as Autumn had 
been, but they’d all been friends since Autumn’s first serious job after grad school. Natalie was a 



buyer at a regional department store—she hadn’t gone to grad school—and she tipped her off 
about an opening with the marketing team. Beth and Kyra had been in accounting for a couple of 
years, and they’d all become friends after a hilarious time at a holiday party. 

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Autumn complained. “I haven’t heard from either one since 
February or March. And it’s the middle of July. I emailed both a couple of times, but I never 
heard back. And when I called Beth, she sounded normal when she answered the phone, but then 
her voice changed when she realized it was me. Like she’s upset with me. What do you think is 
going on? I can’t think of anything I did or said.”

“Weird.” Natalie pulled back her long, pin-straight blonde hair and tucked it into her blouse 
before cutting into her veggie moussaka. She chewed thoughtfully for a minute. “You can’t think 
of any reason she’d be upset with you? What happened the last time you got together?” She took 
another bite.

“The last time I saw her was at Kyra’s birthday party back in December. You remember; 
you were traveling and couldn’t go. Everything was fine. Normal. It was a great party, and we 
had more email than usual for a few weeks. Then the emails stopped. I was preoccupied, and 
somewhere around May, I started wondering. I was so wrapped up in losing my job and marriage 
misery and painting that I hadn’t called or emailed at all, but normally she gets in touch if I 
don’t. So does Kyra. At least they send me something silly once in awhile. But nothing, even 
after I emailed them a few times.”

“Hmm.” Her hair fell forward again, and she flipped it back with a scowl. “I don’t know. I 
don’t stay in touch with them all that much, but I haven’t heard anything either. Nothing on 
Facebook lately, though they’re rarely on anyway. Maybe they’re just busy. Or … I don’t know. 
How about I check? I’ll ask some questions. See what’s going on. Get nosy.”

Autumn laughed. “You’re awesome. So good at that. Maybe I should just ask.”
“No, I think you’re doing the right thing. Give them space. They know how I am—not 

always super tactful. So if I get in Beth’s face she won’t be offended, and she’ll probably talk. 
With you, she might get defensive. I don’t know. Give me a week or two.”

“Okay.” Autumn didn’t think much could come of it, but it wouldn’t hurt. Natalie had a 
talent for getting information from people, even though her direct approach could turn people 
off. She was bossy sometimes but smart and compassionate, and that’s what Autumn loved about 
her. 

The mission took only three days. After a long afternoon of painting, she had just sat at the 
counter with an iced tea when the email came in on her cell phone. 

Autumn,
Mystery solved. You’re not going to believe this. Or maybe you will. Call me 
when you get a chance.
Natalie

She tapped speed dial and speakerphone so she could fix dinner while talking.
“So what’s going on?” 
“I got the scoop. Are you sitting?”
“Yes.”
Natalie sighed. “Well, it’s a couple of things. Beth’s youngest kid was sick. It wasn’t a big 

thing, but he had whooping cough or pertussis or whatever. You know how that was going 
around, and she was busy for awhile.”



“I heard about that. I hope Liam is okay.”
“He’s fine. But then, after things calmed down, some other stuff happened. Car problems, 

her older kid’s college tuition problems, stuff like that. Nothing tragic, just stress. And then Mike 
called her. She didn’t say when, exactly, but it wasn’t that long ago. Two or three months.”

“What? Mike called Beth? What for?” Autumn had just stood up to look in the fridge. She 
grabbed her stool and sank into it.

“Oh, this totally sucks,” Natalie groaned. “It sounds like Mike called her for advice and said 
you were going crazy and cheating on him, and he asked her to have a talk with you. Something 
like that.”

“No way. He didn’t.”
“I don’t think she’s lying.”
“Why didn’t she call me?” 
“I think she was upset. She was disgusted—her word, among others. And she had so many 

other things on her mind. But somehow, Mike made himself look like a victim or something 
sounded weird. And she didn’t want to get involved.”

“Oh, my God,” Autumn whispered.
“It gets worse. He called Kyra, too, and they don’t want anything to do with you or Mike. 

She didn’t say exactly what he said or why she got pissed off, but who knows? Maybe she’s 
reacting to more than just the cheating—she was upset. Hurt, maybe. I don’t know. I didn’t want 
to push too hard.”

Autumn digested that for a moment, and her sense of rejection changed to anger.
“Wait a minute. They aren’t friends with Mike. They hardly know him. They’re my friends. 

Or were. Why would they believe him?”
“I honestly don’t know. For once, I don’t understand something, if you can believe that.” 

Natalie’s attempt at humor fell flat.
“This is so messed up.”
“I know. But let me ask you something.”
“What?”
“It sounds like Mike called her long before Jory came on the scene. But did you say or do 

anything that might make him think you were cheating on him? Not that it would excuse him.”
Autumn paused even though she knew the answer was no. Had she blurted something in 

anger? Made a threat? Nothing came to mind. Had she ever mentioned her CEO at her old job? 
“I don’t think so. I’ve never even considered cheating, even with my CEO at DeFacto. You 

remember; we had a little buzz going on sometimes.”
“Well, it had to be something,” Natalie said.
Autumn stood up and paced to her studio. Looked out the window. No, it didn’t have to be 

something. Mike didn’t need a prompt; he only needed his own sick motivations. But what could 
they be?

“Are you there?” 
“I’m thinking,” she called out in the direction of the phone. “Hang on.”
She stared at the ceiling as her eyes filled with tears. What else would he do? Or what else 

had he already done? She grabbed a napkin and pressed it to her eyes as she walked back to the 
counter. 

“Natalie.”
“Yeah?”



“Did you ever find that email? The one you said I sent. The one that said I’m too busy to 
hang out?”

“Oh, no.” She made the connection immediately. “You think that was Mike? I did check it 
out, and all the background code and everything matches your other emails. So it came from 
your computer, although I think that can happen with spam too. I forgot to mention it.”

“I think … if he called Beth and Kyra, then I’m sure he sent it.” She pressed her lips tight 
and covered her mouth.

“What the hell is wrong with him? How did he get access to your computer?”
Autumn ran to the bathroom but made it only to the sink.
“Autumn?”
She hadn’t eaten much, and after the iced tea went down the drain, her stomach cramped 

against nothing. She grabbed a towel as she choked and coughed. Rinsed her mouth. Squeezed 
toothpaste on her finger, rubbed it on her teeth, swished.

“Are you okay? Autumn!”
“Hang on.” She wiped around the sink and threw the towel on the floor. Walked back to the 

counter.
“I’m back.” 
“You all right? I heard you coughing.”
“Threw up.” Her voice cracked. 
“Jesus,” Natalie hissed. “I hate that bastard. I want to kill him sometimes, I swear. Put him 

out of his misery already.”
“I’ll be all right. Where were we?” She pressed her cheek to the cool granite. “Oh, right. 

How he emailed you. I guess I left my laptop on. As usual.”
Natalie made a spitting noise. “He might have hacked your account and got your password. 

Jesus Christ. What the hell for?”
“Sabotage, I guess. The usual.” Autumn fought the tears. “He doesn’t want me to paint. So if 

he keeps me miserable and depressed, then I guess he thinks I’ll go back to a regular sort of job. 
Or stay at home and have tea with the neighbors. Or leave. I don’t know.”

“That’s sick.” Natalie spit again. “Totally sick, and abuse besides.”
“That’s why I kicked him out. He’s just worse than ever.”
“Yeah, because he saw you gaining momentum with your painting.”
“I don’t know. I’m done trying to figure him out. I just want my life back.”
“You’ll get it back, honey. Don’t worry. I’ll double-check that email and see if I missed 

something, okay?”
“Sure. But if he had remote access, he’d be reading, and new emails would show as opened 

even though I haven’t opened them. I haven’t seen anything like that.”
“Good point. But put a new password on your system, okay?”
“I will. But what do you think I should do about Beth and Kyra?” She picked at a ripped 

cuticle.
“I don’t know,” Natalie said. “But give it some time. Beth is probably shaken up, not 

knowing who to believe, and Kyra’s probably shocked, too. I told her it was bullshit—whatever 
he said—and I’m sure she knows I’ll tell you we talked. Maybe that’s why she talked, so it 
would get back to you. So maybe, in a few weeks, email her and explain what’s going on. Tell 
her you talked with me.”

“Okay. Thanks.” She pushed her hair back and sniffed. It smelled like vomit.
“Hang in there, honey. I got your back. Okay?”



Natalie’s words haunted her for the rest of the day. What kind of friends were Beth and 
Kyra? How could they believe—without question—anything Mike said? Why didn’t they call 
her to get her side of things, to see if she’d lost her mind? Maybe she was having a nervous 
breakdown, for all they knew. Didn’t they care?

The questions were endless. But to Autumn, turning her back on a friend with no 
explanation, without giving someone a chance to explain and making sure everyone had the facts 
straight was next to unthinkable. And she didn’t know what Mike had said—she hadn’t 
questioned him either, not early on. They were all victims, she decided. And when she thought of 
it like that, her heart softened. 

After a late dinner—Jory’s soba noodle salad was crazy delicious—Autumn flipped through 
the channels on the TV. Sitcom re-runs, old movies, cooking shows, educational programs—
none held any appeal. Beth. Kyra. Round and round. Not enough data. What had he told them? 
The anger boiled but had no direction, no outlet, no solution.

Her mental gyrations finally slowed and evaporated as she made a conscious effort to ignore 
them and direct her thinking elsewhere. They were too much. She headed upstairs. But even 
while falling into a fitful sleep, her mind whirled in circles—what, why, what, why, why, why—
knowing she’d never find the answers.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

Morning came too soon. Behind the blinds, her bedroom was dim, but glints of brilliant 
sunshine dazzled at the window edges. It had to be early since her bedroom would be in full 
shade by mid-morning. She checked her clock: 6:30 a.m.

Out on the patio, hunched over coffee with a chenille throw blanket, Autumn mulled over 
the Beth and Kyra dilemma and realized the lack of an action plan, a daily to-do list, a goal, an 
objective, or something to enter on her calendar left her helpless—like a chess piece, moved 
about by unseen hands. 

But even though she felt like a pawn, her husband couldn’t control her unless she let him. 
Beth and Kyra had minds of their own, too. And she couldn’t control their actions and reactions, 
but she could control her own and make changes before she got sucked deeper into this 
maelstrom.

The weather was perfect for a walk. Maybe she’d come up with a business plan if she could 
clear her mind; she’d been wrestling with it for weeks. If nothing else, she would find flowers or 
landscapes to paint. Something different. Birds or wildlife. A different view, a hill, some special 
angle. 

She hurried inside and threw on a ratty pair of jeans and a T-shirt. On the way out, she 
grabbed her old hiking boots from the laundry room and laced them up on the patio.

As she kicked through the dew-soaked grass, her overgrown flower beds begged for 
attention, and she was almost tempted to pull weeds. The hyacinths, tulips, and day lilies of 
spring and early summer had given way to bushy yellow marigolds and deep purple petunias. 
Heliotrope, Persian blue delphiniums, and night-blooming white angel trumpets drooping in the 
sun were her favorites. She kneeled to inhale perfumes so luxuriant she was sure they must have 
mysterious properties, the power to launch her into some other reality, some other plane of 
existence. 

The pond, far from the house, sparkled in the sunlight. She walked around the back, near the 
cascading waterfall, and trailed her fingers through butterfly bushes and the reddish-pink 
blossoms of crepe myrtles she’d planted two years ago. Their first blossoms were dropping, but 
the seeds like grape bunches remained and weighed the boughs down in their characteristic 
graceful arches. Even the lily pads Autumn had sunk in the pond were flourishing. And now they 
shaded almost half the water from the hot sun and provided shelter for the koi and goldfish 
below. 

A sudden movement startled her. A small frog leaped into the water with a splash, and 
another one followed with a croak. She smiled and stopped to watch, wondering whether more 
were hiding in the weeds around the flat rocks and boulders that surrounded the pond and created 
the waterfall.

A bullfrog hid in a shadowy crevice, and an iridescent blue dragonfly, resting on a boulder, 
buzzed away in its spasmodic flight pattern. A bird screeched overhead, and Autumn looked up. 
A hawk, with two smaller birds trailing and snapping at it like wolves on prey, was clearly on a 
mission to raid a nest—or being chased from one. A common sight, but the cry sent chills down 
her arms and back. Two more frogs croaked and leaped into the pond, one right after the other.

She looked around and wondered where the frogs came from in the first place since she’d 
built the pond in the middle of dry farmland. And then she saw it. 



On a flat rock, a snake soaked up the early morning sunshine. It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t 
small, either. It might have been three feet long, at most, but it was thick and sturdy. And it 
looked right at her.

Autumn stepped back. She wasn’t fond of snakes, but she wasn’t afraid of them, either. And 
since it wasn’t coiled up and didn’t look threatening, she reached for her camera and snapped a 
few shots.

The snake continued to watch, its winding curves frozen. Autumn stared. It wasn’t a garden 
snake; those were thin with stripes. This snake was much thicker, and it was near water, so it 
must be a water snake. But she was pretty sure water snakes were black, not patterned in brown 
and orangey-beige and black with V-shaped heads … She looked at its tail. No rattle. Maybe it 
was a copperhead. Maybe the frogs knew something she didn’t, and everything was so 
overgrown. Maybe there were more. She hurried back to the house—she wouldn’t find a 
business plan out here. 

She kicked off her boots on the patio and pulled off her sweaty T-shirt in the kitchen. After a 
quick shower, she gathered a notebook and a pen and planted herself firmly at the breakfast bar 
between her studio and the kitchen. She spun around on the stool to face her easels, artwork, and 
the tools and equipment she used.

She wrote her goal in big letters at the top of a page: Business plan in place and operational  
by 9/1. As she looked around and tried to imagine how things could work, she realized in a flash 
that a small business or sole proprietorship wasn’t that different from a big company; it was just 
a matter of scale. And a business plan, then, was also a matter of scale.

Her mind raced. It had to be fully actionable with clear, measurable goals. And even with a 
creative product—her paintings—product was product. She had a product and she had to sell the 
product—Marketing 101. Why hadn’t she already thought of that? It was so basic.

She remembered a project in a business class. Students were to come up with three distinctly 
different business plans for a potato farmer. That was the only information given, and the 
students were all sure the professor was nuts. Autumn finally came up with three possible 
situations, and all three were based on scale. A small farm had to sell potatoes locally but 
differentiate the business with an in-demand specialization or one for which a demand could be 
created via a special angle and advertising, even if the advertising were only homemade flyers 
and word of mouth. And as earnings increased, the farmer would reinvest, expand, and a new 
business plan would be needed. And then another. She earned an A.

And Autumn realized she had to do the same thing for her own business and just switch out 
potatoes for paintings. Somehow it all seemed clear. Obvious. Like it was waiting for her all this 
time. 

She reviewed what she had learned in the eight months she’d been painting steadily. Her 
techniques had improved drastically, she knew that. It was easy to tell, just by glancing around 
the studio, which paintings were completed months ago and which she had done recently. And as 
the product supplier as well as the owner, she knew she had to enjoy the work or she wouldn’t do 
it.

She jumped down from the stool and took a closer look at some of her work. The flowers 
could be fun. Even though flowers were considered stereotypical subjects for female artists—
almost cliché—she was entranced and mystified by them. Georgia O’Keeffe’s angel trumpets, 
poppies, and morning glories had inspired her since high school, even though she’d often giggled 
with other students over the obvious sexual symbolism in her work.



But both Monet and Manet had painted flowers, too, and so had Van Gogh. Andy Warhol. 
Jan Brueghel the Elder. Dürer. Male Japanese artists whose names she couldn’t remember. How 
had flowers in art become a woman thing?

So many colors and so much beauty. They could be her specialization, at least for now. 
Some were large, some small. Some had tall, glistening pistils while others featured showy 
stamens that encircled the pistil and left a smudge of pollen on her nose when she smelled them. 
Most bloomed during the day while others held vigil at night. And the color variations were 
endless.

She had already painted quite a few, but flowers had become boring as she branched out and 
dug deep into the wells of her creativity. But lately, the juxtaposition of simplicity and 
complexity in a single blossom was appealing once again, and she had already experimented 
with styles. 

A flower or bouquet could be painted quickly in a child-like fashion using mostly primary 
colors. And with or without vases, they were fanciful, fun, and imaginative. They weren’t 
realistic beyond a recognizable flower type like a daisy or a sunflower, but they didn’t pretend to 
be, and that was part of their charm.

She had also found she could render the same flowers with more detail, more precise colors, 
and in such a way that would appeal more to an adult than a child. These she usually placed in 
vases or arranged on an old-fashioned doily or a light-colored cloth spread over her small work 
table, as if someone had gathered them and set them down while looking for a vase. Or perhaps a 
child had picked them for his mother and ran out to play or left them behind as a surprise.

Some were small, the size of a large postcard or a hardcover book, while others were a bit 
bigger, the size someone might hang in a kitchen or bedroom. She’d also painted groups of two 
or three, each slightly different, some with a different accent flower or position, but unified by 
color and style or flower type, and they formed a set that could grace a larger wall.

Could she sell them? Where? They were quick and easy, and one or two in a day wasn’t 
difficult. The price could be affordable since they didn’t require much contemplation, planning, 
or creative energy; they were nothing more than skillful renderings of flowers that were always 
popular in home design schemes. They could be set in simple frames, priced reasonably, and the 
profit would come from quantity. 

Autumn headed for her laptop.
A quick search produced several sites where she could sell them on commission. She could 

even set up her own website and sell directly although that felt like an undertaking for the future, 
after she had some experience and feedback selling on other sites.

She looked over some of the art-related sites in West Chester. She wouldn’t need to network 
with Philadelphia gallery owners and artists after all, at least not at first. She could simply run a 
business as a craftsperson, someone who painted cute paintings that anyone would love to hang 
on a wall. She could sell them at craft fairs and festivals for now, and she could even hang some 
in coffee shops or independently owned restaurants that supported local artists. And that meant 
she could spend the rest of her time creating more imaginative pieces to sell at higher prices or 
studying technique while at the same time earning enough to live on.

The Chester County Artist’s Market in West Chester was in late October, only a few months 
away. She had to tell Natalie. It was almost noon, and Natalie would be at lunch. She grabbed 
her phone.

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“Why not?” Natalie said. “Your paintings are gorgeous. Even the ones I saw when you first 
started were great. Anyone would love to have one or two, at least. Even a fussy designer would 
like some of them.”

“Just some of them?”
“Sure. A lot of them are crafty. Cute. Charming. Not exactly haute couture. They’re like 

Gap next to … Emilio Pucci. Quality but not high-end. But others are more sophisticated. I don’t 
know. Maybe you’ll start a new trend.”

“I think you’re talking target market,” Autumn said. “Lots to think about. It’s scary!”
“Since when are you scared of anything? I swear, you’ve done a complete 180 since you lost 

your job. Actually, it started long before that, but then you just crumbled. You’ve got to get your 
chutzpah back, girl!”

As usual, Natalie’s truth hit her hard. She had wondered the same thing.
“I can do this!” Autumn shouted.
Natalie laughed. “That’s a start.”
“Want to go to West Chester with me tomorrow? I’m looking at the West Chester Art 

Association’s website, and the county Artist’s Market is in October. But I have to register at least 
six weeks in advance. It’ll be fun! Lunch is on me. One-ish?”

“Sure. I was going to get some extra work done this weekend, but screw it. This sounds like 
a lot more fun. How about I meet you at your place? I want to see your latest creations.”

“Great. You can help me pick which paintings to bring—the vendor info says you have to 
bring samples.”

“No problem. See you around one!”
Autumn was excited and nervous at the same time even though the Artist’s Market was still 

a couple months away. And she hadn’t explored the town much, but it couldn’t be that 
complicated. 

When Natalie arrived, she was all over the paintings, ooh-ing and aah-ing, while Autumn 
poured two glasses of lemongrass tea from a new pitcher Jory had picked up for her.

“They’re gorgeous! What’s this one? Oh. My. God. You painted this? Holy shit.” Natalie’s 
eyes were big as she moved from one painting to another.

Autumn set the iced tea on the breakfast bar and grinned. “You like?”
“Like? Girlfriend loves!” She grabbed a glass and held it high. Autumn did the same and 

they clinked.
“Cheers to the region’s up-and-coming new artist!” She took a sip and pronounced it 

excellent.
“A Jory creation?”
“Yes. He’s been amazing. But let’s look at paintings; we can talk about him later.”
Natalie raised an eyebrow, and Autumn ignored it, turning away to hide her smile. She 

watched as Natalie grabbed her tablet, tapped the camera icon, and took shots of her favorites.
“These are different, but they show off your talent,” she explained. “Why don’t you take a 

few besides the ones you want to sell, just in case. Take a bunch.”
Autumn was grateful for Natalie’s quick thinking. She grabbed her cell phone and started 

snapping. 



“Where are you going to store these?” Natalie asked. “I mean, your studio is jammed. And I 
thought you were hiding them in case Mike got some brainy ideas.”

She’d hidden a lot in her closet, she explained, but it was full, and she didn’t know where 
else to put them. And she doubted Mike would do anything rash if he came here while she was 
out. Natalie didn’t buy it.

“Autumn, you’ve forgotten how crazy he’s been—you haven’t seen him lately. And he’s 
probably drinking more now, knowing he’s losing you, if he’s anything like my ex. You can 
store your paintings at my place.”

“Seriously? How will I get them there?” Autumn was relieved. She had been worried, but 
she didn’t want to think Mike would do harm to them or her. She wanted to believe he was good, 
somewhere deep inside. And that he would only go so far. She’d even felt foolish and paranoid 
for hiding the paintings already hidden in her bedroom closet.

Natalie rolled her eyes. 
“You put them in my car. That’s how you get them to my place.” She laughed, and so did 

Autumn.
“Right. Silly me. Of course.” She paused. “I have a few cardboard boxes in the garage and 

some big ones upstairs, in my office. I’ll dump them out and bring them down. Be right back.”
With her car packed, Natalie took the lead and found the address easily. She’d been to West 

Chester more times than she could count, and she knew where the Art Association was. They 
arrived after making only one wrong turn.

Five of Autumn’s best flower paintings, each one different from the others, filled an 
enormous black tote bag. And the grandmotherly woman at the Art Association loved them. She 
was skeptical and standoffish when Autumn and Natalie first breezed in, giggling like teenagers. 
But when Autumn explained why she was there and displayed her paintings, the woman gushed 
like a teenager herself and wanted to see more. 

Autumn was grateful that Natalie had the idea for photos, and she showed her the paintings 
on her cell phone. Natalie was next with the pics on her larger tablet. And although the woman 
loved the actual paintings, the photos were clearly Autumn’s ticket to the show.

“I’m glad you’ve got plenty more where these came from,” the woman explained. “The 
Artist’s Market isn’t much more than two months away, and you’re cutting it close. That’s not a 
lot of time to produce more work like this.” She nodded at the paintings spread out on her 
counter.

 After fiddling through some files and producing the registration paperwork along with a 
clipboard and a pen, she pointed to a table.

“You can fill this out right there. Might as well.”
Knowing she might chicken out if she waited, Autumn completed the forms and paid the 

fee. She asked the woman if she had any advice since it was her first time.
“Well, yes. It’s a 10 x 10 space, and you don’t want it to look empty. So bring plenty of 

artwork. And you can set up an easel or a table and get some work done if things get slow. But 
people like to see the artist at work, so we recommend it. You’ll have to bring your own tables 
and table skirts, and maybe some sturdy shelves to display items in the back. And a canopy, but 
most people rent them from us.” She tapped a few keys on her keyboard and swiveled her 
monitor around.

“Here. Look at these photos from last year.” She slid a mouse forward.
Natalie and Autumn browsed through the photo album page by page. Some of the booths 

featured paintings, but others were packed with jewelry, holiday ornaments, hand-made stuffed 



animals, pottery and sculpture, or needlework. But it looked like fun. It resembled nothing that 
Autumn had envisioned when she first started painting—sleek, modern galleries with her 
paintings displayed on walls while well-heeled collectors outbid one another—but she hadn’t 
been realistic. She hadn’t known any better, but now she realized small potato farmers had to 
start small and local. 

“And be sure to bring your friend so you can take a break,” the woman said with a nod 
toward Natalie. “You can bring other types of paintings or crafts, too, if you have any. People 
will ask what else you do, and you can show them your work. And be sure to make price tags for 
everything to save time answering questions. That way, people can decide on their own if they 
can afford it or not before they take up your time.”

She smiled. “I think that’s about it. Oh, don’t forget business cards. And make sure you have 
a few samples marked sold so people can see what they missed out on later.” She winked.

“And remember, you can always call or email if you have questions.” She smiled as she 
tried to catch her breath.

Autumn thanked her profusely—she was almost giddy with excitement. She walked out to 
the street with Natalie right behind her.

“Which way?” Natalie asked.
“I think the restaurant is down here, about half a block. Maybe the next block over? It’s 

Italian, and I’ll smell it when we get to the corner.” Autumn laughed and hugged her friend, and 
they started walking.

“I can’t believe it! I’m going to sell some paintings. And I can’t believe I’m so nervous. I 
wasn’t like this when I was a corporate slave, you know.”

“That’s because you were in a structured environment with the rules laid out for you. You 
didn’t have to invent something; you just had to contribute to the common good according to the 
oligarchy’s rules. Sure, you thrived, to an extent, and you brought your talent and drive and were 
recognized for it. But now your name is on everything in the company, from product 
development to marketing to initial client contact to the sale. It’s a whole new ballgame.”

“I guess you’re right. And this is my personal dream, besides.”
“Exactly. But I think you’re going to do a lot more than thrive; I think you’re … 

blossoming. It’s been ages since you’ve been so excited about anything. And don’t be afraid to 
fail—that’s how you learn. But I think you’re looking at some success right off. I mean, your 
paintings are amazing. Build on it.” She stopped. “Isn’t this the restaurant?”

“Oh. I didn’t even notice.” 
They stopped and decided on an outdoor table.
“I need a beer,” Natalie said. “A big one.” She half-snorted, half-laughed. Autumn looked 

up.
“What’s wrong?” She looked back at the menu and closed it as the waiter arrived. Both 

ordered appetizers to share and icy mugs of beer.
 “Oh, work isn’t going so great. I want to find something else, but I’m not sure what yet. I 

feel like I’m in your shoes—or your shoes almost a year ago.”
“You’re getting laid off? Or quitting?” Autumn was surprised. She thought Natalie was 

happy with her career and this position in particular. As a buyer for a fashion specialty store, she 
was well paid, plus it gave her the opportunity to travel and enjoy the clothes and fashion she 
loved.

“No, no major layoffs, and I don’t plan to quit—not yet. But my territory was changed, and I 
don’t see how I’ll get a chance to see my honey in Seattle. Last time I was there, I worked for 



two weeks and took two weeks’ vacation, and it was great. Now my territory is the entire East 
Coast, from Maine to Florida, instead of Northeast and Northwest. How boring.”

Autumn reached out to squeeze her friend’s hand. “That’s frustrating. But maybe he’ll visit 
you more often. Or you can take more weekend trips.”

“Yeah, right. Fat chance.”
“You’ll figure something out. Just like I always do. Often with your help.” She grinned and 

held her hand up for a high five, and Natalie slapped it.
“Yeah. But he’s not even my biggest concern. I want something more … I don’t know. 

Something more than just a job. I want to do something I’m passionate about, something 
meaningful. Maybe your creative push is influencing me. I think I just want to get out of retail 
and move more into the fashion industry itself. Doing what, I don’t know.”

“Do some research. Assess your skills. Think about what you’ve always dreamed of doing 
or what dreams are on hold. And go for it.” Autumn wished she had done that herself before 
she’d been laid off.

Natalie pulled back her long, silvery blond hair as the waiter set their food on the table. It 
was thick and natural; Natalie’s heritage was Norwegian, and it showed. She was taller than 
Autumn by at least an inch, her long-lashed eyes were an unusual true gray, and her bone 
structure was exquisite. People always asked if she was a model, and she invariably laughed. She 
was so used to compliments they barely registered. 

“You could always be a model.” She winked.
Natalie laughed. 
“You know I’ve been hearing that all my life, and maybe it’s something to think about. I’ve 

heard it’s a lot different when you’re older. But I’d have to hit the gym.” She laughed. “But 
meanwhile, back at the ranch. How’s it going with Jory?”

Autumn smiled and popped a stuffed jalapeño pepper in her mouth. She winced at the heat. 
“You’re blushing!” Natalie crowed. “You didn’t.” She leaned forward.
“Natalie! I am not blushing.” She took a sip of beer and wiped the foam from her lip. 
“It’s the pepper,” she choked. She grabbed a piece of bread to chase the burn away and 

dabbed her napkin in her watering eyes. Natalie leaned back to wait, arms folded over her chest, 
knowing Autumn was stalling.

Finally, she cleared her throat and fanned her face. “Phew. That’s hot. But no, we didn’t. 
Well, not exactly. We’ve had some … let’s say things got a little out of control awhile back.” 
Her grin was irrepressible.

Natalie leaned forward again, mouth wide open, hands flat on the table. “Awhile back? And 
you didn’t tell me last time? Scoop!”

“Well, we didn’t have time last time. We just had lunch while you were on your break, if 
you recall.”

“Scoop, Autumn.” Natalie drummed her fingers and rolled her eyes.
“Well, it happened weeks ago. But let’s just say he’s all about, um … he’s all about making 

me happy. There. Happy?” She giggled.
“Seriously?
“Yes, and that’s all I’m saying. I got out of control and he, um, accommodated. But we’re 

still mostly professional.”
“Wow. You got out of control. But you didn’t exactly do the deed.”
Autumn laughed. “No. I’m still married, remember?”



Natalie waved the comment away with her hand. “What do you mean you got out of  
control?”

“Well.” Autumn wondered how much she should tell even her best friend. “I told you how 
crazy turned on I was when I first met him, right? And how we eyed each other up to get the 
other person all hot and bothered, right?” She looked around for eavesdroppers and leaned 
forward.

“Yeah.”
“Well, it’s something like that. He just looks at me, and I turn to … I was going to say 

gelatin, but it’s more like molten lava. In, like, two seconds. And the only thing I can think about 
is wanting him like crazy. You know what I mean.” Autumn laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt 
so strongly about anyone. It’s almost … well, it’s crazy.”

“Wow. And so he took care of you manually and vice versa. Or orally.” Natalie held 
Autumn’s eyes as she popped a celery stick in her mouth, twirled her tongue around it, and 
plunged it in and out slowly. 

Autumn snickered and looked around. “I should get that on video. But nope. Just me. And 
no celery stick action, either, if you must know.” She rolled her eyes. “He wants to keep it 
professional and wait. And I agree, though I didn’t so much at first. He did say it’s kind of killing 
him, though.” 

“Seriously? And you said he actually talks about stuff.”
“Amazing, isn’t it? And he cooks like a dream.”
“Amazing is right. I can’t wait to meet him. What about the divorce?” 
“All the paperwork is done and signed. And get this. I was able to get out of mediation 

because my lawyer drew up a proposal for asset division instead. But we need him to sign it. His 
lawyer told my lawyer last week that there’s no problem. But we’re still waiting.”

“Good job. I had mediation, and it was awful. The so-called mediator just sat there—I guess 
they only moderate if someone starts swinging. I should have just fought him in court. Then the 
judge could see what an asshole he is and rule him in contempt. Or maybe he would have 
behaved better. I don’t know. So, do you get the house or what?”

“No, he gets it, at least as far as I’m concerned. I don’t want it. But he has to buy me out, 
and I’m supposed to get the money when the divorce is final. He gets most of the furniture 
except my own, and I get kitchen stuff. I get half of all investments made after marriage. No 
alimony—I don’t want it and probably wouldn’t get any if I did. It’s pretty simple.”

“So it sounds like you’re all set. I mean, half the house is what—three or four hundred K? 
That will help while you get re-established. But have you found an apartment yet?”

“Yes, it’ll help, but I’m not counting on it. Something tells me he’s going to complicate 
things or just not pay; I don’t know. And I haven’t even started looking for an apartment. I’m 
scared, to tell you the truth. Scared he’s not going to sign the papers; it’s been weeks. Afraid he’s 
going to pull off some sort of … I don’t know. Leave me with me nothing somehow. Then what? 
My savings will only last so long; I don’t have that much. At least I can sell my car, though, and 
buy a cheap one with plenty left over.”

Natalie shook her head as she took the check from the waiter. “I’ve got it, no problem,” she 
said, waving at Autumn’s hand as she tried to grab it. “You got it last time. It’s been ages, 
girlfriend.”

“I said it’s on me …” 
Natalie rolled her eyes as she handed the check back to the waiter with her credit card. 

Autumn knew better than to argue with her.



“Listen. It will work out,” she said. “Have faith in yourself. You’ve come so far. Worst case, 
you get a regular job again and paint on the side.”

“I guess so, but it’s the last thing I want to do.” A fingernail automatically headed for her 
mouth, and Natalie smacked her hand playfully.

“Don’t start with that again!”
“Yes, ma’am!” Autumn laughed.
She always felt better after catching up with Natalie. She had been her hero since they were 

kids, and even though Natalie was almost a year older, they had been in the same grade 
throughout school. She had been her protector and mentor and big sister in so many ways.

She stood up and stretched while Natalie finished her beer before they walked to the parking 
lot. Autumn peered in Natalie’s car. The seats and the floor were crammed with boxes covered 
with old blankets.

“Thanks for taking care of my paintings. I hope they haven’t melted.”
“No, they’ve been in the shade and it’s not that hot today. Besides, I left the windows open a 

little.”
Autumn shook her head at the craziness of it. Natalie reached for her hand and squeezed it.
“We’re just playing it safe, Autumn. This is too important.”
“I know. I just wonder if he’s having a breakdown or something.”
“What you told me … that doesn’t sound like him, not the way I remember. Always 

perfectly mannered, at least on the surface. Never a hair out of place. What he has left, anyway.” 
She giggled. “Sorry. That wasn’t nice.”

“No worries. Anyway, I’ll relax when the divorce is final and I’m in my own apartment. 
And when I make some sales!”

“It’s so fabulous you’re doing this. And I know it will be great.” She gave Autumn a hug. 
“So let me know when you have more, and I’ll pick them up. Or bring them over. We can do 
dinner and stroll Main Street.”

“Thanks. I’m forever grateful. Love you!”
“You betcha and love you too. Muah! Talk soon.” Natalie hopped in her bright red Honda 

and tossed her hair back as she gave her a thumbs up.
Autumn gave her two thumbs and shook her head. She’d often wondered what life would be 

like without Natalie, and now was one of those times. 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

On Monday, Jory finished early. Autumn hadn’t been able to eat all the food he’d prepared, 
and she asked him to cut back a bit—the freezer was stuffed. It gave them time to talk.

She told him about the Artist’s Market, and he congratulated her enthusiastically. He asked 
whether he could see some of her paintings.

“I’ve seen a few, of course, and I can see the little flower and bouquet paintings adding up. 
But … prithee, madam, methinks a proper showing is in order, at thy leisure.” He dipped into a 
sweeping bow and gestured for her to lead the way. 

“I’m reading Shakespeare, you know, and it sort of rubs off.”
Autumn laughed as they walked over to the studio. She had become used to his sudden 

poetic utterances, and it always meant he was in the best of moods. Today seemed to be no 
different. She wished she could imitate him. Maybe she should read Shakespeare.

“Sure. I’d love to show you some paintings.” She scanned the room and decided on a few of 
her better flower paintings that weren’t hidden upstairs or with Natalie. She removed one from a 
shelf and handed it to him. The canvas was 16 x 20 and featured a wilted white and yellow daisy 
in a cobalt blue ceramic vase. The vase, with its beautiful crazed glaze, was positioned on her 
bare wooden table, a repurposed antique cabinet that had belonged to another artist, according to 
the antique dealer. The wood was thick and dark with cuts and old paint stains—it had character.

Behind the vase and table, Autumn had arranged a white silk scarf that gave the appearance 
of a curtain blowing softly in a breeze. And the background was the view through the window—
a storm developing over rolling fields and hills instead of a patio and swimming pool. The 
lighting was dark and moody, and a paintbrush with dried paint on the bristles and a little puddle 
of paint dried underneath was positioned next to the vase. And instead of her usual acrylics, she 
had used oils in the old masters style, which she was just starting to learn. She was proud of it, 
though she knew it had faults.

Jory held the painting for a moment, and then he replaced it and stepped back. He rubbed his 
chin as he moved to the side and further back, squinting his eyes.

“That’s amazing.”
“Thanks. It sounds like you like it.” She smiled at him.
“I do like it. What’s the idea behind it? Or what should I understand from it?”
“Well, the idea is me trying to create a flower painting that’s a little more formal than usual, 

to change things up from the country-kitchen style I’ve been doing. And what you should 
understand from it … well, that’s up to you. Of course.”

“Right. It’s all up to the reader. Or I should say viewer. Huh. It’s like the artist disappeared. 
Or something mysterious happened. But the flower is still alive, waiting for the artist to come 
back. Is that it?”

“I don’t know.” Autumn shrugged. “I’m just the vessel. I have no idea why I paint what I 
paint, most of the time. I know when it’s good, though. Or right or true in some way. I can feel 
it.”

“And you’re right about this one. It’s good.” He looked around. “What else? Where are all 
your other flower paintings? I thought your studio was overflowing the other day. Where did 
they all go?” 

He turned to her. “I’m sorry. I’m being nosy. I guess you put them away to clear space.”



Autumn was quiet for a moment as she looked down at her hands.
“No, you’re not nosy.” She looked up again. “Yes, I put them away. Actually, most of my 

work is hidden. And Natalie has a bunch of the flower paintings. I plan on storing everything 
with her from now on.” She bit her lip, not sure how much she wanted to say. She waited for a 
response.

But Jory didn’t have one. When she looked up, he was looking at her, not smiling, not 
puzzled or questioning, just looking. Without any expression on his face. He reminded her of her 
husband with a jolt. 

“Don’t you have any questions?” She examined a fingernail. He wasn’t her husband, she 
reminded herself. The expressionless look would have had a challenge in it, a slight tilting back 
of the head. A rigidity, a tightness of the jaw and big eyes. That wasn’t Jory. His face was 
relaxed.

“I was just waiting to see if you had anything else to say. But I think I know why you’re 
doing that. You’re worried about your husband. Am I right?”

She shook her head. “You are a mind reader.”
“Not really. But I’d say it’s the only reason you’d hide something so important to you. Want 

to talk about it?”
“No. I guess not. Or not right now, anyway. But I am worried a little. He was acting crazy 

when I told him I wanted a divorce and kicked him out, so I’m just playing it safe.” 
She looked up again. He was watching her in his usual way, attentive and kind. Normally 

that look would take her mind off everything else in the world but him. But for the first time, it 
didn’t have that effect. 

“Hey.” He walked over to her. “Are you okay?” He looked at her almost the same way he 
had looked at the painting. Trying to figure her out. Trying to understand. 

“Professional hug?” He laughed and held his arms out. She couldn’t help but relax as he 
wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back, but she was careful to keep a little distance 
between them. 

He was only trying to help, but sometimes it was too much. Why did he have to guess things 
all the time? Why couldn’t he just ask questions and then she could decide what to share or not? 
With him guessing—correctly every time he did it—the cat was out of the bag before she 
decided to let it go. She gave him a squeeze and dropped her hands.

“Jory?” She made sure she had his attention as she stepped back a little. She took a breath 
and tried to stay calm.

“Yeah?” His smile faded a little.
“Sometimes I wish you wouldn’t guess what I’m thinking or what’s going on. Not when it’s 

personal. I didn’t think you were being nosy at all, but then when you guessed, it’s like I can’t 
keep a secret from you. Not that I need to have secrets, and I guess that one was obvious, but I 
wasn’t sure I wanted to talk about that specifically. But you already knew. And now I have 
nothing to tell you because … because you know anyway.”

He didn’t say anything. She stared as a crease formed between his eyes and he grimaced. 
Her stomach twisted. He wasn’t upset, was he? She swallowed. 

“Jory …”
He pushed his floppy hair back. Shook his head.
“Wow.” His lips pressed together until they almost disappeared. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of 

it like that. I thought—I guess I thought I was being helpful. Or showing you I already thought of 
it because I think of you. A lot. And I worry sometimes.” 



He stopped and rubbed his chin as he always did when he was thinking. “Sorry. I didn’t 
mean it that way.” He looked up at her.

The fear evaporated as if all her blood was let out at the same time. This was nothing like 
her husband, not at all. A flash of a similarity in facial expression had terrified her for a fleeting 
moment, and good thing she hadn’t got upset. That would have been totally unfair. 

“Now I have to say wow. Thanks for understanding. It’s just … I’m not used to it. I mean, 
I’m not used to someone thinking about me and trying to guess what might be bothering me. Or 
caring.” She stopped when she realized what that sounded like. She looked away. The tears 
started unexpectedly.

Jory stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her again. 
“Oh, Autumn. He hurt you. So bad.”
She sniffed. “You’re doing it again.”
He grabbed her shoulders and looked straight into her eyes. 
“I know. But guess what? It pisses me off. I can see how he hurt you, dammit. I see it almost 

every time I’m here. And I don’t even know him—and I don’t want to—but he hurt someone I 
care about—a lot. And there’s nothing I can do because it’s already been done.”

Autumn just nodded as he hissed through his lips and held her tight. The passion … he 
cared. She’d have to believe that. Still …

“Thanks. And you’re right. And it’s okay you guessed. I guess.” She laughed through her 
tears. “Still, I wish you’d give me a chance to share things when I’m ready instead of putting me 
on the spot.”

Jory nodded. “I get that, and I’ll keep it in mind. Ask questions, as you said, before jumping 
to conclusions. And just accept whatever you want to share. But in this case, forgive me. But …”

Autumn waited.
“In this case, I guess I’m involved without you deciding to involve me. I’ve tried to stay out 

of the personal stuff, but I see what’s going on, to an extent. And I’d like to know at least a little 
so my imagination doesn’t run wild with wrong ideas. Because I’m involved, like it or not.” 

Autumn sniffed back more tears as she stared back at him. She didn’t know what to say.
“It’s okay if you can’t talk about it, Autumn, really. I just thought, as your friend, maybe we 

should talk about it a little. But I’m also your employee, so I’m in a tight spot.
“I went through something pretty tough too, the relationship I hinted about early on. So it’s 

not like I’ll judge you. It’s up to you, though. And if you’re afraid something might happen to 
your paintings at your husband’s hand, then maybe we ought to be concerned about your safety, 
too. Does Natalie know what’s going on?”

“Yes. Most of it.”
“Okay. That’s good.” He paused. “Do you want a glass of tea?” She nodded.
By the time he got back with the ginger-mint tea she had already moved into the living room 

and sat in her loveseat. She waved him in and gestured to set the glasses on the end table. She 
slid over to the side and patted the cushion.

“Sit. Welcome to my throne. This is where I do a lot of thinking and work when you’re not 
around, though you see me here sometimes. I also usually eat here.” She gave him a small smile 
as he stood next to the loveseat and its oversized armrests. 

“Sit,” she said again. “There’s plenty of room. And I guess I want to talk.” Her voice broke 
with the last few words, and she buried her head in his shoulder, not bothering to hold back the 
tears as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. And she told him everything she could think 
of that mattered.



 Sometimes he just listened. But he asked a lot of questions, too, and he got upset a few 
times. And at some points she was embarrassed, or felt stupid, or wondered whether she should 
be telling him anything. But he listened, and he held her. And he offered no criticism, no advice. 
Just empathy, understanding, one human being to another. 

She told him about the sex problems, and how confused and hurt it had made her feel for 
years, and he just shook his head. She could tell it bothered him, but whether he had already 
suspected something like that, he never said. 

But when she told him about him throwing the binder at her—she skipped the box of 
condoms and sex toy story—he had an opinion, and he didn’t mind sharing it.

“He’s gone off the deep end, Autumn. And I think you’re smart to hide the paintings or give 
them to Natalie to hang on to for now. But be careful. Maybe you should change the locks.”

“Maybe I should,” Autumn agreed. “So you think he’s gone crackers?”
“Yeah, I do. Based on what you’ve told me, anyway. Maybe he was just upset, but it sounds 

like a pattern that’s getting worse. Like he has serious issues. Unresolved issues. And those 
glassy eyes and moods or energy swings—I think he’s on drugs. Cocaine, meth, something 
sending him up. Pain killers and alcohol to bring him down. A combination.” 

Autumn almost laughed. Letting him in on her troubles was easier than hiding them. And it 
was good to talk about it with someone other than Natalie. Natalie had loads of opinions 
influenced by her own marriage and divorce plus Autumn’s history. Jory was a newcomer to the 
scene and more objective, but he shared Natalie’s opinion about Mike.

“Drugs—I can’t see it. Honestly. He’s just so straight-laced and conservative. And he’s not 
even big on aspirin or any over-the-counter medications. He’s kind of … what’s the word. Stoic. 
Tough. Never a complaint. Just deal.”

“Yeah, exactly. That’s what I’m afraid of. He sounds like he’s been stuffing emotions all his 
life, and he’s about ready to blow.”

“I’ve wondered about that, too. But I don’t think he’d hurt me. He’s got some sort of thing 
that always holds him back from making choices or taking the initiative. Which means he avoids 
anything he could be held accountable for.”

“So he only does routine physical or material tasks?” 
“What do you mean?”
“I mean anything done with the hands or specific tasks. Anything that doesn’t involve 

emotions or preferences or other people’s opinions or feelings. You know, the stuff in the good 
ol’ man-box. Stuff men are traditionally expected to do. Fix things. Build things. Buy flowers 
and chocolate. Be strong but silent.” 

“A man-box? Societal rules for manly, masculine, and all that?”
Jory grinned. “Yeah, something like that. Gender roles. Social expectations. Traditional 

behaviors: women do this, men do that. And heaven forbid men have emotions.” He rolled his 
eyes. “But they—we—have plenty and just stuff ’em. Don’t even know they have them, but they 
act them out all the time.”

Autumn pulled away and leaned against the armrest. Pulled her feet up and wrapped her 
arms around her legs so she could look at him.

“How do you know about this stuff, Jory?” She shook her head. “How do you know so 
much in general? I know what you’re talking about, of course. I mean, who hasn’t heard of 
gender roles? But I think you’ve nailed it, at least part of the problem. How?”

He smiled and looked down. Brushed at his jeans and smoothed out a crease.



“I guess it’s stuff I’ve studied. Literature is all about people and emotions, after all. But 
maybe it’s my mom, too. Psychoanalyst, remember?”

“Oh, right. I guess she taught you a lot of stuff.”
“Indirectly. Sometimes we had serious talks, but she always gave me books to read. My 

sisters weren’t interested, so I got picked.” He laughed a wry laugh. “And I’ve seen and heard 
some bizarre stuff, compliments of mommy dearest.” The set of his lips and the way he looked 
off into space told her the subject was a sensitive one. Something for another day. A weekend, 
even, along with the other topics he’d hinted at. 

 The kitchen behind them and her studio had grown dim. It was getting late, Autumn 
realized, and it was time to wrap things up. She stroked his arm idly.

“It’s wonderful to meet a man who isn’t afraid to … I don’t know. Question expectations. 
Be different. Acknowledge emotions. And I have a lot of questions. I want to hear more. I want 
to know more about your mother and so much, Jory. But I need to take a break.”

“Thanks.” He was quiet. Pensive. Autumn studied his face.
“And I think I haven’t paid anywhere near as much attention to you as I should. As much as 

I want to and as you have with me. I haven’t realized … I’m sorry.” She smoothed her hair back 
a few times. “I haven’t completely realized that …”

Jory looked up. A small smile. Eyebrows raised a little. He reached over and rubbed 
Autumn’s thigh.

She laughed. “Careful. I could explode, you know.” He laughed, too, but he didn’t move his 
hand.

“I’ve been so wrapped up in my own problems, and I feel like I haven’t …”
“Spit it out, Autumn. I’m dying to know!” He grinned.
She laughed again. “Okay. I haven’t fully realized, although I’ve sort of known, that …” She 

sucked in her breath. “That you’re far more than just an incredibly hot guy who also happens to 
be an expert chef. There. I’ve said it. Happy?”

His laughter shook her ottoman. Autumn laughed too, but with more restraint. She wasn’t 
sure what the joke was.

“What’s so funny?” she said, when she caught her breath. Jory shook his head.
“And women think they’re the only ones who get objectified!” He shook his head in mock 

horror, still laughing.
“I guess you’re right, but first impressions are what they are, no?” She laughed again and 

wrapped her hand around his.
He squeezed it tight. “Thanks for the compliment, by the way. I don’t think you’ve ever said 

I was hot.”
Now it was Autumn’s turn to laugh. “No, I suppose not. I’ve just acted it out.” She winked 

and placed both his hands firmly on his thighs. His eyes followed hers but she resisted their 
effect.

“Thanks for listening. Maybe we’ll understand each other better now.” She took one hand 
back.

He sighed. “And thank you. It’s hard to hear some of it. I mean it hurts. Like I can feel your 
pain, and it’s wicked. It makes me hate him. Hate what he’s done to you. And I don’t hate 
anyone.” 

He backtracked a bit. “Keep in mind I don’t know his good side, and I’m sure he has one or 
you wouldn’t have married him. But I mostly just wanted to know what’s going on so I can help, 
that’s all.” He kissed her gently on her temple and rubbed her shoulder. 



He glanced at the microwave clock in the kitchen. “It’s almost seven. Do you want me to 
hang out? Or do you have plans?”

Autumn slipped out of the loveseat and stood at the side. Holding hands was fine while 
talking. The kiss … She wanted it, she wanted to bury her face in his shoulder, curl up against 
his chest as he held her, but it was too much. Too much if they weren’t going to get closer.

“Oh sure. Stay awhile.” She couldn’t hide her smile. “I can show you the rest of my 
paintings, if you want to see them.”

“I do want to see them—as long as you want to show me. And Autumn?”
“Yes?”
“You—” He stopped and looked at her, held her eyes this time. “You really are very special, 

on top of being extraordinarily hot.” He grinned. “And I’ll remember what you said about 
guessing all the time and put a lid on it.” He smiled.

“Thanks. On both counts.” She smiled back and couldn’t think of anything else to say. But 
she felt a weight lifted again, as if Jory could help her carry it and, eventually, get rid of it. As if 
she’d removed another layer of something that hid her not only from herself, but the world.

e

She led him into her studio after refilling their tea glasses.
“I should call this one How Autumn Got Her Groove Back.” She stepped aside so Jory could 

see. It was one of three self-portraits she’d painted in the last few weeks. She was experimenting 
with different media, and she’d done this one with soft pastels. 

“Wow. It’s a little crazy, but I like it.”
“I had rockstar fantasies in college.” Autumn laughed. She’d given herself dreadlocks, 

heavy make-up, and a guitar, which was cut off just below the hand that held the pick. A tight 
vest zipped up the middle accentuated her breasts and showed off her shoulders and arms. The 
angle was from slightly above, like a crane shot zoomed in.

“We’ll definitely have to get the guitars out some time and see what we can do,” Jory said, 
still eyeing the painting. “And this is you, even with the dreadlocks. I see a lot of energy, a lot of 
movement. Enthusiasm.” He stepped back a few paces as he moved his head back and forth, 
tilting it, squinting his eyes.

“Good job. What else have you been working on?”
“I think you might have seen this one. But it wasn’t done. I finally finished it last week.” 

She took the self-portrait off the easel and set it aside. A few large canvases were leaned up 
against the wall, painted side in, and the one she wanted was in the back. She pulled it out.

“Here it is.” She resisted the temptation to apologize, to point out deficiencies, to explain 
what she’d been thinking as she painted it. It was a habit she’d fallen into with her husband, 
always anticipating his criticism. She didn’t have to worry about that with Jory, and she’d 
promised herself she’d never go there again.

She pulled up another easel, balanced the painting on both, and stepped back. She watched 
as his lips parted; he probably hadn’t seen it after all. She’d left it out, though not in easy view 
from the kitchen, for almost a week, thinking she’d finish it right away. She laughed.

“What’s so funny?” 
“Just remembering that little incident upstairs. You know. I thought maybe you saw this, and 

maybe it had something to do with things.”



“No, I try to not look in here though it’s impossible to not see some stuff. But I did notice 
the office near the front door was cleared out. I mean, the doors are glass, and I figured it was 
your husband’s office—it didn’t have your personality. And then upstairs, when I was looking 
for you, I went in the wrong direction and found the office that’s probably yours. Green and 
purple, right? And then what looked like a guest room, then a bathroom, and then an empty 
bedroom with—” He hesitated and raised an eyebrow, smirking. “With men’s underwear on the 
floor.”

“Oh, no.” Autumn laughed, more at Jory’s expression than anything. “I checked the room 
after he left, and I should have thrown those old tighty-whities out. I didn’t want to touch them, 
though, and I haven’t been in there since.”

“Well, that was the big thing. He was gone, which meant he probably wouldn’t walk in on 
us if we fooled around a little and that you were serious about divorce. I mean, I believed you, 
but … we haven’t known each other all that long, have we? Back then, especially.” 

“No, we haven’t. On the other hand, sometimes I feel like I’ve known you forever.”
“I know what you mean.” His eyes rested on hers for a moment. “Now about this painting. I 

can see it’s me—glorified by about one hundred percent. Where does this stuff come from?” He 
shook his head. “You’re like a font of creativity.”

“I don’t know,” Autumn admitted. “I guess the same place your writing ideas come from. 
It’s like a dream.”

He nodded. “Yeah, it’s just like that.”
He stepped over to Autumn’s side and studied the painting, and then moved back another 

few feet. He was silent for a long time. Autumn wondered what he was seeing, and she stepped 
over to his vantage point. 

It was Jory’s likeness beyond a doubt though it was an idealized interpretation. Maybe his 
skin was softer, smoother, his bone structure more definite, lips more perfect than they already 
were. She looked at him and then back. Maybe his hair was darker in the painting, richer, with 
more obvious highlights. Maybe the muscles in his arms, abdomen, and legs were more defined 
or less so. And maybe what she thought was a slight bulge under the towel was too big. Or too 
small.

Then it hit her. He was offended. Her idealized Jory was over the top, and maybe she’d 
characterized him as a little too feminine, from his point of view, which was closer to her 
inspiration, the musician in a dress, than he was comfortable with. Or too beautiful … She 
hurried to explain.

“That’s how I saw you in my mind, Jory. Whether it matches reality or not or what you see 
in the mirror isn’t the point. It’s just … you. According to me. A part of you, a beautiful part, a 
slice of you made visible.”

He smiled and shook his head.
“Now you’re guessing stuff about me and what I’m thinking. But that’s not the problem. The 

problem is that you’ve got my feet all wrong.”
“What? You’ve got to be kidding. Who cares about your feet?” Autumn stepped back and 

folded her arms across her chest, half-serious, and inspected his fictional feet.
He laughed. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding! I’m just not sure what to say. I like it. A lot. And 

then I think I should say wow, thanks for painting me—I’m flattered. And yeah, you’re showing 
a Jory who’s a lot better looking than I am. I mean, come on. I know I can look pretty good 
sometimes—I have a mirror. But not quite that good. But I admit I’m flattered. And I’m glad 
that’s how you see me.”



He looked at it again. “It’s fabulous, especially if I put it out of my head that it’s me. And I 
can hardly believe you started painting only—what? Six or eight months ago?”

“I guess almost eight months. But I sketched and painted all through childhood and my 
teens, and I took every art class I could. My high school graduation present was a month 
studying in France—Provence, you know, where the light is supposed to be so great. Then with 
college and other things going on, I let it go. I went the corporate route to please my parents, 
actually. They thought studying art with some of the greats for teachers would discourage me, 
but it didn’t. I did well; I was even featured in a student show. But my mom wanted to make sure 
I’d be independent financially, and I saw her point. And I got caught up in that world.”

“That’s an awesome graduation present even if your mom had an ulterior motive. Do your 
parents still live in New Jersey?”

She looked away.
“Autumn?”
She felt Jory’s hands on her shoulders, pulling her so she’d look at him. She hadn’t wanted 

to mention her parents to him. It was too personal. But what was so personal about it? She 
looked up. His eyes were warm. His smile was warm. Everything about him was warm. 
Trustworthy. Sincere. She swallowed.

“My parents are dead. They were killed in a car crash five years ago. A big truck slammed 
into them.” She shut her eyes as Jory wrapped his arms around her.

“Oh, my God,” he whispered. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry.” He held her tight as she 
wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face between his neck and shoulder. 

“They were young. My mom was only 55. My dad a few years older. Perfect health.”
“Oh, that must have hurt. Probably still hurts.” He spoke softly, held her, rocked a little, 

pressed his cheek against hers. She sighed.
“Thanks. It was … awful. The first year or two was unreal. I threw myself into my work and 

won all sorts of awards and recognitions. Two big promotions by the third year. My marriage 
was already over by that time, though—even before they died—and I sort of fell apart. I had no 
time or peace for grieving. But I put myself back together. And here I am.”

She stepped back and put on a smile. It wasn’t so hard to tell him after all. Jory trailed his 
fingers down her cheek.

“Are you okay? I mean right now, telling me.”
“It’s okay. I still miss my mom, especially. But I’m okay.”
“Maybe someday you’ll tell me more about them. I’d love to know what they were like.”
“Sure. They were great. I’ve been thinking, though, that maybe my mom wasn’t as happy as 

I thought. I mean, why was she so concerned about my independence? I didn’t question it back 
then. But I’m thinking she resented being the traditional wife that she was.” She paused. “Being 
in the woman-box, like the man-box you mentioned.” She smiled, pleased to have made the 
connection.

“Didn’t she work?” Jory smiled, too.
“Not as a career, no. She went to college, got married, and had me—I was an only child. 

Then she worked part-time as a librarian after I started school. And she did the accounting and 
managed investments, and my dad depended on her. Still, I think she wanted more. And that’s 
why she pushed me and kept my mind on a conventional career. She treated my art as a hobby. 
And I guess she succeeded.” Autumn laughed. “But not for long. I’ve never stopped sketching 
and doodling.”

“Kind of like my dad pushing me into what he thinks is right.”



“Oh, good point. I didn’t think of that.” So they had that in common. 
He was quiet, and she couldn’t think of anything more to say. But she didn’t want to let him 

go.
“Would you like to stay for dinner? It’s getting late, but I might be able to find something in 

the fridge.” She grinned. “We can swim after. It’s supposed to be warm all night.”
“I’d love to. I can’t stay too long, though. I have to get up early for an appointment with my 

thesis advisor. I can’t wait to get this over with!”
“That’s fine. Do you have far to go with it?”
“I’m done—mostly. But I might have to make changes if my advisor recommends them. 

Then I get them approved, then a final edit and proofreading, then I have to present it and defend 
my arguments to a six-person committee. It’s a long process.”

“It sounds like it. But I don’t even know what it’s about, so you’ll have to tell me.”
“Sure, I’d love to tell you all about it. But come on. I’ll fix us some of the penne with 

roasted red peppers and pine nuts. Or how about the sweet potato frittata? That’s great with goat 
cheese. I could make a plate of tapas, too …”

“Why don’t you surprise me,” Autumn said. “Everything you make is delish. Some things 
are outrageously good, others are just plain good, but it’s all great. What kind of wine?”

“Hmm. Let me think what we’re having … How about a pinot noir? Or maybe a dry-ish 
Riesling. Do you have any?”

“I think I have both. You can decide.”
She glanced back as she opened the basement door—he was watching her. 
She winked. “And change into your shorts if you want to. You look great in them. They’re 

with the towels in the laundry room.” 
 She skipped down the stairs. The spark was lit. 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Autumn wiped a little table out on the patio and turned on the pool lights. Too bright. She 
flicked off all but one at the deep end—perfect. She grabbed a weathered candle and ran her 
towel over it, lit it with the lighter hanging from the gas grill, and set it in the middle of another 
table.

Inside, she poured wine while Jory dished out cold penne salad and grated hard cheese over 
each dish. A few slices of fresh tomato and cucumber, a drizzle of homemade garlic mayonnaise, 
and dinner was ready.

 As they ate and relaxed on the loungers, the western sky exploded during the sun’s final 
moments of glory. Streaks of scarlet and lavender, purple and yellow, and fiery orange streaked 
across the sky as if an invisible hand painted them. Even a hint of green and shades of white and 
gray streamed like ribbons against the endless indigo. The spectacle became more outstanding as 
the sun dipped lower.

“It’s like that when I have an orgasm,” Autumn said. “Except there’s a lot of lightning, like 
electricity or nerves.” She could see Jory turn toward her out of the corner of her eye. She half-
regretted blurting that out, but not much. She was starting to like sharing things with him. She 
smiled and took a sip of wine.

“Seriously?” His fork stopped a few inches from his mouth. He put it back on his plate.
She turned away from her sunset meditation and gazed steadily at him. “Yes. But not all the 

time. It has to be with someone I trust. Or someone I feel totally comfortable with. Like a regular 
orgasm, I suppose. Maybe it’s just fine normally, you know, but other times, when you’re with 
the right person, it’s crazy. It was like that when you … you know.” 

He blinked, and a smile touched his lips. “I had no idea. But I’ve heard of it somewhere. 
About the colors, I mean.” He thought for a moment. “I think there’s a song about it, an old 
Beatles song. No, the Rolling Stones—‘She’s a Rainbow.’” He hummed a little and laughed, and 
so did Autumn.

“I know that one,” she said. “I’ve always assumed that’s what it means, but I don’t know for 
sure.”

“I’ve never known anyone who’s had that experience,” Jory continued. “Like I keep saying, 
you’re amazing. In a lot of ways.”

“You are too.” She met his eyes before returning to the western sky.
They fell silent again and watched the colors deepen, the sun become larger, wider, 

pulsating as it dipped behind the bank of clouds and the horizon. 
“Was there any particular reason you brought that up? I mean, I’m glad you did. But I’m 

wondering what else is on your mind.” Jory returned to her. His hair had grown, and it swung 
into his eyes more than usual. He pushed it to the side and tried to tuck it behind an ear, but it 
was too short. His earrings sparkled. 

“I guess I was wondering why you went along with—I mean when you came up to my 
bedroom. Why were you willing when you usually hold back? Why do you hold back so much? 
I’ve been meaning to ask.”

Jory rubbed his chin for a moment. 
“I don’t know,” he finally said. “Obviously, I’m attracted to you physically. I can’t stand it 

sometimes—it’s pure torture.” He laughed and looked away for a moment. “And I let go a little 



because …” he shrugged. “I got caught up in the moment. I didn’t know what was going on. So I 
was already holding you when I saw you were, well, let’s say a bit overwhelmed. And I had to—
you were too beautiful. And by thinking of it as something I was giving you, I was able to stay in 
control.” He took a breath and looked straight at her.

“And I’ve held back because I’m protecting myself. I don’t want to jeopardize the job, and I 
don’t want to land in a bunch of trouble that would cause trouble for you, too. And I guess I want 
to wait before I let my heart go. Once we’re over the edge … who knows?”

Autumn watched, mesmerized. He pushed his hair back again and stared into the fading 
sunset. So beautiful.

“And I guess I’m afraid of getting hurt. Afraid I’ll fall in love with you. Afraid I already am. 
And I’m afraid, when you get past the divorce, that you won’t need me anymore, and I don’t 
mean as your chef. I mean all this.” He waved a hand around and toward her. “And I’m afraid 
you think I’m too young for you. And I know nothing is forever—I’m not thinking of forever—
but I want to be with you for … however long. I just want to give it a chance.”

Autumn’s head spun. He stared out in the darkness as she got up and sat on the edge of his 
lounger, facing him. She caressed the side of his cheek with one finger and ignored the warmth, 
the tingle in her hand.

“You’re afraid you’re too young for me? Really?”
“Yes. Really.” He looked up at her.
Autumn laughed. Just a small laugh. 
“What?” Jory half grinned. He moved over and patted the space.
Autumn shook her head, still laughing, as she got comfortable. “I think you’ve got it all 

wrong. I’ve been worried I’m too old for you, even though sometimes you seem older than me.”
He laughed. “Isn’t that the same thing? I don’t even know for sure how old you are. You 

haven’t had five facelifts or anything, have you?” 
“No, of course not. But why don’t you tell me what you’ve guessed. I don’t mind with this 

one.” 
Chagrin replaced Jory’s smile. “Well, I Googled you when I first started, and you’re thirty-

six. Right?” He held his arms against his face and head as if to protect himself. “Don’t be mad 
please!”

Autumn laughed. “No, I’m not mad. And you’re right. And I Googled you too—plus the 
background check and all that—so don’t feel bad.” 

Jory grinned. “So we’re even, then.”
“Yes. And we’re even in a few other ways, too.”
“How?” He sat up a little straighter.
“Well—” She poured more wine in her glass and Jory’s.
“You probably already know this. But …” She leaned forward with both hands and stroked 

his cheeks, pushed his hair back with small caresses. “I guess I’m in danger of falling in love 
with you, too. Or I already am. But I’m holding back, too.” 

He closed his eyes and reached out his arms, tugged at her shoulders. And all she could do 
was fall into them. 

“No,” he whispered. “I didn’t know that.” He buried his face in her neck and hair and held 
her tight.

They held on to each other for a few moments, Autumn nestled against Jory’s chest. It 
wouldn’t be long. And she’d be free. Free to … do what? What would change except for the one 
thing standing between them?



She kissed his cheek as his hands drifted to her hips. She smiled and pushed his hair away 
from his forehead, stroked the side of his nose and his closed eyelids. The patio was dark except 
for the glow from the pool and a little light from her studio windows, and all she could see was 
this beautiful man, this angular face that not so long ago had shed boyhood softness. But there 
was so much more to him than that, so much more than caramel-cocoa eyes and lips that begged 
to be touched, caressed, kissed.

She traced a finger over his mouth and, on impulse, slid her finger between his lips. He 
responded with his tongue and she pushed deeper until he grabbed it and sucked. Too much. She 
pulled out slowly and traced her finger down his chin, his neck.

 She was playing with fire, and she knew it. He had to know it too, but he didn’t stop her as 
she slipped her fingers under his soft shirt to the back of his neck and massaged, caressed. She 
watched as his chest rose and fell faster, as his eyelids squeezed tighter, as he swallowed and his 
mouth fell open slightly.

Nothing about him said no as she undid a button with her other hand. It was as if he waited, 
to see what she would do. And she waited for his reaction. The door was wide open.

They could play, she decided, but maybe she should check in with him. She pulled her hands 
away and curled into his side, her lips at his neck as she whispered.

“Is it okay? To play a little, I mean.”
He nodded. She could feel it, and she wondered why he didn’t speak.
“Are you sure? I’ll jump in the pool if I can’t take it.”
He laughed out loud.
“It’s okay. More than okay.” He fell on his back and sighed, eyes wide open. “I can’t hold 

back anymore. Don’t want to.” She heard his sharp intake of breath. “But I’ll run to the pool if 
you don’t.” He shook with laughter, and she couldn’t help but giggle, too.

“I’ll play nice, I promise. Just a little.” She sat up and reached for her wine. She took a sip 
and offered it to him. He shook his head.

“Have to drive,” he whispered. 
“Okay.” She finished it and set it on the table. Swung her leg over and straddled him, knees 

supporting her weight. And she picked up where she’d stopped and unbuttoned his shirt. He 
reached to help but she grabbed his wrist and set his hand gently to the side. Shook her head.

“Shh. Relax.” He raised an eyebrow but laid back. Closed his eyes as the corner of his 
mouth turned up.

She sank down and pressed tiny kisses across his shoulders and chest. Finally explored 
beyond the V that exposed a bit of his chest and made her want to see more. Hair, soft and silky 
and light, concentrated in the center of his chest. Her fingertips traced loose circles over it and 
outward. Nothing bushy or bristly; it was exactly right. And his chest muscles were developed 
more than she’d expected—he wasn’t thin, just lean.

And his torso—not a gym-built six pack, but the outline of muscle was clear. Natural. 
Perfect. She leaned down again and nuzzled her nose in the space between his neck and shoulder. 
Kissed until she reached his flat belly and the soft hair that began there. Pressed her palm lightly 
over his navel and moved down, circled, searched, watched his face until he gasped and his eyes 
scrunched together. She moved her hand away and back as she watched his breath quicken.

The electricity, the heat in her hands tingled in her arms as her fingers caressed again. She 
tried to be light, exploratory, but she couldn’t help but move up and massage his chest and 
nipples and watch as she pulled hard and squeezed. His eyes closed, and he bit his lip as his 
breath came faster and the fire got hotter between her legs and radiated. Too tempting. Too 



tempting to not lean down to kiss. Too tempting to not press into him, to not feel his hardness, to 
not press against it, to not kiss a nipple, to not suck it. Too tempting to remember what she had 
promised just a few moments ago.

And far too tempting, when his hips arched against her, to not kiss him. To close her lips 
around his, to taste his tongue and teeth and mouth, to breathe in his precious breath.

And the fire was lit. It was too late. His mouth crushed hers, and he was no longer merely 
the recipient. 

She gasped as he pulled her closer, wrapped his legs around her back, explored every part of 
her mouth as his hands slid under her T-shirt.

Jory moved his mouth to her cheek, his breath fast, his voice low.
“Can’t take it anymore.” He shook his head. “This is what I dream about, every single night. 

Touching you, wrapping myself around you.”
Her heart raced as he propped himself up on his elbows and kissed her again, long and slow 

and deep. He broke away and his eyes questioned as he lifted her shirt. She nodded, and he 
steadied her with one hand as she raised her arms and he yanked it off with the other.

He kissed each breast through the thin fabric of her bra as his other hand unhooked it. 
Autumn pulled her arms out as he yanked, laughing, glad her breasts were finally free. She 
cupped them in her hands and massaged to sooth the itchiness she always felt when she took her 
bra off. Held them underneath, lifted, stroked the nipples, watched Jory’s face.

Just as he leaned in, an owl hooted. Another answered.
“They’re watching,” Autumn whispered. Jory nodded as he pulled her toward him, kissing 

her breasts in circles, from outside in, until his mouth closed in on a nipple and Autumn 
whimpered.

“My beautiful,” he whispered. “You’re exactly as I imagined. Perfection.” His lips moved 
back to her mouth and his hand slipped under her jeans.

The kiss lasted forever. The fire, hotter than it had ever been, became both pleasure and 
horrific pain, agonizing sweet torture, food to the starving and water to the thirsty but just out of 
reach. She didn’t want it to end, and she intentionally held back, let it envelope her instead of 
directing her. She swam with it rather than fighting it or succumbing to it.

But she could only last so long, and the hot flames began to win. She squirmed to get back 
on her knees and face him. She looked into his eyes, and even though she said nothing, she knew 
the answer was yes. 

She unzipped her jeans and wrenched them down with her panties. Unbuttoned his shorts. 
Unzipped. Tugged them and his underwear down. Slipped her hand in and stretched her other 
hand up his chest.

“Yes. Oh, yes,” he whispered and then groaned. 
She fell to her side and stretched out, one knee resting on Jory’s leg as her hand continued, 

and he moved to face her as he slipped his fingers back to her. 
And when the colors exploded, the lounger could have fallen apart and she wouldn’t have 

noticed. His mouth, his tongue, his fingers and quivering body pressed against hers—nothing 
else mattered. But she had to let go, and he only pushed closer against her. The owls hooted, a 
car sounded in the distance. None of it mattered. Pressed against him as she was, wrapped in 
their own little space, their own sphere where nothing mattered but each other—the world could 
have ended and she wouldn’t have cared.

Gasping, she wrapped her arms around him as tightly as he held her. 



Little by little, the waves and ripples ended, and Autumn closed her eyes. Jory fell away, 
too. Slowly, in the dim light, their breathing became normal again.

The owls hooted, back and forth. Autumn listened. They were on the roof, and she’d seen 
them before in the trees, in the early evening and at dawn, especially in the spring. But never on 
the roof, rustling about and hooting. Maybe pheromones were wafting up and getting them hot 
and bothered.

She caressed Jory’s chest with her fingers and snuggled into him as his arm tightened again 
around her shoulders. She needed a bigger lounger. Or a bed. Maybe he should sleep over since 
it was getting late.

She moved her hand down his belly and laughed. She’d finally know what kind of 
underwear he wore.

“What?” He kissed her forehead.
“Oh, I’m just wondering.”
“About what?”
“Well, what kind of underwear you’re wearing, to tell you the truth.” She moved her hand 

down. Not hard anymore, but not wet, either, as she’d assumed he would be. She was sure he’d 
orgasmed, possibly more than once.

“Wondering about anything else?” He kissed her again, this time over her cheek and lips. 
She could tell from his voice he was smiling.

 “Sort of.” She paused, not sure how to put it. Should she know this? 
He was silent, and for a moment she regretted asking him to not guess what she was 

thinking. She laughed.
“Go ahead and tell me what I’m thinking and answer the question, too. I don’t know how to 

ask.” She hid her face in his chest, embarrassed.
He laughed too. “Oh, no. I promised not to!”
“Here’s your temporary pass. No holding back.”
He let his breath out in a way that seemed like a sigh. She sat up and opened her eyes. 

Leaned back to look at him. His eyes met hers, but they were guarded. Or worried. Something.
“If you’re not comfortable, that’s okay. We can talk about it later. Or maybe I should just 

ask the question.”
He looked down for a moment.
“No, I’m pretty sure I know what it is. You want to know if I came, and, if so, why there’s 

no evidence.” He grinned. It sounded funny spelled out like that.
“Maybe I should know this,” Autumn admitted. “But you’re right. That’s what I was 

wondering.”
“It’s not a big deal. It’s just that I haven’t thought how to explain it.”
“So you don’t ejaculate?” Maybe he had something wrong with him. A birth defect, maybe.
“No. It’s not that.” The grin came back as he shook his head. “I mean, it sort of is. It’s just 

that I do when I want to, and don’t when I don’t want to.” He stopped and waited for her 
response. She could see him chewing the inside of his lower lip. He must be embarrassed or 
worried what she might think. She didn’t know what to think, but she didn’t want him to feel bad 
about it.

“That sounds interesting. But I’ve never heard of it. How does that work? Is it something 
that comes naturally to some guys? Or what?” She smiled to help him feel better.



“No, it’s not a natural thing. You have to learn, and I practiced for a long time. I mean, as a 
teenager, what else does a guy dream about more than lasting longer and not making an ass of 
himself with a girl?” He laughed. “I took it to an extreme, though.”

“Where did you learn about it?” Autumn watched his face. A twinge in his mouth told her 
this was the part he was embarrassed of. She waited until he finally pushed his hair back and 
spoke.

“My mother—”
“What?” Autumn gasped. He learned sexual techniques from his mother?
“No! Not like that. She’s a sex therapist and a psychoanalyst. She didn’t teach me anything. 

She just gave me a couple books.”
“Wow. I admit you had me shocked for a minute.”
“Well, you jumped to conclusions.” He smiled as he played with her hair.
“Sorry. You’re right. I did.”
“So, my mom has a little library filled with books, and I helped myself when I wanted to 

after that. She leads groups of women who explore their sexuality, like, right in front of each 
other. She teaches yoga and tantra and tantric sex and other stuff. Do you know anything about 
it?”

“You mean tantric sex?” 
He nodded.
“A little. More from the female perspective, though. Of course I know about the different 

positions—women’s magazines feature them on the reg.”
“You definitely know at least a few things.” His eyes gleamed.
Autumn smiled but kept her focus on Jory. “So is part of it about not ejaculating?”
“Yeah, part of it. The main idea is just to separate ejaculation and orgasm. I’ll bring some 

books and explain.”
“Okay.”
“And just so you know, I, um, orgasmed twice. Like you do or any woman does, without 

ending anything. And that’s possible simply because I sort of ride the wave, as they say, and 
clamp down when the wave starts to crash. It’s sort of like having to pee really bad and holding it 
back while you orgasm. Sort of.”

“I’ve done the same thing. Ride the wave, anyway.” She just had, though not for long. “But 
I’m interested in what that means for you.”

He pulled her down and took possession of her mouth, roughly, grabbed her from behind 
until both were gasping. He let her go.

“Easier to show than tell. But if I don’t stop now …” 
So much going on behind his beautiful face. She held him tight.
“I’m fascinated. Fascinated with that, fascinated by you.” 
“Now you know how I feel.” She could feel him smile.
The owls hooted again. A whooshing noise passed right overhead. Once, then twice.
“What the …” Jory struggled to sit up. She slid to the side.
“Jory?” She followed his eyes to far end of the patio, the side partially lit up by the pool 

lights.
A shadow. Two shadows. One moved toward them, one stayed behind.
Autumn covered her chest with one arm and felt around for her shirt with the other, not 

taking her eyes off the intruders. 



When the shadow reached the light of the pool and the living room window, it stopped. It 
was enough.

It was her husband.
Autumn clutched Jory’s thigh. Only Mike, said one voice in her head. Oh, no, said another.
He stared. She stared back. She pulled her T-shirt over her head and buttoned her jeans. No 

way in hell was he going to ruin this evening.
The anger, almost forgotten, flashed through her. She stood up and stepped forward, teeth 

clenched, lips clamped. Her eyes narrowed as he came closer. 
“What do you want?”
His deadpan face didn’t change.
“Just stopped to pick up a few things from the basement. Old computer stuff. Windows PC. 

Forgot it when I was here before.”
Autumn’s mind raced. Computer stuff? An old PC? In the basement? There was nothing 

down there except pool equipment and some odds and ends. Old tools. Yard stuff. Wine. It was 
too damp to store anything, and definitely not computer equipment.

She saw Jory stand up in her peripheral vision, and she held up a hand behind her in 
warning. She hoped he saw it. She had to think.

Argue. She knew that’s what he wanted. She had to give him what he wanted, let him see 
her suffer, let him think he had the upper hand. Or he would keep going until she snapped.

“There’s no computer stuff down there. You know as well as I do it’s too damp.”
“Well, I don’t have it, and I don’t know where it is, and I figured you’d put it down there. 

What did you do with my old computer? And a box of cables. Stuff.” He swayed a little and 
stuck out his arm for balance as he walked a few feet closer.

She stared. “I haven’t seen your old computer. I thought you got rid of it.”
“Who’s this?” He jerked his head at Jory, as if he just noticed him.
“None of your business.”
“Another boy toy. Hey. This one looks hot, too. What’s he charge? Or is he paying you?”
She ignored his words and watched him closely. Who was behind him? It looked like a 

woman with a purse slung over a shoulder.
He wasn’t wound up as he had been last time. He was cocky but flat, without the edge. 

Drunk, definitely. Drugged? He seemed slow. Like he was reading a script with no inflection. 
She changed tactics.

“Is there anything I can help you with, Mike? I don’t know where your computer is. You left 
your office and your bedroom bare. Well, except for an old pair of underwear and trainers. Do 
you want me to get them for you?”

His face didn’t change. Only his eyes moved, back and forth, from her to Jory. Her throat 
tightened. This was bad. Something … something was different.

“No. I have what I need.” He stared at Jory. Autumn glanced back. His eyes were focused 
on the patio just ahead, alert, but not making eye contact.

“I’ll be in touch, slut. You’ll screw anything, won’t you …” He lost his balance again.
The shadow in the distance made a hissing noise and moved out of sight, around the house 

toward the driveway. Mike took a step to his left, to turn around, and fell to one knee. He 
reached out for balance, and Autumn ran to him, ready to catch him if he fell. An image of a 
cracked skull and blood on the patio flashed.

“Get away from me.” He pushed on a thigh with both hands as he righted himself, as if his 
torso were too heavy for his legs.



“Hurt my leg the other day, that’s all.” He made the turn and limped in the direction of the 
shadow, off balance.

Autumn watched, and signaled back to Jory again to stay put. She heard a car door open.
She waited. Listened. Something at the side of the house. A voice. Mike’s response was 

inaudible as he rounded the corner.
“Stay here,” she whispered to Jory. “Or come with me, I guess.” Autumn ran across the 

patio and up the steps and flung open the door. Grabbed her cell phone from the kitchen island 
and tucked it in a pocket. Ran past Jory, back to the door, and locked it. Alarm on. Flicked on the 
back exterior lights.

Ran to the garage. Flipped lights on. Nobody in there. Alarm on.
She ran down the hall and flicked on the exterior front and side lights. Checked the door. 

Locked. Would he have locked the door behind him? Activated the alarm.
Ran back to the kitchen and stopped. Stared at Jory. 
“Somebody could be in here somewhere,” Jory said. 
He stood to the side of the back door, just in her studio. His shirt was on. He looked 

concerned but not frightened. 
“Maybe. Betting there isn’t, though. Also betting I’m seriously overreacting.”
She gestured for him to follow her as she walked back down the hall to the front door. She 

peeked out the sidelight.
The Lexus was parked in front. The passenger side door was open. Nobody was in it. She 

deactivated the alarm and opened the door.
“Come on. He probably fell.” She stepped out on the porch.
“You sure? He doesn’t have a gun, does he?”
Autumn almost laughed. “Oh, my God, no. A pocket protector, maybe. A gun, no.”
Jory hurried to catch up as she strode around to the side of the house. Voices. One voice. A 

woman’s. She stopped.
“Up you go now. There you go. That’s right. You can do it. Come on, now. We gotta get out 

of here.”
“Hate the bish.”
“I know, I know. I do too. I know how she hurt you, but come on. We shouldn’t have come 

here anyway.”
“Bitch. Ow.”
“It hurts. I know. We’ll go to the doctor tomorrow.”
Autumn backed up and then turned. She signaled with her eyes and a toss of her head that 

Jory should follow. She tip-toed up the few steps and across the porch and waited in the shadow 
of the wall. Jory slipped next to her.

Her husband and the woman walked slowly down the path to the driveway. He limped with 
his arm slung over her tiny frame. She wasn’t more than five feet tall. Maybe 100 pounds. And 
he, at almost six feet, couldn’t possibly depend on her unless she were very strong. Which she 
must have been since they kept going, she resolute and capable, he limping, needy, wounded.

Autumn held back laughter again. Tiny, maybe, but a lot bigger than Mike. Exactly what he 
needed. A strong woman willing to be a caretaker. Maybe it would work out for him. At least it 
would keep him away from her.

She studied her as they moved closer. Stringy dyed blonde hair, obviously a poorly executed 
DIY project. Too much make-up. Deep cleavage and large breasts under a clingy, sparkly shirt. 
Silver-studded jeans and belt on tiny hips. Very young. Another puzzle piece that didn’t fit.



“Come on. You can do it.” The woman pulled him along. If he wasn’t clearly drunk or 
drugged before, he was now, as if he’d chugged half a bottle of wine or taken a pill just before he 
got there. 

They entered the driveway and made their way to the car. The woman brought him around 
to the passenger side and waited as he caught his breath. He seemed to have gained weight. He 
looked sloppy, unprofessional, not the perfectionist she knew. Autumn simply watched as he was 
about to get in, but then he turned.

She couldn’t make out his expression. Rage? Hatred? Pain, if only the pain of his leg? He 
didn’t speak.

The woman’s head jerked up and she followed his eyes, saw her. Looked over at Jory and 
back. Her face, by comparison, told the story Mike wasn’t telling. And it turned livid as she 
stood up straighter.

“Do you see what you’ve done to him? Your husband? You’ve ruined him! You’ve 
destroyed his life you filthy, rotten piece of shit!”

The tiny woman had a deep voice that could easily belong to someone much bigger. This 
was no bubble-gum snapping little girl. This was a woman enraged by what the man she loved 
had, apparently, told her.

Autumn just shook her head. She had nothing to defend. No reason to respond. What had 
gone on in her marriage was private, even if Mike had decided to tell her some version of it.

“Don’t you care? Look at him!” She waved her arms at the man leaning heavily against the 
car. This was not the Mike she had known. This was not the man she had married. This was … it 
wasn’t him.

“I’m sorry to see he’s injured. And I hope it gets better soon.”
“Is that all you can say?” the woman screamed. Autumn remained motionless. There was no 

point. He was in different hands now. He wasn’t her problem anymore. And anything else she 
said, anything at all, would incite this woman’s rage even further.

“You’re as crazy as he said you are! Dumb-ass bitch. Don’t know what you had. Come on, 
Mike. Let’s get out of here. I told you we shouldn’t have come here!” She guided him to the 
passenger seat and pushed him until he fell in. He grunted as he grabbed the console and pulled 
himself forward. She shoved his legs into place, slammed the door, and strutted over to the 
driver’s side.

Before she opened the door, she glared at Autumn, her head barely visible over the roof. 
“Crazy ho! Hope you rot in hell.” And with that, she opened the door, got in, and slammed it 

so hard the car rocked. The car roared to life with a grinding noise, a slam on the brakes, and 
muffled curses as the engine died. She started it up again, this time successfully maneuvering 
around the circle and into the driveway before hitting the brakes again. The car stalled in front of 
a lamppost. 

Autumn shook her head in disbelief.
“It’s a stick,” she explained to Jory. “Looks like she doesn’t know how to drive a stick. 

Good Lord.”
The windows rolled down.
“Oh, God damn. What the fuck!” 
The sound of vomiting drifted back on the light breeze. The silhouette of the woman reached 

over and the door flew open. She pushed Mike halfway out as he puked on himself, his car, and 
the driveway. He almost fell out, but she yanked the back of his shirt and pulled him back in, 



head lolling. She reached over again and slammed the door shut. His face sagged against the 
smeared, partially open window as the car started once again.

It lurched but then moved slowly along the main driveway, obviously in first gear. Autumn 
pulled out her cell phone. She looked at Jory after punching in three numbers: 911.

“Hi. This is Autumn Mackenzie at 18 Laurel Road in Embreeville. I’d like to report an 
incapable or inexperienced driver who just left my house.”

“I don’t know her name.”
“She wasn’t invited.”
“Blonde. Petite. Lots of make-up.”
“No, I don’t think she’s drunk. But she’s driving my husband’s car, and she doesn’t seem to 

know how to drive a stick shift.”
“Black Lexus LS.”
“She just left, and I’m standing on the porch watching her try to make it down the 

driveway.”
“Yes, out the driveway. To the highway.”
“Highway, road, whatever.” Autumn rolled her eyes.
“He appears to be drunk. And I’m afraid it’s a dangerous situation.”
“Okay. Just a minute.” Autumn watched as the car approached the highway. It stalled. After 

restarting, it turned to the left.
“East on Laurel Road. Please hurry. I don’t know how she’s going to get very far before …”
“Yes, that’s fine. Thank you.” She clicked her phone off. 
“If it wasn’t so awful, I’d be laughing.” She laughed in spite of herself. She just shook her 

head and stared at Jory. And laughed. And then he started laughing until they were in hysterics.
It wasn’t funny, yet it was. She opened the front door, still gasping.
“Come on. You have to get up for your thesis. I’m sorry you had to see that. Sorry it 

happened.” She locked the door behind him, set the alarm, and headed to the kitchen.
“I’m sorry you had to see that. Jesus.” He looked around. “Don’t you want to check the 

house?” He didn’t look worried, but it was a good point.
“I will. There’s nobody in here, though. I don’t even think he was inside. The front door was 

locked, and I would have heard the garage door open if he went out that way. But I’ll still check. 
First, though, I’m having a glass of wine.”

She walked over to the pantry and pulled out a bottle. Jory came up behind her and 
massaged her shoulders.

“I’m not leaving you here alone, you know. Either I stay here or you’re coming home with 
me. Take your pick.”

“You’re sweet. I’ll be okay. Don’t worry. You have your own stuff to take care of.” She 
rolled her neck to release tension and scrunched up her shoulders, then relaxed them. 

“Autumn, you don’t have to be tough. Will you let me stay? Just for my own peace of mind, 
at least? Or come with me to my place?”

Autumn hesitated. She spun the corkscrew in the cork and pulled it out. So either she was 
being too tough or she was rejecting him. Were those the only choices? Couldn’t she just be 
herself? Just not be afraid of him and not need Jory? For the first time, she felt annoyed with 
him.

“Do you think I should be afraid of him?”
“I don’t think you should be anything, Autumn. I just think it’s a practical thing. A guy, a 

guy you’re divorcing, a guy who has lost his crackers is out there somewhere. He’s angry, 



drinking, and possibly on drugs. Unpredictable. It makes sense, to me anyway, to play it safe. It 
doesn’t mean you have to be afraid of him or anything else. It’s just a practical matter, and I 
would ask you to stay with me if I were in the same situation. Two are stronger than one.”

His tone of voice told her he’d picked up on her irritation. He was right. She just didn’t want 
to think about it. Didn’t want to care. But maybe she should. She sighed.

“I’m sorry, Jory. The whole thing just … sucks, but I’m trying not to think about it. I refuse 
to let him ruin our evening more than he has already. And since it’s late, I guess you might as 
well stay here. I’ll feel better if you do. Thank you. And I’m sorry.” 

He looked skeptical, and she gave him a quick hug. “Sorry,” she whispered. “And you’re 
right. I’m playing tough. I swore I’d never let him ruin anything for me again.” 

She let him go and poured a glass of wine. “Want some? I didn’t think so but …”
“Yeah, sure. I’ll call my advisor and reschedule. I never have before. She’ll deal.” He pulled 

out his cell phone.
Autumn pulled another glass from the cabinet, filled it halfway, and slid it to him as he left 

voicemail. He had a lot to teach her, she could see that. Or things they could learn together. 
“Now where were we?” He set the glass on the counter and pulled her into his arms. He held 

her gently and stroked the back of her head, smoothing her hair. She sank into him, exhausted.
“There. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
“I’m sorry. Sorry that happened.” Autumn buried her face in his shoulder.
“It’s okay. Not your fault. Shh.”
Somehow, Jory flipped the switch. In a moment she was crying. She couldn’t make sense of 

it. He was only being kind, and somehow the dam was released. She hadn’t even realized a dam 
existed. But there she was, weeping like a baby in his arms.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t know why I’m crying,” she sobbed. 
He continued to hold her and stroke her hair.
“You’re crying because that was your husband, Autumn. He’s a complete wreck, and he 

said horrible, mean things to you, and so did his friend. You loved him. You devoted your life to 
him. And that’s your reward? Worth crying over.”

She laughed through her tears and sniffed. “I know. You’re right. But I thought I was over it. 
I didn’t feel like crying when we were out there.”

“That’s because the adrenaline was running high. Fight or flight. No time to feel anything. 
But now things are relaxed. It’s safe. You’re with someone who understands. And so the feelings 
come up.”

“That’s a good way to put it.” She sniffed again and stepped back to look at him. Circles 
under his eyes showed he was tired, but his eyes were warm. Gentle. His smile … such a 
beautiful person. She reached up and lightly stroked the sides of his nose and his cheekbones, 
smoothed his hair back from his temples.

“Thank you for understanding. And Jory?”
“Yeah?”
“When he said ‘this one looks hot too,’ he was referring to the other time he saw you. He 

wasn’t asking about someone else though he didn’t realize it.”
“I figured that.” He looked in her eyes. “You said he made the same comment that day when 

he saw us on the porch. So I guessed that’s what he meant.”
“Thanks. And I’m tempted to assure you nothing else he said is true, but I can’t stoop that 

low. I just can’t go there.”



“Shh. I know none of it’s true. What he said, the particulars anyway, didn’t bother me. I’m 
just trying to figure out what level of crazy he’s at and his motive more than anything.” He 
grimaced. “Why did he come here?”

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine it was to talk. Maybe he thought I moved out? I don’t know. 
But let’s look around and make sure nobody’s in here. Then we can sit and relax for a few 
minutes. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired.”

“I’m tired too, but sure, let’s check it out.”
 She dug around in a drawer for a flashlight and led the way down to the basement and 

through the rest of the house. Nobody. She flipped lights on and off, shined the flashlight in 
closets and under beds and checked thoroughly. Nothing. In her husband’s bedroom, she only 
had to flip the light on and take a quick look since there was no furniture. The closet doors were 
wide open as before—nobody. 

“Did you change your settings on the alarm system? Like your password?”
“Yes. A couple weeks ago.” She shut the door. He squeezed her hand as they went back 

downstairs.
 “I have extra toothbrushes,” she said, as she curled up in her loveseat.
“Great!” He sat close beside her and stretched out his long legs on the ottoman.
“This is super comfortable. No wonder you do all your work here.”
Autumn laughed as she turned on the TV and clicked to the weather. “I’m glad you like it. 

Did you hear about the hurricane possibly hitting the East Coast?”
“Yeah, I did.” He yawned as he stretched out even more. 
They watched for a few minutes and went through a round of commercials.
“Here’s the hurricane update.”
She watched silently for a few minutes as the meteorologist drew diagrams of the storm’s 

projected path and explained computer model predictions. Within a week, it could seriously 
impact the Northeast. Predictions were all over the place, but conditions almost guaranteed it 
would head toward land rather than out to sea.

“Uh-oh. Better keep an eye on this one,” Jory said.
“Definitely. It probably won’t come all the way up here, but you never know.” She yawned 

and turned off the TV. After a sip of wine, she turned to Jory.
“Do you want to sleep by yourself? There’s a guest room. Or can we trust each other to not 

become wild animals?” She giggled.
“Grrr!” Jory laughed. “I’d like to sleep with you, if that’s okay. I think I can trust myself. 

Or, I should say, you can trust me.”
“That’s what they all say!” She grabbed a pillow and bopped him on the head.
“Hey! No pillow fights!” He looked around and grabbed another pillow. “But can I trust 

you? That’s the real question!” He waved it around like a lasso. Autumn dissolved into giggles.
“Come on. I’ll get you a toothbrush and show you where the bathroom is. I’ll put out towels, 

soap, whatever you need.” She took his hand and led the way. 
“I have three bathrooms, actually. The one in my room and one in the hall plus one in the 

guest bedroom. It doesn’t matter which one you use, but consider the hall bathroom yours. And 
you know where the kitchen is. Help yourself.” He laughed like it was the best joke he’d ever 
heard.

She swung his hand as they made their way up the stairs. Like a sleepover with a girlfriend. 
So easy. So natural. So Jory.

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A week later, an unending whistle and muffled creaks and groans made the house seem 
more like a ship at sea than one built on solid Pennsylvania farmland. A flapping sound beat time 
as the rain-battered roof kept a steady hum, and Autumn didn’t dare look out a window. The 
wind was too strong, and the lightning flashed almost constantly. Tornado warnings had been 
issued, and for the first time, Autumn was glad no big trees were near the house though she’d 
longed for them, for the shade and privacy they offered.

She hated being alone during a storm. Especially one of this magnitude. The hurricane that 
had threatened for a week was headed for landfall somewhere on the New Jersey coast, and 
meteorologists predicted an inland path straight toward Philadelphia. And the beast that battered 
the house now was just an outlying storm; conditions were supposed to get far worse over the 
next forty-eight hours. She wished Jory could be with her, but he was intent on finishing his 
thesis.

Autumn had watched weather reports on TV all evening. A panel of hurricane experts 
agreed that if it had to happen, a weekend was the best time since most people could hunker 
down in their homes and stay off the roads. It was Friday. Two days to go. 

She had plenty of food and water, so she had no worries there. Jory had worked the day 
before and made sure she had plenty of extra food. He’d even brought a dozen jugs of spring 
water.

“You never know when drinking water gets contaminated from storm water,” he had told 
her. “I don’t know how deep your well is, but even with the elaborate filter system you have, you 
never know. Weird stuff can happen, and until you get it tested, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Autumn had smiled. They both seemed to use that expression a lot: better safe than sorry. 
Sometimes she didn’t know what she’d do without him. Barely three months after she’d hired 
him, and she was sure she’d forget how to fend for herself.

His concern for her went beyond cooking, and he had asked a lot of questions in the past 
week. He wanted to know if she took vitamins, whether she saw a chiropractor, and what about 
her yoga classes? Was she getting enough sleep? He had recommendations for almost any topic 
and advice from Ayurvedic practitioners, acupuncture specialists, and even Chinese medicine 
and massage specialists.

“I inherited it from my mom,” he said, and laughed. “She’s into everything.”
Autumn had complained of an ongoing headache and leg cramps after running a few times, 

and he was quick with suggestions. But sometimes it was almost too much.
“So how does your mom know so much about alternative medicine? On top of 

psychoanalysis and sex therapy? She sounds like a hypochondriac, if you ask me,” Autumn 
grumbled. 

Jory looked hurt. “She’s not a hypochondriac—she’s a doctor. She has stacks of books, as 
I’ve mentioned, and lots of informed friends. You wouldn’t believe the parties she used to throw. 
And imagine me, with my two older sisters out all the time or busy with school, in the middle of 
all these health nuts. But I learned the difference between snake oil and serious stuff that a lot of 
western doctors and researchers take seriously these days. But it’s a personal choice. Not just her 
influence.”

“You said she ‘used to throw’ parties. Doesn’t she anymore?”



“She’s semi-retired and takes it easy though she’ll let somebody get on her couch 
occasionally. And these days, a party is more like five or six lady friends coming over for tea.” 
Jory grinned. “She had me when she was around forty. My sisters are a lot older.”

“Wow. I didn’t realize your parents were up in years. From what I’ve heard, your dad is like 
a whirlwind with all his restaurants, and I’ve seen photos.”

“He’s not that old. Fifty-something.” He smiled.
“Oh.” But if his mom was forty when she had him, then she must be sixty-six or sixty-seven 

now. And if his dad is … suddenly she understood. His mother was older than his father. Like 
she was to him.

“Well, thanks. I don’t know why I’m so critical today. Sorry. I guess I should see a 
chiropractor, at least.”

“Pain can do a number on your attitude. And if you’re in pain, Autumn, there’s a reason. 
Might as well fix it. That’s all I’m saying.” She knew he was right. She’d have to make an 
appointment.

She returned to the present as thunder crashed. A loud boom shook the floor and announced 
something not far away had been struck. The lights flickered. She laid out her battery-operated 
lantern and flashlights on the counter. Jory had even made sure she had extra batteries.

Another crack of thunder made her jump. This time the lights went out. Autumn grabbed a 
flashlight, but the lights went back on.

What would she do if they went out for more than a few hours? She’d never planned for 
outages. She tried to remember Jory’s advice. 

“Don’t open the refrigerator,” he had cautioned. “You don’t want to let the cold out, so put 
anything you’ll need in the cooler before the storm gets bad.”

Cooler. Right. It was already partly filled with ice and waiting for her in the dining room. 
She pulled it into the kitchen. It was old and a little beat up but perfectly serviceable. Jory said 
he’d had it for years but bought another one since; she could have that one.

She’d want a cup of coffee, so she took some soy milk out of the refrigerator. What else? 
Maybe yogurt. Maybe peanut butter on toast—plain bread was more like it. Some of the minty 
couscous salad he had made for lunch. She removed items as quickly as she could and closed the 
door before arranging them in the cooler. She dumped a bag of ice from the freezer over 
everything and fastened the lid.

A glass of wine seemed like just the thing. Jory had set up a small wine rack in the pantry, 
and she pulled a bottle of chardonnay from there instead of opening the refrigerator again. After 
pouring half a glass and tucking the bottle in the cooler to chill, she swirled an ice cube in her 
wine and tossed it in the sink after a moment. What would she would do tomorrow with no 
electricity?

Autumn settled in her loveseat with her laptop. Maybe she and Natalie could do something; 
she had more paintings to store at her house anyway. She had disciplined herself in the last few 
weeks, and she was thrilled with the number of flower paintings she’d produced in such a short 
time. She was sure she had enough now to keep her display space filled at the Artist’s Market, 
but she wanted to paint more before taking a break. What if she sold out in the first few hours? 
Not likely, but she’d rather have plenty left over than kick herself for not having enough, and she 
had to make space for them.

After checking the latest weather report, she sent her an email.

Hey Natalie,



It looks like the hurricane is going to be a reality. Can I stay with you? I’m a little 
scared. Plus I want to bring more paintings—I have a carload at least!
Autumn

She sat back and looked over the details of the weather report online. It didn’t look good: 
storms on and off all night. And as if things weren’t bad enough already, the eye of the hurricane 
would make landfall in New Jersey tomorrow afternoon and hit the western Philadelphia suburbs 
hard by midnight. Autumn didn’t think of Embreeville as a suburb—to her, it was more like a 
place for Pony Express riders to change horses—but it was technically included in the Greater 
Philadelphia area. And tornadoes were possible. 

But there was supposed to be a brief lull in the afternoon. A chance for people to get out and 
go somewhere safe if they needed to. With creeks and rivers overflowing, roads and highways 
were already flooded, and tomorrow night would only make things worse.

She checked email. No reply. She decided to text or call her in the morning if she still hadn’t 
heard from her.

She woke to an overflowing pond and pool in the backyard as well as a stream of runoff 
water from an unknown source. The rain had slowed to a drizzle, as predicted, but everything she 
could see from the windows was a mess. Flowers and ornamental grasses were beaten down, and 
twigs and leaves and half a dozen shingles littered the pool and yard.

Natalie called just as Autumn sat down with her coffee. Her power had been out, she 
explained, and then her Internet connection was gone. She urged Autumn to come on over. Since 
she lived in Philadelphia’s Manayunk neighborhood and was part of civilization, her power 
always got turned on far sooner than Autumn’s would. And they would have more options no 
matter how bad the hurricane turned out to be.

Autumn watched the weather report while they were on the phone, and since the worst part 
of the storm would hit by four or five, she’d head over to Natalie’s around two. After that, forget 
it. She promised to pick up wine and snacks on the way and bring the cooler she had already 
packed. 

She poured some of Jory’s latest menu item—homemade muesli—in a bowl and stirred it 
around with some almond milk. Gingerly, she tasted it. After another bite, she decided it was 
good, but it would take some time to get used to it since it didn’t have any sweetener. She picked 
at it: toasted, rough-cut oatmeal, slivered almonds, dried blueberries, little particles that looked 
like wheat germ and maybe crushed flax or chia seeds … She drizzled some honey. Much better.

She toyed with emailing Jory. Since she was trying to keep things somewhat professional, 
though it was hardly that anymore, she had kept calls and emails to a minimum. She debated. 
Maybe he would get in touch though she doubted it. He’d already gone above and beyond his 
duties to make sure she was set for the stormy weekend, and he had made a fresh commitment to 
the employee-employer boundaries.

She didn’t blame him. Her husband hadn’t seemed to realize what they’d been doing, 
though, or even that her shirt was off and that she put it back on, braless, right in front of him. 
Jory thought it odd that he wasn’t particularly upset; he’d expected him to fly into a rage and was 
grateful he hadn’t.

He probably didn’t have his contacts in, she’d explained. He couldn’t see beyond ten or 
fifteen feet without them, especially in dim lighting or at night. He hadn’t been close enough to 
even see him at first. 



Regardless, Jory just didn’t want to take the risk again. And she knew she wouldn’t be able 
to relax with him, truly relax, until she was divorced and sure Mike wouldn’t come anywhere 
near her. Besides, at some level, some part of her felt guilty. She knew physical attractions come 
and go and were almost unavoidable, as with her CEO at her old job. But now she was 
intentionally cultivating it.

And the last thing she needed was a rebound relationship, even though they weren’t 
necessarily a bad thing. Her marriage had been done for so long, after all. But sometimes she 
worried that the last thing she needed was to fall in love and get hurt again after her soul had 
already been crushed. 

With Jory, though, that didn’t seem possible. He was so open, so kind, so willing to talk 
through any issue and take responsibility or shrug and forgive, even the small things. So unlike 
her husband. But there was never any guarantee.

There were the little misunderstandings. Small things, like Jory drastically rearranging her 
entire kitchen in a way he thought would work better for her and him. He hadn’t asked if she 
minded. She had told him to do whatever he needed to do, but the change was just too much, and 
she felt insulted or shamed, as if she couldn’t even set up her own kitchen properly. She’d had all 
the criticism she could handle from her husband, and she told Jory about it as gently as she 
could.

He’d been mortified. He apologized, clearly understanding that he just hadn’t thought of her 
feelings; rather, he was thinking of them, but he assumed she’d be thrilled. He didn’t consider 
any other way she might feel. And she could see it in his face. He didn’t seem to beat himself up 
over it; he just seemed like he understood and felt badly about it. Felt what she was feeling. And 
he got to work right away changing things back.

She stopped him, though, and told him to leave it. Maybe she’d see the reasoning and get 
used to it after she figured out where everything was. 

It was easy to go his way when he was so willing to come toward hers. Even though she was 
annoyed sometimes—just as she would have been with her husband—it never went beyond that 
because he understood. He discussed the matter or took responsibility for his actions. And that, 
strangely, calmed her right away and let her see his side of things. With her husband, her 
annoyance had always turned to more hurt and anger because he ignored her. And it had slowly 
eaten her away.

She’d watched as he put the dishes back in the cabinet. Once again, she’d been struck by his 
beauty. Beauty was the only word for it though it was a word usually reserved for women, and 
his beauty was in his brand of masculinity. It was in the balance of his features, the shape of his 
mouth and how his lower lip was slightly wider, how it curved upward, naturally, as if he were 
always smiling. The way his sun-streaked hair tousled over his forehead like a wild pony’s mane, 
and his flecked brown eyes. His hands, strong and expressive, with long fingers seemingly 
designed for a piano or guitar. The way he was strong and muscular but not overly so. On the 
contrary, he was slender, and she knew he didn’t go to a gym but he was perfect. Perfectly male. 
Perfectly, indescribably irresistible. She wanted him so much it almost hurt.

She shook her head. Jory, Jory. She had to stop thinking about him—it was almost noon. 
She hauled the boxes of paintings out to the garage and packed them in her car along with the 
cooler. Everything fit but just barely. She slipped a few of the largest paintings over the top of 
the boxes in the back and raised the headrests so they wouldn’t slide forward.

A shower, an overnight bag, and a check that the alarms were on for both the front and back 
doors and she was ready. She took one last glance at her email, though, in case Jory had written. 



He hadn’t, but her husband had. She ignored it and typed a quick message to Natalie to say she 
was on her way. She could read her husband’s when she got back. She walked out, set the alarm, 
and slammed it behind her.

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The roads were mostly clear other than twigs and slick patches of leaves in spots, but a few 
big branches meant careful maneuvering. And two detours wound around flooding creeks, but 
damage seemed minimal as far as Autumn could see. Tomorrow would be worse, though, when 
the hurricane hit full force. But for now, the rain had stopped, and a few rays of hazy sunshine 
peeked out between low-lying, steamy clouds. 

Autumn arrived at Natalie’s doorstep just after three.
“Girlfriend!” Natalie squealed. She hugged her tight and spun her around. “It’s been 

forever!” She grabbed Autumn’s hand and nearly dragged her in. “Well, only a few weeks, but 
still.”

Autumn laughed. Her friend’s enthusiasm brightened her mood immediately.
Natalie took her bags and set them on the sofa. She peered in one.
“Ooh, wine. Cheese. Crackers. And what’s this?” She held up a small, opaque container.
“Olives. All kinds. And that cheese is ordinary Vermont cheddar cheese. Jory always gets 

gouda and chèvre and brie and you-name-it, but I can only eat so much of that stuff even though 
I love it.” She laughed again. “I still have to get the cooler,” she said as she skipped back out the 
door. “And I’ll need help with the paintings.”

“Where did you park?” Natalie yelled after her. 
“Right down there.” Autumn pointed as she looked back at Natalie. 
“Not a good idea. Better park behind me in the driveway; I’ll pull my car up on the grass. 

And don’t forget your emergency brake!”
Natalie went inside to get her keys, and she was just getting out of her car as Autumn pulled 

up.
“Why is it better to park in the driveway? Besides the obvious fact that I’m closer.”
“Do you want your car to float downstream?” Natalie raised her eyebrows. “I doubt that 

would happen, but you should have seen it here last night. The street was positively gushing. I 
don’t know where it comes from—I guess other streets up above or blocked drains. Anyway, this 
mountain I live on just attracts it like lightning to a lightning rod. Speaking of which.” She 
nodded to the east.

“Wow.” Autumn walked down the driveway for a view that didn’t include the neighbor’s 
tree. The eastern sky was bluish-purple, almost black in the distance, and lightning arced 
between clouds ominously. They’d have a great view of the storm.

“I’m glad I came over! And thanks for having me. We can sit on the porch and get trashed, 
blissfully unaware of mortality, just like in the old days.”

“I know! We were nuts. We can still be nuts. How much wine did you get?”
Autumn put her hands on her hips and gave her a look. “Three bottles, of course. One for 

you, one for me …” Natalie chimed in. “And one in case we need a teensy weensy little bit more 
when it’s all-l-l-l gone.” They broke into fits of laughter and slapped high fives.

“So good to see you,” Natalie said. “C’mon, let’s get the rest of your stuff before the sky 
starts dumping.”

It didn’t take long to haul the cooler and the water and all the boxes inside. 



“Just put the paintings over here. I have to figure out where to store them.” Natalie pointed 
to an unoccupied corner. She flipped through some of them and shook her head. “Amazing. Just 
amazing.”

Autumn set her box next down next to the others and looked around. She hadn’t visited 
since before she lost her job, and Natalie had completed the renovations and decorating she’d 
begun over three years ago. The house was a traditional two-story row home built in the 1920s, 
but its position at the end of the row, sharing only one wall with an adjacent property, made it 
particularly desirable. Plus, it was a double lot, which gave Natalie space for a driveway and a 
side yard, which few other homes in Manayunk had.

It wasn’t even half the size of Autumn’s house, but the ten-foot ceilings, open floor plan, 
and flow of the living room, dining room, and kitchen into a spacious sun room gave it flare and 
made it seem roomy. And Natalie’s taste was exquisite. The hardwood floors, white ceilings, and 
plaster walls painted in complementary pale colors unified the rooms and provided a neutral 
backdrop for personal touches. Natalie’s space had a coziness and homey feeling she craved.

Natalie rifled through the paintings. “You’re getting better and better. This one is just, I 
don’t know. Interesting.” She held up Autumn’s favorite flower painting: the single, wilted daisy 
in a blue vase with a paint-encrusted paintbrush beside it, the one that Jory had also admired.

“You like it?” Autumn’s eyes lit up as she returned to the living room.
“Yeah, I do. It’s like what things look like for the artist as she paints. But she took a break or 

stepped out and hasn’t come back, and here comes a storm. You should charge a lot more for this 
one. It’s kind of … elegant. Have you figured out prices yet?” She looked at another one.

“A little. I’ve got a pretty good idea based on what people are charging online and from 
what I’ve read.”

“Don’t forget to make price tags, like the woman at the Art Association said.”
“Definitely. I don’t want to constantly tell people what they cost. And then if someone 

complains, what would I say? I think a price tag sort of makes it final.”
“I agree.” She leaned the painting against the wall just as a faint rumble of thunder sounded 

in the distance. “Let’s get the party rolling—it’s getting close. Show time!”
Autumn grabbed one handle of the cooler and Natalie grabbed the other, and they unloaded 

it in the kitchen. 
“Ooh, what’s this?” Natalie held up another small plastic container.
“Smoked trout and cream cheese spread. With capers or something. And other stuff.” 

Autumn grinned.
“Wow. Jory?”
Autumn nodded. “It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted in my life. Anywhere.”
“Wow,” Natalie said again as she scooped it into a small bowl and found a spreading knife. 

“Why don’t you pour us some wine? Here.” She opened the dishwasher and pulled out two long-
stemmed wine glasses. “I don’t use them that often,” she explained. “I’m lazy. I just use a juice 
glass when I’m by myself.” She rolled her eyes and laughed.

She pulled a loaf of locally baked bread from a cabinet along with a dish of herb-infused 
olive oil and set it on a tray. Autumn followed with the wine as they headed out to the porch. 

 The view was fabulous, and the storm came in slowly, which gave them time to chat before 
the lightning got too close. They settled into Natalie’s cushioned Adirondack chairs with the 
food and wine between them on a table.

 “So how’s the divorce going?”



“Divorce stuff is mostly fine, as far as I know. It shouldn’t be long now; the 90-day cool off 
period is almost over. But he still hasn’t signed the asset division papers.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “And you need that for the divorce to go through.” 
“I know. If I still chewed my nails, I’d be chewing them. My lawyer said not to worry, 

though. She said it’s common for one side to hold back, but then they finally cave and get it over 
with.”

They were quiet for a moment. The light was eerie—a strange sort of smoky chartreuse 
against a backdrop of dark purple-gray—and wisps of white twisted across the sky like wraiths. 
Street lights blinked on although it was barely five. The lightning was getting closer.

Autumn sighed.
“It’ll work out somehow. I didn’t tell you what happened last week, did I?”
“I don’t think so. What happened?”
“Well, long story short, Jory and I were out on the patio and … just after almost breaking 

the not-until-I’m-divorced rule, Mike showed up.”
“No way!”
“Yes way. We were all snuggly, you know, and I had my top off and so did Jory. But I don’t 

think he saw anything—he didn’t react in the least. He probably didn’t have his contacts in, and 
it was dark, plus he wasn’t that close.”

“Oh, my God. What happened?”
“He was totally trashed, and he wanted to know where his old computer was. Which was 

bizarre. I haven’t seen that thing in ages, and I don’t remember where he had it, but it wasn’t in 
the house. He was … weird. Totally flat-lining emotionally. Didn’t even get on my nerves—
much—though he said some nasty crap.”

“So what happened? Did he just leave? Or what?”
“He left. Some woman was with him. Young, maybe only in her early twenties, if that, 

though it was hard to say; she had loads of make-up on. He staggered and fell down, and she had 
to help him get in the car. Then she tried to drive—I guess Mike drove to the house though I 
don’t know how—and she couldn’t drive a stick.” 

Autumn laughed at the memory; she preferred a manual transmission herself.
“And then, get this. They weren’t even out of the circle and Mike started puking all over the 

place. I don’t know if he drank more on the way or what. Then she freaked and started yelling 
and almost pushed him out of the car. It was hilarious, and if the whole scene weren’t so bloody 
tragic, I’d have died laughing.”

“Good grief.” Natalie’s eyes bugged out. “You’re talking about your husband, right? Mike 
Russell? Hot-shot Mike? How absolutely unlike him.”

“I know. I’m wondering if he has a past he was hiding, and this is a relapse. Or … I just 
don’t know, but it’s crazy.”

“Maybe he’s been drinking and drugging for a long time and hiding it from you. Since he 
travels so much, that’s not a stretch.”

“Maybe,” Autumn said. “But you know what? Let’s not talk about him. This is a party, and 
he wasn’t invited. Right?”

“Right!” Natalie held up her glass. “Cheers! Happy hurricane.”
Autumn laughed. “Cheers.” 
“So what’s going on with Jory?” Natalie dipped her bread in oil and chewed while she 

waited for Autumn’s response.
A smile spread over Autumn’s face as she shook her head.



“Oh. My. God. You’re in love.”
Autumn bit her lip, still smiling, and shrugged.
“You are.” Natalie’s jaw dropped and her eyes got big. “Seriously?”
“I don’t know, Natalie. It’s complicated.”
“Have you told him?”
“Sort of. We both used the L word.”
“What? You told each other you love each other? Awesome!” She lifted her glass.
“Slow down!” Autumn said. She clinked her glass against Natalie’s. “We talked about 

feeling like we’re falling in love or worried that we are. And how we’re afraid and stuff, 
considering the situation. And then, of course, the reason for fear showed up.”

“Complicated is right. But still, it sounds great.”
“It is.” She leaned back and stared at the storm. Pulled her feet up and wrapped her arms 

around her knees. Rested her cheek on them.
“Oh, Natalie, it really is. He’s so … beautiful. Smart. Sensitive. I’ve never wanted anyone so 

much. But I have so much going on, and I can’t ever get to him when we’re done talking about 
me. We hardly have any time together. Plus he works for me …”

She raised her head and played with her hair, pulled on one section at a time and 
straightened it before twisting it around her finger again and making a curl.

“And I don’t know how he’s taking all the drama; I should ask. He was pretty bummed out, 
I think, though he was totally decent about it. He slept over just because he was worried. It was 
that or go with him to his place. I couldn’t say no—he had a point. And he was so delicious, his 
arms were wrapped around me all night. I barely slept.” 

“Wow. This just keeps getting worse and worse. Or better and better.” Natalie thought for a 
moment. “Wait. You slept together? Seriously?”

“Yes. Slept. As in sleep. The action was on the patio.” She laughed.
“And what exactly did you do on the patio?” Natalie took a big sip of wine.
“Natalie! You know I’m not going to give you every little detail. Let’s just say it was a super 

heavy duty make-out session. And maybe some rockets went off.” Autumn grinned.
“So did you order the abstinence-only bracelet? Or the ring?” 
“Silly. It won’t kill us to wait. It’s mostly his thing, but he’s right. Better to wait, though it’s 

getting harder, especially since my divorce should be final soon.”
Natalie snickered. “I’ll bet it’s getting harder.”
Autumn laughed and swirled a piece of bread in the olive oil.
“It would be weird, I guess, if we didn’t talk about it. I mean, I know more about his 

sexuality and he knows more about mine than anyone I’ve ever been with—and we’ve barely 
begun. And I know he’s dying to get in my pants just as much as I am his. Even thinking about 
him sends me over the edge sometimes.” She shivered.

“So he really talks about stuff. And he’s hot, and he wants you, and you want him, but he’s 
holding back because you’re married. Wow. Where’s his brother?” Natalie laughed as she 
finished her wine.

“Definitely hot. No brother though—sorry. And you know what? He’s the sweetest, nicest 
guy I’ve ever met.”

“Probably has lots of experience being a jerk and learned a lesson. How old did you say he 
is? Wait. Be right back.” Natalie picked up their wine glasses and hurried to the kitchen to refill 
them.

In a minute, she was back with the glasses and the wine bottle.



“So?” She set everything on the table and fell into her chair.
“I thought I told you. He’s twenty-six.” Autumn watched her face as she reached for her 

wine. She didn’t seem surprised.
“So he’s exactly your age.”
“No. He’s twenty-six, not thirty-six.”
“Oh! That’s right. Jamie Dumas’s kid—I figured he’s young. I wonder if that kind of open 

attitude is more common in younger guys.”
“You don’t think it’s weird or anything? You don’t think I’m a child molester?”
“Of course not. He’s nowhere near a child, Autumn. I admit I’m a little surprised, especially 

since Mike is five years older than you. And all your boyfriends have always been older. But 
now that I think of it, Mike almost seems too old for you. Like a different generation. Almost 
like he’s a Baby Boomer and you—we—are young Gen Xers or older Gen Ys. Millennials. I 
forget the exact years, and it depends on the source, but we’re sort of in between. Plus, it’s not 
just years; demographic specifics put you more in one category than the other.”

“That’s interesting,” Autumn said. “At DeFacto, we focused on generational groups a lot, 
but I never applied it to dating. Women usually get attracted to older men, you know? What was 
the age difference between Celine Dion and her husband? Twenty-six years? He met her when 
she was twelve—twelve!— and they were officially a couple when she turned eighteen. Yeah, 
right. When did the nonofficial stuff start? A woman would be stoned to death for that.” She 
shook her head. “So, what about Jory, then?”

“Twenty-six makes him dead-center Gen Y. And you share demographic stuff from what 
you’ve told me so far … urban, educated, upper income, technology, kids aren’t the default, you 
reject traditional food, and you’re spiritually inclined but not religious. Or is he?”

Autumn shook her head. “Buddhist in practice, as far as I know. I haven’t asked since it’s 
obvious, and I automatically avoid that topic. You know. HR stuff.”

Natalie snorted. “Good thing your HR department doesn’t prohibit sexual activity in the 
workplace.”

Autumn grinned. “Good thing.”
“So he sounds pretty evolved. Plus … is he concerned about the environment? That’s 

another thing, and then you meditate and do yoga and all that—so you have far more in common 
with him than you do Mike, depending on all sorts of stuff. Mike’s a meat eater, isn’t he?”

Autumn nodded. “Yeah, and he’s about as evolved as a crustacean. Maybe you have a point. 
And Jory just doesn’t seem like twenty-six at all.” But she thought of the boyish laugh she loved, 
his carefree attitude, his big eyes and long lashes. It wasn’t immature; it was part of his charm. 
Part of Jory.

A clap of thunder rattled the house, and the sprinkle of rain turned into a deluge. Lightning 
lit up the sky and thunder boomed again a few seconds later as the wind drove rain on the porch. 
They pulled their chairs toward the center, against the wall.

“I still barely know him, though, and I’ve felt a little guilty. But I might as well keep things 
quiet and play it straight. Who knows if Mike would cry foul and claim adultery? If that’s even 
on the books anymore. But he might want to make things difficult. I don’t know.”

“Well, you have a lot going on. And it sounds like Jory’s fabulous, but I’m worried about 
Mike. The way he’s been acting just isn’t like him. Not that I ever knew him, really, but I didn’t 
get a seriously bad vibe from him. Just the uptight anger issues I mentioned.”

“I know. I wouldn’t have married him if he’d been anything like he is now. But let’s go in; 
the storm’s getting too close.” The lashing rain moved over the earth in ghostly transparent walls 



and churned up loose paper and debris in its wake. Trees swayed, and the sky lit up every few 
seconds.

“Yeah, sure. Let’s go in,” Natalie said. “We can eat and come back if the storm dies down.” 
She grabbed the food tray and wrapped her arm around Autumn’s shoulder as they went inside. 
Autumn poured wine while Natalie filled an ice bucket and crunched another bottle down in the 
ice. 

The thunder cracked as they sank in the sofa and Natalie turned the TV on to the weather. 
The hurricane had weakened now that it was over land, but it was still a hurricane and 
dangerous. The center was halfway between the Atlantic Ocean and Philadelphia, and tornadoes 
had already been spotted.

“Oy.” 
“Oy is right,” Autumn said. She bit on a thumbnail as she stared at the radar. “Motherfucker 

is coming right at us.”
Natalie burst out laughing. “Autumn Rose Mackenzie! It’s been years since I’ve heard you 

use that word! Welcome back.”
“Don’t tell anyone.” She giggled and leaned back on the sofa. “We’ll be fine.” She was 

determined to get cheerful again. Talking about her husband had brought her down, but she 
wouldn’t let him ruin her fun with Natalie. She sat straight up again.

“And let’s eat, especially since we’re drinking. I’m already a little tipsy.”
“Only if you tell me more about Jory,” she said. “I’ll get the food.” She strolled to the 

kitchen.
“Not much more to tell,” Autumn countered. But she launched into stories about his cooking 

and anything she could think of that wasn’t too personal. A little about his life, what he looked 
like, how he made her feel … Wine loosened her up.

Natalie spread out a couple of placemats on the coffee table, arranged bowls and dishes, and 
poured two tall glasses of water from a pitcher.

“Hydration. We’re smarter than we were in college, after all.” She winked and held up her 
glass in a toast.

Autumn laughed and grabbed her glass. “Cheers. Our livers will thank us.”
Natalie sat down and started filling her plate. “Are you on birth control yet?”
“I made an appointment last week, and I got her to call in a prescription for the pill to get me 

started until we can talk about options. Boy, was that awkward.”
“How so?”
“The nurse wanted to know what I’d been using and asked all sorts of stuff I wasn’t 

prepared to answer. I’ve been going there since forever, and the nurse knows I’m married and all 
that.”

“You can go to my gyno. Let me get you her contact info.” Natalie reached for her cell 
phone.

The lights flickered.
“Uh-oh. Do you have flashlights?”
“Yeah, somewhere.” Natalie was swiping on her phone.
“Where?”
“Drawer next to the refrigerator. And two on the shelf going down to the basement.”
Autumn gathered the flashlights and put one on a kitchen counter and one on the stairs. She 

took the other one with her to the living room. Natalie looked up as she returned.
“I texted the info. Next thing. Have you found an apartment yet?”



“Apartment? No. I haven’t even looked.”
“Autumn! What are you waiting for!”
“Natalie, relax. At least I finally got things going with the gynecologist—I’m already 

juggling too much. I’ll get started with apartments on Monday. Will you check some out with 
me?”

“Sure. After work or next weekend. Where do you want to live? You should look online 
first.”

“I was thinking Old City. Maybe Northern Liberties or Graduate Hospital. Or anywhere 
there’s stuff to do and people,” she stated firmly. “I need to be around people.”

“You hate being around people.”
“Do not.”
“Do so. I remember.” Natalie poked her temple.
“Well, the hermit lifestyle isn’t working out. But whatever—you’re right. I have to look at 

apartments.”
A bomb—or what sounded like one—shook the house. The lights went out, and they were 

engulfed in fuzzy black velvet. The wind whistled around the house as they waited. No lights.
“Shit,” Natalie said. “I wonder what got hit.”
Autumn tried to laugh but it came out shaky. “Don’t worry about it. Well, hopefully nobody 

got hurt.” She groped for the flashlight and flicked it on. “Do you have any candles? That would 
be nice.”

“Yeah, a few. I should have thought of it. Dining room. Drawer in cabinet.” She leaned back 
and sipped her wine.

“What am I—your servant?” Autumn giggled and flickered the light in Natalie’s eyes.
“Argh! Stop!” Natalie covered her face. 
With two candles lit and full wine glasses, they talked and reminisced while the storm 

crashed around them. Plans for the future. Natalie’s ideas for a career change. News about her 
teenaged daughter and her latest squabble with her ex. Autumn’s excitement and nervousness 
about her foray into the art world and all the work she had to do—the Artist’s Market was a little 
more than six weeks away.

When the thunder and lightning passed and the wind died down a little, they returned to the 
porch. Puddles had formed on the wood slats, and the cushioned chairs they sat in earlier were 
drenched. And just as Natalie predicted, the street had turned into a river. 

“See what I mean?”
She stared as the rain poured and the wind howled.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Autumn woke early and drained the glass of water on the nightstand. She didn’t feel too bad, 
considering she and Natalie each had a glass of wine from the third bottle. But water would help 
with the headache.

She tiptoed down the hall and peeked in Natalie’s room. Still asleep. The electricity was 
back on, and she found what she needed to make coffee in the kitchen. And by the time it was 
ready, Natalie was awake.

They had decided, before going to bed, that Natalie would drive out to Embreeville with her 
just for safety, in case roads were bad. And she would help check for damage and take photos for 
insurance, if needed. With that settled, after coffee and showers and dressing and plenty of 
joking and giggles, they went outside in a light rain to look around the neighborhood. 

A large oak tree had been uprooted and blocked the street just a few houses up. Shingles and 
siding and branches and leaves littered yards and sidewalks, and a sodden cat on the hood of a 
car meowed non-stop. A curtain fluttered in a broken window in the house across the street.

“You’re probably going to have some damage,” Natalie said. “I hope not. But I figure if you 
do, I can help fix something. I don’t know what. At least I can help you get the frogs out of the 
pool.” She laughed. “I know you’ll want to rescue them.”

“You’re right. I would. But I’m not too worried about damage. That’s what insurance is for, 
after all. I never thought I’d be grateful for no big trees around the house! And flying debris 
shouldn’t be an issue either, not like here. Unless there was a tornado.”

They ate last night’s bread toasted and smeared with peanut butter and jam, and Natalie 
helped Autumn carry the cooler out to her car.

“Why don’t we stop in West Chester on the way?” Natalie suggested as they heaved the 
cooler into Autumn’s trunk. “We should check out the park where the Artist’s Market will be 
and find the parking lot. That will help you get a picture in your mind for planning. Then we’ll 
do lunch. We haven’t had a chance for a real catch-up in so long, and I hate to end this, 
unplanned though it was.” She gave Autumn a hug.

“Sounds good to me. I don’t have anything planned except a break. I’ve been working non-
stop for so long.”

“Like in college: study, study, eat, drink, sleep, study study, study. Ad infinitum.” Natalie 
laughed.

They left in good spirits, but the drive turned out to be almost impossible. Getting out of 
Manayunk itself meant a long detour since major streets and highways were flooded and 
cordoned off by police. Autumn listened to traffic reports and depended on her GPS to navigate 
unfamiliar routes as she kept an eye on Natalie in her rearview mirror.

Traffic was light. But deciding whether to forge through flooded areas was nerve-wracking. 
At one point, Autumn pulled off the road and called Natalie. The water looked too deep and too 
fast. A big SUV might be able to make it, but Autumn didn’t want to make headlines.

“Let’s wait here and see if anyone gets through. I don’t know this road, and I can’t tell how 
deep it is.”

In a few minutes, a pickup truck drove up and stopped. When it turned around, Autumn 
followed. 



Another road was blocked by a downed tree with a lawn draped over its root ball; the tight-
knitted sod had been stripped from the soil like a scalp from a skull. But after yet another detour 
and an accident that took twenty minutes to clear, they finally made it to West Chester. Autumn 
parked a few blocks from Gay Street after getting confused by one-way streets. They were both 
shaken up.

“Did you see that house?” Natalie said as soon as she was out of her car. “The roof was 
blown off!” 

“I must have been looking at something else. Maybe a tornado blew through. I didn’t hear 
anything on the radio, though.”

“I don’t know. It looked like a really old house, so maybe it was just wind. How terrible for 
those people.”

“I know.” Autumn beeped the lock and looked around. “Did you see that barn? It was like 
an island in a lake.” 

Natalie shook her head. 
“A cow was mooing and ramming against a … a gate, I guess. Like a double door that opens 

at the top so animals stay in but they can see out. The water was halfway up on the outside, and 
the poor thing was terrified; her eyes were bulging. I felt so bad, but what could I do?”

Natalie just shook her head again. “Scary. And it wasn’t even a full-force hurricane by the 
time it got here, from what the news was saying. Can you imagine what it’s like when they’re 
stronger?”

West Chester’s streets and sidewalks were littered with branches and debris like everywhere 
else. Autumn checked the GPS on her phone and found the park where the Artist’s Market would 
be held. It was ten blocks away.

“Oh, no. I should have looked it up before we left. I don’t think I feel like walking that far. I 
mean, I’m not exactly a bouncing ball of energy. What about you?”

“Meh. Martini for me, thanks. We can do it another day. And after that drive, I need to 
recover.”

“Good. Let’s see if restaurants are open.”
 The sky was clearing as the wind pushed a distinct mass of steamy gray-white clouds to the 

north. Such a clear line of demarcation between storm and no storm was an odd sight, but 
Autumn wasn’t complaining. Enough was enough. She led the way down a side street.

“Did you ever figure out why it’s called Gay Street?” Natalie asked.
“No, not exactly. But it’s been called that since the 1820s, at least. It probably just meant 

happy street. Maybe it had a lot of dance halls or bars or brothels or whatever they did back then 
for fun.”

“Probably. I used to think this was a stretch of gay bars or something. And you know how 
gay bars are always the best.”

“I know. Right?” Autumn said. “I remember when your friend Pat showed us around the gay 
scene in Ithaca. I never had so much fun in my life even though it was awkward at first.”

“Yeah, that was Pat. I should see if I can track her down and get in touch, see what she’s up 
to these days.”

A few restaurants were open, and they settled on a microbrewery with sidewalk seating 
almost filled. They stretched their legs in the hazy sunshine as a harried waiter took their order 
and brought fresh-baked bread and glasses of water with their drinks. 

A few tables over, two couples discussed the damage and events of the night. One man, 
apparently, was an EMT. His voice was an unusually deep bass, and he seemed oblivious to the 



food in his mouth as he related the details of a rescue to his friend. The women’s high sopranos 
were a twittering chorus in the background. 

Autumn listened idly and felt her headache returning. She rearranged her chair to get a full 
view of the sidewalk instead.

“Like I was saying, we should check out apartments.” Natalie tapped her tablet. “Where did 
you want to live again? Northern Liberties, right? Old City?”

“Autumn?”
Autumn pulled the crust from her bread in small pieces, carelessly, allowing each bit to drop 

where it might.
“What’s the matter?”
She shifted in her chair and smiled at Natalie. “Oh, nothing. Glad the weather cleared up. Do 

you believe it? Not even twenty-four hours ago it looked like the end of the world. Now the sun 
is shining, the birds are singing, and here we are …”

“Huh?”
“Hi, Autumn.” 
They both looked up at the same time. Jory, grinning. And someone.
Autumn’s smile remained in place. Natalie cleared her throat a bit dramatically.
“Well, hello there. You must be …”
“Jory. Jory Dumas. I’m—” He glanced at Autumn. “I’m the Mackenzies’ private chef. And 

this is Jaleesa Diamante.” He grinned wider and extended his hand. Natalie raised an eyebrow.
“Hi, Jory. What a very pleasant surprise. I’m Autumn’s friend, Natalie Brecker.” She stood 

up and stretched her hand over the rickety table. She kicked Autumn as she turned to Jaleesa. 
Autumn watched as Natalie shook Jory’s hand and then Jaleesa’s. She watched the play of 

emotions over Jory’s face as he realized this was her best friend, the friend he’d heard about. He 
hadn’t needed to act like he cooked for a family rather than a single woman. No need for 
pretense. No need for propriety.

She hadn’t thought of running into Jory but here he was. With a gorgeous girl-woman ten or 
fifteen years younger than she was. Rich, brown skin that contrasted sharply against her 
sleeveless white turtleneck. Sharply defined cheekbones. A perfectly symmetrical oval face. 
Fashionably full, glossy red lips and a cascade of shiny black ringlets that framed her face and 
shoulders like a mysterious halo. Ridiculously tall, impossibly thin, somehow familiar. A local 
model? She knew her from somewhere. What was she doing with Jory? They were holding 
hands when she first spotted them. Or walking very close; she wasn’t sure. A sharp pain 
tightened her chest.

Suddenly, she remembered her. She had been one of the models hired by DeFacto. Friendly, 
though they had chatted only a few times. She was hired regularly because she was versatile 
whether she took a role as a busy young mother, a corporate employee, or a glam girl out on the 
town. Their clients were always happy with the results, plus she was easy to work with. 

Autumn remained seated.
“Hi, Jory. Crazy storm, wasn’t it! Glad to see you survived. And Jaleesa, how are you? It’s 

been ages. You look well.” She finally stood and extended her hand. Jaleesa shook Autumn’s 
hand and turned to Jory for an explanation. 

Jory shrugged. Jaleesa looked at her again. 
“I’m on sabbatical,” Autumn joked. “I’m now operating under Autumn Rose Mackenzie, 

Artist, previously known as Director of Marketing at DeFacto Marketing & Advertising.” She 
pulled her hair back and put on her best all-business look.



“Oh, I remember you now. We had coffee and bitched about some client.”
Autumn barely paid attention to Jory as she played catch up with Jaleesa. Natalie chatted 

him up, so she didn’t worry. But the standard conversation bites soon ran out. 
Finally, Jory turned to her. 
“Everything okay at the house, Autumn?” His voice was soft, serious like his expression. 
She had no choice. Somehow, seeing him here was odd. So out of place she barely knew 

him and didn’t know how to act, what to say. Maybe she was living in a cocoon. A nest, a little 
box hidden far out in the countryside. That world was back there. This world was the outside 
world, and he didn’t belong in it. He belonged in that other world, where everything was safe, at 
least usually, and predictable.

 And clearly, he had a world of his own, a life and romantic interests other than her. Of 
course. How could she have thought otherwise? When she exhaled, she realized she had been 
holding her breath. 

“Natalie and I are on our way over. I thought it was a good idea to stay with her last night in 
case electric went out or things got really bad.”

“That was my idea, girlfriend.” Natalie chortled. Autumn rolled her eyes and smacked her 
shoulder. Natalie stuck out her tongue and grinned.

Jory watched the exchange in flickers but never fully moved his eyes from Autumn. Her 
eyes, too, were locked in his. She spoke again though something inside her was breaking up, 
cracking into pieces. She didn’t know why she was acting as she was, but she couldn’t stop it.

“Thanks for your help, Jory. Especially the flashlights. I had to use them the night before 
last, when it first started. The cooler, too.” She turned to Natalie. “Jory made that couscous salad 
we had last night, plus the other stuff I mentioned.” She reached for anything to make 
conversation, to make this lighter than it felt.

“Seriously? That was amazing.” Natalie’s eyebrows shot up as high as they could go. “Oh, 
and the smoked trout dip! Out of this world. I’ll have to book you for my next intimate soirée.” 
She laughed. “More like backyard barbecue.”

“It’s pretty easy to make,” Jory said. “Autumn has the recipe.” Autumn nodded but 
remained silent. She forced a smile. This was all wrong. He should have said that in a teasing 
way, with a wink. But his voice was flat. Her skin crawled, and she wanted to shrink inside of 
herself, become invisible.

“Well, we have to get going. I’ll see you on Monday, Autumn. Natalie, nice to meet you.”
Autumn heard all the usual pleasantries exchanged from a distance, as if she were in a tunnel 

looking out. Or looking into one. Jory and Jaleesa walked on, Jory with his hand at her lower 
back, not quite touching but as if to guide her out of the maze of tables. He looked back just 
before they turned down a side street, and his eyes locked on hers. He leaned in toward Jaleesa 
for a moment before stopping. He lifted his hand, thumb at ear and pinky out, and mouthed the 
words “call me.” Then he shrugged and made typing motions. “Or email.”

His eyes pulled and tugged at her until he had to look away, and the pair disappeared behind 
the corner of a building.

“Autumn. Earth to Autumn. Yo.” Natalie snapped her fingers inches from Autumn’s face.
“I think I’m going to throw up.”
“You’re jealous, that’s all,” Natalie said. She gestured to the waiter and asked for ginger ale.
“Jaleesa’s lovely, no doubt about it,” Natalie went on. “And I recognized her right off—she 

was on the cover of Philly Flair last month. And Jory’s bloody gorgeous! Christ. You never said 
he’s that good looking. And what attracted you to your husband is beyond me. I mean, he’s all 



right, but he’s just your basic, decent-looking stuffed shirt, not a knock-out rock star slash sex 
god. But whatever. I think you’d be jealous no matter what she looked like.”

Autumn stared. “Jealous? I’m not jealous. Jealous of what? Her looks? Yes, she’s beautiful
—I’d love to paint her—but I’m me, and me is fine. I don’t do so bad in the looks department 
anyway, if I make an effort.”

“Oh, Autumn. That’s not what I mean,” Natalie rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows you’re 
gorgeous. I meant you’re jealous of Jaleesa because she was with him and you’re not. That kind 
of jealous. The usual thing.”

“No, I’m not jealous. I don’t own him. He can do what he wants.”
“Bullshit.” Natalie waved her protests aside. “And I think he was jealous, too.” 
“What!” She sat back as the waiter moved dishes around and laid out the food.
“Have you noticed how perceptive he is? He takes in every little detail and barely moves his 

eyes, I swear. He watches at the same time he’s talking. Or he’s listening at the same time. I 
mean, he’s got radar, and it’s kind of beneath the radar. Like he doesn’t realize how unusual it is. 
It’s kind of like … I don’t know. Just huge sensitivity or awareness.”

“So?”
“So, he can see how close we are. And he just wants to be close to you, too.”
“You’re way off, Natalie. I’m just freaking out because I’m afraid I’ve made a mistake, that 

we’re not as close as I thought, and that he’s got a totally separate life—of course. Or maybe he’s 
freaked out with the drama, and I’m losing him. And I don’t blame him.” Her hand flew over her 
mouth. She was sure she’d throw up.

“No, you’re just jealous—she’s probably just a cousin or even a step-sister or something. A 
friend. You just don’t know.” The waiter arrived, and Natalie pushed the ginger ale toward 
Autumn. 

“And he was excited to see you. Didn’t you see his grin? Doesn’t that mean anything to 
you? And his focus was totally on you, and you only. So stop. He was just reacting to what was 
in front of him, that’s all. Which was you acting all jealous.”

“Shit.” Autumn slid down her chair and let her head fall back. Stared at the sky.
“And he was jealous of me because … let’s face it. Some stuff is tougher for men than it is 

for women.”
“What do you mean?” She sat up and tucked her hair behind her ears.
“I mean …” Natalie sighed. “I mean you can be married or attached and whatever and hang 

out with your girlfriends all you want. Nobody cares. But he can’t hang out with you because, 
even if you’re just friends, anyone would suspect an affair. Especially since it sounds like you 
can’t keep your hands off him.” She smirked.

“Okay. I see your point. Women’s rights aside, men do get a pretty shitty deal sometimes. 
And when I met Jory for coffee, the day after we met, I packed books and a notepad so it would 
look like business, in case anyone saw us.”

“See what I mean? He can’t be your friend or lover openly right now. He has to wait. So 
he’s sort of in the closet, dying to come out.” She laughed. “So to speak.”

“Well that’s just too bad he has to wait. He’s the one pushing professionalism all the time. 
And if he can’t wait for me, if he needs to screw gorgeous young models, fine. Rock on.”

Natalie burst into laughter. “See? You are jealous. But there’s no vibe between him and 
Jaleesa. I don’t know what he’s doing with her, but he’s not screwing her and he’s not interested. 
Trust me?”



“Yeah. I trust you. But I guess I’m jealous in the usual way, too. I mean, the age thing gets 
to me sometimes, you know? And he’s such a knock-out he can have anyone—probably half the 
student body wants him, guys and girls. Even thirty-six-year-old miserable, half-divorced 
women like me.”

“Stop it, Autumn. Just stop pitying yourself and own it. Besides, if he’s as mature as you 
say, then maybe he needs someone older, someone super special and super smart and 
experienced to match his smarts. Ever think of that? Looks are a plus, of course, and you have 
them, even if you’re not twenty or thirty. So what?”

“You’re right. As usual.” She sighed. She had to lighten up. And she needed to talk with him
—in person. He was dealing with so much and now this, her being jealous and acting standoffish 
instead of overjoyed to see him. He had been grinning. She closed her eyes as something inside 
ached. She’d hurt him …

“Should we get going?” Natalie’s voice broke in. “I’ll get the food wrapped, and we can talk 
more when we get to your place. I want to get home before dark, or at least that’s what I’m 
thinking right now. The flooding will only get worse with the runoff, and I don’t want to get 
stuck somewhere.”

“Yeah, sure. Let’s get going. I have to call him. I’ve totally fucked things up.” 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Autumn led the way with Natalie not far behind. The flooded roads she had driven the night 
before were worse in some spots, but the water wasn’t fast-moving or too deep for safety; it had 
simply spread out. 

The drive gave her time to relax and think. She stretched her neck, tightened and released 
her shoulders to work out the kinks. And Jory came back to her and how she had acted. 
Overreacted.

She hadn’t even given him a chance. The verdict was guilty—no questions asked. But guilty 
of what? They weren’t in any kind of relationship. And they had never discussed dating anyone 
else; they weren’t even dating each other. She had no right to be jealous or think he was guilty of 
anything. Even if they were officially dating, officially monogamous, jealousy was pathetic. 

But why hadn’t he introduced Jaleesa? And he’d introduced himself as the Mackenzies’ chef 
… she rolled her eyes. Natalie had said she was Autumn’s friend. Why couldn’t he have said 
who Jaleesa was to him? That was the weird thing. Maybe that was the problem.

True, she already knew Jaleesa, and that interrupted the usual scheme of things. But he 
should have introduced her right away. She was sure he normally would have, but … Why 
hadn’t he?

Jory’s face as he turned the corner. And it hit her like a punch in the gut once again, that she 
had hurt him. Caused him to worry. Made him wonder what was wrong. That’s why he didn’t 
introduce Jaleesa. He was in shock.

She wanted to beat her head on the steering wheel. Or laugh at her insanity. Most of all, she 
wanted to call him the minute she got home—she couldn’t use her cell phone with the road 
conditions and police everywhere. And she had to relax first and think about it. She tried to send 
him her thoughts: Jory, Jory, Jory I’m so sorry I love you I’ll call you I didn’t mean that. She 
shook her head. If only she could.

Nothing looked damaged as she approached the house. Two shingles, snagged together and 
twisted with a branch, were in the circular driveway at the front, and she turned there so she 
could pick them up on the way in. More shingles were scattered around the front yard plus a 
shutter, and pools of water collected in low areas of the lawn. She’d check the back yard later.

A few sheets of wet paper and twigs littered the porch along with a plastic bottle and 
something she couldn’t identify. She leaned over the passenger side. Was the door open? She 
pulled in closer. It was, by almost two inches. Autumn froze.

She rolled down her window and waved at Natalie to pull ahead of her. She answered her 
questioning look with a shake of her head as she pointed to the highway and mouthed the word: 
“Go.” She hesitated. Autumn gave her a fierce look and pointed again. “Go!” Natalie nodded, 
eyes big, and pulled ahead. Autumn backed up so she could see the garage door at the side of the 
house. 

It was closed. Nothing unusual. But she was positive she’d checked every door and made 
sure the front door was locked. She had activated the alarm. There was no way the wind had 
blown it open. 

Chills went up her back. Somebody must have broken in. She pulled out of the drive slowly, 
quietly. But when she hit the main driveway, she smashed the gas pedal down. She waved at 
Natalie to follow as she swerved into the grass and passed her. Her tires spun in the mud, and she 



had to slow down. Loose gravel sprayed behind her as she turned on the highway and hit the gas 
again.

She slammed on the brakes and pulled over. Natalie parked right behind her as she grabbed 
her phone and tapped 911 twice before she got it right. Her hand shook as she opened the door 
and got out.

“What’s wrong?” Natalie shouted from her window. Autumn shook her head and held up 
one finger as she walked toward her.

“This is Autumn Mackenzie in Embreeville. I just got home from staying with a friend 
overnight, and I’m pretty certain my house was broken into. I made sure all the doors were 
locked, but the front door is open a few inches.”

Autumn kept her eyes on her surroundings, turning and watching. 
“Yes, I’m sure. I remember it clearly.”
“No. He’s … out of town on business.”
“No, I didn’t call him. I just got here.”
“18 Laurel Road … Fifteen minutes? Thanks. We’re out on the highway.”
“My friend and I!”
“It’s a white Mercedes CLS Coupe and she’s in a red Honda CR-Z.”
Autumn glanced at Natalie.
“Stay in the car. Lock it. Got it.”
Autumn slipped her cell phone in her back pocket. “I’m getting in with you, Natalie. No, 

come to think of it, lock yours up. Get in mine. I know my way around here in case we have to 
get out of here.” She turned back toward her car.

“What’s wrong, Autumn? Tell me what’s going on!” Natalie jumped out of her car and ran 
to catch up with her.

“Just get in! I’ll explain in a sec.”
As soon as they were in Autumn hit the locks. She stabbed her key at the ignition a few 

times before she was successful.
“Seatbelt, Natalie.”
“It’s on.”
Autumn spun the car around and drove back toward her house. She passed the driveway and 

stopped only a short distance away. 
“The police will be here in a few minutes. But if something crazy happens, at least we’re 

headed toward West Chester and Philly, not nowhere land.”
She stared intently into the forest up ahead and alongside the car. Her house had been built 

on farmland, and it stood out in a vast expanse of lawn on the other side of the road. Clumps of 
trees dotted the roadside, and her white car wasn’t easily visible from the house. But close to the 
trees, the view of the house was clear. She blew out her breath and inhaled deeply. Exhaled 
slowly. She turned off the car and stared straight ahead.

“Somebody broke into the house. And he’s still in there. I could feel it. And I feel sick.” She 
focused on her breathing again.

“How do you know?”
“The front door is open a few inches, and I know I locked it and set the alarm. Somebody’s 

in there, Natalie.”
Something was just so off. So wrong. Something … Tears welled up. She stuffed the side of 

her thumb in her mouth and bit down. 
“Autumn, you’re crying! Why?”



“I don’t know. I’m scared.” Her chest hitched a few times. Natalie handed her a tissue. 
“Well, I’m scared too. I had no idea what you were doing or what was going on. I didn’t 

look at the door. I just followed orders.”
“I was hoping you’d do that. Thanks. Maybe I’m crazy. Maybe I’m overreacting. But I don’t 

think so.” She blotted at her eyes. “Tim Duncan, the police chief, will probably show up. Small 
police force, you know. He’s the last person I feel like seeing right now, though.”

She cocked her head. A siren wailed in the distance.
“It’ll be okay.” She sniffed.
“Of course! Even if it’s a burglar, we’ll deal. You’ll deal. We’re out here and the police are 

coming, so we’re safe. You’ll figure things out and move on. We have to get you an apartment!” 
Natalie reached over and patted her leg.

“I know, I know.”
A police car with lights flashing crested the hill and sped by. Then another. Both cars pulled 

into the driveway and headed toward the house. A third cruiser pulled in and stopped in the 
grass. As Autumn had predicted, it was the chief. As he approached her car, two more police cars 
followed the others.

Autumn whimpered and shoved the side of her hand in her mouth again. What would they 
find? She didn’t want to know. 

“Chief Tim Duncan here, ma’am.” He touched his cap. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know. We got here just a few minutes before I called 911, and I saw the front door 

was open. I know I locked it yesterday afternoon. I stayed with my friend because I was worried 
about being out here in the storm by myself.”

“Where’s Mike?”
Autumn wasn’t ready to talk about her separation and divorce. “Out of town on business, but 

he could be at his corporate office in Philly if he got back early. I don’t know for sure.”
“What’s his phone number?”
“Here.” She swiped and tapped and held her phone up as he made a note.
“What’s your number?” He held up a finger as he pressed something on his belt. “Yeah.”
Between the crackling of the radio and the jargon, the voice was just babble. She held up her 

cell phone again.
“They need me in the house, ladies.” He scribbled her number. “Sit tight, keep the doors 

locked, and don’t worry. I’ll let you know if anything’s going on in the house as soon as I can.”
“Thanks, Tim.” He walked so fast to his car he almost ran, and his car was moving even 

before he’d shut the door. The tears started again. Something was seriously wrong. 
“It’s okay, Autumn. Or it will be. We’ll get through this, whatever it is.” Natalie reached 

over to hug her. Autumn clutched her arms and sobbed against her shoulder.
“I’ve just had to deal with so much …”
“I know, honey. I know. But what do you think it is? I mean, what’s got you crying? It’s 

more than fear. You never cry when you’re scared, Autumn. You get all brave and tough and 
lead everyone through to safety. Remember that initiation hike in our freshman year when we all 
got lost, even the leader? You figured it out and got us home. Tough as nails. You were our hero 
that day.” She laughed. So did Autumn.

“I don’t know. I’m just scared. And I guess I’m afraid it’s Mike.”
“Mike? Then what’s the problem?” 
“I don’t know. He’s been nuts. But wait—I changed the password on the alarm system. And 

I know I set the alarms at all three entrances. I was thinking he’s the only person who could get 



in without the alarm going off. But it would have, because the old password, the only one he 
knows, won’t deactivate it before it goes off. And the police would have been here by now. I’m 
so confused. Is it possible to deactivate an alarm system somehow? Without a password?”

“I’ve heard it’s possible. And it happens.”
“Oh.” Autumn was silent. Mike would know how.
“So it could be anyone, honey. And even if it’s Mike, maybe he’s just looking for something 

he forgot, and no big deal.” Natalie used her motherly comfort voice, which she usually 
exaggerated for laughs, but this time she kept it serious.

Autumn tried to smile, but something caught her eye.
“Look out!” She grabbed Natalie’s neck. Crushed her down in her lap. Covered her head 

with her chest and arms. Screamed.
“Get out of here! Get away from us or I’ll kill you!”
A man just outside the passenger-side window ducked down and squeezed by as he avoided 

a low-hanging branch. He stared at the car and hurried past. As he moved on, Autumn could see 
his walking stick, back-pack, and boots. She loosened her grip on her friend.

“Fuck.”
Natalie sat up. “What the hell?” She pulled her hair back and looked out the windshield. 

“It’s just a hiker, for God’s sake.”
“I know. I see that now. But he was right up against the car.” Autumn chewed off a 

fingernail.
Natalie unlocked her door and opened it. Looked around. 
“Right, Autumn.” She slammed the door and hit the lock again. “There’s a fucking river in 

the drainage ditch, and he was trying to avoid it. And you threatened to kill him for it.” She 
laughed a little.

“Crap. Sorry.” Autumn laughed and pressed her hand over her mouth to stifle the hysterics.
“Calm down, girl. They’ll figure it out. Maybe it’s nothing, and you’ve got yourself all 

worked up. And me too.”
Another siren broke the quiet. This time, an ambulance raced down the hill.
“No.” The hysteria disappeared.
“Shh. Maybe it’s not for your house.” Natalie reached over and grabbed Autumn’s hand.
The ambulance slowed down and turned into the driveway. A fire truck followed in a few 

moments.
“An ambulance? A firetruck? What for? No. Just no.” She shook her head and rocked back 

and forth as she chewed another fingernail.
“What do you think’s going on?” 
“I don’t know. But I guess we’ll find out.” A police car headed up the driveway. It was the 

chief. He parked in the grass and waved briefly before crossing the road. Autumn rolled down 
her window.

“Breathe, Autumn.” Natalie squeezed her hand and let go.
Autumn studied his face as he approached. He looked tired, but his expression was neutral. 

No emotion. Nothing to read. It reminded her of Mike.
“A little bit of bad news,” he said, as he got closer. “Why don’t you and your friend step 

out.”
Autumn glanced at Natalie. Took in her big eyes, the crease between them, the clenched 

jaw. She had to be the tough one now. For Natalie. Once Natalie went down the rabbit hole, there 
was no pulling her out. But she could always keep going no matter what.



“You’ll have to get out on my side, Natalie. Don’t worry about the upholstery. Just climb 
out as best as you can.” Her car was a four-door model but small and tight in the front with a 
wide console between the seats plus a stick shift. Autumn stepped out and offered Natalie her 
hand. She grabbed it and Autumn held tight as she maneuvered her long legs into the driver’s 
seat.

 Autumn turned and stared at the chief. His face gave away nothing. If it were just an 
ordinary robbery, he wouldn’t be hiding so much. It wouldn’t be such a big deal. But it was 
something more, something else.

He led the way back to his cruiser. Opened the back door. Waved them in. Nobody said 
anything. Natalie looked at Autumn. Autumn stared back.

He pulled in behind the fire truck and got out. Opened the back door. “C’mon, ladies. Don’t 
worry. You’re safe.”

Autumn slipped out of the car quickly. She couldn’t stay quiet any longer. She needed to do 
something. Solve a problem. Fix something. 

“What’s going on, Tim?”
The chief waited for Natalie before he spoke.
“What’s your friend’s name?”
“Natalie Brecker.” They both answered at the same time and glanced at each other.
 “Okay. Natalie.” He cleared his throat. “Autumn, you were right. Someone was in the 

house.” He paused. “And still is. It’s just … well, it’s your husband.”
Autumn closed her eyes. “I knew it,” she whispered as Natalie grabbed her hand.
“And we think he’s okay, but he’s … he might have had a heart attack. I don’t know yet. 

The EMTs are still working on him. We do know he was drinking. Probably a lot, and he might 
have alcohol poisoning. It’s on his breath—he was breathing when we arrived but barely—and 
empty wine bottles are scattered around. And a couple beer bottles. They’re taking photographs.”

Autumn stared at the ground.
“So he’s going to be okay?”
“We don’t know yet. We think so. We hope so. As soon as they get him stabilized, they’ll 

take him to a hospital in Philadelphia where he’ll get the best care possible. Probably Jefferson 
or Hahnemann. I don’t know yet.”

“It’ll be okay, Autumn. Don’t worry.” Natalie hugged her.
“I know. It will be.” Autumn hugged her back.
“I need to ask you a few questions, though. Let’s sit on the porch steps.”
He picked up a clipboard with an official looking form. 
“These are just standard questions we ask anyone in a situation like this. It’s just the usual; 

we have a stack of these back at the station. I just want to make sure you know that some of the 
questions might be difficult. You’re not under suspicion in any way, but I still have to ask them.”

“Suspicion? For what?” Natalie asked. He ignored her.
“Where were you last night, Autumn?”
“With Natalie. At her house. In Manayunk.” 
“I’ll need that address but it can wait. What about the last twenty-four hours?”
“I left here around … one-thirty yesterday afternoon.”
“And you were gone since then, until you arrived this afternoon?”
“Yes.”
“Can you provide proof of that?”



Autumn rolled her eyes. “I see what you mean about difficult. Yes, I guess I can. I stopped 
at the EasyShop in West Chester on the way, and I’m sure I have the receipt somewhere. Oh, and 
the wine shop, too. The one right next to the store. Then I went to Natalie’s. We stayed in 
because of the storm. On the way over here this afternoon, we stopped at The Smoking Grill on 
Gay Street in West Chester.”

Tim scribbled fast. “Did you have contact with anyone you know, someone we could speak 
with?”

“What?” 
“They’re just standard questions, Autumn. I’m reading right from the list.”
“I know. I know. Let me think.”
“We saw Jory and Jaleesa,” Natalie reminded her.
“Oh, right. Jory and Jaleesa.”
“Who are they? Do you know their last names?”
“Jory is …” Autumn hesitated. “Jory’s my chef. He’s hired help. He works here twice a 

week.”
Tim started to laugh but caught himself. “Is that right. What’s his last name?”
Again, Autumn wavered. This was too personal, but she didn’t have a choice. “Dumas. Jory 

Dumas.” The chief didn’t seem to recognize his last name.
“And this Jaleesa, who is she?”
His questions droned on and on. She zoned out. She was tired. A little hung over. Worried 

about Mike. She stood up and stretched.
The ambulance lights flashed. The chief set the clipboard aside and looked up at her, and his 

face wasn’t quite as stern. More relaxed. More sympathetic. 
The front door opened, and something white came into view. A stretcher. He lumbered to 

his feet.
“Come on. We need you to identify your husband, so let’s get over there. He’s probably still 

unconscious. We’re sure it’s him; he had his wallet on him, and we checked his ID. This is just a 
double-check in case his wallet was stolen. But I should warn you. He doesn’t look good.”

Autumn stared as the stretcher rolled out. The chief’s voice echoed in the distance as her 
eyes strained to find his face. He was covered with a white sheet though the day was warm. And 
the memories came: Her mother. Her father. The same white sheets. The gurneys. The shapes of 
their bodies under the sheets. Their distorted faces. The pooled blood under her father she knew 
she wasn’t supposed to see. Her mother’s strange head cap she’d almost removed, realizing later 
it was probably keeping her brains in her skull. She couldn’t do this again. 

But Mike was alive. The stretcher came closer, and the chief placed a hand under her elbow, 
ready to steady her if she faltered. She shook it off. She had to do this alone. She stepped forward 
and stared.

His face was a weird shade of blue and puffy. A bandage was taped on his forehead. He 
smelled like vomit. And … she sniffed the air. Shit. He’d shit in his own pants. 

“Why didn’t you take his pants off?” She stared at the EMTs.
“We did, ma’am. We cut his shirt and pants off to check him for injuries at all points. The 

smell sticks around since we can’t wash him. Sorry about that.”
“Okay.” She turned to the chief. “Yes, that’s him. That’s Mike.” She shook her head and 

looked at him again. 
His hands were swollen. The lines around his eyes seemed to have deepened, and his 

receding hairline was thinner, with only a few strands of black and gray at front and center. He 



looked old. Like someone her age might call dad or uncle or big brother instead of husband or 
lover.

She moved closer and held her breath. She stared at his face. All she could do was shake her 
head. This was the man she had thought she loved, the man she had tried to love and failed. But 
he was a stranger. She didn’t know him. His eyes flickered behind his lids, as if he were 
dreaming, as if he were deeply asleep instead of unconscious.

She couldn’t come up with any emotion or a reaction. She didn’t hate him. She didn’t love 
him. She searched down to her core and came up with nothing. But he was a human being, 
someone she had known, had loved, had hated at times. 

She reached her hand out and touched his forehead. Cool. His cheek. Cool. The flickering in 
his eyes stopped, and his mouth fell slack. She felt for a pulse in his wrist, his neck. Laid her ear 
on his chest. Nothing. She jumped away and faced the EMTs. 

“You get him in that vehicle, right now, and get him to a hospital. Now.” She pointed to the 
back of the ambulance. The EMTs stared.

“Now!” she screamed. This time she stabbed her finger toward the road. She watched as 
they jumped into action.

The EMTs lifted him in and jumped in the back. The last one stared at her before he pulled 
the door shut. Right. She was crazy. She marched to the porch and took a deep breath before 
turning around to watch the ambulance leave. She should have mentioned his heart had stopped.

She had to calm down. This wasn’t over yet. What the hell had he been doing here? Why the 
drinking? Was anything he owned still here? She didn’t think so. 

The ambulance was halfway to the end of the driveway when the siren howled. It was out of 
sight in seconds.

“I told them,” Autumn muttered. She looked up at Natalie and Tim. Natalie’s face was 
distinctly gray. She knew. Tim didn’t. She didn’t care.

“Okay. What else do we have to do?” Factual mode on. Emotions off. They were silent. She 
focused on Tim. “I’m certified in advanced emergency first aid—or I was. My old job, my 
company offered it. His heart stopped. That’s why I freaked out.”

The chief’s pallor almost matched Natalie’s. She rushed to Autumn and hugged her. “It’ll be 
okay. You’re doing great,” she whispered.

“Well, let’s go in the house. We can finish up the paperwork at the counter. Tim? Come on.” 
She marched up the steps.

“Autumn, I need to warn you …”
She spun around. “Stop it, Tim. Just stop it right now. I’ll be fine, whatever it is. What, did 

he puke on the floor? Piss on the cabinets? Wank off in the toaster?”
The chief’s eyebrows raised, but only for a moment. “Worse.”
“Great. Let’s check it out.” Autumn flung the door open. Looked left and right, and nothing 

seemed odd. But the place reeked of vomit or … She wasn’t sure.
Apparently, the action had taken place in the kitchen or living room. She strode quickly 

down the hall. The stench was overpowering. She blocked her nose and covered her mouth.
“You can stay back if you want to, Natalie.”
“No way. I’m right behind you. We’ll deal with it together.”
Autumn stopped. To her right, the living room. To her left, the kitchen and the entrance to 

the rarely used dining room. Straight ahead, her studio and the back door.
She shook her head, hand still covering her mouth. She moved forward gingerly.



The hardwood floor, always so smooth she could slide on it in socks, was downright 
dangerous. Food was everywhere. A path had been cleared.

The center island was covered with containers of food, most opened and dumped. Autumn 
walked past it. The sink and the adjoining counter had trash all over it, and the pewter-colored 
trash can lay across the room, in front of the pantry door. The vegetable scrap bucket was on the 
stove, upside down, its contents strewn about. Glasses and dishes were everywhere, most broken. 
Half-empty wine bottles. Beer bottles. A whiskey bottle. 

A chef’s knife protruded from the wall next to the stove. Jory’s knife. 
Autumn closed her eyes, pressed her hand tight over her mouth. Pushed down to stop the 

vomit from rising. It was a scene from a horror flick—a toddler had thrown a temper tantrum. A 
toddler possessed by a demon. She fought against the nausea and turned to the living room.

“Oh, no.” Her mangled laptop was suspended in the wall above her loveseat, thrown so hard 
it had broken through the wallboard and stuck. She walked toward the living room but stopped 
where the carpet began. She shrugged and wiped her shoes on the edge. It needed a shampoo 
anyway.

She leaned against the loveseat’s armrest and reached up.
“Better not. It’s still plugged in.” The chief was right behind her and pointed to the long 

extension cord. He motioned to one of the officers standing sentry against another wall to do 
something about that. Her laptop … 

She watched her step as she headed back to the kitchen. She had caught a glimpse of her 
studio, and she didn’t want to look. But she did anyway. Shook her head. Hugged her elbows 
tight.

Everything destroyed. Canvases. Paint. Brushes snapped. Easels broken. One jutted out of 
the wall, a sister to her laptop. Vases smashed. Another knife, this one plunged in the wall above 
her little table, her antique paint cabinet. A wet, greenish stain surrounding the remains of her 
favorite blue vase, smashed on the white tarp her easel usually rested on. She picked up the 
wilted flower, a wild rose cut from a vine she had discovered along the road. Kissed it. 

“You’ll be fine, sweetie.” She brought it over to the sink, rinsed her surprisingly unbroken 
coffee cup, filled it with water, and gently placed the flower in it. She shrugged. What else could 
she do?

She looked up at Tim and Natalie. Natalie’s face was white, blank. Shock. Tim wore a slight 
frown and a pinched forehead. Autumn made a wry smile and snorted as she shook her head.

“Don’t worry about all this. I’m not. To tell you the truth, I’ve dealt with worse from him. 
This is nothing. This is … stuff that can be cleaned up and replaced. Fixed. Some of my 
paintings, maybe not. But I can always do them again. None of them are that important to me, 
anyway. Those are either hidden or at your house.” She couldn’t help but grin at Natalie. She 
half-smiled and nodded. 

“You expected this?” the chief asked.
“No, not this. Not at all. I was afraid he might do something crazy, but I thought it would 

only be my paintings because he’s always tried to sabotage me and my art. But I figured I was 
getting paranoid or just overly worried.

“But when he came home a few months ago drunk, when he reported me missing—you 
remember—it was so out of character I thought something was snapping in him. But it’s not 
about me, not really, though I can’t say I understand him. I just know how he keeps everything 
stuffed inside, and when you do that, either your insides rot or you explode. He exploded.”

He stared. She shrugged.



“Has he ever hurt you physically?”
“No, except for throwing a box of … stuff at me one time. It didn’t hurt; it was light, and he 

didn’t throw it that hard.” No need to mention the binder he’d hurled and that she’d thrown back 
at him. The less said, the better.

“Have you worried he would hurt you?”
“A little, but only lately, and that’s out of character, too. But …”
“But what about that knife?” Natalie pointed to her studio. “And the one by the stove? He’s 

totally flipped, Autumn! What if you were here? He would have killed you.” 
Autumn closed her eyes and massaged her temples. “I guess so. Or maybe he flipped 

because I wasn’t here. I don’t know.”
Natalie turned to the chief. “Aren’t you going to charge him with something?”
“Don’t think there’s anything to charge him with except harassment, if Autumn wants to 

press charges.” He glanced at Autumn.
“That will only make things worse. Besides, he’s in no condition to do anything else. For 

weeks. At least.”
“You can always change your mind.”
She nodded. “Let’s get out of here. The smell is making me sick.”
The chief let out a sigh. “Let’s go upstairs, then.”
She glanced over at Natalie just as she squeezed her eyes shut and grimaced. She gathered 

her long hair and twisted it around her hand until it was a rope. Hung on to it as it draped across 
her chest. Autumn turned to the chief and took a deep breath.

“So you’re saying there’s damage up there, too.” Not a question but a statement. She knew 
the answer.

The chief nodded and turned toward the hall.
Autumn stepped over to Natalie and hugged her. “You don’t have to do this,” she 

whispered. “I’ll be all right.”
Natalie opened her eyes and shook her head. “Are you kidding? We’re in this together.” She 

reached out a hand and Autumn squeezed tight.
The chief was already standing in front of Autumn’s bedroom when she and Natalie reached 

the upstairs hall.
“It doesn’t look too bad, ladies,” he said. “At least not compared to the kitchen. I just don’t 

want you to see it by yourselves.” He walked into the bedroom and positioned himself to the left, 
against the wall, arms folded over his chest.

Autumn nodded. Still holding Natalie’s hand, she glanced from side to side as she entered 
and made a quick assessment.

Blankets and sheets were ripped off her bed and clothes were piled high, trailing off. A 
broken vase, an antique mirror, and framed photographs were scattered around her vanity table. 
Stockings and scarves and a lacy black garter belt decorated a drawer and the upholstered chair, 
while a sculpture and another vase rested on the floor near her long, wide dresser. Drawers 
dangled. Bras and underwear were scattered. She moved her eyes slowly across the room toward 
the closet.

The box of condoms and sex toys had been dumped; most were in a pile but a few had been 
flung on the floor and bed. More clothes on the floor. Paintings …

“No!” She rushed to the clothing heap. “No! I’ll kill him!” One, two, three, a half-dozen 
small paintings had been randomly strewn about. She gathered them and stacked them on the 



night table. She turned to the bed on her left and spied a painting, half-hidden under a blouse. 
Took the few steps to it. Held it with both hands. Stared.

“No. Not this one. No!” It was a self-portrait, just to the shoulders, one she had painted early 
on, the only realistic portrayal of herself she had created so far. “No,” she whispered. The center 
had clearly been punched, and the top stretcher bar had been snapped. She held it tight to her 
chest and looked around wildly.

“No! Natalie …” She fell on her knees. She could feel Natalie’s hand on her back but 
couldn’t make out what she said. “No-o-o.” Still on her knees, clutching her painting, she turned 
to the open closet.

It looked like an overflowing, end-of-semester rubbish receptacle outside a college dorm. 
Most of her clothes were on the floor, and her hiding place against the wall had been ripped 
open. The sheets were torn, and paintings had been pulled out and ripped apart, their support 
frames smashed. A partially open suitcase was upside down. A cardboard box and an extra lamp 
had been knocked down from the shelf above.

She shuffled forward over her clothes, still on her knees, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
Her rockstar-fantasy painting, the one with her hair in dreadlocks and playing a guitar, was 
smashed and twisted. Flower paintings were cracked in half, the canvases lifeless like skin 
draped over skeletons. A wet sweater, and the smell of … fermenting wine? No, urine. She 
jerked her hand back, wiped it on a T-shirt and threw the shirt out the door behind her.

The corner of a painting jutted out from the heap. She tossed clothing aside, and a foot was 
revealed. A shapely leg. Slowly, she pulled off a long coat and a jacket and found the narrow 
hips wrapped in a towel that she expected. She shuffled backward, gripping the edge of the 
painting with her hands, and pulled. Turned it sideways. The lamp and three shoes rolled off, but 
one remained.

“No.” Autumn whispered as she leaned it against the wall and reached to pull off the shoe, a 
patent leather stiletto. She pulled weakly and fell back. 

“Natalie.” Darkness closed in around her on everything but Jory’s face and the shiny black 
shoe. The heel had been stabbed in his forehead, and his eyes danced merrily on either side. 
Voices swirled. Someone lifted her shoulders. She fell back again.

“Just leave! She’ll be all right. Just leave us alone!” More voices. “Go downstairs. Please. 
I’ll yell if we need you.” The voices grew quiet.

Natalie’s hand closed over hers. “I’m here, honey. I’m here.” A weight settled on her chest 
and long, silky hair flowed over her neck and shoulders. A gentle hand and arm wrapped around 
her back. “Oh, Autumn. I’m here. It’s okay. You’ll be okay.”

“Natalie.” 
“I’m here, sweetie. Don’t worry.”
“I know. Just … would you get that shoe out of his face?” She cleared her throat but didn’t 

open her eyes.
“What?” Silence. “Oh, my God.”
“Just take it out. Throw it anywhere, I don’t care. Just get it out.”
Natalie pulled her arm away and crawled over Autumn’s legs. A resounding smack against 

the wall announced the removal of the shoe.
“Thank you.” Autumn opened her eyes as Natalie fell back at her side.
“You okay?” Natalie grabbed a shirt from the pile and wiped Autumn’s cheeks.
Autumn sniffed and nodded. “I guess so. Have to be.” She struggled to sit up.



“No, you don’t. Just stay put for a few minutes. Go ahead. Lie down again.” She pushed at 
Autumn’s shoulder.

She turned her head to the side and wound herself into a ball around an armful of clothing. 
Natalie patted her back for a moment as the tears came again and she sobbed into something soft. 
She refused to wonder why and instead thought of how. How to move on. How to move beyond 
this. But the why was hard to shake. Why, why, why. She corrected herself. How. Her sobs soon 
quieted.

She shook her head and untangled herself as she sat up. She could cry later. She looked up at 
Natalie’s outstretched hand filled with tissues and smiled a little as she took them. Smiled for 
just a moment before blowing her nose.

Natalie knelt down. “Are you going to be okay?” she whispered.
Autumn nodded and dragged the fingers of both hands though her hair, pushing it back. “I’ll 

get through this. What doesn’t kill you, you know? It’s the end of the madness I’ve been living 
with; he won’t ever hurt me again. That knowledge alone gives me strength.” 

She stood up and found her balance before leaving the closet. She shook her head as she 
took in the paintings that had been thrown across her bedroom. Some were twisted and ripped, 
others looked intact.

She tried to focus. A painting was lodged in a broken window; she could feel the warm, 
damp air pouring in, but still she shivered. Natalie took her hand again. “Where does this hatred 
come from?” she asked as she reached over and wiped Autumn’s eyes and cheeks again. “The 
bastard will pay for it somehow. It’s a karma thing, you know? You don’t have to do a thing.” 
She sniffed loudly and blew her own nose.

Autumn nodded and hugged her and gripped her hand as she headed back to the closet. The 
sheets had only partially been ripped from the wall, and some of the paintings hadn’t been 
touched. Jory’s painting and the other big one could be repaired easily, as far as she could see. 
She’d deal with it later. For now, she had to stay sane. She glanced at Natalie.

“Come on. Let’s go outside. I’ll take care of this later.” She shook her head. “That fucking 
bastard.” She gritted her teeth and led the way downstairs to the foyer and the front door. The 
chief met them there.

“Are you all right, Autumn?”
“I’m fine, thanks. Do you need anything else from me?” 
“If you’re okay, I just have a final few questions. And I’ll need phone numbers for your 

alibis, or at least one. What did you say their names were?”
“Jory Dumas and Jaleesa. Diamante.”
He scribbled. 
“What was Jory’s last name? I think I recognized it.”
“Dumas.”
“Thought so. Jamie Dumas’s boy?”
“Yes.” So he’d heard of him after all.
“Good kid. I met him at a fundraising event over at Longwood Gardens last summer. He 

was helping his dad. Running the show while his father greeted guests and mingled. He still in 
college?”

“Yes, he’s finishing his master’s degree. He needed a part-time job, and I needed a chef.”
“Well, I hope he feeds you right. Come on, let’s finish those questions. And I need his 

number.”



Natalie spoke up. “We need to talk.” She squeezed Autumn’s hand. “We’ll be out in a 
minute, Chief.”

They were quiet until he was outside. Natalie closed the front door and turned to her.
“How about I stay with you tonight, Autumn? Or we can go back to my place. I can blow off 

work tomorrow. And you can call Sandy to help.”
“She’s due Tuesday. Maybe I can get her to come over tomorrow, but I don’t want her to see 

this mess. It’s too awful. Too personal.”
“I’m so sorry for you.”
“I can’t believe this. But I’m okay. Don’t worry. I mean, it’s horrible, I know—I’m totally 

freaked out—but in a weird way it’s okay. It kind of confirms my decision to divorce him. 
Believe it or not, I’ve had doubts, doubting whether I tried hard enough or made enough changes 
in myself, my attitude, how I was treating him. Crazy, I know. But this isn’t my fault, and it’s not 
about me anyway. And there’s no reason to even try to help him; he’s beyond help. This is so 
incredibly sick—way beyond his sarcasm and issues and whatever else.” 

“And you know, this whole mess—” she gestured. “This whole mess is how I’ve felt inside 
for years. Just a wreck. And somehow, looking at the graphic image makes it real. Like a 
painting. Now I get it. Now I can see it. Now I can be free of it. Now I can put myself back 
together and be even better than I ever was. Which always has been, of course, awesome and 
amazing.” She tried to smile. 

“You’ve always been amazing, Autumn. And I’ll help with the clean-up. But let’s get rid of 
the police first, shall we?”

Natalie slipped her arm through Autumn’s and followed her out. The chief was sitting on the 
step with his radio and cell phone at his side. They stepped down to the walkway and stood in 
front of him.

“I had a report from the EMTs,” Tim said.
Autumn took a deep breath. “And?”
“They just got him to ER at Jefferson. He’s in serious but stable condition. That means he’s 

in rough shape, but he’s not up and down, just steady. We’ll know more later. And of course you 
can call and see about visiting.”

Autumn doubted she’d visit. But she’d want to know how he’s doing. 
“So what happened to him?”
“He had a heart attack. And his heart stopped on the way to the hospital—”
“Again? But what was wrong with him before that?”
“I’m not a doctor or an EMT, but I think they meant his heart stopping here. Which is 

different from the heart attack he had earlier. But he’s okay. That’s the important thing.”
“But why? What was wrong before that other than being massively drunk? What set off a 

heart attack? He was healthy as far as I know. No high cholesterol or anything like that.”
Tim shook his head. “Alcohol poisoning. Maybe crack cocaine; that can cause heart attacks. 

But they won’t know until the tests are done.”
“Cocaine? You’re joking. Mike doesn’t take drugs. He doesn’t even drink regularly. Or he 

didn’t used to. Not that much, anyway.” She remembered Jory’s suspicions. Jory …
The chief sighed. “I don’t know, Autumn. I’m just passing the message along. Maybe 

they’re guessing at this point, and tests will show something else.”
Autumn stared. Cocaine?
“All right. Let’s finish this up so we can get going. I called your alibi, Jory Dumas, by the 

way; I was able to track down his number. He verified that he saw you in West Chester this 



afternoon. He insisted I tell you to check email; I guess he sent something. And I didn’t give him 
details; I just told him there was an incident here.”

He looked down at his list. He made a few check marks and scribbles. 
“Well, there’s nothing left to ask. Everything’s been answered as we talked. I don’t think 

we’ll need to look at your receipts or anything else, but hang on to them just in case. I’ll check 
with my team now. We should be done.”

The chief addressed the lieutenant again. “Everything look good when you checked the 
grounds?” 

“No sign of anybody, no footprints. Nothin’ out of place except for wind damage. All told 
we counted fourteen shingles and two shutters.” He shifted toward Autumn and Natalie.

“You got some water damage in the shed and a load of frogs in the pool plus a big snake 
caught in the filter—we seen his tail stickin’ out. We got rid of it; looked like a copperhead 
washed in with the run-off. And that’s it.” 

“A copperhead?” Autumn said, her eyes big. The lieutenant nodded as she thought back to 
the snake at the pond. “Thanks. I thought I saw one. Poisonous …” The lieutenant nodded again.

The chief cleared his throat. “Uh, listen. These officers have an hour left on their shifts, and 
they’re going to help you get cleaned up. You’re not allowed to say no. If you even try, I’ll arrest 
you for obstruction of neighborly efforts. They both live up the road with their families. And 
they both offered. I said it was fine if they wanted to.” He nodded once and touched his cap.

Autumn hid her face in her hands as a sob caught in her throat. She felt Natalie’s arms 
around her, and she buried her face in her shoulder as the tears overflowed and she cried harder. 
After a few minutes, Natalie led her to the far end of the porch. She pulled up two chairs but 
Autumn sat on the floor, her back against the wall. Natalie sat close as Autumn clutched at her, 
held on to her shoulders. She rocked her gently, back and forth, arms holding tight, her cheek on 
Autumn’s shoulder. She hummed and choked on the broken chords of a childhood lullaby. 
Rocked as Autumn cried. As they cried together.

Doors opened and shut. Cars pulled away. The front door slammed. And she couldn’t stop. 
Natalie felt around in her purse. Tucked napkins in her hand.

“One is a little coffee stained, but you need something, honey. It’ll be okay. It will be all 
right. Cry all you want. Let it out.”

She sobbed some more. Yes, it would be all right. Everything would be all right. And maybe 
the people around here were nicer than she thought. The tears welled up again. 

She dabbed her face and pressed the napkins to her eyes.
She looked around. Sniffed. Shook her head again and looked up. The sky was a perfect 

celestial blue with not a cloud in sight. The air was sticky, but the sun was bright and warm, and 
everything would dry out soon. And she had work to do.

“Come on, Natalie. Let’s go in and make sure those officers aren’t throwing away anything 
they shouldn’t.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY

The kitchen floor was clean and dry, and a bottle of floor cleaner stood sentry on the island 
counter. It had been cleared and wiped clean except for a pile of broken dishes and glasses on the 
opposite end. Plastic storage containers topped the heap, apparently damaged.

Two big garbage bags were filled, tied, and ready to take out. And the now-clean but dented 
trash can shone next to them. The officers stood at the sink, rinsing more dishes and plastic 
containers, and Jory’s knives were drying in the dish rack. She looked away.

Some of the cabinets were still splattered and the stove top was a mess, but she didn’t want 
them to go that far. She could take care of that. She opened the freezer.

Nothing touched. At least some things Jory had prepared weren’t ruined. She looked in the 
refrigerator. A few items—butter, a few bottles in the door shelf—were intact. But it was empty 
otherwise. She recalled how stuffed it had been, so much so that she’d asked Jory to go light over 
the next few visits. All that work and food wasted.

On the counter next to the pantry was a stack of cans and damaged boxes. She opened the 
door. Another stack. Clearly he had ripped that apart, too, and the officers had organized things 
neatly but not in any particular order. 

Rice littered the floor. Flour, too, though it looked like the worst had been swept up. The 
shelves would have to be wiped before bothering with the floor again. She closed the door and 
looked over to Natalie.

Her face was grim. Tight. Autumn wondered what her marriage had been like, if it had been 
anything like this. She knew her ex had thrown fits over the slightest thing. He wasn’t quiet or 
reserved as Mike had always been. Totally the opposite. But she didn’t know if he ever destroyed 
things.

She walked over to the officers.
“Hey, guys.” They turned around, and the officer at the sink shut the water off. 
“Thank you. From the bottom of my heart. Just thanks. This would have been hard. Not the 

work itself, but …”
The officer who had shut off the water interrupted. “You’re welcome, Mrs. Mackenzie. It’s 

the least we could do. We’re sorry this happened.”
“Yes, so am I. Look, you’ve done so much already, why don’t you let me and my friend 

finish up. You’ve taken care of almost everything.” She paused and looked around. “And thanks 
for not throwing anything away; it’s better that I do that. I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”

“You’re welcome.” This time it was the other officer. “We’re both married, you know, and 
our wives … Well, they’d have conniptions if we threw out any of their dishes, broken or not. 
Isn’t that right, Will?”

“Oh, you betcha. We don’t touch nothin’ in the kitchen ’cept what the women-folk tell us to 
do and that’s it. That’s how we know how to do a basic clean up and not throw nothin’ out. We’d 
risk our hides if we did that at home.”

“That’s … so kind of you. Smart. I guess it works both ways. If I cleaned up your workshop 
or garage for some reason, I wouldn’t throw anything out either. That’s your business.”

Apparently they didn’t get the comparison.
“Well, ain’t no women allowed in my workshop.” He jerked his elbow in Will’s side. “Ain’t 

that right?”



“That sure is, my man.” He held a fist up and the other officer pumped it. Autumn controlled 
the urge to roll her eyes.

“Well, maybe that’s not a good example. But thanks, guys. I do appreciate your help.” She 
was going to say she’d send cookies over, but they probably wouldn’t appreciate Jory’s gluten-
free vegan pumpkin cookies. Son of a well-known restaurant mogul or not. 

The officers dried their hands with paper towels, touched their caps, and were gone. Autumn 
waited for their car to start before saying anything.

“Did you hear that crap? No women in their workshop. I was just saying.”
“I know,” Natalie said. “Crazy stuff and missing the point. But people are people. We think 

they’re weird, they think we’re weird, and whatever. At least they were nice.”
“They were, and you’re right. I just get taken off guard sometimes. So what should we do?”
“Coffee? Open some windows?” Natalie pinched her nose and made a face.
“Oh, definitely both. How about you do windows and I’ll do coffee?” 
“Sure.” Natalie headed to the studio. “Thank God they cleaned up. This would have totally 

sucked. Your studio is bad enough.”
“Seriously.” 
The coffee maker was still splattered, but she didn’t expect them to take care of every detail. 

Autumn grabbed a pot, filled it with water, and set it on the stove to heat. She was laying out 
coffee and filters on the counter just as Natalie returned.

“I’m wondering what to say to Jory. Oh, the chief said he sent email. Let me go check.” 
She took a few steps to the living room and stopped. Her laptop was still stuck in the wall. 

The officers had unplugged it and placed the broken bits and pieces on the ottoman, but they’d 
left it where it was. It looked funny now, wedged in the drywall and insulation. She laughed and 
pointed.

“Oh, my God. That’s hilarious.”
“You’re losing it, Autumn. But yeah, it’s kind of funny. Exam week college humor, maybe. 

I’ll finish the coffee.”
“Thanks. There’s a strainer in the drawer.” She pointed. “I don’t know if any cups are left, 

though, except one that’s probably in the dishwasher, so use whatever. Two measures of coffee 
each.”

Autumn walked back to the counter, grabbed her purse, and felt around for her cell phone. 
She tapped the email icon and quickly scanned recent messages. 

“So what do you think set Mike off?” Natalie asked.
“I don’t know.” 
Just before she left for Natalie’s house, Mike had emailed her. And she had ignored it, which 

should have left his name and the subject in bold text. Now she had two emails from Jory after 
the one from her husband, one from an old friend at work, another from Jory, several art 
organization newsletters, and two more from Jory. All but the last two were in normal text, 
which meant they had been opened.

“Natalie …”
“Yeah?” She was measuring coffee.
“I think Mike read my email.”
“Oh, no.” She paused, mouth open, spoon frozen in the air. “But at this point, what if he 

did? Could he have sent anything to anyone?” She looked up. Saw Autumn’s face. “Oh. Right. 
Jory?”



“It looks like he read three emails from Jory plus yours after the one he sent me yesterday, 
which I didn’t read. Obviously, it’s been opened.” She slid onto a stool and hovered over her cell 
phone.

“But how?”
“Stupid me. I left my laptop out and email up, and I swore I wouldn’t do that again; the 

account password is useless if I don’t close things, obviously. And all he had to do was tap the 
keyboard and click on messages. He probably read everything from Jory, so it’s no wonder he 
threw it.”

“How does he even know who Jory is?”
“I told him a few months ago. I forget why now—oh, right. He saw us on the porch the day I 

hired him. I knew he’d be impressed with Jory’s dad, and it would calm him down. Okay …” 
She looked around. “It’s all making sense now. He read my email, probably already half-drunk. 
Or maybe he started drinking then. We keep—kept—a lot of wine in the basement. There’s still a 
lot down there, plus a few half-empty bottles of liquor from parties back at the old house in 
Philly. 

“And he opened the refrigerator for whatever reason, maybe intentionally, and flew into a 
jealous fit. Or because he no longer had power over me. But he could destroy the food Jory had 
made; that’s a sort of power. And he could destroy my studio and my bedroom and my paintings. 
He didn’t like me anymore. I wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted me to be a numbed-out cube 
slave with no demands—to have a ‘normal’ job like he did. Which I always had, courtesy of 
pressure from my parents and him, until I got laid off. And whenever I mentioned painting, he 
either made fun of me or went into a foul mood and silence for days. I stopped mentioning it just 
to avoid the inevitable punishment.”

“Wow. What a dickhead.”
“I know. But I think that explains it. Hang on. I want to read what Jory wrote. I’m sure he 

didn’t write anything too personal, but who knows.” 
“But how did Mike get in? Are you sure you changed the password on the security system?”
“I thought I did, but I don’t know. I might have made a mistake; Mike always handled it, of 

course.” Autumn rolled her eyes. “Maybe I set up two separate passwords or something; I 
remember seeing that option in the instruction manual. Or maybe he knew how to bypass it. Or 
he got a window open somehow.” She stared at her studio windows.

“Crazy. How could he even remember a password being so drunk much less hack the 
system?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he showed up sober. The same as the time before; maybe he swigged 
down a bottle before coming to the house, and it hit while he was here. I don’t know.” 

 Natalie followed Autumn’s eyes. “The three I opened were locked. But why couldn’t he 
have asked you, if he had some reason for coming here? And why would he come out in the 
storm? Jesus. Maybe he passed you on the way to my house. What does his email say?”

She clicked it. Nothing. She scrolled down. No text, no signature. Completely blank.
“It’s empty. Weird.” She scrolled up and down. “Nothing.” She clicked on Natalie’s reply to 

her last-minute email.

Hurricane party here we come! Drive safe. See you soon.

“So he knew I wouldn’t be back until after the storm.” She shook her head.



“He’s really gone off the deep end. So what did Jory say? More or less—I don’t need 
details.”

She scanned the most recent. Wishes for safety through the storm. Call him if needed. 
Reminders about the cooler and the flashlights.

She opened the second email. Not much more than the first. He’d be busy in the afternoon if 
she emailed or called; his thesis advisor had asked him to take her daughter out to lunch. But 
he’d get right back to her as soon as he could. The last line was a little stronger.

You know I care. I’m just worried about this storm and you out there in the house 
by yourself.

“Hmm. I think the second one probably did him in. Jory didn’t say much, but I can see 
anyone thinking something is going on. It’s the last line.” She showed the message to Natalie.

“Hang on.” She set two glass measuring cups filled with coffee between them and grabbed a 
box of soy milk from the refrigerator door. She leaned over to read.

“Definitely. The ‘you know I care’ part especially. That’s not saying anything like ‘I love 
you.’ But it’s almost deeper than that, in a way.”

“You think? Let me check the others.” She opened the third email Mike had read. “This 
one’s just a reminder about flashlights and extra batteries, and a link to weather information and 
what to do in the event of a tornado.”

“He’s so sweet,” Natalie said. Autumn smiled.
“The last two are from today. Hang on.”
She read them quickly. The first contained a few lines saying he was worried and to get in 

touch. She checked the time. Early this morning. Probably just wondering why she didn’t 
respond to his email right away, since she almost always did.

The second came after the chief had contacted him.

Now I’m really worried. What’s going on? The police chief didn’t say exactly what, 
but I told him I saw you in West Chester around 4:30. Please get in touch as 
soon as you can. I left voicemail, too, and a text. I won’t contact you again; I’m 
sorry if I’m being a pest.

She leaned back. “Gah.”
“Is he smothering you?
“A little, I guess. But he knows it. He said he’s afraid of being a pest, so he won’t email 

again until he hears from me. He’s just worried, and it’s no wonder, especially with the chief 
calling him. Hang on.”

She typed a quick response.

I’m so sorry. I’ll get back to you asap. I’m fine. Please don’t worry; I didn’t check 
email until just now. Natalie’s with me. As soon as I can. Promise. 

Tears filled her eyes as she remembered Jory turning the corner with Jaleesa and looking 
back. His sweet smile, his quick mind, his naked chest pressed hard against hers, his magic. His 
concern, even if overbearing sometimes. This is what she wanted, wasn’t it? To be cared for? He 
would never hold her back. In her imagination she saw him standing, watching her in his jeans 



and a T-shirt, old backpack dropped on a sidewalk. Watching, so real he was almost in the room 
as his warmth spread over her. She reached out in her mind and could only feel his pain.

She typed one more line.

And I’m sorry about before, at the restaurant. I love you.

The room spun. She hit send. It was true. She loved him. Whatever that meant, she was in 
love, but it was more than that. Much more.

“Maybe he’ll find a balance. But Autumn, let me see that email again.”
Autumn jumped. “Um, sure.” Autumn pulled up the message and handed Natalie her phone.
“So he had to take his thesis advisor’s daughter to lunch.”
“Yeah. So?”
Natalie rolled her eyes. “Autumn, that’s who Jaleesa is. The professor’s daughter. Jory was 

taking her to lunch. He had to. Or I guess they already had lunch, and he was showing her 
around or walking her to her car.”

“Oh. Shit.”
“My theory still makes sense, though. I mean him wishing he could be sitting next to you 

instead of me. And maybe he was acting a little strange since you hadn’t responded to his email. 
Plus the way you were acting. But who knows.”

“My brain is mush. I’ve totally screwed things up.” She crossed her arms on the counter and 
buried her face.

“Maybe. But you said you guys talk, right? So talk to him. Tell him what was going on in 
your head. Apologize. You know. But back to reality. We have to find you an apartment. Thank 
God you weren’t here!”

Autumn sighed and leaned back. “I know. And I’d better get going. I’ve only got a month or 
two, at most.” She looked around. “You know, I think I’ll miss this place. It’s nice even though 
it’s huge and not cozy at all. Not like your place.”

“You could decorate to make it more cozy, you know.”
“I know. A little late for that, though, and I couldn’t afford it alone, besides.”
“You could buy out Mike and get roommates.”
“I can’t afford to buy him out. And roommates? Where?”
“Well, there’s me,” Natalie said. “I love my house, but it’s a bit much for one person. And 

there’s always Jory.” She winked.
“I don’t know, Natalie. Too many crappy memories. And I can’t make plans based on my 

fantasy man. My dear gorgeous dream-god of cooking and … various other talents …” 
“You never know.” Natalie was obviously trying to cheer her up. And it was working.
“Well, I can’t afford it, so I’d better look at apartments. And I need a new laptop. But we 

can use my desktop PC upstairs. That should be intact.”
“Okay. Let’s go.” Natalie was full of energy. 
“Why don’t you go up and get started. You remember; turn left at the top of the stairs and 

it’s the room on the left. I need to call Jory.”
“Okay.” She smiled and squeezed Autumn’s shoulder. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get 

through this. You’ll get through it. It’ll suck for awhile, but your head will get clear and days 
will get brighter and brighter. You’ll see.”

“Thanks. I’ll figure it out somehow.”
“You will. See you in a bit.” Natalie almost skipped down the hall and leaped up the stairs. 



Autumn couldn’t help but smile as she reached for her cell phone. She’d get through this 
darkness. Somehow. And maybe, just maybe, Jory was the light she needed.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

After browsing through apartment listings and taking notes, Natalie helped clean up her 
bedroom. She couldn’t bear to look at the paintings strewn about the room, and Natalie tucked 
them away in the guest bedroom closet before Autumn tackled the rest. And armed with cleaning 
rags and disinfectant spray, they wiped every surface Mike might have touched.

“Weird, maybe, I know. But this is just a giant … violation. I feel gross. Like his sickness 
was in here and I want it out.” She opened all the windows except the broken one. For now, a 
plastic garbage bag stapled across it would have to do. She would call for emergency window 
replacement tomorrow and say it was storm damage. Which wasn’t far from the truth.

They stayed up late, talking and watching an old movie. It was 3:00 a.m. when she finally 
got Natalie settled in the guest bedroom, but she ended up sleeping with her anyway. Autumn 
was too scared to sleep alone, and Natalie couldn’t relax with the ruined paintings in the closet. 
Autumn almost bumped into her in the hall, and they giggled and ran back to Autumn’s bed and 
dove under the covers. A flashlight and their favorite books were all they needed for an official 
sleepover flashback. Autumn finally fell asleep in her friend’s arms, Natalie humming a lullaby 
as she drifted off.

They slept until noon, and after defrosted muffins toasted in the oven and smoothies, they 
sipped coffee and watched the weather report. Sandy arrived to clean, and after helping Autumn 
straighten out her closet, Natalie went grocery shopping. She finally settled in at her easel and 
stared at the canvas she’d chosen—a larger canvas than usual, both tall and wide. Something big 
was gnawing at her, but she wasn’t sure what it was. She sat and let her mind wander with no 
direction, no effort, no particular goal. 

It wasn’t Jory. Everything, for the most part, had been worked out on the phone. 
She’d explained everything, from the party with Natalie and the hangover and the crazy 

drive from Manayunk. The unexpected meeting in West Chester and Jaleesa. What her husband 
had done, though she kept it minimal. And how she hadn’t thought to get in touch or check email 
and voicemail because of the professional wall they’d built between them, their lives intersecting 
only on certain days at her house. But she should have realized, should have checked … 

She needed time to think and regroup. Everything was okay, she told him, but she had to 
take some time to process, recover, rest. 

He seemed to understand, but he was holding something back. He apologized for bugging 
her.

“No, Jory, no. You’re not bugging me at all. I was hoping you’d email before I left for 
Natalie’s, and then everything just … I don’t know. I was stressed, thrilled to see Natalie, the 
lights went out, we were drinking … I should have emailed you, to check on you. I mean, there 
was a hurricane! I just hold back a lot, you know? It’s the only way I can keep it professional, 
and I’ve been … weakening fast. As you know.” She laughed, but he was quiet. “I just shut you 
out when I want you more than anything. In every way, not just that one. I’m sorry.”

 He was worried about food, and she assured him there was plenty in the freezer and thanked 
him for the lovely dinner the night before. Satisfied with that, he said he needed to take Monday 
off to discuss his final thesis revisions with his advisor. 



Something still felt awkward, but they could discuss it on Thursday. She invited him to stay 
after work for a swim and dinner, and he agreed. And he told her to call him or email any time if 
she needed to talk. He still sounded worried.

Her thoughts drifted as images came and went. Her parents, and something her dad had said. 
Natalie and another childhood friend. Natalie in high school with braces. Natalie in college 
whitening her teeth and passing notes in class about excruciating pain an hour later. The 
professor staring at her …

Something in a book. Something she’d read in that class, a psychology class. A popular self-
help book, and she’d had to write a paper on whether she agreed with the basic tenets or not and 
defend her arguments, pro or con. She remembered disagreeing, but she couldn’t remember why. 
Little by little, the concept formed again in her mind.

Sometimes we create situations we think we want only to have them fall apart. And the 
tighter we hold on, the worse they get until we let them go. Other times, opportunities present  
themselves and we avoid them because they don’t fit with our ego identification, our concept of  
self. 

We don’t always know what we truly need. Often, the difficult situations we find ourselves in 
are because we choose based on ego identification, social conventions, peer pressure, and habit.  
But even when we stray from the path, it’s never too late to get on our rightful way. 

She mixed her paints as she held on to the thought, and soon her brush flicked deftly over 
the canvas. A wide, grassy road filled most of the foreground. Sunlight flickered through sparse 
tree boughs and spindly undergrowth, and a few flowers nodded their heads. The road faded as it 
disappeared in the distance and blended into forest and sky.

In the middleground, a dark path veered to the right. It wasn’t nearly as detailed as the main 
road, but it pulled the eye in as shadows gradually deepened and led off the main road. The trees 
were different here—thicker branches, a suggestion of evergreens. She blended colors and 
shadows and tree types gradually between the two paths so the differences weren’t immediately 
noticeable. 

She leaned back and squinted her eyes. It was a large canvas, and she moved to the back of 
the room to get a better view. 

Abruptly, she no longer saw her painting. She saw Jory, standing in the kitchen, leaning 
against the stove in his usual jeans and untucked oxford shirt, smiling a half-smile, head bent 
over a thin little book, a book of poems, and reading aloud. The book had been in his backpack, 
and he’d taken it out while packing up and asked if he could read something. A classic, he’d 
said, by Robert Frost.

And Autumn had leaned against the pantry door, mesmerized, hardly listening as she 
watched him. She could only remember a few lines:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler …

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.



She’d studied the poem in a high school AP English class, but now she recalled the image 
evoked more than the poem itself. And that’s what she had painted. She shook her head and 
refocused on the canvas.

The roads were like tunnels, each headed to some unknown destination even though the 
main road was straight and clear. The smaller road was dark and twisted, filled with unknowns. 
She still had to fill in a lot of space surrounding each path and add details, but the foundation was 
laid. 

It was a good place to stop. Natalie would be back soon from the grocery store, and she 
could work on it again tomorrow. 

In the kitchen, she sat at the island with a cup of hot tea and studied her painting from a 
distance. And she reflected on the book she’d remembered, how it related to the poem, and how 
fitting it was for her situation. Yes, she’d chosen her husband for practical reasons she thought 
were right. Fell in love with him, even, because he fit her idealized image of a good husband, one 
that would make her parents proud. But her choice was also a reaction to other, less conventional 
men she’d dated who were probably more her type even if not exactly right. She shook her head 
at the disaster she’d created. It wasn’t all his fault. She had chosen him, after all, for better or for 
worse.

But now she had new roads to travel. A new path. New choices. 
She sighed. Sandy was just finishing the bathrooms, and she had already wiped down and 

disinfected the kitchen. Autumn couldn’t think of any story to tell her other than the truth: her 
husband had been upset and threw things. Sandy would see through a lie anyway, and there was 
no point trying. She wasn’t ready to tell her she was getting a divorce, though. She would tell her 
later and give her a raise, to let her know her job was secure even though she’d be moving.

Sandy nodded knowingly. “The men, they’re like children. When life gives trouble, they get 
mad. Or they run away. Parents must be better, teach them better. My son, he’s a good man. Not 
like this. Husband? He run away.” She laughed, but Autumn caught a tinge of bitterness in her 
tone. Sandy was usually quiet and went about her work with little fuss, but when she spoke, she 
didn’t waste words.

Earlier, Autumn had called the hospital for an update. He was still critical, but they expected 
to upgrade him in a few days. He had undergone heart surgery and a few other procedures. His 
blood alcohol level had been near lethal. And he had tested positive for cocaine and some sort of 
addictive pain killers.

The nurse said she should visit when the attending doctors were available to get a more 
comprehensive update. Their recommendation was a comprehensive drug and alcohol rehab 
program, preferably residential and medically equipped, for at least thirty days. They would get 
the paperwork started and arrange for transfer. When would she like to come in?

Autumn told her she’d do some thinking and call back later. She didn’t want to have 
anything to do with him, and she decided to put the matter into his family’s hands. He didn’t 
have a close relationship with them, and she even less so—she hardly knew them—but he wasn’t 
her responsibility anymore.

She called his mother and got voicemail; she left a message with the hospital phone number. 
Then she called the hospital and gave them his mother’s number; she would be their primary 
contact from now on. She had to let him go.

But the fact remained that if she and Natalie hadn’t arrived at the house when they did, he 
would have died. Probably within an hour, according to the nurse. On an intellectual level, she 
knew she cared. Somewhere. She was glad he survived. But emotionally, it didn’t matter. He was 



already dead—or more like not alive. He functioned on autopilot, like a ghost or a zombie or a 
hamster on a treadmill. 

And Autumn wanted to live. To be alive. But she couldn’t live with the walking dead. The 
unaware, the unconscious, the unquestioning automaton that her husband seemed to be. Early on, 
she thought deep emotion motivated the beautifully written cards, the flowers, the gifts, the 
promises. It took time to see the patterns, how every card seemed the same, never personal, no 
matter what was going on. Time to see the lack of compassion, of empathy. And the monster she 
hadn’t recognized in the beginning, the monster that hid behind well-practiced scripts and 
standard, conventional behaviors, only got bigger. 

Had she followed her mother’s example even though she loathed housework and didn’t do 
it? Her mother always told her to be independent, to not spend her life waiting on a man, and to 
never count on a man for her own identity. And she thought she didn’t.

But despite her mother’s warnings, she had still tried to take care of her husband in other 
ways. She’d been an unwitting slave to his emotional needs, an accessory to his caprices, his 
punching bag. Almost the voice for his own anger; he never expressed his own feelings, but he’d 
get hers so riled up it was enough for two. And he never stopped badgering her or withholding 
until she flipped out and made a decision, like the time she told him to sleep in his own room if 
he wasn’t going to touch her. Or when he complained sarcastically that she didn’t fold his T-
shirts right, and she never touched his laundry again, even to make her own full load. Was that 
what he wanted? And had he forced her into making the decision for him? 

And what was his motive for the destruction? She sighed. She had to stop thinking about 
him. She turned to her studio instead.

It was still a mess, but she was able to get it in some order. She repaired her heavy-duty 
easel; a few screws had simply stripped the wood, and toothpicks, wood glue, and twine wrapped 
around the joints made it steady once more. The other one had to be thrown out. A few 
paintbrushes were untouched, and she was grateful she had a new set in a drawer.

And only one painting—in the studio, at least—seemed beyond repair. The rest just needed 
new bracings or stretcher bars on the backs of the canvas. Many were scraped and would need 
touch ups, but most weren’t in such bad shape that they couldn’t be salvaged. She swept up the 
broken vases and removed a ripped curtain from its rod; they could be replaced. She gave the 
little rose she had rescued a new home in a vase from her bathroom. She placed it on her table, 
and recovery felt almost complete. It was wilting a little, but it felt like a friend, happy to take up 
residence once again by her side.

What more could she do? She still had to find an apartment, and soon. She and Natalie had 
made a list of possibilities last night, but the task was overwhelming. Natalie suggested a real 
estate agent who specialized in rentals, and it sounded like a good idea. 

She would miss this house. She hadn’t been happy here, but she enjoyed the fresh air, the 
quiet, the runs on country roads. She hadn’t explored anywhere near what she’d planned to, and 
she’d probably never come back. A fragment from the Robert Frost poem popped into her head: 
Knowing how way led on to way… It was true. She might plan to revisit something, get back to 
something, but she never did. Except for her painting. But even that required determination. But 
it felt true. It felt right.

By the time she washed her brushes and set her them out to dry, Sandy was done with the 
cleaning, and Natalie was back. She paid Sandy extra and thanked her for fitting her in.

Natalie was excited. As soon as Sandy was out the door, her energy took over the room. 
“You’ll never guess who I saw!” 



“Santa Claus?” She was tired, but she needed to cheer up. She eyed her suspiciously as she 
poured two glasses of iced tea from the jug Natalie handed her and sat down. She tried again.

“The Virgin Mary?”
“Ha, ha. No. Here.” She handed Autumn a large package wrapped in paper. Something from 

a deli? She looked at the label. No, the fish department at Organic Originals.
“Jory?”
“Yes! I went to his store after the EasyShop. I’d never been there, and I wanted to see what 

they had. And I ran into him in the fresh fruit and vegetable section. That’s his department, right? 
He recognized me right away.”

“That’s where we met.” Autumn smiled, remembering the evening when his eyes had turned 
her insides into liquid flames.

“Well, he wanted to know how you’re doing and what I was doing, and I told him I was 
shopping for dinner and a few things to hold you over. And he took me to the fish department 
and made this amazing salmon roll. The salmon is sliced super thin—it’s sushi grade, too—and 
then it’s all rolled up around a basil-pine nut pesto with bread crumbs. And capers and olives. 
And there’s extra pesto without the bread crumbs and stuff. Here.”

She handed Autumn a plastic container. “We’re supposed to have it with capellini. I bought 
some. We can even spread it on bread. Isn’t that nice? You should taste it; it’s out of this world.”

Autumn covered her face with her hands and sat down. She blew out her breath and spread 
her arms out on the counter. Laid her head on them. Natalie set the pesto down in front of her 
with a spoon.

“What’s the matter? He said you haven’t had fish since the first week after he started.”
Autumn sighed and sat back up. “No, that’s not it. He’s smothering me. Just like you were 

saying.”
“What? He’s just being nice, Autumn. Cut him a break, will you? Yesterday you were 

jealous, today he’s smothering you. And I only asked if you felt that way. What gives?”
“I just feel like everyone wants something from me. Mike wants to destroy me, Jory wants 

to save me, and you, well, you’re you. I don’t know what I’d do without you. But I’m just getting 
drained.”

“You’re an introvert, that’s all. You need to recharge. We’ll eat dinner and I’ll leave. Then 
you get to relax and regroup.”

“I don’t know if that’s it. I’m just wondering … I don’t know if I can handle Jory’s 
protectiveness much longer. Caretaking. He’s overdoing it.”

Natalie sat down next to Autumn and faced her.
“Listen to me. You’re all mixed up right now, and that’s okay. But he’s not overdoing it. 

You see him twice a week, if that, on a professional basis. You hardly talk most of the time, or so 
you said, except when you go crazy for each other or have one of your pool and patio dates. He 
goes above and beyond the call of duty, yes, like helping you get ready for the storm last week. 
And maybe he’s a little over-worried for an employee, but not for a boyfriend or whatever you 
want to call him. I don’t see the problem.”

“I guess so, especially last week. He’s so sweet, but he’s incredibly smart. And the hot 
factor—oh-h-h I want him more than anyone I’ve ever wanted. But I hold back and so does he—
I’ve never heard of a guy holding back like he does. Well, most of the time, but like I said we 
haven’t gone all the way.” 

“Why not?”



“Because I’m fucking married, that’s why! Didn’t I already explain all that?” Autumn 
whipped around and faced her.

“Whoa, Bessie. Slow down. I forget what you’ve said. But your marriage was over years 
ago. You know that. It’s almost like a Catholic thing: it was never consummated, in a way. Yes, 
you had sex—crappy, lousy, emotionally hurtful sex. But the seedling, the love you thought you 
shared … it never took root. It never grew. Sure, you tried hard. You tried to nurture it. But Mike 
was never in it. So, in a way, the marriage never existed. It never had a chance except as a legally 
binding business arrangement.

“So who are you being loyal to? Mike? He’s broken every vow but one, as far as you know, 
the one about monogamy or however you worded it. But he probably broke that one, too. Maybe 
you’re just being loyal to the vows you made, and I guess that’s reason enough. Stick to your 
convictions. But at this point, I wouldn’t worry too much about vows and morals and being 
married. It’s over. It’s been over.”

Autumn slumped back. “Maybe you’re right. I don’t know. I’m tired of waiting and so is he, 
even though he wanted to keep things professional. And I think the secrecy and not going out 
together or somehow making it normal is wearing on him. It’s not a real relationship, you know? 
We don’t do anything fun together. Except the pool.”

“Yeah. But life is short. And that man is in love with you, dammit.”
“What? He told you? He said he was afraid he was falling in love …” 
“Jesus Christ, girl. Wake up! He’s totally in love with you, and it’s not just lust. I’d know it 

if it were. Sure, there’s definitely that. He exudes sex from every pore. Even from five feet away 
I can feel it. Sheesh.” Natalie fanned her face.

“Oh, so you’re falling under his spell too.”
“Oh, stop it. That’s not what I mean and you know it.”
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean when he asked about you, I could tell. It’s like he glows when he talks about you. 

And he wouldn’t care and worry so much if he just wanted sex. I mean, he can get that 
anywhere, just like you can, and you know it. And you ought to give him a chance. Give yourself 
a chance. Spend some time with him, and screw what people think. I thought you’re all about 
independence. So get out from under Mike’s influence and do whatever you want to. Like you 
used to. Starting now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Autumn gave her a salute. 
“Stop snarking. Take down the defenses, Autumn. You’re getting on my nerves.”
“And you’re getting on mine.” She put her head down again. 
“Okay, I’m going to give this one more shot. You know what your problem is? You’re just 

not used to being taken care of except with me. You’re used to being in control, being the boss, 
the leader. In a healthier way than Mike—you’re not a control freak—but that’s what it comes 
down to. And that’s not independence. That’s just control and under that is insecurity. I’m not 
criticizing; I’m telling you what I know. And if Jory’s worst fault is going a little overboard with 
being nice to you, then suck it up, sister.”

She softened her voice. “Let it go, Autumn. Let him love you. You deserve it.”
And once again, the tears fell. Not so many as the night before, but plenty. So many stored 

up, so much grief. She didn’t know where they came from, but another burden was lifted as she 
let them fall. 

Natalie got up and gently tucked tissues in her hand. She studied Jory’s instructions on the 
paper wrapping, turned the oven on, and set the temperature. She found a baking dish and 



popped the fish in the oven. Filled a pot with water for the pasta. By the time Autumn was done 
crying, she had set two places and sliced the bread, set out the extra pesto, and divvied up a pre-
made salad between two bowls.

She poured chardonnay in water glasses and set one at each place. Two candles, linen 
napkins folded, and she was done. Autumn watched quietly.

“You like?” Natalie beamed.
“Love. You’re the best.”
“We’re both the best,” Natalie said. “We always have been, haven’t we? My mom taught me 

to say that. ‘Autumn isn’t the best, Nattie, and you’re not the best either,’ she would say. ‘You’re 
both the best.’”

“I remember,” Autumn said. “Those were the days, weren’t they? When moms figured 
everything out for us.”

“Seriously. Being grown up is totally overrated.”
“I know, right?”
“Totally. Let’s have our wine and salad, and by that time the fish will be done. I can smell it 

already.” She moved her nose around in the air, sniffing. 
“Yeah, me too. And you’re right. That’s so sweet he did that. And I guess I’m just not used 

to it.”
“Most women would have to get used to it, including me. But you don’t hear men 

complaining about women feeding them, do you? They just take it for granted. Women slave 
over men—cooking, cleaning, doing their fucking laundry—and now it’s your turn and you 
don’t know how to act. Crazy.”

“I see what you mean when you put it that way.” Autumn chewed a piece of bread dipped in 
the pesto. “This is good stuff. Wow. I don’t think he’s made basil pesto for me yet.”

“No? Pretty standard menu item, I’d say.”
“Yeah. But you know what? When I first had the idea for a chef, I thought I wanted 

something like a traditional wife. Someone to wait on me and feed me, make sure my needs are 
met while I paint. And now, like you say, I don’t know how to handle it. And we’re not even a 
couple!”

“So maybe give it some time. And let him know if he’s going overboard or you need time to 
yourself. Just develop boundaries, rules for what works and what doesn’t, and let him know 
where they are. I think he’ll respect them. And of course, he should do the same with you. And 
modify as necessary.”

“But I’m not doing anything for him. I’ve been all wrapped up in my stuff. I don’t even 
know what his thesis is about.”

“Well, ask. What does he need? Now if all he wants to do is wait on you—give but not 
receive—well, that won’t work unless you want a slave.” She winked. “You’d have to put him 
on a leash in that case.” She snorted and laughed.

Autumn grinned. “Not quite my thing. But I could probably help him with his writing. 
We’re both creative. Painting isn’t that different from writing, depending what it is.”

“That’s a start.”
“I could listen to him if he needs to talk about something. Help him figure stuff out like 

you’re helping me. Or, I don’t know. Just be an understanding companion, I guess.”
“That sounds good, too. What else?”
“I don’t know. I’ll have to ask.”
Natalie laughed. 



“Now what?” Autumn complained. The timer went off on the oven, and Natalie stood up. 
She was still laughing as she cut two portions from the salmon roll.

“Bring the plates, will you? This is hot.” She placed the rolled-up fish on each plate and took 
the baking dish to the sink as Autumn put the plates back at their places.

“So? What memo didn’t I get?”
Natalie stared. She shook her head and rolled her eyes as she squirted dish soap and ran 

water. She swirled it around with the spatula, shut the water off, and sat down before responding.
“Wake up, girlfriend!”
“What?”
“Autumn.” Natalie was serious now. “What was the first indication you were attracted to 

each other?”
“Oh, that. Right.” Now Autumn laughed. “I don’t think we’ll have any trouble in that 

department.”
“Probably not, but let me tell you. Sex is a bond you absolutely must have or it’s all over. 

But I think you know that. It’s something you take as well as give, but it can also be a 100% 
giving thing sometimes. I mean, nobody, not even the horniest horn-dog, wants to do it all the 
time and every time their partner does. So sometimes you just give a loving gift. And they get 
their chance too. And it all works out if both sides are willing. Which means, in case you didn’t 
guess, that I think you should let go of this holding back crap. At the very least, make sure he 
knows how you feel about him.”

“How do you know so much, Natalie?”
“I don’t know. I read a lot. And I’ve known a lot of men. But you knew that.” She grinned 

as she picked up her fork.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

After Natalie said good-bye, Autumn walked through the house, wondering whether she 
could live here if she could buy Mike out somehow. Would there always be reminders? Could 
she redecorate enough to soften them? Or was a fresh start somewhere else the best way to go? 
But that depended on Mike coming through with the money. If he didn’t, she’d have to stay here 
until he did. She imagined her bank account drained from attorney fees and court battles. 

She’d forgotten to call someone for repairs. And she’d have to talk with her lawyer, too, and 
ask what was going on with the asset division papers. A restraining order was probably a good 
idea, too, but that might piss him off so much he’d want revenge, and it would probably mean 
dragging out the divorce.

She finally sat down to read email and think about Jory.
Why hadn’t it occurred to her that Jory might be worried during the hurricane? Worse, it 

hadn’t occurred to her that she ought to be worried about Jory or at least make sure he was okay. 
After all the extra work he’d done to help her prepare for the storm, why hadn’t she thought that 
maybe he … loved her? At least as much as that could be possible right now. Why had she 
reached out to Natalie only and not him, too? What was wrong with her? 

Jory hadn’t said any of that, but that’s what she heard when they talked about it. He hadn’t 
accused her of anything or complained, but the voice in her head said it was so. That he was her 
employee was part of it, but she barely thought of him like that anymore. Still married, so much 
on her mind; that was it, she decided. Just not enough room in her head.

On Tuesday, she went shopping to replace the glasses and dishes that had been broken. She 
browsed through laptops and upgraded the one her husband had destroyed. But she spent most of 
the day thinking things over, trying to digest what had happened and, at the same time, trying to 
let it go. And that wouldn’t happen overnight.

She had trouble sleeping, and she couldn’t focus on painting. She wasn’t hungry, and she 
didn’t feel like eating even though she knew she had to. She forced herself to thaw food from the 
freezer and eat a few bites. And she was scared of being in the house alone. Terrified that her 
husband would come back and hurt her, even though she knew he couldn’t.

Tuesday night was near-sleepless, and she knew she should talk with someone. But who 
could she confide in except Natalie? Natalie was in Boston, and she had a heavy workload. And 
she’d already spent so much time with her, Autumn didn’t want to bother her. She’d be back by 
Friday, anyway. 

She couldn’t talk to Beth or Kyra; after what her husband had done, she could barely think 
of them much less conjure up a way to get them to hear her side of things. She was furious 
they’d believed even a word he had said. But under that was just plain old heartache; she knew 
all too well how he could get anyone to believe anything.

She wandered, instead, around the King of Prussia Mall. Browsed through kitchen supply 
stores, bought more than she needed, chatted up the sales people. Always smiling, but feeling 
like a shell. Dead. Numb. Like nothing was real.

By early afternoon, she’d walked past every store in the largest mall in the country at least 
twice. Not wanting to go home, and not knowing what else to do, she headed to New Jersey and 
the Cherry Hill Mall. And after a tour of identical stores and a make-over at Macy’s, she still had 
hours to fill. 



Just a few miles away was the Moorestown Mall, much smaller than the other malls but with 
a few unusual, independently owned shops her mother had liked and Autumn herself had visited 
a few times: a shoe repair shop, a specialty fabric and tailoring store, a full-service spa. 

The spa and fabric store were still there, but the shoe repair shop was gone. In its place was 
a soft pretzel store. Autumn bought one along with a lemonade, and she walked down to the food 
court to nibble at it.

Memories came. Shopping with her mother at Lord & Taylor for prom dresses. Sears when 
her mother needed a replacement part for her vacuum cleaner or the vitamin store when she 
wanted to stock up. The shoe repair shop when her dad’s wingtips needed new soles or her 
mother broke a heel. Hanging out with friends.

Tears welled up. And she remembered, only a week after the crash and her mom gone, 
coming here by herself. She hadn’t eaten in a week, and after walking around for hours, she got 
dizzy. She leaned on a wall for balance but slipped down, barely conscious.

And people gathered around her, asking if she was okay. Fine, fine, was all she could say as 
they helped her up.

But she was crying. And she was weak. And somebody—a woman—said she was a doctor 
as she helped her to a table. And she talked to her, found out her parents had died, that she 
wasn’t eating. And she bought her some sushi, a California roll. Encouraged her to eat. To drink 
a bottle of spring water. And she felt better even if still numb and hollow.

And it was exactly the way she felt now. The doctor had said she was probably in shock; did 
she want to go to the hospital? She refused, and the doctor gave her a phone number. A grief 
counseling center. She called, and she had a few appointments over the next few months. And 
she felt better.

Was it the same thing now? Was she in shock? Did she need a therapist? 
She nibbled at the pretzel and decided she could eat it. At least. That was a start. She forced 

herself to take larger bites and savor the buttery flavor. It was a treat; she had always loved these 
things. All her friends had loved them. But she couldn’t taste it. It didn’t taste good now.

What had the therapist told her? Pick something to do every day, something she normally 
enjoyed. Give herself permission to enjoy it without guilt and set a time. Five minutes. Ten 
minutes. A half hour. An hour. It didn’t matter as long as she did it regularly and enjoyed it for 
the chosen length of time. Then pick another or increase the time.

Was she enjoying the pretzel? She took another bite. Chewed it. Felt the smooth texture of 
the outer crust and the warm mushy dough in the center. It was tasteless compared to what she 
normally ate. She shook her head. What did she normally eat?

She put the pretzel on the napkin. This was not good food. This was not healthy. What was? 
She stared at someone’s plate just a few tables away. Sushi. But it wasn’t sushi she needed. It 
was Jory. Jory’s food. Jory’s creations. Not this … she turned it over and examined it. Not this 
crappy piece of dough.

She stood up and tossed the pretzel in the trash can. She had to eat something, but it was 
going to be a California roll for now, and then she’d go home. Home, and thaw something Jory 
had made and eat it.

e



Thursday arrived with a bright sun, birds chirping, and a cool breeze that was forecast to 
become hot by mid-afternoon. The hurricane had cooled things off a little, but as soon as it 
moved on, August heat returned with a vengeance. It would help dry things out. 

Autumn had slept better, though she had trouble at first. And a nightmare she couldn’t 
remember had woken her. But she felt more normal, and she didn’t think the numbness or shock, 
if that’s what it was, would return.

As she sipped her coffee, she unwrapped her new dishes and glasses, and the process felt 
good. New kitchen things felt like a new start, and her husband would never eat or drink from 
them. Maybe his antics were a blessing in disguise. She filled the dishwasher, turned it on, and 
tossed the wrappings in the recycling bin.

In the freezer, she found muffins and a smoothie, and she set them out to thaw. She wasn’t 
hungry, and she didn’t feel like eating. But she would make it a happiness project. This was 
something she normally enjoyed, and she was determined to follow the grief counselor’s plan. 
She didn’t have to succumb to overwhelming negative emotions; she could do something about 
them. Redirect them. Reframe the thoughts that drove them.

She popped the muffin in the microwave and sank the smoothie container in a bowl of hot 
water.

She reviewed her to-do list while the muffin heated. It was long, although most were tasks 
she should have done last week. Calling her lawyer was one. She had other, easier things to do, 
but she decided this was critical, and if she didn’t take care of it first, she’d put it off. 

Her lawyer wasn’t in the office, but she’d be back in the afternoon. Disappointed, Autumn 
gave the assistant the basics and said the restraining order question was urgent, and she’d 
appreciate it if the message could be prioritized.

She shrugged off her annoyance and took a few moments to enjoy her pumpkin-raisin 
muffin. It was so much better than anything she’d ever bought in a store, and she poured a glass 
of almond milk to go with it. She couldn’t imagine not enjoying it, and she didn’t need to make a 
project out of it after all.

Her next task was even more unpleasant, but it had to be done. Autumn called the hospital to 
get the latest on her husband’s condition. She suspected he’d be out of ICU by now, but she 
couldn’t remember how long he would stay in the hospital after that. A few days? A week? 
Longer?

After multiple reroutings, she finally got the right department. And then she was put on hold 
again. By the time a nurse took the call, she was done eating her muffin and breaking up her 
smoothie. 

“I’m afraid we have bad news, Mrs. Russell.”
“Mackenzie. Autumn Mackenzie. We don’t share a surname. What’s going on? Is he okay?” 
“He’s in critical condition, Mrs. Mackenzie.” She’d turned the snark on. “He’s back in ICU. 

He had another heart attack. He received appropriate care immediately, and he’s scheduled for 
surgery later this morning.”

“What? When did it happen?”
“Late last night.”
“Why did it happen? If he already had surgery, why did it happen again?”
“The doctors don’t know yet.”
“When …”
“After surgery.”
“No, when can I call for an update?”



The nurse paused. Autumn heard noises in the background. Voices shouting. A strange 
scratching sound, like sandpaper on wood, back and forth.

 “You can call from 6–8 p.m. Can I help you with anything else, Mrs. …”
“Mackenzie. No, that’s fine. I’ll call this eve—”
The line was dead. 
Autumn stared at her phone. How strange. There must have been an emergency. What was 

that scratching noise? A nurse trick? It had blocked out the noise in the background. She guessed 
they had emergencies all the time and didn’t want callers to hear anything.

Another heart attack. She stared out the windows of her studio. He’d always been healthy, 
and he was never much for junk food. And he exercised. Then again, she had no idea what he did 
anymore. And he had definitely gained weight. Or was he retaining fluid? He was so puffy when 
they hauled him away on the stretcher …

She shut her eyes and shoved the image out of her head. She could think about him another 
time. Not now. He was at one of the best hospitals in the country, he had top-notch health 
insurance, and he’d be fine.

She took a deep breath. Next task: Paintings. How many total did she need for the artist’s 
market? How did anyone figure that out? She’d have to break it down.

She could calculate the number of paintings that would fill a 10 x 10 booth easily enough, 
but she had no idea what sales would be like. The woman at the Art Association said she should 
bring extras so she always had a display, even if it was limited toward the end. But she couldn’t 
predict what people would buy; she could only dream of how many she wanted to sell. And 
using that number, how many more should she paint?

She settled in at the island with a pen and paper, another cup of coffee, and a fierce 
determination to avoid distraction. She would think of nothing else until she had this figured out.

Within an hour, she had a plan. Of approximately one hundred twenty paintings she 
currently had that might sell, including the dozen or so she could salvage, almost seventy were 
individual small flower paintings. Another thirty were triptychs with three paintings each, and 
seven were diptychs with two paintings each. That meant around one hundred salable units.

The rest were landscapes and abstracts, with a few close-ups of frogs or birds or dragonflies. 
She had even painted the snake she found at the pond. Now that she knew it was poisonous, 
though, the painting had taken on new meaning.

If the Artist’s Market were as busy as she’d been told, she might be able to sell a lot. But did 
people buy? Or did they just enjoy looking and socializing, seeing and being seen? She would 
have to call the Art Center and find out. Maybe … She wasn’t sure what other maybes were 
involved. She would just have to find out.

What was the worst that could happen? She smiled. Jory often asked her that. The worst 
thing that could happen was that she didn’t sell as much as she hoped to. She would learn 
something, and she could sign up for another market somewhere and consider online sales. And 
she should start looking for other opportunities. Just like in a big company, hustling new 
business after a sale isn’t smart, and marketing must be ongoing.

She decided to paint at least thirty more small flower paintings. She would use a different 
sort of theme, maybe even poinsettias or winter landscapes in a window with a bouquet of 
flowers on the sill. The market was held in late October, after all, and thoughts would be turning 
to chilly weather ahead.

She glanced at the microwave clock. Noon. An hour before Jory would be here. And she’d 
done it. She’d figured out a plan for the Artist’s Market. She still had to sort through the 



damaged paintings, but Natalie had given her a fair idea of what was what. And she’d have to 
figure out how to take payment and orders, if there were any, but that should be simple. Factual. 
No stress involved. Still, she’d take care of that this week just to get it done. She added the item 
to her to-do list and crossed off “paintings.”

She had to take her work more seriously. If she continued to make lists and make sure she 
completed them—maybe on certain days of the week—she’d move along more quickly than the 
dreamy pace she was at. It wasn’t that different from her old job, after all.

She headed out to the patio. She would soak her feet in the pool and wait for Jory, and that 
was it for now. She’d figure out what else to do later.

e

“Autumn?”
“Oh!” She sat up. She’d spread out a towel on a lounger, positioned an umbrella, and sat 

back for a few minutes. She’d just started dozing off when she heard the backdoor open. She 
knew it was Jory; she could sense his presence. But she was in that place between reality and 
dreams, and she couldn’t move. When she heard his voice, though, she woke up.

Jory. She’d almost forgotten what he looked like. Sun-streaked chestnut-brown hair hanging 
in his eyes as always these days, a fresh trim on the sides and back, sparkling brown eyes, 
beautiful deep pink lips naturally turned up in a smile. Shoulders, chest, arms all wrapped up in a 
salmon-pink shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Tanned hands, long, graceful fingers—all present. 
Jeans, hiking shoes—beautiful. She looked back up to his face. 

“What?” He stared at her, half-smiling, half not. Confused. Unsure.
“I just can’t believe you’re here, that’s all. It’s like, oh my God.” She laughed. College-

speak was coming back with all the time she was spending with Natalie. She liked it. Who 
cared?

“Is that a good thing?” He smiled now, but he still looked a little uncertain.
“Of course!” She jumped up and ran to him. Wrapped her arms around him. Held him as 

tight as she could. He hugged her back, but when she let go, he seemed confused.
“Where did all this excitement come from? I mean, I’m glad! But it’s just a little … 

unusual.” The smile faded.
“I’m just glad to see you, that’s all. I’ve missed you, and I’m so sorry about everything. And 

I know I said I needed time to myself with all that’s been going on, but it’s not like I haven’t 
been thinking about you. Or missing you. Maybe more than I realized. I guess I am more 
enthusiastic than usual …” 

Was something wrong? Why wasn’t he happy? Had she hurt him that bad? Had she missed 
something vital? Something crucial? What was going on? He wasn’t upset, was he? He wasn’t 
… what?

She watched as he looked away and shook his head so slightly she wasn’t sure if he had. His 
hair hid his eyes. He shoved his hands in his pockets, shoulders slightly hunched. Her stomach 
contracted in a wave of terror, and her fingers trembled. Something wet trickled down her neck.

He was quitting. He was leaving. Going somewhere. Going away. Something out of his 
control. Or maybe not. He wouldn’t end this intentionally, not now. Not right now. No. Not Jory.

She waited. An owl hooted in the distance.
She breathed in. Counted silently to three. Breathed out. Counted to five. She could do this 

for an hour if she had to. Ten hours. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in … 



She counted her breath eight times before he looked up. She continued breathing exactly the 
same way. Watched him. Watched his eyes. Felt the calm within her. No judgment. No 
expectation. No thought. Just her breath and Jory. Nothing was bad in this moment, not with the 
breeze on her cheeks, the faint roar of a plane overhead, the twittering of the birds, and her 
breath. She was alive, and all was well. 

She watched as he smiled. 
Something evaporated. He had made a decision. She wouldn’t ask what it was, but she 

would listen if he wanted to tell. She continued to breathe, but not with so much effort. 
Something was seeping out of her, too. Worry? Stress? Fear? She felt lighter. Lighter than she 
had when she bounced off the lounger. Lighter than she’d felt in a long time.

He laughed a short laugh, and his smile got bigger as he shook his head.
“I’m sorry. I just have a lot on my mind. Can we start over?”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“Why don’t you take the day off,” Autumn said. She led the way to the kitchen. “Maybe you 
could whip up something for today with leftovers for tomorrow, and call it quits. Or tell me what 
the fresh stuff is for, and I’ll make it myself. I guess.” She laughed.

He’d bought more groceries than usual, knowing almost everything was destroyed but not 
sure what remained. Folded paper bags were stacked high next to a bowl of fresh fruit, and Jory 
slumped into a stool. She tried to let go of her suspicions as she sat and swiveled to face him. 

“Or I’ll just defrost something. Everything in the freezer is fine. Well, minus the muffins 
and the smoothies. Between Natalie and me, they are so gone. And they were so good.” She 
smiled and reached out to squeeze his hand, but he barely returned it. 

“Do you want to talk?” She pulled her hand away but not before squeezing his again. The 
fear was back, but she refused to let it show. Not without giving him a chance to explain. 

“Yeah.” He nodded. “I just want you to know what’s been going on. I didn’t say much on 
the phone because I needed to know how you were and what the hell happened here.” He sat up 
straighter.

His week had been awful. The hurricane had flooded his basement, and a roof leak turned 
his kitchen and most of his living room into a lake. Then he lost power Saturday afternoon, and 
the water was shut off. And he couldn’t find his car; he thought it was stolen, but it had been 
towed because it was parked in an emergency zone—he had no idea he wasn’t supposed to park 
there. Snowstorms, sure. But rain? He had to pay a fine just to take it home. 

And he still had work to do on his thesis, so he spent most of the weekend in the library and 
on the floor in a hallway when it was closed. He rolled his eyes.

“I could have stayed with friends, but everyone was partying, and I had to concentrate. And 
I was trying not to worry about you. I was okay—just stressed and annoyed as all hell. I couldn’t 
even take a damned shower. And then I was obsessed with why you weren’t returning my … 
communication attempts.”

She buried her face in her hands. Why, why, why?
“Then I had to show Jaleesa around town on Sunday. And still no freakin’ water! I finally 

knocked on the neighbors’ doors with a towel and soap. A couple of hungover freshmen let me 
in, and by the time I was done, they were back at it. The place was so filled with weed smoke I 
was afraid I’d be stoned and my clothes would reek by the time I got out of there.”

Autumn laughed. The crease between his eyes deepened
“Sorry. You’re just cracking me up, that’s all. It sounds awful, and I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay. You’re forgiven already—you had a tough time too—but your penance is that 

you have to hear the rest.” 
Her smile faded. His words were light, but anger rippled through in his gestures, in his 

cadence, in the tightness of his mouth.
“So, on Sunday, when I ran into you and Natalie, I didn’t know whether to rejoice or be 

totally pissed off. I mean, I was relieved at first, but you were acting all weird, and what was I 
supposed to think?”

He held out his hand when Autumn’s mouth opened. “No. Let me finish!” Autumn held her 
expression steady. His face said it all now. No guessing. He was pissed.



 “So that had me weirded out on top of everything else. And Jaleesa was nice, but it was 
such a freakin’ formal thing. She’s my thesis advisor’s daughter, like I said in email, and she 
signed with some agency in Milan. But her mom had a conference, something about filling in for 
someone. Yada yada. So I agreed to take her to lunch.

“And by the time I got back to my place, the electric was on and so was the water, but I had 
a mess to clean up. Plus thesis work all night, and I fell asleep. I woke up in time, but my advisor 
still wasn’t happy with it. And then I had to work at the Double O, so I was up all night again 
trying to figure out what the fuck she wanted from me.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. She wanted to laugh at the insider’s joke but bit her lip 
instead. His anger was hard to watch, but at least he was talking. He was sharing his struggles in 
a way he hadn’t before, trials she hadn’t thought to ask about. But to listen—she recalled her talk 
with Natalie—that was something she could do for him.

She watched, not sure if he was finished. He stood and paced the length of the kitchen, and 
Autumn swiveled her chair around.

“And then I finally, finally got that section done on Tuesday. Just so you can picture it, I 
work online. I keep my own copy, of course, but I also save in the cloud. It’s an app she uses so 
students don’t have to print anything and she can review in real time or whenever she wants to. 
It’s handy, but it’s also a pain in the ass. It’s like she’s breathing down my back, constantly 
there.”

He stopped in front of her.
“Like Big Brother,” she said.
“Exactly.”
“And you got it done. Does she like it?” 
“The witch finally has enough of my blood.” He rolled his eyes. “She’s great, don’t get me 

wrong. She’s the head of the department and one of the most accomplished professors of any 
university around here. And I lucked out; she can take her pick from dozens of students who 
apply. But Jesus Christ is she a ball buster. Anyway, on Monday I have to suck up to six other 
ball busters, and then I’m done. Thank God.”

Autumn laughed. She’d never see him like this before.
“What the hell are you laughing at?” He was almost shouting, and exasperation was written 

all over his face. He stared. 
She stared back hard. “No need to raise your voice, Jory. You’re coming in loud and clear.”
He took a deep breath. Pressed his forehead to his fingertips and massaged. “Sorry.”
“I laughed because I like how you’re talking in what appears to be your normal way, 

cursing and everything. What the hell did you think I was laughing at? I’m completely 
sympathetic—you know that. Been there. It sucks. I know.” Her voice was sharp, but she didn’t 
care. What was going on?

He took a deep breath and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m pissed off and frustrated. And I 
couldn’t believe you didn’t call or email me or even look at your phone for messages. I needed 
you. I thought you cared. Or that you might start showing it.”

“So your advisor sucked your blood out, and now you want mine? I apologized. Countless 
times. And I explained. I am sorry—I regret my actions or lack of them. And I care how you’re 
feeling because of that. I feel your pain. But don’t you dare try to punish me for it. Because I 
won’t take it.”

Her cell phone rang. “Just ignore it.” She stared at him as the phone rang a few more times.



He rubbed his hands over his face. “It just hurt. I thought you’d … call a lot. Or email or text 
or something, even just for fun. I guess I’m picturing what other women would do. Guess I’m 
guilty of squeezing you into the woman-box.” He laughed a little and came up behind her, 
smoothed her hair to the side and kissed her neck. Rested his hands on her shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Forgive me?”
Autumn let out her breath. “It’s okay. It was just funny to hear you curse, that’s all. I didn’t 

realize you’ve been wearing your professional cap just like I’ve been wearing mine. I mean, I 
throw F-bombs around all the time.” She twisted around and looked up at him. “You should hear 
Natalie. Together, we’re a couple of sailors.” 

His hand trailed over her shoulders as stepped around like a dancer and stood in front of her. 
Held her gaze until she was locked in the madness of the sensations sweeping through her body. 
The fire. 

“Maybe we should take them off, then. Hmm?” His voice was hardly more than a whisper as 
his finger traced a line up her neck and chin.

Her breath caught, and she crossed her arms over her chest as her nails dug into her shirt. 
She bent her head and closed her eyes, her breath becoming quick, shallow, and erratic as it 
always did with him. Not now, not now. But why not? Why hold back anymore? For what—to 
think about her problems? To honor the marriage that had existed only in her imagination? 

They had this moment. They might not have it again. Tomorrow might not come. What was 
she waiting for? Would they schedule sex for the day or the hour after her divorce was legally 
final, and would that change anything or absolve her of moral responsibility? Her marriage was 
done and over with in every way except legalities. And everything else was beautiful. This 
moment was beautiful. Jory was beautiful.

She opened her eyes to his, still watching, waiting for her decision. And she let the fire rip 
through her as she watched it blaze over his face. 

She nodded a tiny nod and stood up. Still locked in her eyes, he took a step forward and 
crushed his body and lips into hers.
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This kiss was not like any other kiss. This kiss unleashed a force, a power beyond her 
comprehension that shook her to her core. She knew they were in the grip of something far 
beyond their ordinary realm, beyond anything she had ever known. 

“Jory?” Autumn leaned back against the counter, breathless.
“Hmm?” He was kneeling, unzipping her jeans. He tugged one of her legs inward and pulled 

the jeans to her knees. She kicked out of them as his hands swept up her thighs and she gasped.
He slid his palms under her panties, thumbs curved in, and kissed the front and around them 

before slipping them off. And as he worked his magic, she couldn’t help but grab his hair and 
press him harder against her, trying not to smother him as the fire licked up her legs and her torso 
quivered in on itself. She had to let go and brace herself with both hands on the counter as the 
colors exploded, as her heart pounded and she gasped for breath as her knees buckled beneath 
her. But it was just an appetizer.

“Upstairs?” He stood and pulled her up, held her close.
Autumn could only nod. 



He kissed her cheek, took her hand, and led the way down the polished wood to the stairs. 
On thick carpet now, their steps were silent. And at the door to her bedroom, Jory stepped aside 
and gestured. She led the way and fell on the bed, with Jory right behind her. 

She scooted up, still panting, as Jory sat and watched. She removed her blouse and bra 
herself. She didn’t want pretense. Didn’t want to play coy or hard to get. Not that she ever had 
with anyone. But with Jory, there was no way to be anything but brutally honest, not just with 
him, but with herself.

And she wanted him. She tugged at the button and zipper of his jeans and pulled them part 
way down but remembered something.

“Just a sec.”
She kissed him and padded over to her closet, aware of his eyes on her and relishing it. The 

box was in the back, hidden behind a suitcase. She pulled it out and, distracted, grabbed the 
strips and slivers of fabric hanging over a drawer. She dropped the box at the side of the bed. 
Jory was stretched out, jeans off, and she crawled over him to the other side. He sat up and 
peered over the side of the bed.

“They’re all yours. Go ahead and laugh. No, on second thought, don’t laugh. I went a little 
overboard.” She rearranged the pillows and sat back.

“Wow.” He pulled up the box and dug his hands in. The colorful condom samples and toys 
and little envelopes slid off his hands. He peered at one of the boxes and looked up at her.

“Forty-eight per box? Four boxes? We’re all set for … oh, a few weeks.” He grinned and 
held up one of the toys. 

“Two in One G-Spot Stimulator? Remind me. Looks like fun.” He winked as he tossed it 
back in the box.

“I clicked the wrong button,” Autumn said. “I thought I ordered small boxes.” 
“So when did you order all this?” He reached for his jeans and pulled something out of a 

back pocket. He lifted his hand: two condoms in simple black and gray wrappers.
Autumn laughed. “So you had this on your mind since … this morning?”
He stared at her. “I’ve had this on my mind since the moment I met you. I’m a guy. What do 

you expect? I always have a couple of these when I’m here—just in case.”
“Hah. And here I had you pegged as a shining example of virtue and self-denial. And I’m 

surprised at the man-box reference.”
He grinned and shrugged. “Some things are just guy things, you know. So when did you 

decide to buy the condoms?” 
She raised an eyebrow. “The next day. I’m a woman. What do you expect?” She shrugged, 

attempting nonchalance but broke into a grin when he did. 
“Seriously?”
“Of course. I’ve had this on my mind since the moment I met you,” she quipped.
He dropped the box over the side. Smoothed her hair back with both hands and kissed her 

softly on the lips. “Touché,” he whispered. “I’ll never take anything for granted again.” 
 Her eyes traveled up and down his body, naked except for his underwear. Definitely silk. Or 

maybe satin. Ultramarine hipsters. She closed her eyes, shook her head for a moment. Unreal. 
She reached out to touch them. Silk.

“Are all your underwear this color?”
“Huh?” He looked down. “Uh, no. I bought a bunch on sale a couple months ago, and they 

only had a few colors left. So I guess I have a couple other pairs like this. Why?”



“I don’t know. I had this fantasy a few months ago. And I dressed you in underwear just like 
this.” She ran her hand over him. “You were in your bedroom, or the bedroom I made up for 
you, stretched out on your stomach.”

“You like?” He laughed.
“Very much. Would you roll over?” She gave him one last caress and pulled away.
“Sure.” 
His back was perfect. Strong shoulders, broad but not overly so, and more muscle than she’d 

been able to see when they were undressed at the pool. He was lean, not as thin as she’d thought, 
and the slope of his lower back as it narrowed to his hips was exquisite. His legs—slender but 
muscled—begged to be touched. And the fine, light-colored hair on his inner thighs, the silky 
underwear stretched over the most beautiful male backside she had ever seen … 

“I want to paint you like this.”
She slid over and crawled on him, straddled him just as she had in her fantasy, reached back 

and ran her hands up his thighs, kissed his neck and shoulders until the fire was raging again. But 
it wasn’t what he had in mind. He slid out from under her, and somehow, suddenly, she was on 
her side and he was kissing her, wrapped around her, stroking her face and trailing down to her 
breasts.

 He stopped. Cocked his head. Autumn heard it too. Her cell phone rang again. She’d left it 
on the counter, and the sound echoed all the way up from the kitchen. It finally stopped and then 
started again.

Jory kissed her again and traced his fingers over her nipples. She shivered and ran her 
fingers through his hair.

“Your phone?”
“Mm-hmm. But I can’t imagine who it could be. Probably telemarketers. Friends have their 

own ringtones, and that’s just the general ringer.”
“Really? I’ve never bothered with that. What ringer did you give me?”
Autumn laughed. “I’ll play it for you sometime.” She pulled him back against her as he 

pulled on her nipple. Hard. Her high-pitched, tiny scream was muffled in his shoulder.
He moved down with his lips and sucked hard as his other hand pinched and prodded and 

kneaded as her soft cries became louder.
His mouth left her as he pushed her on her back and kneeled over her thighs. 
“You can still say no.” He gazed down as she reached up, eyes closed, and stroked his belly 

and inner thighs with her palms.
“So could you.” She opened her eyes to his. His smile was almost a smirk—part flirtatious, 

part determined. Almost angry. Almost frightening. 
“So that’s a yes, in other words.” Her laugh was short. “You?”
He nodded. “Yes, and we have the rest of the afternoon,” he said. “Evening too. Is that 

okay? I mean, are you free or do you have to go anywhere?”
“There’s nothing, nothing I’d rather do than be here with you.”
His smile took on a hint of something she hadn’t seen before as he stroked her belly and 

moved down. Something beyond … Something.
“Then we can just relax.”
“Yes.”
“And love each other.”
“Yes.” She started panting again.
“And send each other to some place beyond heaven.”



“Oh, yes.”
“And maybe fuck each other’s brains out.”
“Please …” Autumn moaned and thrashed to her side as the fire exploded again. He grabbed 

her and pinned her arm down.
“So you’re okay with total, mindless fucking. You sure?” His voice was deep, husky, and 

his eyes sent chills up her back.
Her eyes narrowed. “Only if you’re okay with it.”
One side of his mouth twisted into a smile. “And just tell me to stop if you’re 

uncomfortable, okay?”
She nodded. Had someone accused him of something? She thought fast. Maybe …
“Warning word: faites attention. Safe: arrêtez.” She cocked an eyebrow. She was pretty sure 

French had been his language elective.
He sucked in his breath. “That works.” She saw the surprise in his eyes. Shock, even.
She returned his twisty half-smile. They could talk later.
 One hand returned to her breast and the other moved lower. He was like a cat ready to 

pounce, torturing her in a corner like a mouse. She kept her eyes on his and watched, even 
caught up in him as she was, from way inside herself. And as their eyes locked and the fire 
burned even hotter, as her breathing sped up and forced her to breathe through her mouth, she 
watched the same changes come over him too. 

He pressed against her, licked at her breasts and moved up to her mouth. But she wanted 
him. She needed him. Inside of her. Just as much—more—as that first moment she laid eyes on 
him.

“Jory?”
“Yeah?”
“Fuck the foreplay. Autumn lesson number one: fucking is foreplay.” 
He sucked in his breath and whined as his mouth buried hers; his tongue and lips moved so 

fast and hard she couldn’t keep up. Kissed her neck, her shoulders, returned to her mouth, just as 
rough.

“I’ve wanted you for so goddamned long,” he whispered against her cheek before rising on 
his knees.

“I know, I know. Me too,” Autumn breathed. She couldn’t think. Could only feel the heat, 
the shimmers.

One hand behind her hip now with the other holding himself, he studied her as if deciding 
what to do or how to do it. His face finally relaxed.

With one motion, he pulled her toward him and lifted her legs over his shoulders. He nudged 
closer on his knees as his eyes fixed on hers, steady and serious.

“You know this is the first and the last time we’ll do this. The only first time. It will never 
be repeated, will never happen again. We won’t be able to turn back.” His voice was solemn as 
he watched her.

She could only nod. She didn’t care. She only wanted one thing. Him.
He smiled. “You can still say no.”
Autumn looked in his eyes. Was that worry in the minuscule crease between them? 
“Stop it already,” she whispered. “I want you to fuck me. As in yes. Y. E. S.” She’d never 

been so sure of anything in her life.
And as he kneeled in front of her, she understood. This was truly a gift they gave each other, 

just as Natalie had described. A precious gift. A beautiful gift, when given with an open heart. 



Even while desperately wanting what the other is offering, what one offers is still a gift. And he 
was making sure she wanted his. 

He pressed within her folds and back and around. He moved deeper, little by little, eyes 
fixed on hers, breathless. And with every degree, each millimeter, as her hands pulled him closer, 
she fell deeper into sensation, lost in the whirl.

She closed her eyes and twisted as the pleasure became too much to share. But he yanked 
her back and pressed his hands and full weight on her shoulders.

“No. Stay with me. Look at me. Now!”
She opened her eyes just as he slammed into her.
She screamed. And as the fire became all-consuming, her eyes filled with tears. She bit 

down on her lip, but she couldn’t stop the crying that erupted for no reason at all.
“It’s okay,” she whispered between wracking sobs. He nodded as he watched, as if he’d 

expected it. He eased up on her shoulders, spread her legs wider, lifted her up as the tears fell 
faster and her hips moved in rhythm with his. And as she felt his thrusts and his energy and her 
own climax building, she cried harder, even as her sobs mingled with cries of pleasure.

Suddenly, he stopped. 
“No! Don’t …”
He scooped her up and flipped her over. Pulled her up against him again. 
Her body became alive like it had never been before. And when she writhed in the colors, 

her sobs were mixed with laughter and a sort of triumph, a rapture beyond the beyond. And he 
tried to hold her, caress her, but she wasn’t done. 

She pushed him off. Straddled him, panting. Reached to the pillow and snagged the silk 
scarves she’d hidden there. She raised an eyebrow and pulled them between her fingers, caressed 
them, slid them back and forth, slowly, against her breasts.

“Yes?” 
He nodded, eyes alight.
“Say it. Yes or no.” She wound a scarf tight around her wrist and unfurled it slowly, 

theatrically.
“Yes,” he whispered.
“Et rapelles-toi bien. Warning: Faites attention. Safe: Arrêtez. D’accord?”
“Oui.” He closed his eyes.
“Non, non. Ouvrez tes yeux.” He opened them.
 “Donc, maintentent je vais attache tes mains.” She tied two scarves together quickly and 

grabbed his hands. Wrapped the scarves around his wrists a few times, checked the snugness, 
and tied a knot in the back. She couldn’t remember the right knot, but it didn’t matter. It was just 
play. She lowered his hands to his belly. Maybe something more extreme some other time, but 
for now …

“Pour tes yeux, peut-être?” She had one scarf left. She stretched out the long, black chiffon, 
enticingly, caressing it over her own eyes.

“Oui, oui, s’il te plâit.” His breath was erratic, shallow like hers so often was. 
 She studied his face as she smoothed the scarf. Maybe this wasn’t play. She locked her eyes 

on his and let the fire rip through her as his eyes disappeared under the scarf. She lifted his head, 
and wound it over his eyes twice, fastening it snugly at the side. He moaned.

“You like that?” She leaned over and kissed him. The heat, the energy coming from him was 
palpable; she could almost hover on it.



“Mm-hmm. Yes.” The corners of his mouth turned up as his teeth bit down on his lip and 
slowly slid up. 

 She caressed his hands and moved up his arms, not losing contact as she stroked along his 
neck, his jaw, and then grazed his lower lip with one finger. She leaned over his mouth and 
pressed her lips softly against his and pulled back, allowing him only flickers of the tip of her 
tongue. He reached for her but she moved away, only to kiss him harder the next time and escape 
just as quickly as he moaned and laughed a little. With her mouth still playing with his, she left 
off with trailing and her fingers pinched a nipple. Startled, he let out a gasp as his shoulders 
squeezed together and his bound hands pressed against his abdomen. She moved down and 
kissed the offended nipple, licked it, and then pinched both nipples, harder, and reveled in his 
reaction. 

She kissed and licked them both before she moved down and caressed his inner thighs, 
kissed them and moved up while avoiding his erection. She was tempted, and his movements 
told her that’s exactly what he wanted, but it would spoil the game. One hand teased his upper 
thighs as she moved the other up and pressed a finger in his belly button, hard, until the 
pressured nerve hit his groin and he went wild. Teased and teased until he breathed hard, his legs 
trembled, and she couldn’t take it any more than he could. 

Her lips planted little kisses around his lips and she finally gave in. She kissed him hard, her 
tongue licking and pushing into every crevice of his mouth as he returned her passion. She 
lowered and slid herself over him with a cry, and his hips rose to meet her as she pinned him 
down and delivered the same pent-up energy he’d pounded into her, over and over and over until 
each found peace, and each let go.

 And when she collapsed on him, swimming in myriad flashing lights and colored patterns 
like nerves and panting, she knew beyond a doubt there was nothing she wanted more than to be 
with Jory. Like this, like any way. 
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Autumn stretched out on her loveseat, her legs draped over Jory’s as they watched a movie 
that wasn’t interesting after all. He played with her hair, combing through it and winding long 
strands around his fingers, creating curls at the ends. He was fascinated.

“You’re beautiful, Autumn.” He pulled her hair back and leaned forward a little. “Your eyes 
are so dark right now they’re almost black.” He smiled as she looked up.

“Dim lighting makes the irises big.” 
“Maybe.” He traced a finger over her cheekbone and down the hollow beneath. “So smooth. 

So chiseled.” He leaned in and kissed her. “Lips like rubies, skin like snow, sapphire eyes—are 
you sure you’re not my fairy tale fantasy? A figment of my imagination? A dream come true?”

He gazed further down. “And a body designed to drive me crazy. You look great in clothes, 
of course, but I had no idea …” He trailed off as he traced a finger down the front of her tank 
top. 

“My beautiful,” he whispered.
She sat up and kissed him, wrapped her arms around him, brought a knee around his thigh 

and straddled him. He responded with almost the same energy, the same urgency as he had hours 
earlier. “I think we should head upstairs.”



Autumn groaned and laughed. She could hardly move. Every muscle in her body was sore, 
and she was so tired it seemed impossible. But she wanted him, one more time out of a dozen or 
more or less or … She hadn’t been counting.

“No. Right here. Right now,” she whispered. She reached around and pulled the oversized 
ottoman closer. 

They’d taken breaks and naps. They ate. They drank. They showered—twice. They talked 
about things they should do like cook for the weekend or load the dishwasher. But the only 
cooking Jory did was whipping up a couple of protein smoothies and broil a few sweet potato 
veggie burgers. And they couldn’t stop touching each other; when they did, the fire blazed back 
to life. Sometimes they simply enjoyed it, but it usually meant another go-round and sampling 
from a different kind of menu.

And now, just the suggestion had her panting again.
They’d forgotten the condom the first time around, and Jory took the blame. 
“I know better than that, Autumn. I had two of my own, and that whole box was right there. 

I don’t know how it happened—I just forgot. I could blame you and say you wiped my mind 
clean of all logical thought, but that’s not fair.” He snickered. “Even if it’s true.”

He ducked and threw his arms up when Autumn grabbed a pillow. 
“I forgot too,” she said, laughing. “For the same reason. But what’s the worst that could 

happen? I wanted you to use one partly because I’ve been on the pill only a week—eight days, 
actually—just to be extra safe, but it should be fine since I started at the right time, and I’ve been 
taking them perfectly. Then there’s that other reason …”

Jory said he’d tested negative for HIV and everything else—twice—after he split up with 
the woman who had, apparently, caused him a lot of pain. He still hadn’t told the story, but he 
hadn’t been with anyone since, and she believed him. Autumn and her husband had tested 
negative, too, early on. And since they hadn’t had sex for over a year, and he had used a condom 
in the two or three years before that—on the few occasions they had sex—risk was low or even 
zero. 

“Why did he use a condom?” Jory wondered. “Weren’t you on birth control?”
“Ick factor. On his part.” 
“Seriously?”
Autumn nodded and shrugged. She didn’t want to think about it. She could rehash memories 

some other time, but this was her time. Jory’s time. Nobody else’s.
 Secretly Autumn was a little glad they’d forgotten. The inevitable talk was over now, and 

she trusted him.
Later, after christening the ottoman, energy was much lower, and Jory just wanted to be in 

her, close to her. She’d become used to his style; he didn’t need to take it all the way every time, 
and that meant they could just feel pleasure, together, rolling around, snuggling, talking.

Jory moved lazily, sighing or moaning occasionally. And though she was exhausted, the fire 
roared to life once again.

This time, Autumn was glad she didn’t have neighbors. Between his shrieks and her 
screams, any reasonable person would assume they were torturing each other. Or that she had a 
home theatre and was blasting porn with at least one crazy actor laughing wildly about flashing 
colors.

Jory called it quits after he caught his breath.
“We have to get dressed or go for a swim so this doesn’t happen again.” He laughed and 

leaned over to kiss her as he got up. 



“Ouch,” he said, rubbing his back as he half-hobbled to the bathroom.
“I know,” Autumn said. “I’m afraid to even move.”
 She imagined staying in bed for days—maybe she could hire someone for room service—

but she decided to get up. 
“Gah.” A cramp in her calf made her start walking sooner than she wanted to. A few 

stretches worked it out, and she grabbed her robe.
Her cell phone rang again.
She glanced at the alarm clock. 10:00 p.m. The nurse’s hurried voice, the shouts, the 

scratchy sound flooded her memory. She had planned to call the hospital before eight, but now it 
was too late. She shut her eyes and massaged her forehead with her fingertips. How bad could it 
be? She’d heard of multiple heart attacks over a short period of time. More surgery, more time in 
the hospital, a few months in recovery, and the patient was fine. He would be fine. She shook her 
head to clear it.

“What’s wrong?”
Jory stood in the doorway. Autumn smiled and shook her head again.
“I was supposed to call the hospital by eight to get an update if I wanted one. But I forgot. 

And I was just trying to decide whether I cared enough to let it bother me.”
“You can call in the morning, no?” He came over and took her hand, brushed a few errant 

strands of hair from her sweaty cheek.
“I guess that’s what I’ll do. I just wanted to make sure he’s okay, more or less, and find out 

where he’s headed next.”
“When will he be released?”
“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. But he had another heart attack, and he was supposed 

to have surgery again today.”
“Another one? Autumn, that’s awful. I wish you would have told me.” Jory looked 

genuinely concerned. She was surprised. It hadn’t occurred to her that he’d want to know. And 
she didn’t want to focus on her husband or even think about him.

“I just found out this morning. And I think I had better things to think about, if I recall 
correctly.” She stroked a finger down the side of his face.

“Stop! Please, no more.” He laughed. “I hope he’s okay. Let me know when you find out, 
will you?”

“Sure. Do you want to go for a swim? I think it’s warm out there. I guess. Does anything 
even exist except us?”

“Not last I heard,” Jory said, as he wrapped his arms around her and crushed his lips against 
hers.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Jory was already up when Autumn woke up. She stretched and spread out, luxuriating. She 
pulled a pillow closer and curled up on her side.

She’d slept well. And with only half a glass of wine at the pool, she felt great. That would 
end, though, when she tried to walk. She’d have to take her yoga classes more seriously, and 
maybe sign up for something advanced so she wouldn’t go through this pain again; she wanted to 
be limber and ready for anything.

The scent of cinnamon and ginger and cardamom had made its way upstairs. Maybe he was 
baking breakfast muffins. As she became more alert, she detected a hint of anise and other 
spices. Something Indian?

A quick trip to the bathroom, a splash of water on her face, and a minute with a toothbrush 
was all she needed since she’d showered after the pool. A pair of shorts, a tank top, and a quick 
brush of her hair and she limped down the stairs and the hall.

Sunshine flooded the kitchen and her studio beyond it, and even the living room was bright 
with the sun headed toward the southern sky. Jory was poking something in the oven, and he 
hadn’t heard her come in.

She smiled as she watched—he would feel her eyes before long. He turned around as he 
closed the oven door, and he broke into a smile, too, as his eyes locked with hers.

“Good morning, beautiful.”
“Good morning, gorgeous.” She laughed and sniffed the air. “What’s cooking? It smells 

delicious.” She joined him near the stove and wrapped an arm around his waist.
“It’s a new recipe: mostly-oil-free vegan zucchini bread. I’m trying ground flaxseed and 

applesauce to replace most of the oil, but I don’t know how that’s going to work out. So it could 
be a major fail.” He grinned and paused to kiss her just long enough to get her heart rate up.

“Fail? I doubt it. Worst case it won’t be super delicious, only pretty damned good. What 
else? I smell cardamom and ginger and … anise? Fennel? Smells good, whatever it is.”

“You’re going to love this.” Jory gestured to a pot on the stove. When he lifted the cover, he 
waved his hand to coax the steamy scent to her nose. Autumn leaned over and breathed in as she 
studied the dark liquid.

“Wow. A proper Masala chai in the making.”
Jory shook his head and grinned. “You’re good. Nobody I know would know that. Except 

you.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again, not hot and passionate but gentle, tender. 
Autumn sighed and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“You’re more delicious than all the spices in the world,” she whispered, as he moved his lips 
down her neck.

“Nay, lass. It is thee who art more lovely and more temperate than a summer’s day.” He 
smiled and winked as he kissed her again and turned back to the stove. “Butchered up 
Shakespeare, of course.” 

She smiled. This moment, like so many others, would never happen again, but there would 
be more.

“Why don’t you have a seat, and I’ll bring you a cup in a few minutes. I still have to add the 
milk. Do you want almond or soy?”



“If you bought regular cow’s milk, I wouldn’t mind sticking with tradition.” She shrugged. 
“Otherwise, I guess soy would be best. Or do we have coconut milk? Why don’t you pick.”

“I did get a quart of regular milk, so we can go with that. No coconut milk, but maybe I can 
stir a few drops of coconut oil in for the flavor.”

He turned to the stove as Autumn looked over the island. Two place settings had been laid 
out exactly as she’d find in an upscale restaurant. Large plates with smaller plates on top. Bowls 
of sliced peaches topped with crème fraîche. Water glasses. Juice glasses, already filled with 
fresh-squeezed orange juice. A water pitcher. Linen napkins, expertly folded. Utensils arranged 
in perfect order from the outside in. A fresh fruit basket in the center of the space.

Autumn stared. She could get used to this. Would she forget how to cook? How long would 
it take? She laughed, and Jory turned to her. 

The look on his face was like that of a little boy with a huge surprise and unrestrained joy in 
seeing the recipient likes it. She almost expected him to jump up and down and clap and shout, 
“Do you like it? Do you? Do you?” She could see him doing that, so excited.

But he just stood, grinning, as she watched the little boy in his eyes. Unexpectedly, tears 
welled up as they had the night before as this new sense of happiness swept through her. So 
many emotions. 

“Thank you,” she said, as she went back to give him a hug. He didn’t say anything. He 
simply held her close and kissed the top of her head.

“Jory?
“Hmm?”
“Don’t ever change. I mean, don’t let go of your … I don’t know. Your joy. Your joie de 

vivre. Your happiness with simple pleasures. Maybe it’s an inner child thing. But just don’t lose 
sight of it. I think I lost mine, but I’m going to find her.”

He squeezed. “She’s right here.”
He watched her as she sat, and laughed when she groaned in pain.
“Me too.” He grinned and rubbed a thigh theatrically as he turned back to the stove.
Autumn dwelled on his words. She’s right here. He was right, of course, but she had to 

activate her. Or make her come out from wherever she was hiding. Or maybe, maybe it was more 
about letting go of whoever and whatever she had become and revealing herself, like she had the 
night before. The peeling off of the layers to become her true self, her core. Exactly what she had 
been thinking about since she filed for divorce, but she hadn’t thought of it as uncovering a 
certain child-like joy or innocence. She’d probably have to rip off a lot of layers.

But she could start by enjoying Jory’s labor of love instead of thinking he was smothering 
her. She dug into the peaches and shook her head. Perfectly ripe and so sweet.

Two slices of zucchini bread, a bowl of yogurt and homemade müesli, and two cups of chai 
latte later, and Autumn was ready to go back to bed or go for a run. It had to be one or the other. 
She leaned back in her chair, hands over her belly.

He stood up and began clearing the dishes.
“I’ll do that. You’ve done enough.”
“Okay. I’ll just put these in the sink, then. I still want to slice up that pineapple for you.” He 

nodded at the fruit centerpiece. 
As Autumn finished the last of her tea, Jory pulled out a cutting board and removed the 

pineapple from the bowl. He grabbed his big chef knife from a drawer, and with just a few quick 
slashes, the thing was shorn of its skin. Two more, and the top and bottom were gone. Autumn 
almost dropped her cup.



“Oh, my God. One minute it’s a perfectly normal pineapple and then, in like two seconds, a 
blur hits it and poof! How do you do that?”

Jory laughed. “Years and years of practice. Here—watch.” He turned the pineapple so it was 
upright. Raised the knife high with both hands. Checked that Autumn was watching. 

“Ready?”
She grinned. “Ready.”
“Eeee-yah!”
Halves. Quarters. Core removed. Eighths. Chop, chop. Chunks. 
Autumn shook her head and blinked. How did he do that? So fast? She’d seen demos on TV 

shows but never up close. 
“Wow. That’s all I can say.” She stared. 
“Pretty cool, huh?” He grinned and wiped the knife on a towel and set it aside. Scraped the 

pineapple chunks in a bowl and the scraps in the vegetable waste bucket. Rinsed the board. 
Rinsed the knife and dried it, put it back in the drawer. Wiped the island counter with a flourish. 
All in less than two minutes or so. Maybe only one.

He came around behind her and massaged her back.
“I’ll give you some tips if you want.” He kissed her from her neck to her hairline and then 

her cheek before stepping away. 
“But I have to get going. I’m working at the store this weekend, and I have to get ready for 

my oral defense on Monday. I have no idea what the questions are going to be, and all I can hope 
for, at this point, is that the committee hasn’t read it.”

“They’ve hardly had time, no? Since you submitted it only Monday—or Tuesday.”
“Yeah, Tuesday early, but they’ve had it for a few weeks. All the recent changes have been 

editorial or stylistic, not content or research, just so it’s ready for university binding and possible 
publication.”

He sat down and finished his orange juice. 
“My thesis process was something like that, too,” Autumn said. “But I didn’t have my 

defense until six weeks after submission.” She watched.
“Who will you go with, Jory? Is your mom coming?” 
A shadow seemed to pass over his face. He had been smiling, more or less, and looking 

cheerful if a little worried. Now his countenance shifted, and his smile seemed forced.
“No, my mom won’t be there,” he said. He laughed briefly, but it was more like a mockery 

or a snort than laughter.
“Friends?”
He shook his head.
Nobody to go with him? A fellow student? Somebody? Suddenly she heard Natalie’s voice 

in her head. How can you support him and his goals? What does he need? Now if all he wants to 
do is wait on you—give but not receive—well, that won’t work. 

“I’ll go with you, then. What time do you have to be there? I’ll pick you up. Or what’s on 
the schedule for the day? I can meet you somewhere.”

“No, it’s okay. You don’t have to be there. I can do it. I’ll be fine.” He reached over and 
squeezed her hand for a moment. “But thanks.” He straightened his posture a bit and smiled a big 
smile.

Autumn watched the play of emotion on his face, in his eyes. So this is what she looked like 
when she tried to pretend everything was fine when it wasn’t. This was what Natalie saw for 
years. This is what Jory had seen on so many occasions. And now she was seeing it in Jory—he 



was so transparent. So unutterably beautiful in that transparency. If he doesn’t want to receive … 
What should she say? She didn’t want to pressure him …

“I’d like to be there, Jory. I want to be there to support you and cheer you on and 
congratulate you when you’re finished. And then I want to celebrate with you, if that’s what you 
want to do. Will you let me?” Her voice came out more stern than she intended. Almost as if she 
were his manager and he was her employee. Which, she suddenly remembered, he was. She bit 
her lip.

His expression didn’t change. Something … It was like the day before, when he met her out 
on the patio after not finding her in the house. Something was on his mind. Was he moving 
away? Did he need to quit? Did he need to … break up with her? No, that couldn’t be, not after 
yesterday. No way. The panic crept up her throat, just as it had before. She shook her head and 
realized Jory was studying her in the same way. What did he see?

“Jory? What’s on your mind? It’s something. I saw it yesterday, too.”
He closed his eyes and breathed in deep. Exhaled fully, just as she always did when she was 

stressed.
“I’m sorry,” he finally said. “I’m hurting you. I can see that. But I don’t mean to; I just can’t 

talk about it yet. But I will. And it doesn’t have anything to do with you—cliché, I know. But it’s 
something I have to work out on my own, and certain things remind me of it. I’m sorry.” He 
shook his head and stared at the counter.

Autumn chewed on a fingernail and stopped. Forced her hand down. Something didn’t fit, 
something didn’t add up, but she decided to let it go. For now. He wasn’t lying, but something … 
If he didn’t bring it up in a week, then she would. No matter how much he meant to her, she 
wasn’t going to deal with moods and undiscussed issues like this. Wouldn’t make another 
disastrous mistake. She’d back out now, if she had to, rather than suffer later.

He looked up, and the shadow seemed to have lifted.
“So anyway, sure. I’d love it if you’d be there. Actually, it would be great. I’m so used to 

doing things on my own, I just … Well, it’s an adjustment. That’s all.” 
“Excellent. What time?”
“I have to be in the conference room by three. But my advisor wants to see me at two. So, I 

guess we’d better be there by one-thirty, to be on the safe side.”
“Should I meet you at your apartment, then?”
He hesitated. “Sure.”
“Great. One o’clock? You’ll have to tell me the address and whether there’s any short cut or 

detour my GPS won’t show, but that can wait. I have the address in your original paperwork too, 
of course. Email me when you get a chance.”

“Sure.”
“And Jory—”
Her cell phone rang.
“Oh, brother. Not again. I’m shutting that ringer off right now.” Autumn rolled her eyes as 

she walked over and grabbed her phone.
She glanced down the hall. Movement in the front door windows and sidelights caught her 

attention.
“I think somebody’s on the porch.”
“What?” Jory stood up.
The doorbell rang.



“I wonder who it is,” Autumn said. She could only see something dark because the windows 
were made of cut glass; they let in light, but it wasn’t possible to see out or in clearly.

The doorbell rang again. She turned to Jory.
“Come with me?”
“Absolutely.” He was at her side in a moment and took her hand.
“It’s probably just a neighbor,” Autumn said. “Or Girl Scouts selling cookies.” She laughed 

as she led the way down the hall. “I love the peanut butter cookies. I know they’re garbage and 
way overpriced, but I still love them.” 

Jory laughed, too. “Chocolate chip for me.”
The doorbell rang again, and her cell phone started ringing.
“Coming! What the heck? Will you take my phone, please?” She handed it to Jory as she 

tried to get a look through her husband’s office windows.
“Oh. Police. Oh, no.” She covered her mouth with her hands.
“Autumn, what? What’s the matter?” Jory shook her shoulder. “Breathe. Focus on your 

breath. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out. Okay?”
“Okay.” She nodded. Unlocked the door. Opened it. 
Two local squad cars. A Philadelphia police car. One state police car. Seven or eight police 

officers scattered on the porch and over the yard. A state trooper with a big hat, leaning against 
his car looking bored. Chief of Police Tim Duncan at the door looking miserable.

“Hi, Tim. What’s going on?” The fear shot through her.
“We need to talk, Autumn. Can I come in? Just me and a partner. For now.”
“Sure. Of course. Come on in.” 
She stepped aside. She glanced at Jory, raised her shoulders and let them drop. The line 

between his eyes deepened as the chief and a Philadelphia officer filed in.
“This is Officer Gustafson. Can we sit down in the living room?” 
“Sure.” 
She extended her hand to the Philly officer, and he held it limply. She was tempted to crush 

his knuckles but she let it go. “Pleased to meet you, Officer Gustafson.” She turned to Tim.
“You remember Jory Dumas, I’m sure.” She gestured. She no longer cared what he thought. 

Chef, lover, whatever. Her business.
“Yes, I do. Hi Jory.” He held out his hand, and Jory shook it firmly. 
“Right this way, Chief. Do you need a glass of water or anything?”
“No, thanks.”
Autumn was silent as she gestured toward the sofa and a few upholstered chairs. She stood 

in front of her loveseat and ottoman. Nobody sat there except her. And Jory.
The officer remained in the open area between the kitchen and the living room. Tim picked a 

chair. Autumn followed with Jory right behind and stood in front of him. Should she salute? She 
almost laughed. She shook her head. Breathed in and held it. Breathed out slowly. Held it. 
Breathed in …

“Why don’t you have a seat, Autumn.” He studied Jory. “Why don’t you both have a seat on 
the sofa.” He gestured.

Autumn’s lip curled as she stared. She couldn’t help it. Why was he telling her where to sit?
He jerked his head toward the sofa. He didn’t look bossy or belligerent, Autumn decided. He 

looked tired. She shrugged, looked at Jory, and sat on the sofa. Jory followed her silently.
Tim sighed. 



“I have two things to say, and both are pretty bad, but one is worse than the other. I have to 
give you the bad news first, because the other news has to do with the first thing.”

“Tim, just give it to me straight. You know I can handle it. Just spit it out.”
Something touched her shoulder. She whirled. Jory. 
“Breathe,” he whispered. He inhaled audibly as he held her eyes and took her hand at the 

same time. He exhaled, just as loudly. An image filled her mind of a Zen Buddhist teacher, a few 
years back, demonstrating the technique in dokusan. She’d struggled against laughing; somehow 
it was comical in the tiny, closed space where she’d had her private interview with the master. 
But now it was exactly what she needed to do. 

Autumn nodded and turned back to Tim. Inhaled. 
The chief looked up. “You’re right. I should have remembered that about you. Sorry, but 

this is just a part of my job that I hate.”
He tapped the edge of an envelope against the side of his hand.
“It’s your husband, Autumn. He, er, passed away this morning. The hospital has been trying 

to reach you. I guessed when you opened the door you hadn’t heard from them.”
“Oh, my God.” Jory squeezed her hand and pressed his other hand over it.
She stared straight ahead. Blinked a few times. Shook her head. Squinted as Tim seemed to 

weave in and out, a distortion mirror at a circus. Who turned out the lights? The room was dark 
at the edges. She could only see Tim. Where was Jory? She looked around, but she could only 
see what was right in front of her. And Jory wasn’t in front of her …

“Autumn, why don’t you put your head down between your knees. You’re turning white. 
Jory, why don’t you help her.”

“Autumn?” Jory coughed and cleared his throat. His voice was barely more than a choked 
whisper. “Breathe. You’re not breathing. Breathe.”

He shook her. “Breathe, Autumn!”
She let out her breath. Closed her eyes. Inhaled. Exhaled. Scratched her head and scraped 

her hair back. Her fingers had a mind of their own and kept scraping, randomly, as she stared 
straight ahead.

“I’m sorry.” She whispered, too. “It’s just … well, it’s not good news. Obviously.” 
He’s dead? Is that what he meant? No. That can’t be it. Autumn grappled with meanings.  

Passed away … Passed. What did passed mean? Passed a car, passed the buck, passed the exam 
… She felt Jory’s arm around her shoulder, his other hand in hers. Feeling him helped her focus. 
She would have to stick with it. And breathe. She opened her eyes. The room looked normal 
again. How odd. She cleared her throat.

“So you mean he’s dead.” She spoke louder now. “Like, no more. Done. Gone. Funeral and 
all that.”

The chief nodded.
“From a heart attack? In a hospital, with doctors and nurses right there? Is this a joke? Even 

people who smoke and drink recover from heart attacks. Even people who never exercise and 
who eat junk food day in and day out survive! Even obese people survive heart attacks. What the 
hell! Mike was in good shape. He went to the gym. He didn’t smoke or drink …” 

She pushed her hair back again and pressed her hand against her forehead, massaging. “Shit. 
Right. He started to. Or maybe he did all along and I never knew it. And I don’t know if he goes 
to a gym anymore.” She was quiet for a moment before looking up at Tim.



“He was here just a couple of weeks ago, uninvited. He was totally trashed. Completely 
drunk. So bad he fell down and his … girlfriend or whoever had to help him get in his car. It was 
awful. And she couldn’t even drive his car. It’s a stick.”

Tim was alert. “Was that the 911 call you made? I heard about it though I wasn’t on duty.”
Autumn nodded.
“And what do you mean by uninvited?”
“I mean I didn’t invite him. I kicked him out three months ago. I’m getting a divorce. It 

should be final within the next few weeks.”
“I didn’t know that,” said Tim. “I thought he lived here. Even when we were here last time

—it didn’t occur to me that he didn’t and you didn’t mention anything.”
“I couldn’t talk about it last time. It’s personal, you know?”
“I understand. But if you don’t mind my asking, has he moved his belongings out? I recall it 

was a little empty upstairs when we checked the place after the hurricane. Then again, only two 
people in a big house …”

“Yes. He took everything personal.”
“Mind if we look around?”
“Actually, I do. What’s the other news?”
Tim sighed. “Autumn, I’m trying to avoid giving you the other news. Just show us what we 

need to see. Did he have a den or a game room or some other room he called his own?” 
Autumn laughed. What a normal question. For people with normal marriages. 
“He had his own bedroom. And an office, of course. Come on. I’ll show you.” She stood up 

and wavered. Where was Jory? She reached out blindly with the hand he’d been holding. She felt 
him take it in his. She squeezed tight.

She could do this. She just wanted Tim gone so she could fall apart in private. 
“This was his office.” She walked past it and stopped at the stairs while he inspected.
“Okay. Bedroom?”
“This way.” She held on to the rail with one hand and Jory’s hand with the other as she led 

the way upstairs.
Somehow, she had to block the view to her room. Closing the door would look suspicious. 

Would he look? What would he see? She couldn’t remember what she’d left out …
At the top of the stairs, she decided she didn’t care. She walked down the hall and stood in 

the doorway to her room simply because it was the practical place to stand while Tim opened the 
door to her husband’s bedroom, just a few feet away. Jory slipped behind her and grabbed her 
hand. She squeezed.

“It’s this one.” She pointed.
Tim motioned to his partner. Autumn rolled her eyes at the drama.
Tim opened the door just slightly and looked in. His partner peered through the crack near 

the hinges. Autumn held back a laugh. The chief finally entered, and she heard the closet doors 
open; one squeaked.

“Officer, come on in and get a few shots of this, will you? And get a sample.” His partner 
stepped in the room, and the chief came to the doorway. A camera started snapping.

“When was the last time you were in here, Autumn?”
“What? I don’t know. The day he packed and left, I guess. I avoid it.”
“Could anyone else have been in here?”



“Of course not. Well, I guess my housekeeper might have. She cleans once a week, but I 
told her not to bother with this room anymore. She’s very dependable and honest, and she’s been 
with me for two years. So I’m sure she’s never even looked in.”

“What about your … chef?”
“Jory? Of course not. Why would he go in there?”
Autumn turned around. “Have you been in there?”
“No. Not since that time I had to leave and thought you might be sick. I didn’t know where 

you were, and you didn’t answer when I shouted upstairs. So I opened the door and looked in. 
But that was it. I told you about that. Remember?”

She nodded and looked at Tim. “What difference does it make? Is something wrong? There 
should be a pair of men’s underwear on the floor and a pair of old trainers in the closet. He left 
those when he cleared his stuff out, and I didn’t want to touch them. I don’t pick up after him. So 
I left them.”

“Yes, they’re still there. But there’s also something on the floor that appears to be vomit. 
Someone threw up in here. It’s dried up, but it’s not that old, maybe a few weeks.” He hesitated. 
“So someone’s been in the house that you weren’t aware of. Well, I mean other than your 
husband last weekend.”

“What! Didn’t anyone see this? You said it’s a few weeks old, so it must have been there all 
this time. And when you were—”

Jory squeezed her hand. Right. Breathe. She squeezed back. She couldn’t think. She knew 
why there was vomit in there, and she knew who threw up. She could see the image, but she 
didn’t have the words. Somehow, the words were gone. She closed her eyes. 

The pool. The patio. The loungers. Jory. His shirt off. Her shirt off and putting it back on. A 
shadow. Two shadows. Mike. She had to talk but she couldn’t. She tugged at Jory’s hand and 
opened her eyes. She pointed at Tim and staggered like she was drunk, dragging one leg. He 
caught on right away.

“I think her husband probably threw up in there.” He looked back at her. She nodded, and 
waved her hand to continue. 

“We were out on the patio. Autumn had invited me to swim when I was done with work. We 
were startled when two people suddenly showed up; we hadn’t heard a car. It was her husband, 
and he seemed to be drunk. He left shortly afterward, with his friend helping him walk and get in 
the car. When they were gone, Autumn checked the house even though she didn’t think he’d 
been inside. We only turned on the light and took a quick look in here—it was easy to see it was 
empty.” He looked at Autumn again. 

“I don’t remember smelling anything bad.” Somehow she could talk once the topic was laid 
out. She kept going.

“And I didn’t think he’d been in the house anyway since the front door was locked—still 
locked, I mean. Or so I thought. He was so drunk, and I just didn’t think he’d remember to lock it 
or even shut the door if he’d been inside. But maybe his friend locked it, I don’t know. Why 
would he come in here anyway?” The sound of the owls came back to her, fussing and hooting 
on the roof. And how they dove down just as Mike and his friend approached. The earlier, distant 
sound of a car …

“Oh, no.” Her hand flew to her mouth. Her rings. He took her rings. What other reason 
could he have? The story about the old computer was one of the lousiest lies he’d ever told. But 
why would he want them? Just for petty reasons? Or did he need money? Why? The thought of 
him in her bedroom and not knowing made her sick.



“What, Autumn?” It was the chief.
Once again, the words wouldn’t come. She stared at the floor and tried to find them. She 

saw her rings, but she couldn’t think of the word. She smacked her fist against her palm. She 
looked up. Jory was watching. She held up her left hand. Pointed to her ring finger. Made two 
circles in the air. Looked back and forth warily, snatched some imaginary object.

“She thinks her husband stole her ring. Or rings.”
“Well, why don’t you check and see?” Tim planted a hand on his hip.
She could do that. Words, no. Action, yes. She walked to her vanity table slowly, not 

wanting to know, but wanting the knowledge at the same time. She dithered over whether she 
should touch it. Pondered whether a husband stealing his wife’s engagement and wedding rings 
was a crime. She guessed not. Besides, he was dead. What did it matter?

She opened the drawer and felt for the black box. Nothing. She got down on her knees and 
pulled everything out—wool socks, old scarves, gloves. Nothing. There was no other place it 
could be. How did he even know it was in this drawer? She must have mentioned it, way back 
when she trusted him.

Had she told him about her secret passwords? She opened another drawer. Her journal was 
safe, which meant he couldn’t open the box unless he smashed it. Easy enough, she supposed.

“They’re gone,” she said as she got closer to the doorway. She took Jory’s outstretched 
hand. “So, whatever. I don’t care. Maybe they’ll turn up when his mother or sister or whoever 
clears out his apartment. Or not. I don’t care.”

“His apartment? He has an apartment? Autumn, what’s the address? I didn’t know he had an 
apartment. His address is listed as this one. You should have mentioned that right away.”

“What? Should have? How the hell am I supposed to know what information you need? 
Why didn’t you ask? I told you I kicked him out, and you’re the cop.”

“Right. Let’s go downstairs. I have to talk with the team and the state trooper. It should only 
take a few minutes.”

He hurried down the steps with the officer right behind him. The front door slammed.
“Gah.” What was this about?
“Are you okay?” Jory turned to look at her. His forehead was creased. Lips tight. 
“I’m okay. For now. Just don’t let go of my hand, please. It helps me focus. And about the 

not being able to talk thing … sorry. It just gets all jumbled up sometimes, like trying to speak a 
foreign language in an emergency when you’re only semi-fluent. I see the pictures, you know, 
but the words don’t come. It’s sort of a normal stress-response thing. Like getting tongue-tied. 
Don’t worry.”

“Well, that’s good to hear. You had me scared for a minute. Or five.” 
“I’ll be all right. Let’s go downstairs and wait for these bozos. Jesus. That Philly cop 

belongs on a comedy show.”
“Definitely over-reacting. Did he think we were hiding someone dangerous in there?”
Autumn laughed. “I’m surprised they didn’t pull out their guns. Then again, cops deal with 

all sorts of crazy shit. So maybe it’s SOP.”
The front door opened just as they sat down on the sofa. Tim walked in and stopped halfway 

through the living room.
“We’re all done here, Autumn, but it would help if you could give us the address of his 

apartment.”
“Wait. You can’t just leave without explaining what that was about! Are you kidding me? 

No way, Chief.”



Tim sighed. “We have a search warrant.”
“What? What for?”
“The doctors found cocaine in his system. Recent. Somebody had to have brought it to him, 

somehow, and since we thought he lived here … Well, you’re not a suspect. You’re not on the 
visitor list at the hospital. That’s all I’m allowed to say.”

“That’s just crazy. I still can’t imagine him even considering taking drugs. He’s so 
straightlaced, or so I thought.”

“Well, in any case, that address will help. Do you know it offhand, Autumn? You can call 
later, too. Or we’ll just track it down.”

“I don’t know it, Tim. My lawyer does, though. Or should. I’ll give you her number.”
Autumn hurried to her studio and dug around in her basket of odds and ends. Finally, she 

found her lawyer’s business card. She walked back and handed it to Tim, and sat down next to 
Jory again. His hand closed around hers.

“Thanks, Autumn. And I’m sorry about all this hassle on top of the bad news. We’ll be 
headed out now.” He nodded toward Jory and touched his imaginary cap as he headed for the 
door. He closed it quietly.

Autumn sat in silence as Jory wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She curled up 
against him for a long time. 

“I’m still going to be there for your oral defense. And please, no argument. No protest. No 
asking if I’m okay to do that. I’ll be fine. I want to be there, and nobody’s going to stop me from 
being there. Especially not him. I already promised myself I will never, ever let him interfere in 
my life again.”

She sat up and shifted positions so she could face Jory. Pulled her legs up. Leaned her back 
against the armrest. He turned to her, as well. His expression was guarded, careful as he met her 
eyes. She didn’t blame him. 

“As long as you’re sure, I’ll be grateful if you’re there.” 
“Thank you. I’ll be honored to be there. And I’ll be okay. This is the last thing I expected, 

and I’m just running on intellect right now. It’ll hit me later and take time to process, but I’ll be 
fine.”

“I know what you mean. I’ve been there a few times. Not with such a huge thing, but pretty 
bad. But I’ll be here for you. Okay?”

“Thanks. And I can see you’re worried, and I don’t blame you. But when my parents died, 
well, I finally saw a grief counselor a few times. This is nothing compared to that, of course, and 
it won’t get that bad, but I’ll know it if it does, and I’ll know what to do, to reach out. But I’ll be 
okay. I’ve just had a lot of time to detach emotionally. Years.

“And, come to think of it, the hospital was probably calling. I didn’t even think of that. And 
that tells me just how far out of my world he’s been already. Of course, I did have a rather 
delicious distraction. But if I cared, I would have thought of that possibility regardless.

“Wait. I do care! Don’t get me wrong. Of course I care. I just never thought anything would 
go wrong with his recovery, and I haven’t worried. All I’ve been able to think of is when the 
divorce will be final and I’m free.” She shook her head. “I’m babbling. Sorry.” She took a deep 
breath.

Jory watched her as he always did. She was lost in his eyes, but it wasn’t the fire this time. 
This time, it was something else. Something warm in a different way.

He reached for her hand. “I know you’ll be all right. But I’m here.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Autumn pulled up to Jory’s apartment over half an hour early. She had given herself plenty 
of time in case of traffic tie-ups, but she didn’t want to intrude. Instead, she drove down to Gay 
Street for coffee. 

An iced double latte later, she left her car in the parking garage and walked the few blocks 
back. His apartment was surprisingly close to Gay Street—she wondered why he hadn’t 
mentioned it when they first met. The coffee shop, the restaurant, the park seemed so long ago 
though only a few months had passed. 

She double-checked the address and looked around. The neighborhood was a little run 
down. Yards needed mowing, bits of trash and plastic bags were stuck under untrimmed hedges, 
and cigarette butts littered the street in a few spots. And most of the houses weren’t nearly as 
nice as those she’d seen when she and Jory walked down another street. 

His yard was surrounded by a tall, wrought iron fence spiked with finials that would deter 
almost any intruder. The gate was open, and she walked through it on a cracked cement path.

The old house was enormous with multiple gables, pale pink siding, and ruby-colored 
shutters all worn and weathered. Peeling paint decorated once-white handrails and balusters that 
surrounded the wrap-around porch, and everything about the building begged for upkeep. Still, it 
looked sturdy. The blemishes that made it seem so tired were merely cosmetic.

Off-campus student housing was often like that. She and Natalie had lived in a dorm during 
their first three years of college, but in their senior year, they’d traded convenience for freedom. 
One large bedroom and a tiny adjoining room on the second floor of a renovated house had been 
hell. Fun, but hell with eight other students sharing a single kitchen. And the extra room wasn’t 
much bigger than a walk-in closet. But with a twin bed squeezed in, they had some privacy even 
though sometimes that meant tiptoeing past a four-legged ball of hungover nakedness in the 
morning.

On the left side of Jory’s building was the turret he’d joked about. She smiled, remembering 
his mischievous laugh and sparkling eyes. So long ago, before the worst craziness of her life had 
begun—and the joy. She tried to picture what the turret must look like inside.

She rang the bell marked 1-D. 
At the end of the porch on the right was a lattice that sorely needed repair, but the roses it 

supported were impressive. The scent was intoxicating, and she followed it. Heirlooms, no 
doubt, with pale, cream-colored blossoms touched with apricot, a perfectly healthy specimen that 
made the otherwise lackluster property special. She stroked a petal with a fingertip. So soft, so 
alive, so delicate yet strong. She stood back to admire the entire vine and then leaned down and 
stroke her cheek against the petals of the bloom.

“Who made you, little flower?” Autumn whispered. She caressed it once more and turned 
back to the door.

“Oh! Hi.” She smiled and shook her head. “Don’t mind me. Just having a nature moment. 
They’re beautiful.” She waved her hand toward the roses as she walked over to Jory.

He stood in the doorway, looking sleepy and disheveled in cut-off shorts, a thin T-shirt, and 
bare feet. He smiled, but he seemed unfocused, and Autumn was surprised he wasn’t already up 
and about, getting ready for his defense. Autumn’s stomach twisted. 

“How was your weekend?” He yawned and leaned against the doorframe.



“It was okay, considering.” 
Autumn wasn’t sure what to do. Give him a hug? A kiss? A handshake? This was his space, 

after all, and the first time she’d been here. She hesitated and watched him for a long moment, 
stared in his eyes, but the answer wasn’t there. It was as if … as if he were gone. Standing in 
front of her physically, but not present. She couldn’t feel him. No fire, no glow. Not even a 
spark. She reached for his hand.

“How was yours? Are you ready?”
“Yeah, I’m ready. Sorry. I was up all night. I had a nap, and that’s it. Come on in.” He 

turned.
“Jory, wait.”
“Huh?” He turned to face her. 
She leaned in quickly and kissed his cheek. He squeezed her hand, and led her in.
The hall was an echo chamber with its linoleum-covered floor and high ceiling. He waited 

for her to pass before letting the heavy door close automatically until it clicked into place. His 
apartment was just to the left.

“Welcome to my mansion.” He entered without fanfare and closed the door behind her. She 
scooted over and almost knocked a tall trash can over.

“Oops. Sorry.” She quickly righted it and looked around. They were in a good-sized kitchen 
with bright yellow walls. Two tall windows framed a sink, a counter, and pale wood cabinets and 
drawers. A stove and more counter space plus a refrigerator occupied an adjoining wall, and a 
long stainless steel table on wheels took center stage.

To her left, just off the kitchen, was the turret room. A small desk and a chair plus a laptop 
identified it as Jory’s office. Books were piled high on the desk and shelves, and white pull-down 
blinds covered the windows. Dark, paisley-patterned curtains were drawn to the sides.

Jory walked over to the counter and flipped a coffee maker on.
“Come on in. You can wait in the living room while I take a shower. You’re a little early.”
Jory wasn’t looking at her. Five minutes early was a problem? He was almost always early. 

She ignored it.
The next room was smaller with a futon, a couple of foam chairs, and a few small tables that 

held a stereo system, headphones, stacks of CDs, and more books. A thin meditation mat and a 
zafu occupied a corner. It was clean, bright, and colorful—the curtains were a funky, patterned 
fabric that might have been hand-loomed. A little messy, but nowhere near as bad as Autumn’s 
college apartment had been. A worn denim jacket tossed on a futon arm. A silky black shirt with 
small white polka dots underneath. Papers, notebooks, and unopened mail scattered around. A 
pizza box and two empty bottles of beer on the coffee table. 

Autumn smiled. “This reminds me of my apartment when I was in college. Yours is nicer, 
though. Natalie and I shared a bedroom, and the kitchen—forget it. Try telling ten students to 
wash their dishes during finals week. Right.”

“Seriously?” He gestured toward the sofa. She sat.
“Sure. It was better when I went to UPenn, but not by much. Renovated old buildings like 

this one, students, limited budgets, you know.” She shrugged.
“Huh.” Jory rubbed his chin, which was sprouting more of a beard than Autumn had seen 

before. “When I imagine you in college, I picture you in a perfectly decorated studio filled with 
paintings or prints and sculptures. Art work.”

“Right!” Autumn stared. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”



“Nope.” Jory shook his head. He clearly hadn’t had a shower in a couple of days, and his 
thick hair looked like he’d combed olive oil through it. Typical stressed out student. She’d been 
there, that was for sure.

But she was puzzled. Did he imagine her to be far better off than she was? Was this what 
was bothering him? A difference in income? Social status? 

“Jory. Can we talk for a minute, please?” He leaned against the doorway between the living 
room and what looked like his bedroom.

His eyes met hers. He nodded and pushed off the door frame. He sat on a bright blue 
cushion and watched her, and she knew she had his attention now. Out on the porch, he had been 
somewhere else. Just not … present. Preoccupied with something. 

“Why did you imagine that?”
He shrugged. “The way you live now, I guess. The schools you went to and where you grew 

up. The way you talk and some of the things you say sometimes. And I’m sure your wedding 
ring alone could easily cover the cost of a student apartment—for a couple of years. I never saw 
your engagement ring, but I can imagine.”

Autumn rolled her eyes. “Not quite. But why does that matter? What got you thinking about 
it?” 

“I don’t know.” He stared at the floor. “It’s intimidating, I guess. I grew up in Philly and it 
was kind of crazy. Up and down depending what my dad was earning. He poured millions into 
his projects, and sure, they’re great. But the rent or mortgage and bills weren’t always paid, and 
my mom couldn’t cover everything. Sometimes we were rich, sometimes we were poor. Early 
on, it was usually poor. That’s one of the reasons she dumped him.”

Autumn wasn’t sure what to say. Hadn’t Natalie mentioned something like that? The 
possibility that all might not be what it seemed? She sighed and tucked her hair behind her ears.

“Jory, I only know you, not your parents or your childhood. I like you as you are, without 
knowing any of that. And maybe who you are is precisely because of your background, which is 
fine by me.

“But listen. I grew up … comfortable. Well-off. Not filthy rich or anything of the sort. My 
parents weren’t billionaires, not by any stretch. Sure, I grew up privileged. Rich. Well-off. 
Whatever. But compared to others like, I don’t know, Bill Gates or Liliane Bettencourt, we 
weren’t even a blip on the screen. 

“But I didn’t have much beyond decent clothing and essentials. My parents were just 
practical like that. My dad grew up working hard; his grandfather came here from Glasgow way 
back in the early part of the 1900s and made a name for himself in industry. His father did much 
better, and then my dad capitalized on all that with smart investing and earned far more than 
anyone in the family. I had every educational opportunity possible, and college was paid for 
outright. No loans, no financial stress, no big deal. My housing was paid for, too. But no car—I 
rode a bike. 

“And I was on a strict budget. My parents put a certain amount in my checking account 
every month, and if I blew it on stupid stuff, I had to suffer and use my pre-paid cafeteria plan 
instead of cooking or eating out. But they made sure I had basic needs met, of course. Extras? 
Not so much. If I wanted extras, I had to get a job, which I did.”

“What did you do?”
“Oh, just filing and data entry, office work, mostly, in a big art supply store. When I was at 

UPenn, I handled marketing for a little shop with cool, artsy furniture and accessories. But after 
my freshman year at Cornell and a few months of cafeteria food, I knew I had a choice: go out 



on a weekend once a month or get a job. That’s how tight they were. Or maybe not tight; more 
like anti-ostentatious. Frugal. Sort of minimalist before minimalism was a thing.

“So your apartment is pretty much like mine was. Better. At least it’s private. And you went 
to Columbia. What’s wrong with Columbia? It’s a great school.” She looked around. The pizza 
box on the coffee table caught her eye and she opened it.

“Dinner last night?”
“Yep. More like this morning.” He shook his head and laughed a little, obviously at the 

contrast between what he prepared for her and what he himself ate.
Autumn opened the box. A big, thick piece of crust lay on the waxy paper. She grabbed it 

and let the lid close as she tilted her head back and held the crust to her mouth.
“Best cure for a hangover ever. Pizza crust and beer.” She turned to look at him as she took 

a big bite.
“Mmm.”
“Crazy girl,” Jory said, laughing. “I can’t believe you’re eating that.”
“S’good.” She shrugged as she chewed. “Shoda? Water?” 
“Diet Coke.” He laughed again as he returned to the kitchen and came back with a half-

empty bottle. She slugged some down and wiped her mouth on a used napkin from the box.
“My point, Jory, is that I was a student too, and not that long ago. Not much different from 

you or anyone else. And I was definitely not hanging out with the rich kids at Cornell—far from 
it. 

“And now, after eight years of trying to please someone who was all about money and 
showing it off, I’ve been influenced. I lived for a job and made a lot of money. I drive a car I 
never wanted—he made me get it. I have a closet packed with expensive clothes I never wear. A 
huge house I … well, I wanted it, but I was mostly trying to please him. I have everything money 
can buy, or just about, considering I don’t want much. Money’s nice to have, obviously, but 
there has to be a balance. You can’t live for it.”

She took another bite of the pizza crust. It was pretty good. Nice and crispy, and the little bit 
of sauce and cheese that clung to it was perfect.

Jory played with the threads hanging from his cut-off shorts. She kept her focus on his face.
“I feel like I hardly know you, Autumn. I thought I did. But you keep knocking me 

sideways. There’s always something new that cancels something else out.”
“Same here.” She shrugged. “I don’t know much about you, either. The professional wall, 

me all wrapped up in my stuff, not paying a lot of attention to yours … I’m sorry for that, and I 
plan to change it. It’s just what you happened to walk into.”

“I know. I thought I was ready for the divorce drama, but I had no idea how bad it would 
get. I thought I’d overhear arguments on the phone or maybe a normal confrontation, an 
argument or something and that’s it. Not …” He shook his head and grimaced.

She stared. 
“I had no idea either. And now it’s over. Thanks ever so much for being there.” 
Jory looked up. So tired.
“Sorry. I need to take a shower. I’m … sorry.” He stood up and walked to his bedroom. The 

door clicked behind him.
What had tightened her stomach earlier spread through her entire body. So this was the real 

problem. It had been too much, and he was done. As she had feared all along. Her hands shook. 
But what was it really about? The voice in her head, normally so loud, only whispered. 



She should leave. She had promised herself honesty or nothing. Where was the line? He 
wasn’t lying; he just wasn’t telling her the whole problem. Was he walking out on her? Ending 
everything? Because of all the problems they’d just gone through? 

She stood up. Knocked on his door. Silence.
“Jory, I have to go. Something’s wrong, and you know I’m aware of it. I can’t hang around 

guessing and waiting for you to talk. And I don’t appreciate that last statement, either. Like 
slapping me and walking out—no, thanks. So, good luck. Call, email, whatever. Or don’t.” 

She hesitated. No response. Her vision blurred. She leaned toward the door.
“None of that was my fault! You know it’s not. And nobody—not you, not anyone—is 

going to shame me for it. I told you that before, and I’ve done a good enough job myself!”
She spun and ran to the door before she could change her mind. Opened it. Let herself out. 

Closed it. Walked down the stairs and out to the sidewalk. The neighborhood was quiet except 
for the sound of someone crying through an open window.

She pushed forward. At the parking garage, she found her car and sat. She leaned back on 
the headrest. What memo had she missed? What had changed?

Obviously, the craziness had got to him. It was too much. Too much for her, too. She’d 
spent the weekend numbed out in front of the TV or walking around in a daze. Talking with 
Natalie for hours. Internet surfing, posting stupid stuff on Facebook, drinking wine. Acting 
cheerful when her entire world had been flipped upside down.

But he had something on his mind just a few weeks ago, too, when he showed up at the 
pool. Was it this? Had he planned on quitting and changed his mind? 

She stopped herself. No more analyzing. Either he was going to talk to her or not. She had a 
life to live. Nobody would stop her, not even … not even sweet, precious Jory. 

She started her car just as her cell phone played the Rolling Stones song she’d picked for 
Jory’s ring tone.

She grabbed her phone and tapped to take the call and tapped again for speakerphone.
“Hey.”
“I’m sorry. Please come back? I’ll tell you everything in five minutes or less. We can talk 

more in the car or later. But I’ll tell you everything upfront. And if you want to leave then, fine. 
Just … give me a chance. I’m really sorry.”

Autumn closed her eyes. She was tired of Jory saying “sorry” and tired of saying it herself. 
But he was willing to try. Fair enough. She turned the car off.

“Okay. I’m in the parking garage on Chestnut. I’ll be there in a few.”
“Thank you,” he whispered. 
His hitched breathing and sniffing told her he’d only just stopped crying. Her fear 

dissipated, and she could only think of the pressure he must be under with his thesis. The 
pressure they’d both been under. 

“See you in a few, then.” She tapped him off.
She took a deep breath as she rang the doorbell. The door had been left open, so she walked 

in. His apartment door was slightly ajar, too. She knocked and pushed it open.
“Jory?”
“Yeah. Come on in,” he called. “I’m just throwing stuff I’ll need in my bag.”
She walked in and looked around the kitchen. He was in the living room, rushing around in 

between sips of coffee. He’d had a shower—his hair was wet. He wore his usual jeans, although 
these were newish, and his pale blue shirt was dressy and carefully pressed. He draped a narrow 
black necktie loosely around his collar and made a face.



“A nod to convention.”
Autumn smiled a little. She waited.
“Please sit.” He gestured at the sofa as he had before. She sat. Silent. Watched him as he 

grabbed a book and shoved it in his old backpack. She dug under a fingernail but the black paint 
wouldn’t budge.

Finally, he dropped his bag on a chair and stood in front of her. He folded his hands, 
fingertips pressed against his lips, and bent his head. She lowered hers in return.

“I said I’d tell you everything. I have to. Or …” He swallowed.
She waited. Watched as he breathed in and breathed out.
“First, I’m sorry. I was totally blunt and sarcastic about all the drama, and that was just 

stupid. Then I walked out on you when you got upset. I can’t believe I did that!” His lips 
tightened. “I’m totally stressed out, but I shouldn’t take it out on you, especially since you’re 
here to support me. Jesus.” He stared at the ceiling, shook his head, blinked a few times.

“Forgiven,” Autumn said. She nodded and waited.
He took a deep breath. “And like you said, it wasn’t your fault. I know that; I know it 

wasn’t. You were a victim, for God’s sake. Anyway, I just have to blurt this out. There’s no 
other way. I can’t think right now so I can’t edit.”

Autumn watched as he sat down. This was either the end or a beginning. Something simple 
or something too complicated. Something dying. Something being born.

“Last week was really hard—that’s what I meant. I tried not to show it, but I was completely 
freaked out with … your husband dying. The destroyed food and your paintings, the heart attack, 
the hurricane and … mostly worrying about you. I was already worried, early on, when you were 
crying with that painting of the abused woman. Then when he showed up drunk on the patio, 
forget it.

“Everything has been crazy—but not your fault. I know that; all I’ve cared about was the 
pain and heartache you were going through. And I don’t mean the beautiful parts, either. I guess 
I would do it all over again just to have those. And I tried to stay strong for you. And over the 
weekend, my brain just fried.

“That’s just part of it.” He blew out his breath. “The big thing is that I was offered a job in 
New York at a big publishing house. I was offered a job at a smaller house, too, but it’s too late 
for that one. They needed an answer right away, and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know 
how to tell you, not while you’re going through all this shit. At the big place, I just found out last 
week it’s mine if I want it. I have to let them know by Wednesday.”

Autumn nodded. Great for him, if that’s what he wanted, but that meant the end. He’d be 
working fifty hours a week, easy, and she’d be lucky to see him on weekends. And since he 
needed to write and have a life, it would fizzle.

She shrugged and invited him to continue with an outstretched palm.
“My yearly lease ended, and I’m on a month-to-month now, which is fifteen percent higher. 

I can barely afford it, although of course I’ll find a better job now that I’m done with the damned 
thesis. And I can live with my mom temporarily if I take the job in New York.”

All settled then. She hadn’t realized he was looking for a job—but of course he was. Why 
hadn’t she asked more about his life? Why didn’t he talk about it? He probably thought she 
didn’t care. She did, she just had so much other stuff going on.

He watched her. And she couldn’t muster up anything beyond the misery, but she didn’t 
want to show it. This was his thesis day, and she’d said enough. She lifted a shoulder and let it 
drop. He continued.



“I’ve also been … worried about being with you. I mean in a relationship. I’m your 
employee, and it’s awkward. I mean, I’m just the cook, you know, as you pointed out early on. It 
stuck because it hurt. Sorry. I hate to bring up old stuff, but that’s part of it.”

Autumn’s head flew up despite her resolve. “Damn it, Jory! It stuck with me, too, because I 
knew it hurt. You said something … but … I forget. There was no time to talk, I guess. But I 
meant it in context. To my husband, I wanted you to be ‘just the cook.’ I wanted you to act like 
‘just the cook’ if he were to show up. I wanted you to play stupid, as if you’re ‘just the cook’ 
instead of the brilliant person I already knew you to be. That’s what I meant. I never saw you as 
‘just the cook.’ Oh, hell no. Don’t you dare hang that one on me. I wish we could have cleared 
the air back then. Now it’s just snowballed, obviously. What else did the snowball pick up along 
the way, I wonder?”

Jory’s eyebrows shot up and he fell back, mouth open.
Autumn almost spit. “You didn’t really think I thought of you like that, did you?” His face 

said he did. She looked at the ceiling. Thursday afternoon and night, all they had shared …
“So tell me this: If I was screwing ‘just the cook’ last week, who were you screwing? Your 

fucking boss? Who did you cook breakfast for the next morning? Your boss? Whose hand did 
you hold through that whole fucked up ordeal? Your boss’s hand? And who was I depending on 
to help me through that? ‘Just the fucking cook?’”

She was on the verge of screaming, but she’d leave before she’d let that happen. Never 
again. She stood up. “I can’t believe you. Actually, I don’t believe you. I don’t buy it. Just the 
cook. Bullshit. I hired you because of you, first of all, and secondly because you were qualified, 
thank God. Not because I needed a cook so desperately. And I was not screwing ‘just the cook.’ I 
made love with the man I … love. Cliché, I know. But that’s the truth.

“And yes, I know how to curse, as I’ve mentioned. And I smoked cigarettes in college and 
wouldn’t mind one right about now. So … there.”

She sat down and crossed her arms over her chest.
“Okay. What else? Just keep going, Jory. Let’s have it.” 
He stared and fumbled for the drawer in the table next to him. Opened it. Dug around. 

Tossed her a pack of Camels. The corner of his mouth twitched. 
“Sorry. A bit too strong for me.” She couldn’t help but smile as she tossed the cigarettes 

back.
He shrugged and dropped them back in the drawer.
“There’s not much more. I’m glad you don’t think of me as ‘just the cook.’ But it’s all 

related to that. I can’t take you anywhere. I don’t have money to do anything with you. I can’t 
buy anything. I eat your food, and when I’m home, well you see what I eat … I’m just broke 
right now. That will change. But that’s how it is right now. I’m just finishing a killer two years 
and pushing myself over the edge with my thesis. Nothing can be done.

“And I’m afraid our different situations will make problems. It’s not the age difference; it’s 
the spot I’m in partly because of my age and the path I’ve chosen.”

He looked away.
Autumn stared. Was he serious? She studied his face. He was. And five minutes was up. 

What could she say?
So this was what was bothering him. She had no power over the job decision, but she could 

influence the rest. 
“Jory.” He turned to her, and his eyes, those intense caramel-cocoa eyes locked into hers, 

unintentionally, as if he had no control. She couldn’t look away. And now, instead of annoyance, 



something else flooded through her. How odd. He was back. She could feel him again. How 
strange this was, this energy exchange or … she didn’t know.

There was something more. Something he still hadn’t told. She searched his face. Watched 
his shining eyes get watery… a tear rolled down the side of his nose before his hands flew up 
over his face.

Autumn jumped up and sat on the edge of his little chair. Pulled him into her arms. He 
resisted at first and then gave in, limp against her breasts, head in the crook of her shoulder. She 
held him tight as his chest heaved. Stroked the back of his damp hair.

“What, what … It’s okay, love, it’s okay.”
“It’s all my fault.” He sobbed into her chest.
“What’s all your fault?”
He cried as she held him tight and rocked him, back and forth. 
“Everything. If I hadn’t taken the job, if I hadn’t … seduced you … if I hadn’t …”
“You didn’t seduce me, Jory.” Autumn pushed him gently away. Held him firm at his 

shoulders. He finally looked at her and almost wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeve, but Autumn 
held up her own gauzy cotton sleeve. He dabbed.

“Jory, I wanted you. You wanted me. No seduction required.” 
His face twisted as he held back tears. “I don’t know. I just wanted you more than anything 

or anyone I’ve ever wanted. You were all I could think of sometimes, but you were married, at 
least technically. And I tried to do things right, do the best thing, the right thing, and look what 
happened. I should have quit and just called you in six months. Or a year. Or never took the job 
in the first place.”

“No.”
“I just feel like if I hadn’t got involved, your husband wouldn’t have gone bonkers, or at 

least not as bad. At least he’d still be alive.”
“Oh, my God, no. Look, I get it. I know how you feel—plus I’ve been guilting the hell out 

of myself for years. But it’s not your fault, and it’s not mine. He was messed up long before I 
met you, long before I met him. It was his path. His choices. He didn’t know anything about you
—not a thing except you were hired help and Jamie Dumas’s son—and he was bonkers already. 
And all this would have happened, in one way or another, even if you weren’t in the picture. You 
didn’t have anything to do with it.”

She took a deep breath. “And like I said, there really wasn’t seduction. We both just chose to 
move forward. Was it the best choice? I don’t know. But we made choices. He made his.” She 
hugged him tight and rocked. Kissed his cheek. Waited.

“Okay. I know that stuff. It’s just not what I’m feeling. When the cop said he was dead, I felt 
like I was having a heart attack. Or like I’d throw up.” 

“What?”
“Yeah.” He pressed his face into her shoulder again, worn out. 
“Oh, I didn’t know,” she whispered. She stroked his damp hair back. “I’m so sorry. And 

you’ve been so strong for me.”
“I’m not as strong as you think.” He pulled away and sat up straight, eyes wet. “I don’t think 

I’ve ever known anyone as strong as you. And I know you’re not just pretending. You break 
down or lose it for awhile, but you keep going, bigger than ever. Like nothing will stop you. And 
I know what you’ve been through already.”

“There’s nothing else I can do but keep going. Or give up, I guess. But what would that look 
like? Sleeping all day?”



She smiled a little. He had to get going, but she wouldn’t be able to talk in the car. It was too 
much. She wanted to blast music and celebrate, have fun. His thesis was finally finished, after 
all. She tightened her arms around him and caressed the back of his head as he rested against her.

“Listen.” She kept her voice low. “I know we have to go. But about the job in New York. If 
that’s what’s right for you, if that’s what you need, I’ll cheer you on. I won’t stand in your way. 
Not that it wouldn’t … rip me up. But …”

What could she say? Where was Natalie when she needed her? This was her department—
she’d give him a lecture he’d never forget. But on what? Something came to her, and she hoped 
it was the right thing.

“Maybe—if you decide you’re not going to New York and you’re going to hang around with 
me, you could look at the other stuff like this.

“Suppose you were my age—thirty-six, house and money and all that—and you fell in love 
with a woman your age, someone almost done with grad school and totally broke, beautiful, 
interesting, and everything you ever wanted. What would you do? Would you have a problem 
dating a hard worker with loads of promise but no money?”

Jory’s steady breathing on her chest continued.
“And what would you say if she told you ‘I’m uncomfortable seeing you because I can’t buy 

you stuff and take you places’? If you really wanted to be with her?”
The only sound was his breathing. No, she wasn’t strong. If he left her on top of everything 

else, she’d have to check in at a therapy center for the brokenhearted. And stay for a year. Maybe 
she’d join a monastery. Or spend a year at a Buddhist retreat. No, she wasn’t particularly strong; 
she just kept going despite everything. 

“I think you’re operating out of a man-box, Jory. Just like you talked about.”
He looked up at her. 
She quickly added a disclaimer. “And same here with the woman-box. You wouldn’t believe 

how hard it’s been to let you take care of me. To cook my food. To serve it to me and do all the 
things you do. That’s a woman’s job, you know, and I was brought up that way. My mom waited 
on my dad hand and foot, and he took it in stride like most men do because it’s the role that 
almost everyone plays. I’ve never done that, not the same way, but I’ve had to adjust my attitude 
with you.”

“Seriously? You’ve had a hard time letting me take care of you?”
She made a face. “Sure. I’ve been overwhelmed at times or felt like you do too much. 

Women are supposedly the nurturers, you know, and so many just assume that role. Not vice-
versa. But it’s just a social norm thing, of course, for women to wait on men and cook, clean, and 
all that. And I don’t think your caring attitude is because I’ve been paying you. It comes 
naturally. But it’s not a role many men take. And I’m not used to it. What woman is?”

She watched as he stared at the floor.
“So you think my worries are a man-box thing. Social conditioning. Something I should get 

over. Something I shouldn’t worry about, at least.”
“Most of them, yes. I do.”
He looked at his watch. “I really have to go. Do you still want to go with me? Or are you 

going home?” His eyes remained on his watch.
“Jory. Look at me.” She held his shoulders. Looked him straight in his eyes. “Do you want 

me there? Or do you need to do it alone?”
She saw the answer, but she waited. He pushed his hair back. Finally, he nodded.



“Yeah. I want you there.” A smile spread over his face. “And it would be great if you want 
to drive, too.” He laughed, as if her car had been part of the problem.

“Done. Let’s go.” 
“No. Wait.” He grabbed her arms.
“Thanks. For coming back. And I’m sorry—we’ll talk more later. Right now, though …” 
He slipped his hands to her shoulders and watched, touching lightly, so soft. His eyes, so 

close, locked on hers until she gasped. The fire was so strong, so sudden she couldn’t think. She 
could only feel his lips, his mouth, his tongue on hers. His chest and his arms around her. So 
urgent, so powerful.

She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him closer, took control of his mouth, became 
the explorer rather than the explored. He shifted, and the chair, barely more than a small 
ottoman, toppled. Jory landed with his knees at her sides, hands supporting her shoulders, 
laughing. 

“You did that on purpose!” She laughed, too, but other sensations clamored for attention.
“Mm, never.” He kissed her cheeks, her shoulders, her breasts as she panted, as his other 

hand moved downward. He looked up when his fingers reached the button of her dressy jeans. 
She whined and nodded as her hips rose to meet him and he tore her jeans down. 
“Please,” she gasped. “God, I need you.” She kicked off her shoes as he pulled one pant leg 

off and tore at his own jeans.
And as he rocked her into the beyond, into some other place, into that sparkling, colorful 

other-world, she could only hear her moans and his whispers between his gasps.
“I don’t know how … how to love you, how to tell you, how to show you …”
Time stood still as she clung to him, as he kissed her like a man starved, as if he hadn’t eaten 

in days. 
“Just show me, Jory, show me …”
And she heard his laughter, his voice somewhere far in the distance as his body and his 

moans melded into hers. And as he held her tighter and his body became rigid over hers, arched 
and quivering, he cried out.

“Autumn. I see them. The colors, the colors, the … Oh, man. They’re beautiful. My 
beautiful, you’re beautiful. I love you.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

A flutter of yellow maple leaves swept across Autumn’s display table not a minute after she 
had cleared away the last bunch.

“Shoo!” She laughed and blew at one that landed in her cash box just as she was ready to 
close it.

“It’s the perfect shady spot, but the deluge of leaves is the price for it.”
“They’re pretty,” Jory said from his camping chair at the back of the display space. “They 

sort of look like part of the display. Like they’re intentional.”
“Now that’s a thought. I could just work with them instead of fighting them.” She leaned 

over and moved a few leaves around and stood back to gauge the effect.
“Looks nice.” 
Autumn glanced back to smile her thanks, and he winked before returning to his book. He 

read a lot, as she’d found out, though she wasn’t surprised. Sometimes it was an author or a poet 
she knew or had heard of. Other times it just sounded like something she’d like to read. Jory had 
lent her Madame Bovary, and she’d already started. Other times, she joked that people should 
maintain their own separate interests. On Having No Head: Zen and the Rediscovery of the 
Obvious wasn’t a book Autumn imagined herself reading anytime soon.

She returned to watching the crowds milling around.
The weather couldn’t have been better for the Artist’s Market. It was warm for late October 

and sunny, but a cool breeze kept things comfortable. And frost hadn’t dealt its death blow yet; 
marigolds and petunias and other fall flowers were in abundance. Roses bloomed in the gardens 
and along pathways, and chrysanthemums were at their peak.

The morning started off busy. Setting up her display didn’t take long in itself, but early bird 
visitors asked questions and started looking before she had a chance to get organized. Other 
artists and craftspeople, already set up for hours, wandered by to introduce themselves and say 
hello. 

Some of the experienced vendors chuckled as she juggled between creating an attractive 
display and talking with potential customers and new friends while trying to appear calm and 
collected. They all said they’d gone through the same thing, but they learned to set up early, even 
at the crack of dawn if necessary. That way, they said, she could get some coffee, eat, and relax 
before anyone arrived. Lesson learned. She was grateful for their advice and Jory’s help. 

The market officially opened at nine, and after three hours of almost non-stop visitors, 
business slowed down. Autumn took advantage of the break to tidy up and evaluate.

She had sold twenty-two flower paintings and one double set, a diptych of white and blue 
asters at the edge of a small stream. One painting featured a small frog peeking out from behind 
the stems, and the other a low bunch of creeping purple flowers with tiny yellow centers she had 
found on a walk. She wasn’t sure if they grew together like that, but the deep purple and yellow 
complemented the blue and white just as the green of the frog did. And the woman who bought it 
said it was beautiful and perfect for her dining room.

When she left, Autumn turned to Jory. “Do you believe it? I’m actually selling this stuff!” 
She twirled around until she got dizzy and Jory caught her in his arms.

“I told you you’re talented, didn’t I?” He kissed her and let her go, watching to make sure 
she was steady.



Her smile was big. “You did. And I know they’re at least okay, but then the negative or 
critical voice creeps in, you know?”

He nodded. “Yep. Same for me with my writing.”
The pottery maker from the neighboring display came over to say the market usually picked 

up again in the early afternoon, but for now there would be a break. Musical and theatrical 
performers would entertain in another area, and they could relax and enjoy lunch from one of the 
food trucks.

Autumn wasn’t hungry, but Jory decided to get a sandwich and take a stroll around. 
“Would you bring me a little something? Doesn’t matter what it is. But I’ll have to eat 

sooner or later, and then I can save the snacks we brought for whenever. Just take what you need 
from the cash box.” She slid it toward him.

“Sure. Anything to drink?”
She held up her water bottle. “I’m good. But thanks.” She hugged him as he kissed her 

cheek and watched as he walked across the clearing and turned down a walkway.
Grateful to have some time to herself, Autumn collapsed in her chair and simply sat. She 

watched a few visitors examine other artists’ work, children with lollipops, and a mime and a 
tuba player followed by a man in a ballerina’s tutu. Autumn laughed; he was a professional 
dancer from the Pennsylvania Ballet, and she imagined it was hard work to intentionally make 
comical mistakes while performing moves more typical of a female dancer.

It was relaxing to just watch and, eventually, Autumn’s thoughts drifted.
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Even if she sold only twenty-two paintings, she’d be happy. It would mean twenty-two 
people liked her work, unless someone bought several paintings, and that was encouraging. She 
was excited to come this far even with all the setbacks and difficulties. Bright spots, too, but her 
hard work and dedication had paid off. She would learn how to make the most of markets like 
these, and maybe even visit some beyond the immediate area. Travel a bit. Trade in her 
Mercedes for a big SUV or a van to carry her paintings and supplies.

She planned to study formally to perfect her techniques. She was already signed up for an oil 
painting class over the winter, and she had her eye on another next year in France. It was the 
same organization she had studied with after high school, and she was determined to attend. 

She wondered how ten weeks without Jory would feel. Or whether they’d still be together 
since their relationship was still precarious. 

His thesis defense had gone well, but he wasn’t thrilled. It was approved, though, and that’s 
all he cared about. He was officially finished with his MFA, and if he wanted to take part in the 
formal graduate student ceremonies, he could attend in January as well as the university-wide 
ceremony in May. He said it was the least of his concerns.

He had asked for a week off from chef duties, and Autumn agreed right away. She knew he 
had decisions to make, and she didn’t want to get in his way. She had only asked him to let her 
know if he accepted the job in New York—or not.

He emailed her Wednesday night. He hadn’t taken the job, and she almost cried with relief. 
But he needed another week off. Two weeks turned into three with only short emails every few 
days that said “thinking of you” or “I’m fine. Just have to think” or “I’m here, working on some 
stuff.” She replied to each just as briefly. She was grateful he checked in, but it was a reminder 
that she hadn’t done the same for him during the hurricane. And she missed him, though Jory’s 



break gave her time to think. To grieve. To heal. To look ahead and imagine what the future 
would hold. 

With some things settled in her life, she didn’t feel nearly as stressed and disorganized as 
she had before. She busied herself with repairing paintings, researching restoration techniques, 
and completing the touch-ups. She cooked for herself, too, preparing food days in advance the 
way Jory did, and keeping the kitchen in perfect condition just as he’d left it. But she still needed 
to wrap her head around the fact that her husband was dead.

At times, she felt guilty; his death had removed her agony over the divorce proceedings and 
her dread of dealing with his antics again. And her fear of him and worry he’d hurt her was over, 
but she was shocked at feeling glad, even grateful at times. How could anyone be glad someone 
was dead, especially a husband or a wife? She knew, though, that all kinds of emotions crop up 
after a loss, and none are inherently bad, in themselves, and she let it take its course. She would 
have been far happier, after all, if he had just gotten help and moved far away, even remarried. 

But he had made his choices. And she knew a suicide is never anyone’s fault, barring some 
extreme cases, perhaps. And his death had, in fact, been ruled a suicide. The amount of cocaine 
he’d ingested might have been lethal for anyone, even a young person in good health. But as a 
forty-something man recovering from a major heart attack and alcohol poisoning, he didn’t have 
a chance.

Police traced the cocaine to Mike’s woman friend, Jackie, the woman who had screamed at 
her the night he showed up drunk when she was on the patio with Jory—and probably the same 
Jackie who had been sexting him. By comparing hospital security camera footage with police 
dash-cam and body camera video from the 911 call Autumn had made, police could identify her 
despite fake ID. 

Back then, the woman hadn’t been charged with anything, since she had already pulled over 
and called a friend by the time police arrived. Now she’d been charged with a second-degree 
felony related to assisting suicide and other charges concerning the cocaine and forged ID. 
Autumn hoped she wouldn’t be called as a witness in the trial; the woman couldn’t have known 
his intention. He might have even acted on impulse. Or maybe he was afraid of getting caught 
and swallowed the cocaine all at one time, not realizing it would kill him. Maybe … she’d never 
know. 

She’d handled the news better than she expected at first. But on bad days, Natalie came to 
her rescue. She was on the phone, on email, any time Autumn needed her. And her family got 
involved, too. Natalie’s mother had invited her to dinner.

The whole family was supportive, and they knew the basics even before Natalie told them 
since the story had made local newspapers. Autumn hadn’t read them and didn’t want to, but 
Mrs. Brecker reminded her that it’s not possible to know everything about someone, even a 
husband or wife—people didn’t even know themselves sometimes. 

And she confirmed Autumn’s suspicions that her mother had doubts about Mike, but, as she 
explained, she had vowed not to interfere. She would only be there if Autumn needed her. At 
that, Autumn had burst into tears. Her mother was gone, but maybe that’s where she got all her 
strength from in the last year. Maybe her mother was watching over her just as she always had.

Natalie’s mom had been like a second mother to her most of her life, but she hadn’t stayed 
in touch. And Natalie hadn’t realized it, but she thought Autumn had been depressed and 
isolated, and she encouraged her to get out more. She knew Natalie was right, and she promised 
she would.



Jory’s break also gave her time to think about him. Did she want him in her life? She hadn’t 
questioned it before—she hadn’t been thinking that far ahead. But now the question revolved 
around whether she want any man in her life right now. 

Maybe Jory was just a classic rebound, as she had feared. No matter how much she was 
attracted to him physically, and even though he was the most interesting, wonderful, and 
fascinating man she’d ever met, even as young as he was, maybe he had just been someone to 
see her through the tough parts of her divorce and a few months afterward. Not a long-term 
decision or a long-term, exclusive relationship.

But that idea was based on one concept: that the standard, the goal, the only relationship 
worth having was one that ultimately resulted in a commitment and marriage. And what could 
guarantee longevity at any time or at any stage post-divorce? Even if she started dating a year 
from now, even if she’d never been married, no relationship offered a guarantee. People change 
and grow—or they don’t. For better or for worse.

Was that the only kind of relationship worth having? The kind with stepping stones of 
progression: the first kiss, love, sex, engagement, marriage … She wasn’t interested in marriage, 
so that was out. If kids were involved, maybe that was a different story. But she didn’t think she 
wanted any.

The truth was, she probably wouldn’t have met him in any other circumstance. Maybe, no 
matter what was going on, she might have chatted him up at Organic Originals, and it might have 
led to something, but what were the chances? Would she—or he—be involved with someone 
else at that time? If she’d met him a year ago, she wouldn’t have been interested; she’d shopped 
there before but had never noticed him. But somehow, just when she’d had all she could take in 
her marriage, just when she knew she had to focus on her work, and just when she thought of 
hiring someone to cook for her, there he was. And the timing was right for him, too, with his 
hours cut and after spending time healing from a previous relationship.

It all came down to the butterfly effect. Every event and every choice, important or not, in 
her life and Jory’s, good or bad, affected something else. And it had brought them together. Now 
it was just a matter of choosing what to do with it.

She hadn’t heard from him for a few days as week three came to a close. And time was up, 
as far as she was concerned. If they didn’t have enough between them to work things out, then 
she’d have to end it. And fire him. She’d give him six months or a year of pay in one lump sum. 
And turn her back. She would never again allow her emotions and her life to be at the mercy of 
someone else.

But she couldn’t imagine living without him. As the days went by, and as her head cleared 
and most things were settled and sorted, a kind of panic struck her. Was she just letting him slip 
away? Should she say something? State her wishes, her desires, her intentions? Maybe it 
wouldn’t last forever, but was it over? They’d hardly begun. 

And she remembered that day when he knelt in front of her and proposed friendship, as if he 
were proposing marriage. How sweet he’d been and how wanted and accepted and desired she’d 
felt. She liked how he was so open and transparent and how he often led the way, especially after 
dealing with so much passivity and secrecy in her husband. And he never forced anything on her 
or played the role of the alpha male. Always so kind, so beautiful …

Didn’t Jory want to be wanted, too? Shouldn’t she step forward? Shouldn’t she be brave 
enough to bare her heart and soul as he had? 

She spent the better part of an afternoon composing an email.



Jory,
I respect your need for time, and I’m grateful for your updates. But I need to 
make a decision. I want you in my life. I want to be your friend, in whatever way 
you need, just as you offered me and as you’ve already been, so much. I wish 
we hadn’t met under difficult circumstances, but we can’t change that. And what 
we do now is our choice.
My choice is you. Just like you said I was your moonbeam in a dreary shop, 
you’re my starlight, even when the moon is full and the shop is clean and bright.
Autumn

She clicked send after countless revisions. And she was about to shut down her new laptop 
and crawl into bed and cry herself to sleep when his reply arrived.

Only it wasn’t a reply. It was a new email, and it was long. They had been writing at the 
same time, and he probably hadn’t seen hers yet. Autumn held her breath as she scanned his 
words, looking for the gist of things. She found what she was looking for at the end:

I need you. I want you. And I can get over all this and deal with things as they 
are, if you’ll let me. If you want me. If you can forgive me for staying away for so 
long. Please say yes.
Jory

Autumn had fallen back in her loveseat, laughing and crying at the same time. She grabbed a 
throw pillow and held it close to her chest as she tried to read the rest of his email. But her eyes 
were too bleary with tears. It didn’t matter anyway. What mattered is that he wanted her, too, as 
much as she wanted him.

After a flurry of short emails, he called her, and they talked for an hour. She couldn’t help 
but smile at the memory of meeting him later that night in West Chester. Gone were the 
formalities. When she entered the pub, she looked for him from the doorway as her eyes adjusted 
to the dim light. And there he was, hopping off his seat at the bar, as beautiful as ever.

“Oh, Autumn,” he said, as he wrapped his arms around her. Kissed her on her mouth as he 
held her tight and she wrapped her arms around him. Time stood still until a new customer 
coming in the door poked her in the shoulder and cleared his throat. They laughed and 
apologized, and Jory led her to a table away from the crowd.

He had figured out a few things just as she had. He wanted her, just as she wanted him, and 
that was that. He wanted to spend time in places other than Autumn’s house, and that suited her 
just fine. She needed to get out, and she didn’t care who saw her with him so soon after her 
husband’s death; it was her business, nobody else’s.

He also wanted to get off her payroll, as he put it, as soon as he was able. He had decided to 
start a business as a freelance writer, and it wouldn’t take long, he was sure. It was his plan all 
along, he said, and applying for jobs in publishing was a cop-out. A safe choice. And staying 
with his mother in New York, even temporarily, was the last thing he wanted to do. 

And he had mostly come to terms with his fears and insecurity; he’d realized they revolved 
around finishing school and his uncertain future. On top of that, the hurricane and the drama in 
Autumn’s life plus his shaky finances, the thesis stress, and his housing situation had drained 
him emotionally—he wasn’t handling anything. But now he’d made a plan, and as his personal 
issues were sorted, his longing for Autumn had become unbearable. 



They stayed until the bar closed and spent the rest of the night at the park where they’d first 
met, huddled together for warmth, talking until dawn. And back at his apartment, they made love 
far more gently, far more lovingly than they had before, and they slept until the late afternoon, 
wrapped in each other’s arms. Autumn didn’t leave until the next day.

They talked about everything past, present, and future. And Autumn knew she could help by 
offering him a place to live, but she hesitated. Not because she couldn’t imagine it, but because 
she considered it a bad move. Too much pressure on both sides. But she reasoned it was a big 
house, and she laid it out on the table just as something to keep in mind, something to discuss 
later, in the future. 

But Autumn had been too busy painting and planning to do anything with Jory other than 
enjoy him. They both agreed they needed to relax, and other decisions could wait. He continued 
to cook, they went out on weekends, and they spent a few more warm, lazy evenings in the now-
heated pool before Autumn would have to close it for winter. And, between his roomy Outback 
and her smaller car, they were able to move all her paintings from Natalie’s house to hers in one 
trip. 

And her day at the Artist’s Market had finally arrived. 
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A cascade of yellow and red leaves blew over her table once again as people began trickling 
back to the arts and crafts area, and when she saw Jory in the distance, she stood up and 
stretched. She would know him anywhere, even in a crowd of people as he was now.

His wavy, gold-streaked brown hair hung in his eyes now only when the wind blew it or he 
made a sudden move; it was finally long enough to stay put, most of the time. The sunshine 
made one of his earrings sparkle even in the distance. And as he approached, she marveled at the 
way his cheekbones cut across his face, the shadows beneath, the shape of his nose, the curvature 
of his temple and how his eyebrow accentuated it—all in perfect lighting. They should come to 
this park again soon, before the cold set in, so she could capture that same angle in similar 
lighting with a camera.

He was talking to someone much shorter. A slender woman with shiny, perfectly straight 
black hair. And someone seemed to be with her: another woman, taller and wearing a baseball 
cap with a red ponytail swinging in the back. And someone as tall as Jory, tanned and gorgeous 
with long blond hair swinging as she walked on his other side, her arm linked in his. 

Was that Natalie? She wasn’t supposed to be here. Some disaster had happened at work that 
she couldn’t get out of, couldn’t avoid; computers had been hacked or something. She had called 
her last night full of regret.

But it was Natalie. And Beth? Kyra? Not possible. 
Jory grinned as Autumn’s jaw dropped. He held up a paper bag in the air—her lunch. 

Natalie wore her usual smug smile and looked like a sergeant rounding up the errant troops.
Beth and Kyra were smiling, but hesitantly. Beth had emailed her a week ago and said she 

talked with Natalie. She had over-reacted to things Mike had told her, and she’d also heard from 
Natalie that Mike had passed away. She expressed her sympathies and promised to get in touch 
another time if Autumn wanted her to, and maybe they could do lunch. She wanted to explain.

Autumn had thanked her and said it would be great to get together, but things were hard and 
she couldn’t handle anything else for now. But here she was. With Kyra. Compliments of 
Natalie, of course. Who else?



She just shook her head. Jory had been in on it too, obviously.
They gathered around the front of the table just as a few potential customers arrived.
“Aren’t you going to say something, Autumn?” Natalie went into bossy mode and Jory 

snickered. He must be getting used to her.
“Um, sure. Everything is priced as marked?” She laughed as Natalie rolled her eyes, and that 

broke her out of her shock.
“You guys! I don’t believe it. You’re here on my big day! I don’t know what to say except 

… wow.”
They gathered around with Jory to the side and Natalie in the rear, herding. Beth reached out 

her arms first.
“I’m so sorry, Autumn. I was so confused …” 
Autumn didn’t want to hear the story, not now. She reached across the table and hugged her 

back. 
“It’s okay. We’ll talk some other time. I’m just glad to see you.” Tears welled up as she 

fought to control them.
Kyra squeezed around the edge of the front table and hugged her. “I’m so sorry! Natalie 

explained a little, but what I don’t get is why I reacted the way I did. Life has just been crazy 
lately, that’s all I can say. And I wasn’t dealing with anything right. Will you forgive me? 
Please? I know I’ve been awful, but …”

“Shh,” Autumn said. “It’s okay. It’s enough that you’re here. More than enough. More than 
words could ever say.” She kissed her on both cheeks and stared and hugged her. And Kyra 
stared back, tears washing her cheeks, smiling like her face would break.

Beth wiggled in between the tables, too. She was short, and she’d barely been able to reach 
across the table, but now she could give Autumn a proper hug.

“I’ve missed you,” she said. “And like Kyra said, I’ve had a lot going on too, and I don’t 
understand why … why I believed him. But I should have called you; there’s just no excuse. All 
of us should have been sticking together and supporting each other; you’ve always been such a 
friend to me. What a missed opportunity.” She shook her head. “And it’s all my fault. Isn’t that 
what friends are for?”

Autumn could only nod. She sniffed and cleared her throat. “Yeah. That’s what friends are 
for. But you’re here now.”

She looked up. More customers had arrived, just as the pottery maker had predicted. The 
after-lunch crowd.

“How much is this one, miss?” An elderly lady pointed to a medium-sized painting that 
featured a cluster of bearded irises. “And do you have another one that goes with it? My 
bedroom needs something just like this, but it’s a large wall. I hardly ever see these flowers, you 
know. They’re old-fashioned, I guess, but I love them.”

“The price is on the little sticker. On the side, here,” Autumn smiled and pointed to where 
the canvas stretched over the underlying wood. The woman squinted; she probably forgot her 
glasses. Jory hurried over to help.

“And let me see if I have something that will match.” She scanned the dozens of paintings 
hanging and arranged on shelves and tables around the small space.

“What about this one? Aren’t these irises, too?” Beth held up a painting that was the same 
size but with white irises veined with purple and yellow, almost the purple irises in reverse. 

“Perfect!” Autumn held it at the woman’s eye level. “I think this one would look great 
alongside the other, don’t you agree?” She set them up on the table, side by side, facing her. 



The woman nodded. “I could see that the minute I saw it. I’ll take them. And I’d like this 
little one, too.” She pointed. “It will look a lot better in my kitchen than the dusty old thing that’s 
been there for thirty odd years now.”

Jory handled the payment and wrapped up the paintings in plain brown paper from a big roll. 
He tied it up with sturdy twine and made a fancy bow.

“These are gorgeous, Autumn!” Kyra examined her paintings. “I had no idea you were so 
talented.”

Autumn glanced over and smiled. “Thanks. I’ve had to practice a lot.”
Not everyone bought. Some looked briefly and moved on. Others seemed serious but lost 

interest after they looked at the prices. Still others said they’d be back with a husband or wife. 
Autumn grabbed bites of her falafel and hummus sandwich when she could, and Jory brought 
Natalie up to speed with credit cards and wrapping. And after a few hours of on and off again 
business, the rush died down again.

Beth and Kyra had joined the crowds to see the rest of the market and watch performers, and 
Autumn, Jory, and Natalie began to tidy up.

“I don’t know what I would do without you!” Autumn fussed over rearranging her paintings.
“How many did you sell?” Natalie wanted to know. 
“Twenty-two after the morning rush. But now I don’t know. Fifty? I’ll count later.”
Jory came over and hugged her. “I’m so proud of you.” He kissed her on the cheek. She’d 

already told him there was no way she could handle anything more than that and deal with 
customers at the same time. The effect he had on her hadn’t changed one bit.

“Mmm, thanks.” She hugged him back.
“Miss, how much is this one, please?”
Autumn could hear Natalie chortling from the chair in the back. For some reason, people 

just didn’t see the sign that said “All prices as marked” or the stickers on each painting. Autumn 
didn’t care as long as they bought something.

“Miss?”
Autumn looked up. It was the tall man with salt and pepper hair in dressy trousers, an 

elegant silk shirt, and a tie who had already been browsing for a few moments.
She glanced over at Jory and aimed her eyes at the woman who wanted to talk prices. They 

had the code down to a science, and Jory stepped over to her right away. Autumn addressed the 
man.

“Hi. What can I help you with?” 
He was clearly at ease, and Autumn wondered if he had something to do with the West 

Chester Art Association or the Artist’s Market. He exuded an air of importance, almost an 
arrogance, something Autumn had learned to distrust immediately without question. He clinked a 
few coins in his pocket as he spoke.

“I’m wondering what other work you do. Anything larger? Landscapes, perhaps? Portraits? 
These are cute and show off your talent”—he gestured toward the display—“but they’re not 
quite my style.” He smirked as if that should be apparent. 

Natalie’s quiet snort summed up Autumn’s impression of the man. But this was business, 
and personalities didn’t matter. Sales mattered.

“Yes, I have several landscapes and a fairly good representation of other work I do. Would 
you like to see a few pieces?”

“I would.” 
Autumn smiled and stepped back and peered under the front table.



“Natalie, would you help, please?” She didn’t need help, but something about the man put 
her on edge.

“Sure.” Natalie bounced up and helped Autumn pull out a landscape. She stepped to the side 
to display it while Autumn reached for something else. She chose a painting that featured a pond, 
lily pads, and the snake that had lived near her own pond, stretched out in curves on a flat rock in 
the sun.

“That’s very nice. Peaceful, yet a reminder of wild creatures that might not be. What is that 
one back there?” He pointed to a larger painting in the back that rested on a waterproof tarp, but 
this one’s front faced the back.

“That’s sold,” Autumn said in a hurry. “Everything in that group has been sold.”
“May I see it?”
“I’m sorry, no. Those were done on commission, and the subject is personal to the buyer. 

She’ll be picking them up later.” 
“All right, then,” the man said lightly. “Anything else?”
“Sure, I have a few more. Jory, help please?” 
“Be right there.” He finished wrapping a few small paintings and stood at attention.
“Can you display this one, please?” 
She gave him a look that told him something was up. It was so easy with him; she could see 

he already knew. Why else would she lie about commissions? He glanced at the man before 
reaching for the painting.

“Voila.”
“Excellent.” Autumn stood to one side with another painting while Jory displayed his next to 

Natalie. The man examined each one but his eyes wandered.
“I’d like to see that one.” He pointed to the back again but at a different group, at a painting 

half-hidden behind a few others. Autumn had forgotten to tidy them after showing those in front.
“Sure.” She leaned the painting she held against the back shelf and removed the one he 

wanted to see. It was a large canvas, 24 x 30, and multi-hued flowers filled the lower third: 
orange poppies, blue delphinium, pink snapdragons, purple and yellow nightshade, lavender, and 
deep red rose buds, all intertwined in honeysuckle vines and laid out on a bed of ferns. Smaller 
flowers accented the colors of the larger ones, and a single white angel trumpet dominated the 
foreground. Above and behind, a window framed dark clouds and jagged lightning bolts that 
arced between two large storm clouds and filled the sky with light and subtle color. 

She stole a glance at Jory. He knew the inspiration, and an impish smile curved his lips.
“Interesting,” said the man. He pressed a finger to his mouth and spoke, as if to himself. 

“Quite a contrast. Good versus evil? No, a juxtaposition, perhaps, of pleasure and pain or 
innocence and experience.”

“Tyger Tyger, burning bright, In the forests of the night; What immortal hand or eye, Could 
frame thy fearful symmetry?” Jory murmured.

The man turned, nodding, one eyebrow arched. “That’s right, young man. ‘The Tyger.’ 
Songs of Experience. William Blake.” He turned to Autumn. “And what is the title of this 
painting?”

“Colors.” Autumn hadn’t, in fact, named it, but it was perfect.
He nodded. “And the price?”
She pointed to the frame and stopped. She hadn’t priced it. She raised one finger and smiled. 

Gestured to Jory for a pen. He handed her a notepad as well. She scribbled the price and turned 
the notepad around. He nodded.



“Please wrap it.”
Jory completed a bill of sale and took the man’s credit card while Autumn wrapped the 

painting. She held it out for Natalie to tie the brown string around and tie a bow. She handed it to 
the man.

“Thank you. I hope it graces your home in the best possible way.”
The man seemed confused. “Oh, yes. But of course.” He glanced around. “May I have a 

card? Perhaps I might contact you in the future.” He brought out one of his own and placed it on 
the table with a decisive snap.

“Certainly.” Autumn pulled a brand-new business card from her display and handed one to 
him.

The man read out loud. “‘Autumn Rose Mackenzie, Artist.’ Lovely name and title. Perfectly 
simple yet effective.” He tucked the card in his pocket.

“Thanks.”
“Thank you. And I’ll look forward to chatting with you soon.” He smiled at Autumn and 

gave a cursory glance to the others and left.
When he was well out of earshot, Natalie was the first to speak.
“What was that all about?” 
“Seriously,” Jory said. “He gave me the creeps.”
“I don’t know,” Autumn said. “He was definitely weird.”
“What did you charge him?”
Autumn laughed. “Five hundred dollars.”
“What?” Natalie’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? He didn’t even bat an eyelash. How 

did you come up with that number? That’s so much more than the others.”
“I don’t know. He looked like he could afford it. And the painting’s pretty good. But I 

thought he’d want to bargain. I wouldn’t have cared anyway; I wasn’t sure I wanted to sell it.”
“Wow. And he didn’t seem shocked at all.”
“I know. I’m amazed.” Autumn shook her head. Was it that good? Or did it just somehow 

appeal to him and he had no idea what paintings sell for at a festival like this one?
“Why didn’t you show him the paintings in the back? He might have bought one,” Jory said. 
“I don’t know. I just reacted and made up a story somehow. My self-portrait with the 

dreadlocks is in that group, the woman by the pond, and the one with you on the lounger. He 
would have seen it’s you right away, and … it just felt too personal. I haven’t shown them to 
anyone, actually.”

Jory nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean. I would have been creeped out if you showed 
him the one of me, especially if he liked it.” They all laughed. “Or any of those. Maybe we have 
to get used to it, though. What does his card say?”

“Oh. Let’s see.” Autumn reached for the card and her jaw dropped. “Wow. It’s a gallery. 
‘Galerie des Bacchanals. Philadelphie–Paris. Zachary Palos, Owner.’”

“What’s that mean?” Natalie added emphasis to her question with a loud bite of an apple.
“Anything from drunken revelry to orgiastic ecstasy to ballet and music meant to sound like 

it. Which comes from the Roman god Bacchus also known as the Greek god Dionysus.” Jory 
explained.

“Right,” Autumn said. “Literally, in French, it’s Gallery of the Bacchanals. Which implies 
they feature Bacchanalian artwork—or else the owners are just a bunch of pervs.” 

She doubled over laughing. She was too tired to think of a more formal explanation.



“You should see some of the artwork that’s considered Bacchanalian, even from a couple 
hundred years ago,” she added, and winked. “Turns out they actually had sex way back then.” 

Jory and Natalie laughed. Autumn was in hysterics.
“And maybe that’s why the guy had a weird vibe. Maybe he’s the head perv. But why did he 

want my painting?” She shook her head and looked to Jory. 
“A gallery owner knows art, right? And I think he knew what that was about, even if he 

didn’t realize it consciously.” His mischievous smile was back.
Autumn couldn’t stop laughing.
“Girl, you’re overtired and getting slap happy,” Natalie said as Autumn tried to stop. “Time 

to put you down for your nap.” But she laughed, too. “It’s time to clean up. Didn’t you say it’s 
over at 4:00? It’s 3:30 and almost cleared out anyway. Might as well get started. I’m starving! 
And I promised Beth and Kyra we’d go out to eat. You’re up for it, right? Jory’s already in on 
it.” She poked him with her elbow as she gathered paintings and placed them in an empty box.

“Yep. All set for the Bacchanalia here in West Chester.” His giggle turned to full-blown, 
out-of-control hysterics as much as Autumn’s. He grabbed her around the waist, laughing so hard 
he was almost crying.

“What’s up with you two? What’s in your water?” Natalie grabbed Autumn’s water bottle 
and held it up to the light. “Hmm.”

“Oh, there’s Beth and Kyra at the jewelry display.” Autumn gasped in fits and wiped the 
tears from her cheeks as she turned to Natalie. “Seriously, thanks so much for everything. I can’t 
believe you worked this out! We have to talk, of course, but I’ve missed them so much.” Autumn 
reached over to hug her. “Love you, girlfriend.”

“Love you too. I’ll love you even more if you hustle. We have reservations at five.” She 
turned to Jory, whose eyes hadn’t left Autumn. “See, you have to push her a little bit sometimes 
when she gets all gushy. Otherwise we’ll be here all night.” She shook out the tablecloth and 
folded it as something white fluttered to the ground.

Natalie chuckled and looked up at the sky as Jory pulled Autumn close and swept strands of 
hair from her damp forehead.

“Autumn can go as fast or as slow as she wants,” he said. “She’s been working hard on this 
for months. Almost a year.” He kissed her on her cheek and nuzzled down her neck. “I love 
you,” he whispered.

“Watch it there, Jory,” Natalie said. “Autumn told me how she goes from zero to eighty in 
two seconds or less with you. Save the Bacchanalia stuff for later.”

“Natalie!” Autumn scolded. Jory laughed and released her. Natalie smiled and shook her 
head as Beth and Kyra arrived.

Autumn watched as her friends chattered and laughed and the low-hanging sun flickered 
through iridescent shades of red, orange, and yellow and leaves fell gently to the earth. The rich 
scents of soil and bark and late-blooming roses mingled with food smells and a wood fire 
burning somewhere not far away. She heard the high-pitched squeals of children and parents 
reprimanding. Music in the distance. The buzz of people talking and a bird singing in a tree. The 
cerulean sky overhead.

A tear trickled down her cheek as Jory’s gentle brown eyes met hers while the others joked 
and Natalie packed up paintings. He pushed his unruly hair aside and continued to watch her, his 
eyes locked in hers as the flames burned slowly, steadily. But this time the fire wasn’t just a 
wave of heat, it wasn’t just coursing through her veins and flushing her skin; this time it filled 



her heart and the sparks lodged in her soul. And as she watched the wonderment on Jory’s face, 
she knew his feelings were the same.

The future wasn’t here yet, and the past no longer existed. All she had was this moment. 
And the next. And the next. It was going to be a beautiful evening.
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Thank you for reading Colors. If you enjoyed it, won’t you please take a moment to
leave a review at your favorite retailer?

Thanks!
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