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      Behind this slightly nutty author is a gorgeous man with big, beautiful brown eyes who would like me to assure you that this novel is pure fiction. It’s not about us. We don’t even have a rec room. I swear.

      

      I am blessed to be friends with the most amazing women. Each and every one of them is fabulously Super Cool, and they are the reason this book exists. To my girls: I love you. My life would suck without you.

      

      Contentment is dedicated to the most wonderful stalker a woman could ever ask for, Michelle Kelly. She knows who she is and what she’s done. I know how incredibly lucky I am to call her my friend.

      

      Thank you for reading!
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      Tracy Sullivan seems to have it all, a handsome, devoted husband, three beautiful children, a steady career, and the perfect suburban home; but she isn’t happy.

      When Tracy tells her husband, Sean, that she is no longer interested in sex, their marriage starts to implode.

      They agree to lead separate lives under the same roof for the sake of their children. But no one is fooled. Months turn into years, and their situation finally reaches a tipping point.

      With the help of a fangirl crush, Tracy slowly rediscovers who she is, what she wants, and all the reasons she fell for Sean once upon a time.

      Now all she has to do is convince her husband she is finally ready to embrace a lifetime of contentment by his side.
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          June 2008

        

      

    

    
      The cursor blinked, the little bastard. The flashing line taunted her, all but double-dog daring her to click the link. But there was someone on the other end. Someone who had seemingly nothing and absolutely everything to do with what may or may not be about to happen. Somewhere out there, caught in the World Wide Web, was a living, breathing person she had never met, never seen, and never heard of Tracy Sullivan.

      She glared at the cursor. Shouldn’t someone know they had this much of an impact on another human being? Doesn’t she deserve to know what she does matters to someone? Tracy assumed the author was a woman. Only a woman would understand.

      She pressed the button, and a strange sense of calm flooded her veins as the contact form appeared. After entering her email address, she typed, ‘Your stories’ in the subject line. Then she chickened out.

      Tracy wasn’t surprised. She’d been clucking like a crazed hen all day. I wonder if I’m sprouting feathers yet?

      Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the telltale pink shopping bag peeking out from under the briefcase she’d had dumped on the chair. Tracy stared at the tiny pink bag, gnawing her bottom lip and remembering the agonizing forty-five minutes she had spent surrounded by a sea of lace and satin.

      She stuck out like a sore thumb in the Pepto-Bismol pink store. Her navy blue skirt and peep-toe pumps seemed like such good choices that morning. The skirt may have been navy, but it fit lean and snug. The hem fell below her knee making her feel like a sexy secretary. She’d paired the skirt with a deceptively simple, white cotton blouse that nipped in at the right spots, and finished the ensemble with the sinfully red high-heeled pumps and a slash of scarlet lipstick. The whole combination had almost given Sean whiplash as she rushed to the car to run the morning carpool shift.

      The clucking began. Whatever confidence Tracy had when she dashed out the door fled the moment the whipcord thin, I’m-barely-old-enough-to-order-a-drink salesclerk starting pulling baby dolls, teddies and negligees from the racks.

      Tracy gawked at the displays, trying to envision prying her body into one of the scraps of fabric without benefit of a crowbar. She caught a glimpse of herself in one of the store’s many mirrors, and her heart sank. She looked exactly like what she was: an almost forty-year-old woman buying lingerie in a desperate attempt to salvage her failing marriage.

      She could almost hear the overgrown teenager thinking she’d have to exert some serious effort if she thought she wanted to lure her man back into the nest. These girls probably dealt with a lot of this. Every day, women her age must rush through their door in a blind panic hoping to recapture their youth. They rifle through the inventory of flame red lingerie and wonder if they can tolerate wearing a piece string splitting their ass on the off chance the butt floss might rekindle a spark.

      When this same eager, young saleswoman dared to hold a teeny-tiny bustier set in front of her own non-existent bosom, a woman browsing a rack of full-support brassieres muttered, “Nurse a coupla kids, sweetie,” under her breath.

      Tracy chuckled, but the clucking began in earnest. The idea of teddies, baby dolls and bustiers were jettisoned. The last thing she wanted was to come off looking like a wannabe pin-up girl in a froth of scratchy lace and high-heeled, marabou-trimmed slippers.

      She didn’t even have a pair of marabou-trimmed slippers.

      Tracy snatched the bag from the chair and padded into the laundry room. She extracted her oldest, softest jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt from the pile waiting to be sorted and put away and stepped into the tiny powder room, refusing to meet her own gaze in the mirror above the sink.

      Being a chicken, she refused Sean’s offer of dinner, pleading a large lunch. She pretended she didn’t notice the bewildered confusion in his eyes when she brushed past him and rushed down the steps. She didn’t want him to spot the telltale pink bag. A few minutes later she dashed upstairs again. As silently as a ninja, she checked on the kids, steered clear of the kitchen where he prepared lunches for the next day, and sought refuge in the basement room that was her lair.

      She glanced up, tentatively scanning her reflection for one little scrap of bravado. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see him. For the first time in forever, she was dying to see him. But she wasn’t ready. She had to think, and lately she hadn’t been able to think clearly with Sean nearby. Which was ridiculous, she knew, but there was no help for it.

      She needed a plan. She was nothing without a good plan, but once a plan was in place, boy watch out!

      Tracy slowly unbuttoned her blouse, but by the time she stripped out of the day’s work clothes she still had nothing. She reached into the pink bag and pulled out a matching bra and panty set in a demure, pale peach with cream lace. The choice bewildered her. For a moment, she wondered if she’d been in some kind of fugue-state when she made the purchase. Tracy hated the color orange and all of its derivatives. She hated fake, antique-looking lace. The last thing any woman staring down the barrel of forty needed was to put her body into something with the word ‘antique’ attached.

      She shook the seventy-five dollar’s worth of polyester at the mirror. “I should make you wear this as a punishment, chicken,” she muttered to her reflection.

      She froze for a second, then cocked her head, giving the set another glance. The peach would warm her complexion, the clerk. The color would go nicely with her eyes. The lace might not be so old lady-ish on a pair of boobs which hadn’t gone completely south yet. She peeked at her bosom. Not bad, only halfway down.

      Tracy stripped off the serviceable bra and panties she wore. Biting off the tags, she caught sight of her body in the mirror and wished she hadn’t. Once she put the pretty new bra and panties on, though, a flicker of her fickle confidence returned.

      Turning from side to side, she inspected what little she could in the oval mirror above the sink. Not awful. She shook her boobs into the cups, pressing on the sides of the bra to be sure the girls were being displayed to their best advantage before slipping into her t-shirt and jeans.

      She caught sight of her bare feet as she left the bathroom and smiled.

      Brazen hussy red.

      That’s what Sean used to call the bright red polish she used for pedicures. Her poor toes had gone unpolished for too long, and the glossy enamel gave her the boost she needed. She wasn’t the girl she used to be, but she was okay with that. Now. At least she was no longer the foolish woman who had almost thrown everything away.

      This has gone on for too long.

      Tracy drew on the power of the crimson polish. After all, she needed to be brazen. She desperately wanted to be the hussy she had never been. She hurried to the computer before she could chicken out again. The cursor still winked at her. She glanced at the ceiling. Pots and pans clamored as they were piled in the kitchen sink. The cursor urged her on, flashing its silent, ‘Do it. Do It. You want to do it.’

      She wrung her hands. The water shut off, and the lilt of the familiar tune Sean always whistled while he wiped the counters carried down the steps. He was almost done. His kitchen would be sparkling clean and ready for another day’s battle.

      Another day’s battle. She straightened her spine. I can’t wait another day.

      Tracy glared at the nagging cursor and bent, ignoring the bite of the snug denim at her waist. She clicked into the message window and paused, her fingers hovering above the keys. Biting her lip, she battled back the panic humming low and insistent in her brain and tried to think of the right words to say.

      From: Tsull1968@gmail.com

      Subject: Your stories

      Hi! You don’t know me. Well, you kind of do, because you have responded to some of my reviews, but you don’t really know me. I just wanted to tell you how much I love your stories. They have helped me more than I can ever explain. I read in your author’s notes and the messages you post on the boards that you think these are just silly stories you write and post to make people happy - and they do, I am incredibly happy whenever I get an email saying you have updated. But they are so much more. I just wanted to take a minute to thank you. I know you have no idea what I am truly thanking you for, and that’s okay. I needed to say thank you. So, thank you. Wish me luck.

      Tracy

      With another click, the message flew off into cyber-space. Tracy stared at the screen for a moment, wondering if she should wait for a reply.

      Maybe if I get one it would be a sign.

      But all the sign she needed came from above. The dishwasher hummed to life, and she realized she had to do something now. No more waiting. No more watching. No more sitting at in front of screens escaping into another couple’s world, another couple’s bed.

      This was it. Now or never.

      Tracy cringed at the words as they flitted through her head, but she knew they were the truth. She turned her back on the flashing cursor and headed for the stairs. The time had come. Tonight, Tracy Sullivan planned to seduce her husband of seventeen years, and he’d better damn well co-operate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part I

          

          
            Demolition

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            March 2006

          

        

      

    

    
      Marriage, and the fairytale implied therein, is a cosmic joke. A giant conspiracy propagated for the sole purpose of clinging to societal mores which should have been cast adrift long ago. Tracy snorted and bent to scoop up a pile of dirty laundry from her son Patrick’s floor. This was no fairytale, and from where she was standing, happily ever after seemed interminably out of reach.

      She paused in the doorway and stared at Patrick huddled under the blankets. Her eyes traced the outline of her baby’s body, marveling at the way he stretched almost to the bottom of the narrow twin bed. When did he get so tall?

      Patrick was her first born, and in just over a month he would be fourteen. He was the first she had held just moments after he was born. The boy who opened his eyes and stared right through her with his father’s piercing blue gaze. He was Sean’s son, through and through. Not only did he look like his father, but he inherited his father’s restless energy. Even when he was a toddler, Patrick trailed after Sean. He often sat fidgeting on a chair, inundating them with a steady stream of chatter which never seemed to bother her husband the way it wore on her nerves.

      Clutching an armful of smelly boy laundry, she trudged down the hall and peeked into Erin’s room. She smiled as she caught her daughter curled on her side with the comforter pulled to her ears, but not quite concealing the glow of a contraband flash light.

      Erin gave a guilty jump when Tracy sat on the edge of the bed. “Good book?”

      The girl’s smile was sheepish as she placed a Hogwart’s bookmark in the crease to mark her page. “Not bad.” She relinquished the book and the tiny flashlight she had smuggled from the glove box of Tracy’s car.

      Tracy smiled and placed the book on the nightstand, tucking the flashlight into the back pocket of her jeans. She leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to her daughter’s forehead. “Go to sleep, the book will still be here tomorrow,” she whispered. “I promise.” She scanned the room and stood, thanking God at least one of her children had inherited her orderly streak.

      “Night, Mom.”

      “Goodnight.”

      As she did every night, Tracy crept across the hall to Kevin’s room. Pushing his door open a little wider, she peered into the dim glow cast by a football shaped nightlight, and smiled. She dropped the pile of laundry to the floor, and moved to the bed. A tuft of jet black hair stood straight up on top of his head, defying the strictures of the haircut she had insisted on the week before. She smoothed the cowlick, lowering herself to the bed and curling her body around his.

      He slept soundly. The heat of his skinny body warmed her. It’s March—almost spring. She snorted at the thought. Spring hadn’t reached Chicago, no matter what some hairy rodent in Pennsylvania predicted. She draped her arm over Kevin, snuggling a little closer and inhaling his little boy scent. A sharp pang of nostalgia made her stomach clench. She remembered doing the same with Patrick. Now, her older boy smelled like a body spray factory exploded.

      Tracy inhaled one last whiff and groaned, rolling onto her back and swinging her legs from the bed. She stood and gathered the discarded clothes strewn about the room, adding them to the pile before trudging back into the hallway with her nightly haul.

      A draft of cold air seeping under the front door made her shiver when she passed. In the laundry room, Tracy tossed whites into the washer and sorted through the rest of pile. Pockets were checked for the stray pens, pencils, and the occasional crayon that always seemed to find their way into the dryer. As usual, her husband was the worst offender.

      Once she started the machine, Tracy wandered into the rec room, flopped back onto the couch, and pulled the remote control from the cushions. Flipping through the channels, she finally settled on a sit-com rerun before slumping into the cushions.

      Please let him be asleep before I come to bed.
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      An hour later, the whites tumbled in the dryer, and Tracy gave up the fight. Her steps dragged. The usual litany of excuses ran through her head, competing with her fervent hope she would find Sean fast asleep.

      She nudged their bedroom door open and held her breath while she listened. When a low, deep snore split the silence of the room, she exhaled her relief and padded toward their bathroom.

      Her evening routine complete, Tracy dropped her clothes into the hamper and hugged the oversized flannel shirt she had long ago claimed as her own around her as she shivered her way to the bed. Her teeth chattered when she slipped between the sheets.

      “Spring my ass,” she muttered, pulling the down filled comforter to her chin.

      Sean snorted and smacked his lips as he rolled onto his side, reaching for her. “Finally.”

      She stiffened, fighting to keep herself from pulling away from him entirely. “Laundry,” she murmured, ticking off the first excuse on her list.

      “Always laundry.” He moved closer, pressing against her side.

      “Always will be, unless we become nudists,” she answered, instantly regretting her flippant remark.

      A throaty chuckle rumbled through the darkened room. “There’s an idea.”

      She closed her eyes, trying to ignore the hopeful prodding of his burgeoning erection against her hip. “Go back to sleep.”

      He nuzzled her ear, mistaking her shudder of distaste for pleasure. “I’m awake now.” His lips grazed her cheek, working their way to her mouth, following a trail he had beaten down years before.

      “Sean, I’m tired.” She gave his shoulder a none-too-gentle shove and then rolled onto her side.

      He stiffened and pulled back slightly. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, dragging in a deep lungful of the thick air. She held herself as still as possible, hoping he’d get the hint and roll over.

      “What’s going on, Trace?”

      The silence threatened to smother them both. “What?”

      “I have to know. I didn’t think I wanted to, but I have to…. Is there someone else?”

      “No! No! Why would you think that?”

      “Why would I think that?” he repeated, his voice rising with anger. “Gee, I don’t know, why would I?”

      She glared at him. “No!”

      Sean’s gaze cut through the darkness straight into her. “I don’t know if you’re telling me the truth,” he mumbled at last.

      “Of course I’m telling you the truth!”

      “There’s no ‘of course’ here,” he argued. “We haven’t had sex in months. Months!” When she opened her mouth to retort, he shook his head. “You don’t talk to me anymore. You don’t want me to touch you. I can’t remember the last time you kissed me. I don’t know what to do.”

      The silence hummed between them. She stared back at him, searching in vain for one scrap of the desire she had once had for this man. “There’s nothing to do.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you don’t have to do anything.”

      He ran his hand through his already rumpled hair. “That makes no sense. I have to do something.”

      “It makes perfect sense.” She huffed a sigh. “It’s not you. It’s me.”

      “Well, that’s fresh,” he grumbled.

      “Sean, come on, this doesn’t have to be that big of a deal.”

      He gaped at her, incredulous. “Not a big deal?”

      She snapped. “I just want to be left alone. Is that too hard for you to understand?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s me.”

      “You? What about you? Is there something wrong with you?”

      Tracy didn’t answer.

      Sean sat up, propping his elbows on his bent knees and pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes. “I don’t understand,” he said at last. “Is there someone else?”

      “There’s no one else,” Tracy said quietly. “I don’t want anyone at all.”

      He turned to look at her, his face blank. “What?”

      “I don’t…I don’t feel that way anymore.”

      “What way?”

      “You know, like that,” she answered, impatient with his questioning.

      “Like what? Sex? You don’t want sex anymore?”

      “No.”

      “Ever?”

      “I don’t know, maybe,” she said, trying to be truthful.

      Sean blinked at her as if he didn’t recognize her. “I see.” He drew the words out, his hands dangling helpless against the soft flannel covering his long legs. He swallowed hard. “What about me?”

      Tracy pressed her lips together, a myriad of answers filtering through her head, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak any of them aloud. All she said was, “I don’t know.”

      He raked his hands through his close-cropped hair and then shook his head again. “Un-fucking-believable.” He threw the covers back and launched himself from the bed. Sean snatched his pillow from the headboard and tucked it under his arm before stalking toward the bedroom door. The eerie blue glow of the hall nightlight cast him in shadows. “Let me know when you make up your mind. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      She closed her eyes, wincing as she saw the anger and pain in his bright blue eyes flashing behind her lids. She’d stared into those eyes thousands of times, reading his thoughts, gauging his moods, and basking in his pleasure. She could map every line on his face. She knew every story behind every scar, and could paint from memory the exact pattern of gray and rogue red hairs speckling his stubbly beard.

      Her hands had smoothed the salt through his peppery hair, stroked the worries from his furrowed brow, and teased his body to the edge of ecstasy. But now, lying alone in the bed she had shared with him for almost half of her life, she had a hard time remembering what she had seen in him.

      Tracy tugged at a loose thread on her comforter and the seam that bound the corner unraveled. She stared at the string, wondering how everything seemed to fall apart so easily.

      Rolling the thread between her thumb and forefinger, she worked it into a knotty ball. The moment she released the pressure, the poly-cotton blend started to unfurl then fell from her fingertip to the tangle of sheets and blanket below. A flash of blind panic seized her by the throat, and she groped blindly, desperate to find the thread once more.

      Knowing the search was hopeless, she pressed her hand to her hammering heart and stared up at the ceiling, wondering how she thought that tiny bit of thread could fix anything. Everything was broken. She was broken. Once, she had dreams. Not too terribly long ago, her life was driven by purpose and ambition. Now, her only purpose seemed to be attacking endless piles of laundry, and it took every ounce of drive she had to negotiate the car pool pick-up line. She peered in the mirror each morning and she barely recognized the woman staring back at her. Sometimes she looked at Sean and wondered what she could possibly have been thinking when she said, ‘I do.’ What in the world possessed her to look at this one man and think, ‘Yes, you’re the one’?

      She’d hurt him deeply, but simply she couldn’t muster the energy to care.  She told him the truth.  He wasn’t the problem, she was. Somewhere, somehow, someplace along the line, she had lost the girl she once was.  And, if she didn’t know who she was anymore, how was she supposed to hang on to the man someone else had chosen?
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      Tracy McGill stood in front of the rattling box fan wedged into the open window and raised her arms, hoping her roll-on antiperspirant would dry before she could sweat through its protective barrier. The scent of singed hairspray hung heavy in the air. Def Leopard’s Pyromania wailed from a battered boom box on the end table. The eighties rock was an old favorite. Her roommates called it her psyche up CD.

      She peeked at the clock radio next to the boom box and groaned, realizing she had to get moving or she’d be late. Today was a day she definitely didn’t want to be late. Today, they would name the new head teller at Windy City Bank and Tracy was almost certain the job would be hers.

      Glancing at her beige bra and then back down at the street below, she wondered if anyone could see her standing half-dressed in the window. Tracy didn’t care if they did—she was too hot to give a damn, and she needed to play it cool today.

      She stepped out of the stream of fetid air and pulled a neatly pressed linen blouse from the hanger hooked on the back of a chair. Her slender black skirt bound her thighs as she dropped onto the ancient daybed which served as their couch as well as her bed in the cramped one bedroom apartment she shared with two friends. Shel and Maggie shared the apartment’s single bedroom, and she slept in the living room. For the most part the arrangement worked out well, but there were the times when her roommates stumbled home drunk on weeknights, forgetting Tracy was the one who held down a steady nine-to-five job.

      Shel had parlayed her time at Lakeshore Community College into art school. Maggie, on the other hand, had chucked her earned credits and enrolled in beauty school after her second semester. Shel had doting suburban parents who paid her bills, and Maggie had a good gig as an aesthetician, giving facials and zapping other people’s zits for thirty-five bucks a pop.

      Tracy earned her Associates Degree in Business Administration, only to find herself working as a teller for the main branch of a regional bank. She tried not to think too hard about the fact that she could have walked right into her job out of high school. Instead, she set her sights a bit higher than the teller window. She plotted her march to the top, wondering if Mr. Halfner, the bank’s President and CEO, knew one day she planned to have his job.

      First things first, Tracy reminded herself. She reached for the lid of the shoe box sitting in the center of the daybed. Tracy smiled when she pulled the tissue back. She gazed into the box adoringly. They were too expensive. She couldn’t afford them. She shouldn’t have bought them, but honestly, she didn’t go looking for them. It wasn’t her fault they called to her.

      She pulled one red leather pump from the shoe box and held it up, the stylish Louis heel balanced on her palm as the pointed-toe jutted past her fingertips. They had called to her, beckoning from the window of a Michigan Avenue shop she never dared to enter before. Actually, a pair of red patent leather mary-janes caught her attention first. She stopped dead in her tracks, staring through the plate-glass window. Then she spotted her dream shoes on a shelf just beyond the display. Tracy had to curl her fingers into fists to keep from pawing the spotless glass.

      The shoes were everything she wanted to be, business-like and ballsy, bold and daring. She all but bolted through the door, praying that the rest of the eight and a half medium world hadn’t beaten her to the last pair. Her prayer was answered, and now they were hers.

      She removed the other shoe from its tissue paper nest and leaned down to slip her toes into the vibrant red pumps. The control top of her pantyhose bit into her waist. She stood, pressing imaginary wrinkles from her black skirt.

      Satisfied, Tracy threw back her shoulders and moved to the mirror hanging near the front door. She fluffed her light brown hair with her fingers before coating it with another spritz of grape scented styling spray. Two swipes red lipstick later, she turned off the music and headed for the door, ready to take the world by storm.

      One block into her three block walk to the bus stop, she felt a blister forming on her right heel. Cursing her vanity, she wished she had forgone fashion and opted for her usual socks and Reeboks. A half block from the stop, Tracy gave serious consideration to hobbling back to her apartment to retrieve them. That’s when she heard the first whistle.

      A low, wolfish call split the damp morning air, and was soon followed by a chorus of whistles, each varying in pitch and flourish. She looked up to find a construction crew sprawled around the stoop of one of a courtyard building’s six entrances and smiled her gratitude for the instant pick-me-up. She spotted three other men setting power tools on planks of plywood spanning sets of saw horses and turned her head as she passed, adding a little extra jaunt to her step.

      “Sorry about them,” one man called to her.

      Tracy’s step faltered. She stared into the bluest eyes she had ever encountered. “Oh no, they just made my morning,” she assured him, flashing her sassiest smile. The man in the bright yellow hard hat laughed, and Tracy sailed on to the bus stop, buoyed by the deep, melodious rumble.
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      When she pushed through the rear doors of the bus at five forty-five that evening, Tracy floated down the sidewalk, certain her sassy red shoes were the best investment she’d ever made. The job was hers. All thoughts of Reeboks and blisters were long forgotten, replaced by a decent raise and the hopeful optimism that if Windy City Bank was to be swallowed by one of the bigger players, as head teller of the main branch, she might have better job security.

      In truth, unlike most of her co-workers, Tracy hoped the sale would happen. It was all a part of her plan. A plan she had concocted while absorbed in the glamorous and exciting world of Dynasty. She knew she needed to get in with a larger corporation. She wanted the benefits of a bigger company, a tuition assistance program in particular. Tracy had worked her way through her Associate’s program, hoping to use it as a springboard for her Bachelor’s. If she played her cards right, the future she had mapped out so long ago would come to fruition.

      She glanced over her shoulder as she passed the building where the construction crew had greeted her that morning. A twinge of disappointment made her stomach clench when she found it empty. Cocking her head, she inspected the building’s façade. It appeared similar in style to the building she lived in, but a little worse for wear.

      Tracy wandered along the building’s main walk, eying it curiously. The place appeared to be only partially occupied; a phenomenon almost unheard of on the near north side. It was even more surprising in a property situated within eight blocks of Wrigley Field. She spotted a broken window on the second floor, and a few other signs of decay and neglect.

      A door closed, and she jumped. Her cheeks burned when she caught sight of the tall man in the yellow hard hat who had apologized for his cohorts’ catcalls that morning. Before she was able to turn and make a break for it, he spotted her too.

      “Oh, hi.” Lowering the clipboard he held to his side, he pulled the hard hat from his head.

      “Hi.”

      His hair was dark, almost blue-black, and curling against his neck in the sweltering July heat. Tracy itched to thread her fingers through his curls; dying to know it they were as thick and lush as they appeared.

      He stepped onto one of the sidewalks that ran like spokes from the main walk. “Good day?”

      Tracy smiled, unable to contain her excitement. “Really good day.”

      His inky eyebrows rose. “Wow. Okay, well, good.”

      “You? Uh, did you have a good day?”

      He nodded and then waved his clipboard. “On schedule, so yeah.”

      “Good,” she said, feeling breathless. She found herself staring at the fine, dark hair covering his muscular forearm. “Well, uh, goodnight.” She hurried to the sidewalk, giving him what she hoped looked like a casual wave.

      “Night.”

      Tracy didn’t need to turn around to know he was watching her walk away. Drawing on the rush of pure feminine pleasure warming her cheeks, she mustered a tiny bit of jaunt fueled by the power of her magical red shoes.
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      Sean Sullivan was not what he would consider a ladies’ man—the title belonged to his brother, Tom. Sean liked to think of himself as more of a dark horse, and not just because of his Irish-Italian coloring. He was quieter than Tom, who had the ability to chat up any woman from eight to eighty. He was also less self-assured than his brother, who suffered his first and last moment of self-doubt at age two and never looked back. Sean was okay with living in his big brother’s shadow. He never wanted to be Tom, anyway. At least, not since he was about twelve.

      He knew he wasn’t a troll. In fact, he dared to think he might even be a little bit better looking than his perfect older brother, not that he’d say so out loud. Sometimes, Sean caught the girls Tom struck up conversations with sneaking glances at him as he stood behind his brother.

      The ploy worked for him. It took much less effort to wait his brother out. It wasn’t that the aloof, or conceited, or even disinterested. He’d just never met a girl who intrigued him enough to make him want to put himself out there. The possibility of rejection loomed too large in his mind.

      Rejection was something all too familiar. Their father tossed his suitcase into the back seat of his 1970 Mercury Montego and peeled out of the driveway for the last time when he was six. His mother cried and told Tom he was the man of the house and she needed him to take care of her. And of Sean, of course, she added as an afterthought as she spotted her younger son hovering in the doorway.

      His hands tightened on the steering wheel of the truck as he shook off the memory. He maneuvered through the snarled rush hour traffic, knowing he wouldn’t get back to his uncle’s Oak Park offices for another hour at best. Sean’s mind drifted to thoughts of his brother.

      At thirty, Tom Sullivan was everything their mother had hoped for. A successful attorney with a Lincoln Park condo, he had a string of women who came and with such frequency Sean hardly bothered repeating a name anymore. He wasn’t a bad guy. Sean loved his older brother. Always had and always would. They had gone through the usual sibling crap, but as he prepared to leave high school and Tom was slogging his way through college, their relationship changed.

      Tom summed their family life up perfectly when he stumbled into the house drunk as a skunk late one Saturday night. In his most compelling argument to date, the budding lawyer managed to convince his baby brother their mother was a basket case, their father was a genius for leaving, and the two of them, for better or worse, were the only family they could count on. Aside from their Uncle George, of course.

      The brothers came to an agreement. Tom would not publicly humiliate Sean with his sharp tongue, and Sean would no longer pin his much smaller big brother down and pound him in the face. Perhaps they didn’t have the most civilized relationship, but it seemed to work for them.

      As traffic began to ease a little, Sean frowned into the late afternoon sun, thinking of the conversation he had with Tom the week before. His brother’s best buddy from law school had proposed to his girlfriend, and Sean had the dubious honor of sitting in a Lincoln Park bar listening his brother bitch and moan about one more fallen comrade.

      “It’s just me and Dumbrowski left, and he’s so damn ugly no woman will ever marry him.”

      Sean smirked, shaking his head as an image of Steve Dumbrowski, a former GAP model turned successful entertainment agent/attorney, formed in his mind. “What are you bitching about? Pick one and stick with her for a while. It won’t kill you.”

      “Ah, but which one?”

      Sean rolled his eyes. “Eenie meenie minney mo.”

      Tom trailed his fingertip through the condensation on his glass and turned to face Sean, his expression stunningly sober. “I’m never getting married.”

      “Well, not if you change girls more often than you change your underwear,” Sean retorted.

      “I mean it. I won’t.”

      The steely determination in his brother’s voice sent a chill running down Sean’s spine. “Why?”

      “Why would I? Why would anyone? Look at Mom, Sean,” he said with a derisive snort.

      “Not all women are like Mom.”

      “A lot of them are,” Tom muttered. “Clingy, needy, and demanding. Nothing is ever good enough, they always want more, more, more.”

      “Whoa,” Sean murmured, taken aback by his brother’s vehemence.

      “You don’t remember what they were like. You were too little.”

      “I’m only three years younger than you.”

      “Almost four. You didn’t know what was going on. You didn’t hear them.”

      “Hear them what?”

      “The fighting, the screaming, the snide comments, the paranoid ranting….”

      “Paranoid ranting?”

      “She was always accusing him of cheating on her. Hell, I remember her freaking out because Mrs. Walsh asked Dad to help when her gutters got all clogged,” Tom said, shaking his head at the memory.

      “Mrs. Walsh? She was eighty years old.”

      “I know.” Tom ran his hand through his neatly trimmed dark brown hair, and stared into his beer. “Sooner or later it all comes down to that. Easier to get rid of them at the first sign of trouble. No muss, no fuss, no pesky legal entanglements.”

      Sean frowned and picked up his own beer. “So, what? You’re going to be like George?”

      “He seems pretty happy with his life.”

      Tom’s easy shrug irked him. Tom didn’t know their uncle nearly as well as he thought he did. Sean, on the other hand, had daily contact with the man. “He’s lonely. He works all of the time. He has nothing except his work.”

      “And us.”

      “And us.” Sean shook his head then gulped the warming beer in two swallows. Breathless, he slammed the mug on the bar. “I want more.”

      Tom nodded. “I know you do. That’s how I know you didn’t hear them,” he added with a wry smile. He turned and signaled the bartender for two more beers, and clamped his hand on his shoulder. “I’m counting on you, little brother. I need nephews and nieces, someone to take care of me when I start pissing in my pants.”

      He shrugged the hand from his shoulder. “There’s a great reason to get married and have a family. You think I should tell the girl up front, just so she knows what’s expected?”

      Tom nodded sagely, reaching for his fresh beer and held the glass up to toast his brother. “Definitely. I don’t want you entering into any agreements without full disclosure, saves us a lot of hassle on the other end.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Tom grinned and hoisted his glass. “First divorce is free. Family discount.”

      “You’re a hell of a guy,” Sean muttered.

      “Anytime, baby boy, anytime. You ready to throw some darts?”

      Sean’s scowl deepened as turned into the narrow alley behind Angelini Restoration and Reconstruction and tried to shake off the memory. He tried not to worry too much about Tom, but in truth, his brother’s jaded views on marriage and relationships peeved him. Sometimes, he also worried he wasn’t jaded enough.

      He drummed his fingers as the single garage door crept along the tracks, its aged metal joints creaking in protest. He parked in the bay and bailed from the truck. Picking his way through the various pieces of equipment scattered around the oil-stained cement floor, he pushed through the door to the offices, waving away the haze of cigarette smoke hanging purplish-blue in the air.

      He strolled into his uncle’s wood paneled office and turned his fierce scowl on the man who was the only father he’d ever known. “Would it kill you to crack a window, Cap?”

      “If I did that, these babies might not do the trick as quickly,” George Angelini answered.

      The older man flicked the cigarette in the general direction of a large glass ashtray, showering his desk and paperwork with ash. He had to smile. George’s bluff and bluster was what led Tom to dub him ‘The Captain’, and the nickname stuck.

      He dropped into the chair in front of the desk. “You need to quit, old man.”

      “You need to stop nagging me. You’re turning into your mother.”

      “That’s a low blow.”

      George glanced up, sharing a small smile with his nephew. “You’re right. I take it back.” He sat back in his chair and folded his hands over the small paunch that formed as soon as Sean stepped in to take some of the workload from his uncle’s stooped shoulders. “How’d things go today?”

      “Went well enough. The place isn’t in horrible shape. I figure a week or two, and we’ll have some major improvement.”

      “Good. Mr. Schumacher will pay a bonus if you can get the whole thing wrapped up before August first.”

      “I think we can, as long as you keep your grubby paws off my crew.”

      “They were my crew first,” George muttered, shuffling through some papers.

      Sean eyed his uncle carefully. “You wanna come over for dinner?”

      George peered over the top of his drugstore reading glasses. “You cookin’?”

      “I was thinking peppers and eggs.”

      “Is it Lent again already?”

      “I just have a taste for peppers and eggs. No one’s forcing you. You can stuff your face full of Italian beef for all I care. Help those cigarettes along a bit.”

      George pursed his lips for a moment then pulled his glasses from his nose, rubbing his tired eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Sox on tonight?”

      “Yep.”

      “I got tickets for the last game at Comiskey, did I tell you that?”

      “Yeah, and I told Tommy last week.”

      “He still chasing skirt?”

      “Always.”

      “His pecker’s gonna fall off.”

      “I figure if it hasn’t yet, he’s pretty safe,” He tossed the clipboard onto the desk and stood. “I’m going home to shower and start dinner. About a half hour?”

      “I’ll bring beer,” his uncle said with a nod.
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      Two hours later, they sat sprawled on his second hand couch, his uncle claiming the end he had always favored back when the same sofa resided in his own living room. George took a drink from his bottle of beer, inspecting the neatly kept apartment.

      “Place looks good,” he commented, nodding to a new shelving unit.

      “Thanks.”

      George turned, and with his typical bluntness asked, “You gay?”

      “What?”

      He shrugged. “Just askin’. It’s okay if you are, Hal Tubman’s kid is gay, and he seems perfectly normal.”

      “No, I’m not gay,” Sean scoffed.

      George shrugged again. “Reasonable question.”

      “In what world?”

      “In the world where you hardly date any girls while your brother screws them all. Your apartment is always clean, and hell, you even had a poster framed.” He nodded to the framed A Clockwork Orange movie poster Sean had bought at the neighborhood flea market.

      “And that makes me gay?”

      “I’m just saying there was a possibility.”

      “How ‘bout you? You gay?” he retorted.

      “Me? Nah.” The older man dismissed the question with a wave of his hand.

      “You’ve never been married. For all we know, that Angela woman could have been a beard.”

      George snorted and settled back on the couch, resting his beer on his stomach. “If I was gonna get a girl to be my beard I woulda picked one who didn’t talk so much.”

      The game resumed, but Sean’s interest was diverted. “How come you never married her?”

      “Did you not catch the part about her talking too much?”

      “Seriously? That’s why? You guys were together forever.”

      “Ten years,” George murmured.

      “What happened? I mean, why would you call it quits after ten years together?”

      “She wanted to get married.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why?”

      “Didn’t see the point. Besides, she woulda been Angela Angelini. That would have been annoying.”

      Ignoring his uncle’s attempt to deflect, Sean asked, “After ten years together you didn’t see the point?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “What about kids? Didn’t you ever want kids?”

      “I had you guys.”

      “But, we’re not yours.”

      “Close enough. I raised you. I took care of the house, put braces on your teeth, and kept your mother off your back. I put Tommy through college and law school. Would have put you through too if you’d have stuck with it.”

      “Yeah, I know, but….”

      “Why would I want to raise any more kids?”

      Sean’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry, Cap.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” His uncle scowled in response to his worried frown. “Your face is gonna freeze like that. You need to learn to smile more, kid. Life is too short. Hell, maybe the girls will like you better if you’d learn to smile.”

      “They like me fine.”

      “Anyone liked you fine lately?”

      He picked at the label on his bottle of beer with his thumbnail. “I’m kinda over the whole getting laid thing.”

      George snorted again. “Kid, I hate to break this to you, but you never get over getting laid.”

      “I mean, I’m kind of over getting laid just to get laid.”

      “Not buying that either.”

      “Seriously? You’re fifty-four years old, and you’re perfectly happy to be able to go out and screw any woman you want?”

      “I am.”

      “Bullshit. You know that’s bullshit because if you really wanted it that way, you woulda been like Tom for those ten years instead of playing some half-assed game of house with Angela,” Sean said, anger sharpening his tone.

      “Hey, easy.”

      “What is it with the men in this family? Why are we all so fucked up?”

      “I’m not fucked up.”

      “You’re probably more fucked up than me and Tommy put together,” said he insisted. “You spent ten years with a woman, and she was a good woman. Okay, she may have yammered your head off, but she was crazy about you, and you loved her. Don’t try to deny it.”

      “I’m not denying it,” George shot back.

      “So, why wouldn’t you marry her? How would getting married screw things up? You already lived with her. She already picked up your underwear and cooked your meals and put up with your bullshit. What would possibly make you think marrying her would change anything?”

      “Have you met your mother?”

      “You said Mom was like that her whole life. Marrying my dad didn’t make her that way. Angela wasn’t like Mom. She was a sweet lady…”

      George blew out a tired breath. “She was. She was a sweet lady,” he admitted at last. He dragged one hand over his craggy face and then shook his head. “Did you know your parents didn’t get divorced until 1984?”

      “What? He left in 1971.”

      George nodded. “Everyone assumed they were divorced, no matter what your mom said. Your dad finally had enough, but she wouldn’t divorce him. And when he finally filed about five years after he left, she fought him all the way.”

      “Why?”

      “I dunno. Spite, I guess.” George raised his bottle of beer to gauge its contents. “She terrorized the poor girl he wanted to marry. Your father too. The girl left him. He dropped the divorce proceedings. I guess he figured there was no point. Your mother ended up divorcing him. Got a shark of a lawyer, too.”

      “God, that sucks.”

      “Listen, I was raised in the same church your mother was. I was raised to believe people only got married once, and they stuck it out for life. Hell, back in the 70s there was still something about getting divorced—stigma or something—especially if you were Catholic.”

      “So, you wouldn’t marry Angela because you didn’t want to get divorced,” Sean concluded.

      “I guess.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that you might never get divorced?”

      George chuckled. “Not at all.”

      Sean grunted his frustration. “I’m
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