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Two good men vie to heal a widow’s heart—but it only holds room for one. 
Clara
Unless I find a lifeline, my bookstore will close its doors forever. My best shot at saving Book Nirvana is my late husband’s collection of rare, racy books, but I’m not ready to open that red door and face the flood of memories. And I’m not ready to open my heart again, even if the two new men in my life tempt me to try.   
Nick
I came to Book Nirvana in search of antique bawdy books and fell hard for lovely, lonely Clara. As a widower, I understand her skittishness, but the spark between us is undeniable. My academic connections could rebuild her clientele, but if she discovers my secret scandal, her fragile trust will shatter.   
Dalton
I’m over the moon for beautiful, bookish Clara, but how can a teacher like me compete with a suave professor like Nick? Clara and I have so much in common, and our sweet friendship could bloom into something deeper if it weren’t for my rival’s grip on the vulnerable widow. I don’t trust him, and neither should she.
Come to Book Nirvana for chosen family, laughter and tears, sizzling passion, and a love triangle for the ages. 
Through theRed Door was previously published and has been revised and updated with new chapters.






  
  A Note to Readers:

First of all, I do not use generative artificial intelligence in any part of my writing process. All my books were written by me, with feedback from my human editor and human beta readers. Different "authors" may make different choices, but I believe the best art comes from human minds, spirits, and hearts. Take that, robot overlords! 
Through the Red Door was previously published under the same title by The Wild Rose Press in 2018 and has been substantially revised and updated.
Back then, I wasn’t as knowledgeable as I am today about the usual structure of a romance novel. Thus, you’ll see that most of the story is told from Clara’s point of view, with only a handful of scenes from the hero’s POV. In my later romance books, the POV distribution is more equal. 
And it’s a love triangle! I didn’t know at the time that love triangles are one of the most hated romance tropes. Ah well, it is what it is.
Let me assure you, the guy who doesn’t win Clara’s heart gets his HEA in Book Two of the Book Nirvana series. I hope that helps you enjoy the story as it unfolds.
But despite its flaws, Through the Red Door is the book of my heart, filled with so much passion, humor, found family and tasty angst. This is the story that inspired my author tagline: Pacific Northwest Romance with Heart & Heat. 
Clara, Nick, and Dalton’s story has undergone some significant changes, including a switch to first-person point of view. I think it works well here and look forward to your feedback. As always, thanks for reading!
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  Chapter One
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Clara

The dream is fading fast. I snuggle into the warm sheets and cling to the last wispy echoes of Jared’s touch. His hand slides up my thigh and traces the curve of my hip, igniting a silvery shiver of pleasure. He whispers against my throat and gently cups my breast… 
The merciless phone alarm shatters my bliss.
With a groan, I roll over to his side of the bed.
Empty. Cold. Jared still visits my dreams, but the break of dawn carries him away like drifting smoke.
I reach for the framed photo on my nightstand. Astride his racing bike, my husband grins as if forever stretches out before him and the ride is all downhill. His triathlon T-shirt molds his muscular chest, and shiny spandex shorts hug his powerful thighs. He told me once that on his bike, he felt invincible. 
He was wrong.
And so I begin another day of widowhood, aching for the soul mate a careless teen driver killed while checking her phone. All that remains are memories, echoes, and dreams.
I kiss his image, then wipe the smudge off the glass and sit for a long time on the edge of my too-large bed, gazing at nothing. A pair of little black-headed juncos hop on the linden branch outside my window. Jared loved that tree’s perfume when it blossomed in early summer. He’d leave the window open, so we could wake to its fresh scent.
No flowery scent invades my bedroom this morning, but the tree will bloom soon, another sharp, stabby reminder of what I’ve lost. 
Just two more weeks until the anniversary of Jared’s death, and I still don’t know how I’m going to make it through that day. At least I have work to occupy my thoughts. 
I trudge to the bathroom, let my nightgown drop to the floor, and stand under the massaging showerhead Jared installed. Near-scalding water pummels my shoulders and trickles down my cheeks, making it easier to pretend I’m not crying.
A few months before he died, Jared finished this bathroom remodel, adding grab bars for the hot, slippery moments we shared beneath the steamy spray. I remember his muscular body pressed against mine, warm water flowing over and between us while his soapy hands slide over my skin, clutch my hips, lift my thigh…
—A jet of cold water breaks the spell. Once again, I’ve stood here dreaming until the hot water tank is exhausted. 
I climb out and wipe steam from the mirror. Dripping wet and still flushed from the hot shower and hotter memories, I examine the dark circles beneath my eyes and pull out a tube of concealer. Damn, I’m almost out. 
I yank a comb through my snarled hair, long overdue for a trim—but why bother? My customers at the bookstore don’t care about my wild mane or my pale, unadorned face. I pick up a lipstick, then drop it back into the drawer. It’ll take more than a swipe of color to revive my looks, especially after a year of the grief diet. Nothing tastes good anymore. 
Squinting at my reflection, I trace my jutting collar bones, then the curve of my breasts, still reasonably perky for my age because I’ve never nursed a child. And now, I never will. 
We’d been trying when Jared died, and for a few weeks afterward, I clung to hope. But no, it was just grief knocking my body’s rhythm out of whack. There will be no baby with Jared’s lake-blue eyes, his shiny chocolate-brown hair, his warm laugh. Yet another layer of regret weighs me down.
I quickly dress in a worn satin blouse and jeans, plus Jared’s vintage tweed vest, then gulp down scalding coffee and gather my things for work. Our Eugene, Oregon bookshop opens at ten, but I like to arrive at least an hour beforehand to deal with paperwork, deliveries, and special orders. 
Jared and I bought Book Nirvana from an old hippie couple the year after we married and devoted the next seventeen years to lovingly building up the business. Even though I sense his presence strongly there, the memories are gentler, easier to take than at home—maybe because I’m seldom alone at the shop.
There’s Harry, our silver-haired part-time salesclerk whose crooked smile always lifts my spirits. And there’s Margot, our twenty-year-old tattooed, spiky-haired pixie who works around her classes at the University of Oregon. Customers too, of course, though not enough. They come in to browse, sell used books, and pet Lulu, our aggressively friendly orange tabby. Besides soothing my gloomy moods with purrs and head-butts, she also keeps the mice at bay.
I can’t afford to lose inventory to mice. In fact, I can barely afford to keep the shop running with just two employees. Since a major chain bookstore opened a few miles away, my stream of customers has thinned to a trickle. Jared would’ve known what to do. He was the one with business training and networking skills. My specialty is arranging the shop floor and organizing the books. Now, all the responsibility rests on my shoulders—hard work, endless worries and decisions—but I’m determined to hang onto what Jared I started together. Book Nirvana is all I have left.

      [image: ]The brass doorway bell jingles as I let myself in and pause for a moment to breathe in the sweet, musty scent of books, old and new. If I could bottle that perfume, I’d make a fortune. Who can resist the warm woody bouquet of paper and lingering vanilla top notes? 
An hour before opening, the shop is an oasis of tranquility. I set my bag on the glass counter, then check the round oak table where we display books by local authors. As usual, Lulu tumbled the books during the night. The yellow vase of daisies will last for another few days, and Margot did a good job of neatening up the kids’ corner, though I’ll probably find building blocks and plastic dinosaurs stashed in unexpected places. Those littles are wily.
Relishing the stillness, I scan the aisles for loose or mis-shelved books. When I reach the rear wall, I trail my fingertips over the red door, its shiny lacquer smooth and cool.
Jared’s low, sexy chuckle echoes in my memory. 
I lean my forehead against the painted wood and close my eyes. My hand drifts to the doorknob, then drops. 
It’s too soon. I can’t.
Purring like a motorboat, Lulu hurries over to twine around my ankles.
“Good morning, puss-face.” I scoop her up and bury my nose in her silky, book-scented fur. She indulges me for a moment, then twists out of my grip and trots to her food dish with a demanding yowl.
After serving her majesty’s breakfast, I turn my attention to the wheeled cart of books waiting to be shelved. I enjoy tucking new acquisitions into their proper place, setting everything to rights. Today’s cartload includes a half-dozen copies of a local writer’s latest mystery, several cookbooks, and a stack of slender graphic novels: anime, horror tales, and urban fantasies.
With all these nestled into their spaces, I return for the last book on the cart. My breath catches when I spy the bright pink Post-It on the cover. This volume is bound for our special collection.
Even though I’m alone, I glance over my shoulder before opening the big coffee-table book of African erotic art. The first full-color page depicts a gleaming wooden sculpture—a stern male figure with an elaborate headdress and a huge, erect phallus. Heart hammering, I slam the cover shut with a bang.
The special collection was Jared’s baby. He lovingly curated hundreds of erotica books and arranged them in the cozy room behind the red door. Visitors who cross its portal can browse beautiful volumes of artwork, photography, Victorian erotic stories, and more. Truly, it boggles my mind how many ways people have dreamed up to celebrate sexuality. 
I keep the back room locked, of course. Can’t have kids wandering into the adult collection. I only unlock it for non-creepy-looking adults. Over the years, I’ve learned to detect a certain vibe that signals potential sticky spots left behind. 
After losing Jared, I’d just as soon forget about the walls of sexy books. Let people think the red door leads to a storage closet. But even without advertising, our special collection continues to draw a steady stream of collectors and connoisseurs. 
A smart business owner would build on that advantage, but since Jared’s death, I haven’t set foot inside the red room, too intimidated by the tumble of memories, the echoes of passion. Images of beautiful people sharing ecstasy still ignite tingling warmth between my thighs, a reminder that my body is very much alive. But those books, those feelings also fill me with aching sorrow for what I’ve lost.
Jared used to bring home volumes from our adult collection, and we’d page through them together, curled up on the couch. Literary foreplay.  
I close my eyes and drift back to Jared’s deep voice narrating an erotic story by Anaïs Nin while his free hand delves inside my top, teasing my nipple with feathery strokes…
The doorway bell tinkles, jolting me from my reverie. Harry backs into the shop, his long arms wrapped around a plastic storage bin. I blow out a shaky breath, set down the book, and trot over to help. 
“Good morning, Boss Lady. Glorious weather, eh?” He beams, then peers closely into my face. “You okay? Your cheeks are flushed.”
“I’m fine. I, uh, overslept. Had to rush. What’s in the bin?”
“Why, we talked about this yesterday. Don’t you remember? Margot and I are redoing the front window display.” He pries off the plastic lid to reveal a collection of seashells. “She’s making a sign: Your Perfect Beach Read.”
“Oh, right.” I start toward the counter, then swivel back to Harry. “There’s no beach in Eugene.” 
He chuckles. “Actually, there is, along the river. Anyway, the idea’s what’s important. The beginning of summer break is a great time to grab new customers.”
God knows we need them. Spring has been slow at the bookshop, with barely enough profit to keep the lights on and make payroll. And our lease expires soon. Our landlord hasn’t raised the rent in years. If he does…I try not to think about that.
“I’m sure it’ll be beautiful, Harry.”
“Damn skippy!” He deposits the bin behind the counter and rubs his bony hands together.
Before he came to work for Jared and me, Harry was a postman, which accounts for his trim, wiry build and deep tan, now maintained by a daily run. If I were thirty years older, I could fall hard for handsome Harry. His dazzling white hair gleams in the sunlight streaming through the plate-glass window. He sheds his denim jacket and pulls on his Book Nirvana apron.
The aprons were Jared’s idea, deep red, emblazoned with ‘Serving up delicious reads since 1973,’ technically true because we bought the shop from an old hippie couple who settled in Eugene after the Summer of Love.
Harry gets to work on the window display, leaving me to concentrate on paperwork and the few customers who wander in. When Margot arrives a little after two, I retreat to my office, really just a small desk behind a carved wooden screen. I’m ready for a coffee refill when she knocks on the screen and peeks around the corner, her eyes twinkling.
“Hey Clara, there’s a dude here who wants to look in the back room.” She waggles her thrice-pierced eyebrows. “You wanna check him out, or should I just give him the key?”
“What’s he like?”
Margot rolls her eyes heavenward. “He’s gorgeous!”
“Well then, guess I’d better have a look.” I’m curious to see what sort of guy merits that label in Margot’s world.
I stride around the screen and skid to a stop.
She’s right. He’s gorgeous.
The man leans over the counter, examining the fliers posted there, so my first view is the firm curve of his behind, cupped by soft wool slacks. His crisp white dress shirt stretches across broad, muscular shoulders, and his rolled-up sleeves reveal powerful forearms dusted with sleek, sable hair. At my approach, he straightens to greet me, a half-smile on his full lips.
I gulp, and my hand strays to the locket nestled between my breasts.
Dark eyebrows arch over his espresso brown eyes. His nose is straight and sharp with flaring nostrils, and his olive complexion whispers of strong sunlight. Mediterranean, or maybe Caribbean? A shadowy beard dusts his jaw, and when he inclines his head to smile down at me, one perfect black curl flops onto his forehead. The hand he extends is broad and warm and surprisingly gentle. 
I gaze into his sparkling eyes, step in closer—then jolt backward, startled by my own reaction. Not since Jared have I felt so compelled to touch a man.
“You must be Clara. I’m Nick.” His voice is deep and velvety, like rich dark chocolate. Weird—I’m suddenly hungry.
He reaches into his breast pocket and hands me his card: Nicolas Papadopoulos, Ph.D., Professor of Cultural Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley.
I fan myself with the card, then tuck it into my pocket. My hand lingers over my heart, toying with my locket, a nervous habit since childhood.
The professor’s eyes home in on my fiddly fingers. “That’s a lovely piece you have.”
A hot flush races from my belly to the roots of my hair. “What can I do for you, Professor Papa…um?”
“Just Nick.” His slow smile is mesmerizing.
“You’re certainly the tallest Greek I’ve ever met.” I wince, mortified. In nervous moments like this, I tend to blurt whatever stupid thought comes to mind.
“My dad was Greek,” he explains. “The height comes from my mom’s family.”
Something about the professor’s elegant posture reminds me of the sculpture from this morning’s new book, gazing imperiously into the distance, its oversized phallus at attention. A shiver dances down my spine. 
“Sorry, I just…what can I do for you, Nick?”
“Ah. Yes.” He takes a step backward and clears his throat.
Is he flustered as well? A smile tugs my lips upward. Who’d have thought I still have the power to fluster a man—especially one so jaw-droppingly handsome?
“I’m researching for a book project” His gaze flicks toward the back wall. “Your collection is well spoken of in my circles. I hope to find some new material.”
“Anthropology books?”
He clears his throat and rocks back on the heels of his expensive-looking Oxfords. “My specialty is cross-cultural sexual practices and mores.” He flashes a bashful smile, his eyes cast downward.
Is he for real? He certainly looks the part of a professor, and his business card seems legit.
“Well, since you’re an expert…” As I reach behind the counter for the red room’s key, the motion tugs my blouse loose from my jeans. When I turn to hand it over, I catch his gaze flicking upward from my butt.
I tug my blouse back down and hope he doesn’t notice the blush staining my cheeks. “Pull cord for the lights is on your left. Please let me know if I can be of any further assistance.”
“Or me!” Margot pipes up from the children’s section.
She’s been listening, then. Well, who could blame her? We both watch him stroll languidly down the cooking aisle toward the back room, turn the key, and step inside, pulling the door closed behind him.
Margot fans herself with a Doctor Seuss book. “What a hot-tay! Mama like!” She waggles her eyebrows. “Why don’t you give him a tour of the special collection?”
I aim for a nonchalant laugh, but my jaw clamps so tight that it comes out a choked squeak.
Margot hurries over and drapes her skinny arm across my shoulders. “God, how stupid am I? I’m so sorry, Clara.” She squeezes me in a side hug. “It’s too soon, right? Sometimes I forget. I mean, I don’t forget about Jared, of course not. I just don’t think…” Poor girl looks like she wants to crawl under a bookshelf.   
I return her hug. “Hey, kiddo, you meant nothing by it. All the same, I think I’ll leave the back room to you and Harry a while longer.”
With the distressingly handsome visitor safely out of sight, I force my attention back to my work. I file invoices, clean fingerprints from the glass counter, and restock paper bags, but again and again, my gaze is drawn to the red door.






  
  Chapter Two
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Nick

Book Nirvana is aptly named, that’s for damned sure. 
There are places in this world where a person feels instantly at home, and Ms. Clara’s shop is one of them. The sweet, almost edible scent of books hangs in the air. Early-summer sunlight bathes the space in a welcoming glow and highlights the colorful posters on the walls—Peter Max’s psychedelic sunset pointing toward the art books, the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine above the music section, and a lush still life of fruit, bread, and wine for the cookbooks. Farther down, I spot comic superheroes, a futuristic spacescape, an armored knight charging into battle. Above the famous red door, Ingres’s La Grande Odalisque throws a languid glance over her bare shoulder—at once an invitation and a dare.
But the jewel of the collection is Clara herself. My buddy at the University of Oregon told me about the pretty shop owner, but “pretty” hardly does her justice. A hint of fire glimmers in her unruly dark hair. Like the Pacific on a stormy day, her eyes shift between green and gray—eyes a man could get lost in. Something about this woman revs my pulse. 
So what do I do to impress the lady? I ogle like a horny teenager as her delicate fingers fiddle with the locket between her breasts. And of course she noticed. 
At least she let me enter her erotica collection. Leo, a cultural anthro prof like me, warned me I’d have to pass Clara’s inspection before she’d unlock her red door. And what I’ve found on the other side is breathtaking. 
This snug, richly decorated room is the perfect metaphor for my book project, an invitation to discover sensuous secrets. Red tones bathe every inch of this jewel box, from the worn Persian carpet to the reddish-brown bookshelves that fill the walls floor to ceiling. In the corner, there’s an ornate wooden stepstool to help visitors reach the top shelves. In the center of the room, a plush antique love seat with an S-curved back so that two people can sit side by side facing opposite directions. I run my hand over the scarlet velvet, worn bald in places. What kinds of spicy conversations have played out on this odd little sofa?
I picture myself seated here, opposite Clara, a large, illustrated book balanced between us—maybe a Japanese pillow book? Ancient Indian temple carvings? Bewigged Baroque lovers cavorting in manicured gardens? Clara’s pretty mouth falls into an O of surprise, her hand grasping mine as an erotic image makes her breath catch and then quicken…
I shake off the inappropriate fantasy. I’m here for work, not seduction, no matter how lovely the bookshop owner is. I’ve got too much riding on this project to permit any distractions. Besides, carrying a torch for a woman who lives so far away is pointless. 
I fire up my tablet and get to work.
Two hours later, my rumbling stomach reminds me how long it’s been since lunch. I stand and stretch my shoulders, stiff from hunching over books. Exploring this treasure trove in just one session is impossible. I’ve got two weeks in Eugene before I have to return to Berkley for my summer graduate seminar. Hopefully, the lovely Clara won’t mind me hanging around her secret chamber.
Since I’ll be spending so much time here, I really should take her out for coffee. Strictly a professional courtesy.
Right. Would I ask her out if she weren’t so stunning?
Of course I would. We share a common interest. And it’s just coffee, right?
My conscience harrumphs. “Hands off,” the pesky little fucker grumbles. “Don’t mess up a valuable connection.”
He’s annoying, my inner chirpy cricket, but he’s right. I’ve learned the hard way that mixing business and pleasure can be disastrous.
Nevertheless, this kind of work requires caffeine, so I smooth my shirt, square my shoulders, and open the red door.
“Be right with you,” a female voice calls. While I wait at the counter, a sleek orange tabby cat trots over, sniffs my pants leg, and meows. I crouch to stroke its silky fur, and the cat answers with the loudest purr I’ve ever heard and twines around my ankles in a figure eight.
“Wow, she really likes you.” Clara’s spiky-haired young assistant rounds the corner, pushing a book cart. “Lulu, don’t trip the customers.”
Clara steps out from behind a carved wooden screen—Balinese, if I’m not mistaken. Just for a split second, her eyes widen and her lips part. Then the moment passes, and her startled expression relaxes into a cool smile. It happens so fast I almost doubt my perception. But no, that spark was real. It echoes behind my sternum, a powerful magnetic tug.
“Did you find something interesting?” she asks.
I hold out the old-fashioned key, but it sways on its velvet cord and slips from her grasp. Don’t want her to think I’m toying with her, so I take her hand in mine and place the key in her palm, a simple touch that shoots a thrill of warmth up my arm. “Interesting is not a strong enough word for what I found here.”
From behind the cookbooks, the young assistant titters like a demented sparrow.
I clear my throat and tap the cover of the book I’m holding. “I’ve never seen a finer volume of Japanese Shunga. I’ll take this one today, please.”
“Would you like me to wrap it for you?”
“In plain brown paper, you mean?” I suppress a teasing grin, noting the rosy wash tinting her cheeks. “No wrapper needed, thanks. I want to read it right away. I’ll be back for more volumes soon.” I hold up my phone. “I hope you don’t mind. I took some photos to present to my department chair in hopes of enlarging our collection.”
“Oh. Er, yes. Of course.” Clara rings up my purchase.
I glance over my shoulder at the assistant, who makes a show of arranging comic books. Yeah, she’s definitely eavesdropping. I lean onto the counter and lower my voice. Clara’s rose perfume wafts between us, rich, simple, ripe.
“I noticed the little coffee shop next door. Can you spare me a few minutes to discuss your collection?”
Clara seizes her lower lip between her teeth. Her gaze flicks toward the front door and back. Seems I’m the only customer at the moment. 
The beauty squares her shoulders. “Margot, I’ll be next door for a few minutes. Can I bring you anything?”
The girl grins. “Oh no, I’m fine. You go ahead, Boss Lady. Get off your feet.”
As Clara steps around the counter, Margot shoots me a merry wink.
I duck my head to hide my grin. Looks like I have an ally. Now, to disarm her skittish boss.
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When Nick holds the door of Coffee Dreams for me, I pass close enough to inhale his cologne: fragrant wood, a touch of moss, and a hint of old books. When his warm breath brushes the back of my neck, my knees wobble just a tiny bit.
What’s wrong with me? Handsome men come into my shop all the time. Why is this one making me so dizzy?
Relax, you goof, I tell myself. It’s just a coffee break. We’re in public and fully dressed. If the conversation lags, I have the perfect excuse to flee back to my desk.
The tempting odor of fresh coffee and sweet baked treats reminds me I haven’t eaten in several hours. Since losing Jared, I often feel disconnected from my body, as if sensations like hunger or fatigue are happening to someone else, not to me. But my stomach picks this moment to rumble loudly as I approach the glass case laden with muffins and fat cookies.
“I’ll have a large cappuccino and one of those blueberry scones,” Nick tells the server. “And the lady will have…” He smiles over his shoulder.
“I’ll have the same, thanks.” My greedy stomach clamors for more, but I restrain myself, not wanting to abuse his hospitality.
“Let’s sit over here by the window.” Nick indicates a low armchair for me and lowers himself gracefully into its neighbor. He takes a bite of his scone, then carefully wipes his fingers before opening the book he bought. The endpaper inside is swirled with cloud-like designs in delicate blues and grays. When he turns the page, my eyes bug out. 
The drawing fills two pages: a Japanese courtier, his silk kimono open, presents a kneeling geisha with his huge, engorged penis, dark purple and ridged with bulging veins.
My fingers clench around my scone, crushing it to smithereens.
“Oh crap, I’m sorry.” I drop the mess onto my plate and brush crumbs from the page, which sends them tumbling onto Nick’s lap. I reach for his leg, realize what I’m doing, and snatch my hand back, mortified.
My hands fly to my glowing cheeks—probably just as flushed as that enormous painted penis.
“Here, let me get you another scone.” Nick rises and moves to the counter, giving me a minute to swallow my humiliation and clear away the evidence.
While his attention is diverted, I can’t resist taking a peek. The next two-page spread displays an orgy scene: an elaborately coiffed woman astride the huge cock of an elegant, balding man who reaches out to diddle another woman between her splayed thighs. Surrounding them are six more women, each rubbing a companion’s foot against her own clitoris, all of them entwined in an intricate human knot.
Jared and I were adventurous lovers, but this is beyond anything we ever tried or even imagined. Turning the book sideways, I peer closer at the drawing. Something touches my shoulder. Startled, I squeak like a little girl and slam the book shut.
Beside me stands Nick, the smutty professor, holding a plate with two scones. Is that a blush coloring his chiseled cheeks? With his dark olive complexion, it’s hard to tell. I lower my gaze and find myself staring right at his crotch.
Damn it!
With no safe place to direct my eyes, I close them and take a deep breath.
Nick chuckles, a low, rumbly sound. “Sorry, Clara. Beautiful women bring out my devilish side. Please forgive me.” He slides a new scone onto my empty plate, then sits beside me. “I guess Shunga isn’t everyone’s cup of tea.”
“Shunga?”
He opens the book and points. “This type of painting or woodblock print. There’s usually a funny text to go with it.” He balances the volume between us, resting on the arms of our chairs, then glances at me, one eyebrow raised. 
Okay, Clara, pull up your big girl panties. You can handle this.
I nod. 
Nick flips to a new page. “These beautiful costumes and hair arrangements date from the Edo era, roughly the 1600s through the mid-1800s. And here’s the text.” He points to columns of delicate characters.
“Can you read it?” I ask.
“Not very well. I have a friend here at the university who can help with the translations. This really is an extraordinary book.” He sips his coffee and flips the page.
“Are their, um, private parts always so large?”
He flashes another wicked grin. “Always. You know, it’s funny. In European artwork, male genitals are often unusually small, compared to…” He glances at his own lap. 
I follow his gaze, then jerk my eyes away. My voice cracks like a twelve-year-old boy’s. “Yes, I’ve noticed.”
“But in Shunga, all the genitals are outsized.” 
“Doesn’t that scare women away?”
“On the contrary—these drawings were presented in ‘Pillow Books’ designed to instruct young couples in the art of love.”
He flips another page. A lovely woman gazes serenely into the distance, combing her flowing black hair, while her open kimono displays her large, fuzzy bush. A man crouching to watch her from behind an urn appears to be salivating.
Nick flips the page again and points to an image of a couple going at it fiercely. “Notice how the woman’s toes are curled?”
I giggle. “I thought that was just an expression. You know, he made my toes curl.”
Nick closes the book. Something mesmerizing and a little bit dangerous glimmers in his dark eyes. The corners of his full lips twitch upward. “Everyone deserves to have their toes curled, don’t you think?” 
My ribs seize, halting my breath. Discussing sexy artwork with this gorgeous professor is a weird combination of awkward and titillating, but this is tipping into flat-out flirtation. Nick’s warmth, his husky voice, the erotic images laid out before us—it’s all too much. I’m hot and tingly, squirmy with embarrassment, and heavy with guilt. I’m not ready to feel this way again, despite my body’s undeniable reaction. 
Time to be honest with this kind man, before he takes this any further.
I clear my throat and sit up straighter. “I’m a widow, Mr. Papa—Nick. My husband passed away a year ago.”
His teasing smile melts, and his dark eyes shine with emotion. “I’m sorry, Clara. I hope I haven’t made you uncomfortable.” He lays his hand over mine, his touch warm and gentle. “I lost my wife two years ago. Cancer.”
The tension drains from my body like water through a sieve. He understands.
“My husband is the one who took care of our…” I gesture to the open book. “…our special collection. I haven’t set foot through that door since he died. But we still get a lot of visitors wanting to see those books. They used to talk to Jared, but now I have to screen them.”
“How do you decide who’s allowed inside?”
“Gut instinct. People have a certain oily vibe when they just want to leer at dirty books. And they’d usually be disappointed. I mean, it’s mostly older stories and artwork, and most of the books are quite expensive, which keeps the perverts away. They’re hoping for cheap porn, not art.”
The corners of his mouth quirk up. “So, why did I pass the test?” Deep within his dark irises, flecks of gold catch the light. 
“Well, you are a professor and all.”
“I am indeed. And you know what they say about us academics—‘Publish or perish.’ I heard about you from a colleague at the university here. I’ve been under pressure to publish something new, so…” He pulls out his phone and taps the screen. “I made a list of titles I’d like to buy for my department. It might take a few days to get an okay from our chairwoman. If I send you the titles, will you hold them for me?”
That means he’ll be back, giving me time to reflect on my reaction to this deliciously disturbing man.
As if reading my mind, he adds, “I’d really appreciate your help. And if I can’t get funding, I’ll buy them myself. These books are nearly as fascinating as their owner.”
I gape like a goldfish, then fold my hands in my lap and paste on a pseudo-calm smile. “I’d be glad to hold the books for you, Nick.”
I’d be glad to hold anything he wants me to hold.
For a terrifying moment, I’m sure I said those words aloud. I take a deep, trembling breath.
So does Nick. He gives my hand a final squeeze. When we stand up, I notice the top of my head only comes to his chin. I’ve always had a weakness for tall men, especially ones with deep, velvety voices, sparkling dark eyes, devilish smiles—
I squash those dangerous thoughts into an iron-clad box and slam the lid. This is a business connection we’re forging, a potentially valuable one. “Right. I look forward to seeing you soon.”
“Not as much as I look forward to seeing you, Clara.” My name slides off his tongue like a caress.
As I walk toward my shop, the heavy warmth of his gaze heats my back. Just to be sure, when I reach the sidewalk, I turn for one last glimpse. He’s still watching, a mysterious half-smile on his lips.






  
  Chapter Three

[image: ]

Clara

What the hell was I thinking? 
Back behind the safety of the wooden screen delineating my office area, I collapse into my chair and hide my roasting-hot face in my hands. If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect Arnie, my barista buddy next door, slipped something into my coffee. Is it possible to get drunk off a man’s smoldering gaze? And is that yearning simmering in Nick’s dark eyes, or am I just flattering myself?
He's probably just one of those guys who flirts with everyone. Thinking of him that way makes it easier to face the prospect of seeing him again when he comes for the rest of the books on his list.
Guilt pinches me hard, right in the gut, because lusting after someone new feels like a betrayal to Jared. He’s only been gone a year, for cripes’ sake. There’s no way I’m ready for a—what, a fling? A flirtation? A hot tumble among the naughty books? 
But the thought of running my hands over Nick’s tawny skin warms me in places that have been too cold for too long.
Gripped by frustration and shame, I scan my desk for a distraction. The bills overflowing my inbox clamor for my attention, but I need to move my restless body. Since customers have the annoying habit of re-shelving books any old where, there’s always work to be done. 
I find a cookbook in the mystery section, children’s picture books in the history aisle, and gardening tomes planted among the memoirs. As closing time nears, I’m rearranging art books back near the special collections room. I jiggle the antique glass doorknob, just to be sure. Shut tight. My fingers slide over the door’s shiny red lacquer, cool and smooth.
“Good night, Boss Lady.” Up front, Margot shrugs into her leather biker jacket. “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”
“Thanks, kiddo. Please lock up. I’m going to stay here a bit.”
She pauses in the doorway and regards me, head cocked to the side like a curious bird.
“Was there something else?”
“No. Well, yeah. I mean…” She fiddles with one of her jacket’s many zippers.
“Out with it, then.”
Since the day she came to work at Book Nirvana, I’ve held a special fondness for Margot. If Jared and I had a daughter, she’d probably resemble this lively little bohemian.
Margot’s sigh puffs out her cheeks. “I just worry about you. You should be out having fun. You spend too much time here at the shop.” She twirls a hand as she searches for the right words. “Before Jared, you know, you used to have this light about you, and now it’s so dim.” She wrinkles her pointy nose. “I’m not explaining this well.”
Eyes prickling with tears summoned by her sweet concern, I push up from my crouched position at the bottom shelf, cross the distance to Margot, and enfold her in a tight hug. “Thanks for caring, kiddo, but I’m fine, really. In fact, I have a date to meet with my girlfriends tonight and guzzle some wine.”
Which is a bald-faced lie. The only girlfriends I’ll be communing with are characters on a reality TV show. The wine is real enough, though.
Margot’s grin lights up her pretty pixie face. “Okay then. Good for you.”
She has a point, damn it. Since Jared’s death, I’ve spent far too much time alone. Many of our friends have trickled away, uncomfortable with the singleton in their smugly married midst. A few steadfast friends from college still squeeze me into their busy schedules, but not as often as I’d like. And I’m partly to blame. I’ve turned down too many invitations with the excuse of needing to work. After a while, people gave up trying. And so, once again, I find myself alone on a Friday night.
At seven, the sky is still light, but a summer storm is brewing. Dark clouds roil overhead, and a brisk wind blows trash into little sidewalk cyclones. The humidity pulls my hair into curls which escape my chignon. Surrendering to the inevitable, I remove the pins and let it fall.
How have I become such a shaggy beast? My reflection in the window gazes back, a wild Celtic warrior-woman from a romance novel cover, battle-weary and scarred. But instead of a tightly laced bodice, I’m wearing one of Jared’s old tweed vests over a black satin blouse. Since his death, I never leave the house without something of his—sometimes his favorite pendant, a silver Celtic knot on a leather cord, sometimes the scarf his mother knitted for him. His scent faded long ago, but burying my face in the soft wool still comforts me.
I rub the worn tweed between my fingers and summon the memory of his face. “What shall I do, my love? Something’s got to change. I can’t live the rest of my life in this shop.”
No answer, but somehow, Jared’s presence surrounds me. In this bookstore we built together, his love, his warmth, his pride in what we made still linger.
It was Jared who refinished the round oak table holding our display of recommended books. It was him who installed the ornate crown molding overhead and stenciled the gold lettering on the front window. His vision polished what had been a dingy, dusty space into this warm, welcoming shop. Stepping through its door always buoys my spirits.
But if I don’t find a way to draw in more customers, I’ll soon lose this refuge. Then what?
A soft knock on the window startles me from my reverie. Harry stands under the awning, sheltering from the rain. He grins and waves.
I hurry to let him in.
“Harry! What brings you here so late? Don’t you have a date tonight?”
Beneath his standard-issue Pacific Northwest rain jacket, he’s dressed to impress in charcoal slacks, a crisp Oxford cloth button-down with natty yellow stripes, and a tie printed with Van Gogh’s sunflowers. A broad grin creases his weathered face.
“Yup. This one’s special, so I want to look nice.” He pulls a comb from his pocket and tames his wiry white hair. “I’m meeting her up the street at Pomodoro. Saw the lights on in here.” He pivots to show me his outfit. “So, do I pass inspection?”
“Very snazzy. If you weren’t already booked, I’d ask you out myself.”
He drops the grin and takes my hands in his. “Clara, I want you to think about something.”
Uh oh. Harry knows about the ever-growing pile of bills and the ever-shrinking profit margin. He’s come up with dozens of ideas to bring in more customers: a slam poetry competition, a drink-and-paint night. He’s even suggested a yoga class among the exercise books. 
His wiry eyebrows draw together. “You know I love you like a daughter, and I want you to be happy. Don’t you think it’s time to meet some new fellas? You can’t live the rest of your life alone.”
My shoulders sink under the weight of his kind but insistent gaze.
“It’s too soon, Harry. I just—I’m not ready.”
“Look, kiddo.” He leans an elbow on the counter, bringing his gaze level to mine. “I knew Jared for years before I met you, and I know he’d want you to live a full life.”
The force of my sigh lifts a stray curl from my forehead. “You’re right. I just can’t deal with dating yet.”
“I’m not saying you have to get serious about anyone, but don’t you think it’s time to dip your toes in the pool?” When I don’t answer, he continues. “It was really hard when I started going out with ladies again, after Eleanor…”
A few years back, Harry bought his wife a laptop for her birthday. She became a social media addict, reconnected with her high school boyfriend, and ran off with him, leaving Harry devastated.
“The thing is, Clara, I’m happy again. I have friends, and I have a new love. You could have that too. It’s what Jared would want for you.” 
I don’t answer, too choked up to speak, but he lifts my chin until I meet his gaze. “You won’t find love hiding out among your books.”
The kindness of Harry’s words and the weight of their truth make my eyes mist over. Seeing my reaction, because my wise old friend notices everything, Harry pulls me into a warm, bony hug. After a moment, he clears his throat and grasps my shoulders gently.
“What, Harry?”
“So, there’s a nice young guy in my running group.” His eyes twinkle.
“How young?”
“Around forty. He’s divorced, a high school teacher, good-looking fellow. Thought I might bring him by the shop, show him our running books.”
I give a little snort. “Show him me, you mean?”
“Why not? I can vouch for his character, at least. He’s a nice guy, and funny too.”
I cock my head, taking in Harry’s hopeful smile. Like Margot, his gentle prodding comes from a place of love. And why not? I’ve already had coffee with a handsome stranger. One more won’t hurt.
“Sure, I’d like to meet him.”
“Good.” He strides to the front door, leans out, and whistles.
“Wait, you mean now?” I rake my fingers through my humidity-snarled mane. “Harry, I’m not—”
“No time like the present.” He grins, the sneaky devil. 
Panicked, I duck behind the screen and fumble in my purse for my hairbrush and lipstick.
A moment later, the doorway bell tinkles again. With a gulp, I force my hunched shoulders down and step out to face my surprise blind date.
Harry stands grinning beside a tall, lanky man who gazes bashfully at the floor. He raises blue eyes to meet mine, flashes a wry grin, and shrugs. I chuckle in sympathy. This poor guy seems just as embarrassed as I am. And I have to admit he’s kind of cute.
He’s wearing a dark windbreaker over jeans and expensive-looking running shoes. He removes his knit cap to reveal a shiny shaved head, but his bony face is unlined, and an attractive blond scruff covers his sharp jaw. When Harry pokes his shoulder, the visitor ambles over and extends his broad hand. His touch is light and cool—comfortable, even. 
My shoulders unclench. He’s a local and an athlete. Familiar territory.
“Hi, Clara. I’m Dalton Garvey, from Harry’s running club. Sorry to come by so late. I got caught up in a parent conference…” His voice is deep and gravelly.
“No problem, Dalton. I’m always glad to meet Harry’s friends.” A giggle escapes. “Dalton. Sounds like the hero of a cowboy romance.”
He gives a one-shoulder shrug and a sheepish grin. “My dad’s a huge fan of westerns. I’m more of a history guy. Harry tells me you have an impressive collection.” 
My gaze flicks to the red door, then to Harry, whose smile is the picture of innocence.
“Were you, uh, looking for anything in particular?”
“As a matter of fact, yeah. Born to Run, by McDougall.”
My relief escapes in a giggle. Two red room visitors in one day would push my limits to the breaking point. Sports books? Piece of cake. “I think we have a copy. Right down this aisle, second shelf on the left.”
Harry makes a theatrical gesture of checking his watch. “Oh my, look at the time. I’d better hurry or I’ll be late. See you tomorrow morning, Dalton?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Dalton calls over his shoulder.
I grasp Harry’s elbow and whisper, “Give me a little notice next time.”
“If I had, you’d have chickened out.”
He’s right. I probably would have. When the door closes behind Harry, I go back to help Dalton find his running book. He’s waiting for me in the sports aisle, book in hand, and smiles at my approach. Nice smile. Open, unguarded.
“Harry was right.” He inclines his head toward the bookshelves. “Your collection is better than the big chain store across town.”
“Tell your friends. That store’s been sucking our customers away.”
“Well, you’ve got something they don’t.”
I glance at the red door behind him. If he only knew.
“Personality,” he continues. “That other place feels like the mall. Your shop is more…” He trails off under the weight of this awkwardness.
“Thanks. We try.” I gaze down at my feet.
Dalton clears his throat. “So, Clara, do you run?”
“Depends on who’s chasing me.” Oops. I didn’t mean to sound so flirtatious. “Sorry. I’m sure you’ve heard that dozens of times.”
“More like hundreds.” But his kind smile reappears.
“I’ve done some running—not much in the past few years, though. I’ve been pretty busy with the shop.”
“Right. Harry told me about your husband.” His voice softens. “It must be so hard, continuing after someone you love is just—just gone.”
This time, I don’t tear up. Interesting. Usually, my eyes mist over when anyone offers words of sympathy. Could Margot and Harry be right? Maybe I’m finally ready to begin the process of moving on. 
That thought sends guilt worming through my gut.
“You should come meet our group,” Dalton says, seemingly oblivious to my inner battle. “Lots of good people.”
“Oh, I’d be lagging behind you, I’m sure.”
“There are plenty of beginners. And Harry’s not breaking any speed records, but he always finishes the race. I admire that.”
“Harry’s a good man.”
“He is.” He glances down at the book in his hand. The overhead lights gleam off his shiny bald scalp. How would that bare skin feel under my fingers?
“So, um, Clara…”
Here it comes. He’s going to ask me out. Do I want him to?
“Could I interest you in a cup of coffee?” 
“Now? It’s pretty late.”
He taps his watch, a sleek model that probably monitors his mileage, his pulse, and God knows what else. “Oh, Jeez, sorry. How about a beer, then?
When I hesitate, he adds, “I won’t keep you long. Just one drink?”
It’s a beer, for goodness’ sake, not a big wining and dining deal. And once upon a time, I was brave. I miss that Clara, the one I lost in a fog of grief.
I raise my chin and look him in the eyes. “Why not?”
He blows out a long breath, then grins. It’s comforting to realize he’s as nervous about this as I am. Maybe Harry gave him a push as well.
We spend a pleasant hour perched on bar stools in the noisy tavern up the street, sipping Ninkasi IPAs, sharing a plate of tater tots, and talking about our town. How did I miss meeting Dalton before now? He grew up in Eugene, plays darts at a pub near my house, competed in the same triathlon as Jared two years ago, has even visited Book Nirvana a half-dozen times, yet I’ve never noticed him. 
I answer his questions about the shop, steering the conversation away from Jared.
He tells me about the social studies classes he teaches at North Eugene High School and about caring for his ailing mother. “A little more of her slips away every day, you know? It’s hard.”
When I squeeze his hand, he holds on for a long moment. His grip is gentle, smooth and dry, but no sparks of electricity zing up my arm, nothing like the full-body flush Nick’s touch ignited. Just a pleasant warmth. In the long run, isn’t that better? No man could ever replace the passion I shared with Jared, so why even try?
“So, our runners’ group meets at Blackbeard Coffee, Saturdays at eight. You know the place?”
“I do.”
“Why don’t you come by tomorrow? Harry will be there. You don’t have to run the first day, just say hi.”
“But if I want to run?”
A
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