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   Chapter one
 
    
 
    
 
   My cat, Sylvia, stared at me from the bottom of the bed.
 
   “I didn’t dream it all, right?”
 
   She only yawned in response.
 
   The radiator clinked and clunked and hissed itself awake. Sylvia was accustomed to the loud, jarring sounds of the house coming alive in the morning and barely lifted her head from the downy comforter.
 
   I stared at the empty space beside me. Other than a rumpled blanket and a shallow indentation on the pillow where Hunter’s head had been, there were no other indications that she’d spent the night. She’d left no note of parting, no left-behind clothing. 
 
   I ran my hand across the Egyptian-cotton sheets, which were cool to the touch. Thoughts of confusion and disappointment bounced around inside my head. Maybe I had dreamt it after all. 
 
   With no reason to get out of bed and get ready for the day, I considered falling back asleep. But there were papers to grade and lectures to write—the never-ending busywork of my chosen career. Marking up student papers would at least serve as a distraction from trying to figure out what was going on between Hunter and me.
 
   She had told me that she was enjoying being single. Her words had cut me like no others. I hadn’t expected us to immediately reconcile upon my return to Minnesota, but I had never really considered that she might not want me back. Her actions—the hospital supply closet, her jealousy concerning Jessica, showing up on my front doorstep—they indicated that she still loved me. But sneaking out the morning after Nikole and Troian’s wedding, rejecting my requests to go on a date, and now this—waking up alone. My confusion had never been more palpable.
 
   My cell phone buzzed on my bedside table. I wanted it to be Hunter, but of course it was a call from Jessica instead. I silenced the phone and forwarded the call to voicemail. Whatever Dean Merlot needed to talk to me about could wait until after I’d had coffee.
 
   My bare feet creaked on protesting floorboards as I descended the wooden staircase to the first floor. The unexpected scent of bacon greeted me.
 
   Hunter stood at the kitchen island, carefully cutting up a cantaloupe. She wore the clothes she’d been in the previous night, and her hair was tied in a messy braid that lay down the center of her back. Behind her, bacon sizzled in its own fat on the stovetop next to a frying pan piled high with shredded hash browns. I had thought myself alone; the noisy radiant heaters in my bedroom had masked any sounds she might have made in the downstairs kitchen.  
 
   “Good morning,” she solemnly greeted me. “Coffee?”
 
   I was stunned by her presence, but I managed to nod my head. “Please.”
 
   She momentarily abandoned her prep work to retrieve my favorite coffee mug from the cabinet. 
 
   I sat down at the kitchen island and watched her stiffly move between the cabinet, coffeemaker, and refrigerator to prepare my coffee the way I liked it—with a little bit of sugar and a splash of skim milk. She preferred hers with no sugar and all cream. 
 
   She placed the steaming cup of coffee in front of me and returned to the stovetop to flip the bacon and turn the hash browns in their pan. The heat from the coffee cup warmed my hands.
 
   “How do you want your eggs?” she asked.
 
   Her question confused me. “I thought you didn’t like eggs?”
 
   “I don’t,” she acknowledged. “But I know you do.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” I started to protest. 
 
   “It’s no hassle.” She turned from the stovetop and looked briefly in my direction. “You kind of stole my thunder the other night by making pancakes for dinner,” she explained. “I wouldn’t want you to get sick of them.”
 
   Or sick of me, she seemed to say.
 
   “I don’t think I could ever get tired of waking up to your pancakes,” I said carefully.
 
   Our unresolved situation blanketed the room like a heavy fog. Her arrival the previous night had come with a kaleidoscope of emotions, but she’d fallen asleep before we could address anything. I would have preferred to remain silent and watch her make breakfast, but I had to acknowledge the elephant in the room.
 
   “You fell asleep last night before we could have that talk,” I observed.
 
   Hunter ducked her head and whatever hair that wasn’t secured in her loose braid fell forward and into her eyes. “I know. I must have been more tired than I thought,” she murmured. “And your bed’s always been way too comfortable.”
 
   Unlike this moment right now, I thought to myself.
 
   Immobile, she stared blankly at the open egg carton on the countertop. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Elle.”
 
   “I don’t either,” I gently assured her. “This is all new territory for me, too—knowing what’s appropriate behavior for two people who used to date, but then they stopped, and now they’re kind of trying it out again.”
 
   She blinked once, and her pink mouth twisted into a smile. “No. I mean I don’t know how to make eggs.”
 
   “Oh.” I chuckled and hopped up from my stool. “Well, I can help you with that.” I circled the island to join her. “Scrambled eggs are probably the easiest. I like a little milk and shredded cheese in mine.”
 
   I cracked two eggs into a mixing bowl while she retrieved the other ingredients from the refrigerator.
 
   “And pepper,” I listed out loud. “But I wait to put the salt in until the eggs are fully cooked.”
 
   Hunter observed my actions for a moment before returning to the bacon and hash browns still cooking on the stove. We worked together to complete preparing breakfast and, like dinner earlier in the week, the longer we worked in tandem, the more comfortable I began to feel. 
 
   Breakfast was served at the kitchen island—a spread of fresh fruit, crispy bacon, shredded hash browns, and scrambled eggs. We sat across from each other with the smorgasbord of food separating us. I generally reserved large breakfasts for weekends, but I was open to any excuse to spend more time with her.
 
   I stabbed a fluffy bite of cheesy eggs with my fork and held it above my plate. “Sure you don’t want some?” I offered.
 
   “Ew.” Hunter wrinkled her nose. “I’m positive.”
 
   I popped the bite into my mouth and smiled around the food. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” 
 
   “Oh, I do know. I periodically try them to see if my palate has changed.”
 
   “Have you tried them lately?”
 
   “Why?” She leaned forward, coming off of her stool. “Do you think your eggs are good enough to convert me?” she teased.
 
   I pitched forward to meet her halfway. The urge to kiss her became too great, so throwing caution to the wind, I leaned even further across the counter and pursed my lips.  
 
   She laughed and pushed me away. “Nuh uh, Egg Breath. I’m not kissing you until you brush your teeth.” She visibly stiffened when the words tumbled out. “I-I mean, if that’s even allowed,” she quietly qualified.
 
   This was the easy part—this banter we had, this one-on-one repertoire. Our relationship only became complicated when the outside world became involved. I couldn’t bring myself to look again in Hunter’s direction, but I could feel the intensity of her stare while I pushed the food around on my plate. 
 
   “Will you be my girlfriend?” 
 
   I jerked my head up at her blurted-out question. Before I could formulate an answer, Hunter had launched herself into a self-conscious ramble.
 
   “I know how awkward and juvenile that sounds, like we’re passing notes in Study Hall, but I need to get rid of this feeling. I hate not knowing where I stand with you—if I’m allowed to kiss you, or if it’s okay to hold your hand, or hug you, or spend the night and make you breakfast in the morning.”
 
   “So you want to resume our relationship and be girlfriends because it would be easier?” My calm tone was a surprise even to my ears.
 
   Hunter looked horrified at the suggestion. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. You of all people should know how not easy dating has been.” She made a face. “That’s not even proper English. Uneasy? Least Easy?”
 
   “I’m not grading you.”
 
   Her thoughts were all over the place, but I knew exactly what she meant. Being a couple had never been easy for us. We’d always had something getting in the way—my discomfort over our age difference, fears about career suicide because she’d been a former student, her mother’s disapproval, and the struggle of maintaining a long distance relationship. The obstacles had piled up over the brief time we’d been together, and they’d taken a toll.
 
   “I love you, Ellio,” she said in earnest. “Shouldn’t that be enough?”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip as I considered our situation. I was exhausted with these self-imposed, artificial boundaries we’d established as we tentatively re-explored a relationship; but I didn’t want to rush back into something. She’d hurt me with the breakup—devastated me—and my confusion had only mounted when I’d returned from Hollywood and she hadn’t wanted to get back together.
 
   “Why now?” I asked when I finally found the words. “I wanted you back the moment I returned to town. But you were apparently enjoying being single.”
 
   “You have no idea how much I regret saying that.” She apologized with her eyes cast onto her lap. “It was stupid of me. I never wanted to hurt you.”
 
   “Well you did,” I couldn’t help snapping back. “It made me feel used.”
 
   Hunter finally lifted her head, this time with tears glistening in the corners of her eyes. “I got scared,” she choked out. “I suppose saying that was my way of slowing things down and making sure you were back for good. My heart wouldn’t have been able to handle you leaving again. I love you so much, Elle. Too much, maybe.”
 
   I swallowed and worked the muscles in my throat. “Okay.”
 
   She blinked and a few tears worked their way free to fall down her cheeks. “Okay?”
 
   “Okay—let’s be girlfriends.”
 
   “Are you sure?” She wiped her face with the back of her hands. “I don’t want to rush you or pressure you into something you’re not ready for, and I certainly don’t want you to say yes just because of these waterworks.”
 
   “I’m a sucker for tears,” I admitted, “but I love you, Hunter. I love you so God damn much it makes me crazy sometimes.”
 
   She smiled at that, small and sweet. “At least we’d be committed to the asylum together.”
 
   “Get over here,” I husked, breakfast now forgotten.
 
   In a fluid motion, Hunter rose from her chair. She rounded the kitchen island until she stood before me. 
 
   My left hand fell to her hip while the other cupped the side of her face. I brushed away a few defiant tears with the pad of my thumb. “I don’t have a crystal ball that can see our future,” I said as I looked into her stormy eyes. “I can’t promise it’s going to get any easier for us.”
 
   “I know. But I want this,” she continued to insist. “I want you.”
 
   I had heard enough.
 
   I reached for her and tasted her lips, slightly salty from her tears. When our mouths met, her body sagged in relief, and she rested her weight against me. My eyes shuttered tight when I felt the tentative brush of her pink tongue against my lower lip.
 
   I pulled back when the salty taste intensified; her tears had started anew.
 
   I continued to wipe away the dampness from her pale cheeks. “Baby, what’s wrong?”
 
   Her blue eyes shone with wetness. “Nothing,” she sniffled. “I’m happy. And, it’s-it’s been a while since I’ve been able to say that.”
 
   I cradled her face in my hands and drew her back in. I wanted her to be able to know all I was feeling in a single kiss.
 
   I kissed the tip of her nose and then each salty cheekbone. I pressed my lips against her eyelids before moving down to her parted mouth. Her lips moved slowly against mine, like we were relearning each other. The kiss was languid and careful, but I could feel the heated passion bubbling just beneath the surface.
 
   Until I heard the front doorbell. 
 
   “What the hell?” 
 
   Hunter pressed her forehead against my shoulder and sighed. “We always have such good timing.”
 
   “We can ignore them. What kind of monster shows up uninvited?”
 
   The doorbell chimed again, as if to mock me.
 
   “Go ahead,” she nearly laughed. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I trapped Hunter in one final, lingering kiss before stomping to the front door. Whatever Girl Scout or Jehovah’s Witness or political canvasser was waiting on my front stoop was going to rue the day they ever rang my doorbell.
 
   I unlocked the deadbolt and yanked the door open.
 
   The angry protest died on my lips when I recognized the woman on the other side of the door: “Jessica?”
 
   “Hey.” Not waiting for an invite, Jessica Merlot pushed her way into my house. Her stilettos announced her presence against my hardwood floors. “Why are you ignoring my calls?” she demanded. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.”
 
   “I left my phone upstairs,” I distractedly explained. 
 
   The Dean of Faculty froze mid-stride when she realized I wasn’t home alone. “Hunter.”
 
   From across the kitchen, Hunter folded her arms across her chest. “Good morning, Dean Merlot,” she coolly returned.
 
   “Is this a bad time?” Jessica questioned. 
 
   She looked uneasily between the two of us. I couldn’t imagine what she thought she’d interrupted. Hunter’s eyes were red-rimmed from obvious crying. I was still in my pajamas, and my hair was probably a tangled mess.
 
   “Everything’s fine.” I too folded my arms across my chest, not closing off my body language, but remembering that I wasn’t wearing a bra. “To what do I owe this unannounced visit?”
 
   Jessica’s focus continued to float back and forth between Hunter and myself. “Oh, uh, I’ve just come from a Board of Trustees meeting. They want a screenwriting program, Elle, and they’re not going to stop hounding me until they get one.”
 
   “I’ll just be upstairs,” Hunter announced. She cleared the breakfast dishes and set them in the sink. 
 
   As she passed me on her way to the staircase, she paused long enough to press her mouth and her body against mine. It was part sweet, part possessive. I knew my friendship with the formidable Dean made her uneasy.
 
   Jessica’s eyes followed Hunter up the staircase. She only spoke again when Hunter had disappeared upstairs. “Do I get any details?”
 
   “There’s not much to tell. She came over last night and said she wanted to get back together.”
 
   “And apparently it worked.”
 
   “Do you not like Hunter?” I questioned. I couldn’t interpret Jessica’s tone.
 
   “She seems like a nice enough girl, but I don’t like anyone who jerks around my friends,” she responded.
 
   I tried not to bristle at her choice of noun: Girl.
 
   “You don’t have anything to worry about,” I insisted. “We talked it out; everything’s good.”
 
   “If you say so.” Jessica remained unconvinced.
 
   “So, the Trustees,” I said, redirecting our conversation. I didn’t like Jessica weighing in on my relationship with Hunter. It wasn’t her place. “Have you told them I don’t know anything about starting a program like this? And I’m only an Associate Professor; endowed chairs are supposed to go to full professors who are experts in their field. I was staff writer on a silly TV show for teenage girls for barely a semester.”
 
   “If you do this, you can teach whatever you want. Hell, you could probably get away with teaching How to be a Lesbian 101.”
 
   “I’d never do something so amateur,” I scoffed. “Advanced Lesbian Sex, or there’s no deal.”
 
   Jessica’s painted mouth curled into a smile. “So you’ll think about it?”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “That’s fair. I’m in a bit of a time crunch, but we can talk about this later.” Her eyes drifted back towards the staircase. “I’m sure your thoughts are currently preoccupied.”
 
    
 
    
 
   After Jessica took her leave, I slowly climbed the staircase to the second floor. As I reached the top step, I heard the shower shut off in the master bathroom. I opened the bathroom door just in time to see Hunter wrapping a soft, fluffy towel around her torso.  
 
   “I guess I’m a little too late to conserve water.”
 
   Hunter flinched at the sound of my voice. She clutched her towel a little tighter around her body.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I quickly apologized. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” I frowned at how jumpy she appeared. 
 
   “It’s okay,” she said although her hands continued to clench the knotted towel between her breasts. “I thought you might have been Dean Merlot.”
 
   “I’d have to claw her eyes out if she saw you like this.”
 
   Hunter recovered from her momentary panic attack. She grabbed a brush out of the vanity drawer and began to run it through her wet hair. “Is she still downstairs?”
 
   “No. She left.” I swallowed roughly. “I think she sensed you and I had some things to discuss.”
 
   Hunter stopped the comb halfway through her shoulder-length hair before setting the brush on the countertop. “I don’t want there to be any weirdness between us,” she pronounced, “no lingering discomfort or resentment.”
 
   “Easier said than done.”
 
   “I know,” she agreed. “And I’ve thought about how we might move past this.” She licked her lips before continuing: “I want to make it up to you.”  
 
   I felt a lascivious grin creep onto my lips. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   Hunter’s features failed to mirror the same playfulness found on mine. “I want you to use me.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. “Use you?” I repeated. My voice cracked on the words. “What do you … what does that mean?”
 
   “You’re creative,” she shrugged. She retrieved the wide-toothed comb and resumed brushing her wet hair. “I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I left Hunter in the bathroom and retreated to the bedroom. The comforter was tussled on top of the mattress. I sat on the bottom corner of the bed and stared at the empty doorway through which I anticipated Hunter’s return.
 
   Noises came from the bathroom—the sound of drawers opening and closing—and I imagined Hunter would soon be blow-drying and flat-ironing her hair. I couldn’t recall if she’d ever let her hair air dry when she stayed over. Even if we had no plans beyond watching TV in our pajamas, she always insisted on drying and flat-ironing her hair, if only to pull it up in a ponytail.
 
   “Hunter?” I called.
 
   She poked her head through the doorway. “Hmm?”
 
   “Lose the towel.”
 
   Confusion flickered across her features. “What?”
 
   She temporarily abandoned her after-shower routine and stepped into the bedroom. Her feet were still damp from the shower, and the bottoms stuck to the hardwood floor.
 
   “Your towel,” I repeated. I hardened my voice and my resolve. “Lose it.”
 
   This time there was no confusion over what I was asking. Her hand went to the tight knot situated between her twin, pert breasts. The damp towel fell to the floor, striking the hardwood with a muffled sound.
 
   It had been far too long since I’d last seen her nakedness. She’d been half-naked at her apartment, and we had had one-sided, hurried sex in the supply closet at her hospital not long after I’d returned from Los Angeles. But we’d had neither time nor space for the plans I was formulating in my head. I never wanted to go this long ever again. 
 
   I took my time, soaking in the sight of her young, firm body. Her shoulders were round and narrow, her limbs long and sweet. Stray droplets of water clung to her pale, flawless skin. Her golden hair, wet from the shower, lay flat on her head and curled at the ends just below her erect shoulders. Her well-proportioned breasts were capped with hardened dusky rose-colored nipples. I thought she might wilt under my scrutinizing stare, but she stood unwavering, neither defiant nor submissive. I wanted to burn this image in my mind; I wanted to always remember her like this.
 
   “Come here,” I commanded in a voice much lower than my usual register.
 
   Her light steps sounded on the hardwood floor as she crossed the room to stand before me. She hung her hands in front of her flat abdomen, partially obscuring my view of her shaved sex.
 
   I stroked my fingers down the length of her sweet limbs, from her shoulders down to her wrists. She had asked me to use her, but our relationship had never been like that, not even in the beginning. I had never seen her as disposable, someone to be played with until I grew bored with our dalliances. Right away I had loved her too much for that.
 
   “Stand in front of that mirror,” I instructed. I nodded in the direction of the full-length mirror that stood in a well-lit corner of my bedroom.
 
   I’d found the mirror in an antique store once upon a time and had instantly fallen in love with it. It was one of those tall, freestanding looking glasses from an earlier time. Unusual for its advanced age, the mirror was unblemished and clear with a dark stained wooden frame wrapped around the reflective glass.
 
   Hunter did as she was told, while I remained in my place for a moment longer to admire the way the muscles of her backside flexed and rippled with each slow step.
 
   Eventually, I stood from the bed and walked behind her. In our bare feet, I was slightly taller; my head peeked just above her shoulder blade in our joint reflection.
 
   I pressed the length of my body flush against her backside and swept her still-wet hair over her shoulder. Tiny rivets of water pebbled down her collarbone and between her naked breasts. I peppered soft kisses where her neck met her shoulder, and she tilted her head to the side to offer me easier access. Her pale eyelashes fluttered shut and her lips parted.
 
   “No,” I rasped into her ear. “Keep your eyes open. I want you to watch yourself.”
 
   At my command, her eyes slowly opened and cornflower blue irises focused on our mirrored reflection.
 
   I reached around her body and cupped her bare breasts in my hands. I gently pushed the firm flesh together and rubbed the pads of my fingers over her hardening nipples. I squeezed and released her full breasts over and over again until I coaxed quiet, contented sighs from her pink lips.
 
   My hands expanded in their exploration of her soft body, leaving her breasts to stroke down the outsides of her shoulders and arms, to round her chiseled hips, before returning again to cup her breasts and twist her dusky nipples between thumb and forefinger. I squeezed her hardened nipples and ran my palms down her wonderfully toned torso. She was lean, but soft; solid, but feminine.
 
   My lips brushed against her ear. “Hold yourself open for me.” 
 
   Her hands slid down the length of her flat abdomen to rest on either side of her wet, swollen sex. She spread her pussy lips apart, exposing her clit and the flushed red coloring of her sex.
 
   I licked my lips, already eager to taste her directly from the source.
 
   “Good girl,” I murmured my approval. “Look how pretty you are.” I lightly raked my fingernails across her abdomen. “And so wet already.”
 
   The sound of her breathing became heavier. Each warm, wet exhale fogged up the mirror.
 
   “Keep your hands just like that,” I whispered.
 
   With her hands occupied, I proceeded to kiss and lick her upper torso. Her skin tasted fresh like water mixed in with the clean scent of bar soap. I kissed the nape of her neck, down the straight column of her spine, and lingered in the small of her back. 
 
   “Please,” she whimpered. Her voice wavered on the single syllable.
 
   “What is it, love?”
 
   I let my hands run along the natural contours of her body. Her hips led me directly to her core, and when I cupped her naked sex, her eyes fluttered shut once again.
 
   “Open your eyes,” I gently commanded.
 
   I lightly brushed my fingertips against the smooth expanse of her shaved pussy lips. I trailed the tip of my fingers along the outer edge of her slit. Hunter shifted her weight from one foot to the other and in the process her stance subtly widened. 
 
   I slid my fingers between her pussy lips, splitting her down the middle. Her hands and legs shook, but she continued to hold herself open for me.
 
   I pressed my middle finger to the top of her clit, and she released a shuddered breath. It was an awkward angle, but I managed to curl my finger into her seeping hole. With each downstroke, my middle finger rolled over her clit and continued on to dip inside her. 
 
   I grabbed one of her hands and replaced mine with her own. With very little hesitation, she began to finger herself.
 
   “Slowly,” I instructed. “All the way in and all the way out.”
 
   Her hand obstructed my view, but in the mirror I gazed hard at the single digit that she worked in and out of her pussy. With each insertion, her middle finger became increasing coated with her arousal. Her breath caught in her throat each time her knuckles connected with her clit. She leaned her weight against me, and I held onto her hip with one hand.
 
   “Taste yourself,” I husked.
 
   Joint hesitation and submission rippled over her naked body.
 
   She withdrew her finger and slowly brought it up to her lips. I watched her mirrored reflection with my own mounting anticipation. Her pink tongue flicked out from between her lips for the first tentative taste.
 
   “Now me,” I urged.
 
   Her hand retreated between her thighs again before she brought her fingers up to my mouth. My nostrils flared at her familiar, intoxicating scent, and where she had been dainty and hesitant to taste herself, I was ravenous. I sucked her middle digit into my mouth and rolled my tongue around her finger. I groaned at the light, clean taste.
 
   I nudged her legs farther apart as I tickled and stroked her inner thigh. My fingertips ghosted across her shaved pussy lips from behind.
 
   “Can you?”
 
   “Standing up?” she breathed, finishing my question. “I think so.”
 
   “I guess I’ll have to do a little better than I think so,” I murmured against her neck.
 
   I slid solidly into her from behind. She was hot and wet and tight. My free hand settled into the small of her back for stability.
 
   Hunter gripped the sides of the full-length mirror. The firm but feminine muscle of her triceps flexed, slender and hardened from distance running. She arched her back and pressed her backside more firmly into my hand.
 
   I corkscrewed my fingers inside her, pulling a long moan from her beautiful mouth. Her head fell forward and her bursts of breath continued to fog up the mirror.
 
   “Rub your clit.”
 
   Her hand immediately went between her thighs, all modesty gone in the pursuit of orgasm.
 
   I withdrew my single finger and replaced it with two, drawing another moan—this one louder—from her parted, plush mouth.
 
   Her sex clenched tight around my fingers. “Fuck, baby. You’re so tight,” I grit out.
 
   Hunter reached for me as if she no longer trusted her legs. “Elle. I’m almost there. I’m—I’m gonna cum,” she gasped. Her hand was like a blur between her thighs.
 
   “That’s it, baby. Cum. Cum for me, Hunter.”
 
   Her body stiffened and spasmed. “Cumming. I’m cumming,” she moaned. 
 
   With her orgasm, her entire body slumped forward. I held her upright with a strong arm wrapped around her torso.
 
   Her mouth was slightly agape as her breathing eventually slowed and returned to normal. An attractive blush covered her normally alabaster skin. I helped her stand more upright when I thought the stability had returned to her legs. 
 
   She closed her eyes and leaned backwards to rest her head against my shoulder. “I love you, Ellio,” she whispered.
 
   I kissed the top of her head, which smelled like my rosemary and mint shampoo. “Baby, I love you so much.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   In a perfect world, Hunter and I could have gone on vacation or at least taken a few days off of work to reconnect. We would be able to reassure the other that we weren’t going anywhere, and that this time we were going to last—we were going to make it work, no matter what. But in the absence of being able to shut out the rest of the world, that kind of security would come in bits and pieces, small chunks of time that we could carve out to be together. Just over two months remained of spring semester. Easter Break was approaching in a few weeks, and I hoped we could spend more time together then.
 
   Being on campus forced me to reflect on just how different Hunter was from the herd. The typical student had changed significantly since I’d started teaching, first as a graduate student and then as a tenure-track professor. Everyone these days had their face buried in their smart phone. I walked into silent classrooms filled with students more interested in whatever was on the screen just inches from their faces instead of the real, live human being seated beside them. The moment that I dismissed class, the phones reappeared as if something life altering might have come to pass in the fifty minutes I’d forced them to unplug. It made me feel acutely my age, like an old curmudgeon. 
 
   But I was genuinely enjoying my course load that semester, one section of the writing seminar and two literature classes. The drama surrounding my on-and-off relationship with Hunter and the challenge of getting back to teaching after a semester off had distracted me from relishing being back in the classroom. For the first time in a while, my career situation was stable, the campus rumor mill had lost interest in my sabbatical in Hollywood, and I could look forward to a few steady years before I had to concern myself with another book project to make the final jump from Associate to Full Professor. Things honestly couldn’t have been better.
 
   I should have known it wouldn’t last.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   My colleague, Emily Sullivan, stood at my office door. “Have you looked at the agenda for the faculty meeting today?”
 
   Emily and I were both Associate Professors in the English Department, but her title was more senior than mine. In a year or two I was sure she’d be appointed as Full Professor. She had been my unofficial mentor when I’d first been hired, and I’d instantly been drawn to her ambition, drive, and kindness. Plus, I wasn’t blind to the fact that she was physically stunning. She definitely had one of those little jalapeno pepper icons next to her name on RateMyProfessor.
 
   I shook my head. “I’ve been in classes all morning. I haven’t looked at my e-mail.”
 
   Tricia, the departmental secretary, typically sent out the minutes from the previous faculty meeting and the current agenda in the hours before our next faculty meeting was scheduled to start.
 
   “Dean Merlot is making an appearance,” Emily noted. “I wonder what she’s up to now.”
 
   “She’s actually not that bad.”
 
   Emily furrowed her brow. “When did she get to you?”
 
   “Get to me?” I shook my head. “It’s not like that. I think we all just started off on the wrong foot.”
 
   “In my experience, that woman only has wrong feet.” 
 
   With Emily’s departure, I checked my campus e-mail account. Tricia’s e-mail was sandwiched between messages from students. In addition to the typical committee reports that filled our faculty meetings was the addition of Dean Merlot’s name at the bottom of the agenda. There was no indication of why she was attending our meeting, but even more peculiar, she hadn’t mentioned anything to me about her planned attendance.
 
   Faculty meetings took place in a large conference room on the same floor as my campus office. I often taught classes in the room, especially upper-level courses for students in the major. Because of my phobia of being late, I was one of the first people in the room. The chairs around the long conference table were reserved for tenured professors while part-timers and non-tenured teachers sat in chairs at the peripheral of the room.
 
   Our faculty was relatively large for the size of the school. Administration had placed a premium on academic writing, so there needed to be enough professorial bodies to teach the required semester-long writing course, the class that had first introduced me to Hunter.
 
   I took out my phone—no better than one of my students—and began to compose a text to Hunter.
 
   Want to come over tonight? 
 
   I didn’t expect an immediate response. I knew she was at work and left her phone in a locker at the hospital. Anyone else her age would have suffered screen time withdrawals, but my girlfriend was anything but typical. 
 
   Girlfriend. 
 
   I smiled at the recovered label. I missed her even though I’d seen her earlier than morning. I found myself clock watching and counting down the minutes until I got to see her again.
 
   Emily sat down in the empty seat beside me. She glanced at my phone. “Sexting your girlfriend?”
 
   I snorted, but didn’t dignify her question with an answer.
 
   “I don’t know how you do it,” she remarked.
 
   “What—sext?”
 
   Emily laughed. “No. Date someone so young. Just thinking about it makes me tired. I’m very thankful for my lazy, boring husband.”
 
   “It’s not like we’re out bar hopping or going to raves.” I shook my head. “Are raves even a thing anymore?”
 
   “You’re asking the wrong old lady,” Emily mused.
 
   “Hunter and I are very low-key. Lots of evenings in watching movies and eating takeout.”
 
   “That sounds dreamy. I bet Hunter doesn’t make you suffer through old John Wayne movies either.” 
 
   The sound of stiletto heels had me looking toward the door: Jessica Merlot had walked into the room. The Dean of Faculty wore one of her signature pantsuits and her long brunette hair was curled and hung past her shoulders.
 
   I thought she might sit in the other empty chair beside me, but instead she walked to the head of the long conference table to sit with the Chair of my Department, Bob Birken.
 
   Jessica only briefly smiled in my direction, but it was a long enough look that Emily noticed the exchange.
 
   “Was that a smile?” Emily murmured for my ears only.
 
   “We’re friends,” I explained. “She’s actually tolerable if given the chance.”
 
   “If you say so,” was Emily’s dubious reply.
 
   I still had my phone out, and I couldn’t resist sending a suggestive text: Looking good, boss lady.
 
   Jessica’s phone vibrated on the table surface. I watched her painted mouth curl into a smirk. 
 
   Why didn’t you tell me you were coming to this meeting? I sent a second text.
 
   Her thumbs moved across the touch-screen of her smart phone. I wasn’t aware I had to keep you appraised of my schedule, Dr. Graft.
 
   I started to text her back, but quickly put my phone away when Bob started the meeting. We used parliamentary procedure to pass the minutes from the previous meeting before moving onto the first item on the agenda—appointing Bob’s successor as Chair of the English Department.
 
   “It’s been an exciting tenure as Chair of the Department,” Bob began, “and I want to thank everyone who helped make the position that much easier. I’m excited about opening the next chapter of my career at this school, which will begin after my sabbatical next semester.”
 
   “Long live the King!” Another of my colleagues, Thad Darwin pounded on the table.
 
   A moderately amused chuckle rippled through the room. Most departments rotated the responsibility every few years to avoid burning out their faculty. Bob had served as our chair for the past three years. If I stayed at the school long enough, eventually I would serve as Department Chair one day, too.
 
   “Without further ado, it’s my great joy to announce my successor. The college president has accepted my recommendation for the new incoming chair. Everyone please join me in congratulating the next Chair whose illustrious tenure will begin at the beginning of April—Dr. Emily Sullivan.”
 
   A round of polite clapping surrounded me, all aimed at my colleague seated to my right.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you’d volunteered to be considered for Chair?” I murmured to her, joining in on the applause.
 
   Emily leaned in my direction. “Don’t worry,” she replied with a wide smile, “I’ll still remember the little people when I’m large and in charge.”
 
   Emily graciously waved off the applause. “Don’t get too excited, everyone. Unlike our previous Chair, I have every intention of ruling as benevolent overlord,” she laughed.
 
   Bob adjusted his glasses. “Dean Merlot, we’ll skip next to you since I know you have a busy schedule.”
 
   “Thank you, Bob,” Jessica graciously returned.
 
   While Bob led the meeting from a chair, Jessica stood at the front of the room. It was a very Jessica-like move to make the faculty literally look up to her, which I’d have to point out to her later. 
 
   “Dr. Sullivan, congratulations on the new assignment; I look forward to working more closely with you.” Jessica began with a deferential nod toward my teaching mentor. “And Bob, thank you for your service these past years. And thank you all for allowing me to sit in on your faculty meeting today.” She paused and smiled before continuing. “I have what I hope you’ll agree is very exciting news, and I wanted to hand-deliver the announcement rather than leaving it to an e-mail.”
 
   “As some of you may know, I’ve been busy in meetings with the Board of Trustees these past few weeks,” she continued. “We’re lucky to have such a hands-on Board with very clear objectives about what will be the mission of the college moving forward.”
 
   I tried not to snicker at Jessica’s attempt to put a positive spin on the recent group of university advisors. They had hired Jessica as the conservative replacement of the previous dean of faculty. We had aggressively bumped heads in the beginning because of policies she had implemented under pressure from the Trustees, like restricting the kinds of books I was allowed to expose my students to. 
 
   “In our recent budget meeting, the Board has secured a one-million dollar Trust for the purpose of establishing an Endowed Professorship within the English Department.”
 
   Jessica paused again as a collective murmur rippled across the room. It wasn’t a secret that most universities across the country were experiencing budget constraints. Tenure-track jobs were being replaced by underpaid adjuncts in a system little better than indentured servitude. This was big news—unexpectedly good news—that instead of cutting jobs, our Trustees wanted to add a tenure-line to our ranks. Unlike my colleagues, however, this wasn’t news to me. I squirmed uncomfortably in my chair in anticipation of what was coming next.
 
   “In the new strategic plan,” Jessica continued, “the Trustees are committed to building an undergraduate screenwriting program that will compete with the top programs on the East and West Coasts. Their hope is that our school will become an academic destination for budding screenwriters in the Midwest.”
 
   “Dean Merlot,” Emily interjected. “With all due respect to you and the Trustees, is there even an interest from the student body to justify the kind of program you’re suggesting?”
 
   Jessica smiled mildly at the interruption. “I’ve been assured by the Trustees that they know what’s best for the university.”
 
   “I’m afraid that I have to agree with Emily, Dean Merlot. This seems very out of the blue,” Bob noted with visible discomfort. Even though he was the outgoing chair of the department, it was clear he was upset to only be hearing about this now, and that he’d had no input in where the department’s future might be headed.
 
   “I can appreciate how you might think that, Bob,” Jessica smoothly acknowledged. “This came as a result of the Board’s excitement to learn that one of our very own was using her sabbatical to write scripts for a cutting-edge television program.”
 
   Cutting Edge? I sank lower in my chair. It was a silly TV show about mutants in high school. 
 
   If not everyone in the department had known how I’d spent my previous semester, they would soon. 
 
   Jessica continued to talk at the front of the room while I doodled on a printout of the meeting agenda. I tried not to worry about my colleagues, but the focus of the room, like a line of falling dominoes, gradually shifted from Jessica to me. 
 
   “Which is why I’m excited to announce that Dr. Elle Graft has been chosen as the recipient of the distinguished endowed chair.”
 
   No. 
 
   I snapped my eyes in Jessica’s direction. I tried to silently communicate with her to stop talking, but she refused to look at me.
 
   “I know what the Board is asking is going to take a lot of work on the front end—designing new course curriculum, program structure, and the recruitment of students,” Jessica continued, not losing momentum despite how the mood in the room had changed. “Those responsibilities will largely fall to Professor Graft, but I hope those of you who are interested in the success of this new venture will contribute your voices as well. Dr. Graft’s old position will remain within the English Department. I’m not going to give that tenure-line to another department. It’s my hope, however, that you’ll fill that vacancy with a new hire who can contribute to the screenwriting program. It’s too late for a proper job search to fill the position before fall, so I would recommend adjuncts or perhaps a yearlong postdoctoral position. But I’ll leave the decision of how to fill Dr. Graft’s scheduled classes with the new, incoming Chair.”
 
   Emily visibly stiffened beside me. She gave no verbal response, but nodded her head. 
 
   “If you have questions or concerns about the new position, I welcome your e-mails, and as always, my office is open to you. Thanks again for all the work you do,” Jessica concluded. “Have a great remainder of your semester.”
 
   Bob cleared his throat and looked like the rest of us in the room—shell-shocked. “Thank you, Dean Merlot,” he managed.
 
   I tried to catch Jessica’s attention on her way out of the conference room, but her focus was on anything but me, which told me everything I needed to know. She knew she’d just thrown me under the bus. With Jessica’s departure, I could feel the heated stare of everyone in the room. 
 
   Emily folded her arms across her chest. “I guess I’m not the only one with secrets,” she clipped.  
 
   “Excuse me,” I mumbled. I stood from the table, leaving my things at my seat, and slipped out of the conference room as unobtrusively as possible.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jessica stood near the drinking fountain in the hallway.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I hissed.
 
   “Congratulations,” she said. “Quite the promotion.”
 
   “Why did you do that? I thought we were going to talk about this later.”
 
   “It’s later,” Jessica shrugged.
 
   “You could have given me some warning,” I seethed. “You totally blindsided me in there!” 
 
   Jessica stood stiffly in her designer suit and heels. “I told you the Trustees were breathing down my neck about this.”
 
   “And I already told you, I’m not qualified to do this job.”
 
   “Then I guess you won’t have a job for much longer, Professor Graft.”
 
   My jaw fell open. “What?” I managed to squeak out.
 
   Jessica frowned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that; it was reflex.” She sighed and looked for all-the world as though she was being crushed under the weight of this burden. “Although if you don’t do this thing for me, I probably won’t have a job for much longer.”
 
   “The Trustees wouldn’t fire you over this.” I had no idea if my words were true.
 
   “They would; and they can. I’m administration, not faculty. I’m not tenured like you. Different rules and all that.” She shut her eyes and shook her head. “I’ve basically become the Trustees’ puppet. They tug my strings, and I have little choice but to follow.”
 
   “We’ll figure this thing out, okay?” I promised. “But if you want me on your side, you can’t ambush me. Communication is essential to any relationship, Jessica.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why I’m perpetually single,” she huffed.
 
   I looked toward the closed conference room door. “I should probably get back in there,” I sighed. I was suddenly feeling very tired. “They’re going to hate me, you know.”
 
   Jessica tried to be optimistic. “Maybe they’ll surprise you and be completely supportive.”
 
   “You know what Gore Vidal would say about this, right?” I posed. “‘Every time a friend succeeds, I die a little.’”
 
    
 
    
 
   I re-entered the conference room as quietly as I could. The meeting had continued without me as Bob moved through the agenda. Nearly all heads snapped in my direction despite how careful I was not to interrupt. Rather than returning to my original seat, I took a seat in an empty chair along the wall where part-time faculty generally sat.
 
   When Bob concluded the meeting, I remained in my seat at the edge of the room. Other faculty approached Emily to congratulate her on her new position, but I received no such support. 
 
   I knew what everyone was thinking, because I was thinking it, too. Emily had put in her time. Me, however? There was no reason I should have this position. I’d only recently gotten tenure. Instead of lingering in the meeting room and being victim to a collective cold shoulder, I gathered my workbag and left. 
 
   I had nearly escaped the department floor without confrontation, but Emily caught me outside of my office. She struck an aggressive pose with her hands on her hips. “Mind explaining what that was all about?”
 
   I held up my hands in retreat. “I know just about as much as you do,” I disassembled. “Jessica blindsided me.”
 
   Emily rubbed her temples.  “I do not need this kind of headache, Elle. I’m not even Chair yet. Why does controversy always seem to find you?”
 
   I opened and closed my mouth like a feeding fish. I thought her comment was out of line, but I could understand her frustration. I’d done nothing to deserve this kind of promotion. “What am I supposed to do, Emily? Tell the Dean no?”
 
   “I don’t see why not. I thought you two were friends.”
 
   As much as I wanted to defend myself, I knew that nothing would be resolved in the hallway of the English Department. And more and more of the other faculty were spilling out of the meeting room. I didn’t want to cause a scene anymore than we already had.
 
   I shut and locked my office door and pulled my jacket around me like a shield. “I’m late for something,” I lied. “We’ll have to talk about this later, Emily.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Her ponytail was limp, her eyeliner slightly smeared beneath her eyes. Her salmon-colored scrubs hung loosely on her exhausted body. Despite looking tired and sweaty, she was beautiful and just what I needed.
 
   Hunter slunk her body onto a kitchen island stool. “God, what a long day.  I was on my feet the entire time, rushing from one patient to the next. I didn’t even have a chance to eat lunch.”
 
   I poured us both generous glasses of red wine.  ”I’m sorry, babe.”
 
   The right corner of her mouth lifted. “But knowing I got to come home to you made it bearable.”
 
   “You’re sweet.”
 
   “How was your day?” she asked. “Hopefully better than mine.”
 
   I pursed my lips, unsure of how to categorize what had happened, and what category of disaster Jessica had set into motion. “I got a promotion.”
 
   “You did?” Hunter’s voice lilted up in surprise. “I thought that wouldn’t happen for a few more years until you wrote another book.”
 
   “You’d be right under normal circumstances,” I confirmed. “Generally it’s another five or six years and another book later between Associate to Full Professor.”
 
   “So what happened?” she inquired.
 
   “Jessica Merlot.”
 
   Hunter frowned. I wondered if she’d ever be comfortable with my friendship with Jessica.
 
   “A few weeks ago Jessica mentioned to me that the university’s Board of Trustees wanted to create a screenwriting program at the school. It was actually that day you saw us at Del Sol’s together,” I remembered. “And because I’m apparently the only human alive with screenwriting experience, they proposed having me lead the program.”
 
   “That sounds amazing, babe.”
 
   “It would be an unbelievable opportunity,” I conceded.
 
   “I’m sensing there’s a but,” she guessed.
 
   I nodded. “A huge one. The job comes with the title of Distinguished Professor or Endowed Chair, which is normally reserved for experts in their field. It’s the highest honor a professor can receive, and it’s relatively rare, especially at smaller schools.”
 
   Hunter’s head slowly nodded with realization. “And your co-workers are pissed.”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, I didn’t stick around for very long after Jessica made the announcement to the entire department, but that seems to be the general consensus.”
 
   “What exactly does that mean? An Endowed Chair?”
 
   “It means the Trustees put up a ton of money that will go towards my salary and research expenses. They’re usually created to lure a big time academic to a school.” I shook my head. “I’m not a big time academic. I’m barely tenured.”
 
   “And the people in your department don’t realize this wasn’t your doing? That you didn’t ask for this to happen?”
 
   “I don’t think it matters at this point,” I sighed. The longer I sat with the news, the more I came to realize how troublesome this actually was. “I’m getting a promotion that I didn’t earn, and no one seems happy about it.”
 
   “What can you do?” Hunter asked.
 
   That was the question that laid heavy on my mind. 
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   My favorite sound in the whole world was Hunter’s slow, rhythmic breathing as she slept. I loved the way she reached for me, even in sleep. Her fingers would curl around my bicep and squeeze. Her feet would seek me out beneath the sheets so she could press her toes against the line of my shin. 
 
   Sylvia slept near the end of the bed, pinning my legs under the comforter. The whole house was asleep, but I couldn’t get my brain to quiet long enough to join them. My brain refused to turn off as I replayed my interaction with Emily from that day and tried to come up with a plan for how to fix this mess Jessica had gotten me into. Short of rejecting the job opportunity, I didn’t know how to turn my colleagues’ poor attitudes around. But if I turned down the job, Jessica was convinced she’d find herself unemployed. 
 
   The bed started to shake as though a small earthquake rumbled beneath the floorboards. Hunter was dreaming again. Her body twitched all over, and her eyes moved beneath the cover of her eyelids. 
 
   I laid my hand across her sternum, and her eyes rolled open like one of those terrifying porcelain dolls.
 
   She blinked at me with unfocused eyes. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Your dreaming got loud again,” I observed. 
 
   “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   “Nightmare?”
 
   “Mmhm,” she confirmed.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
   She nuzzled into my body like an animal taking shelter before a long winter’s hibernation. “No. I’m fine. It was only a dream. There’s no monsters living under the bed.”
 
   Before long, her breathing slowed and evened as she fell back to sleep. I envied her ability to slip back to sleep so quickly. She seemed to be having more nightmares than usual, but I trusted that she’d open up to me about it if they truly troubled her. I, on the other hand, didn’t need sleep to find a nightmare; I had only to think about my situation on campus.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   Spring temperatures had come early to Minnesota, which meant the snow was gone, but the rain had been unrelenting. The soft earth was saturated, and an army of squiggly worms had come aground to avoid drowning. I stared at my feet on my walk to the faculty parking lot instead of straight ahead to avoid treading on innocent earthworms. When the weather was favorable, I liked to walk to campus. But if it was raining or snowing, or if one of my classes had a paper due, I was forced to drive.
 
   As I approached my vehicle, I noticed a slip of yellow paper pinned under one of the windshield wipers. My arms were encumbered with student papers, but I managed to remove the piece of paper without dropping anything. From afar it had looked like a parking violation, but it was only lined paper torn from a yellow legal pad.
 
   I precariously balanced the stack of student papers on one hip and opened the single folded sheet of paper with my free hand. The ink was slightly smudged because of the dampness of the day, but I could still make out the black, angry words scrawled across the paper: Who did you sleep with this time?
 
   My head jerked up, and I scanned the immediate vicinity as though I expected the note’s author to be hanging around. My hand crushed around the piece of paper. I threw open the driver side door, slid inside, and locked the doors.
 
   From the safety of my vehicle, I reopened the piece of paper and held it with slightly shaking hands. The ugly accusation had been written with a black permanent marker. I could still smell the pungent ink, which had leaked through the thin piece of paper.
 
   I grabbed my phone from my workbag and pulled up my most recent text conversation with Hunter. I tried to message her, but my fingers were shaking too hard. I had to type and retype my question several times before I could finally send it.
 
   Where are you?
 
   I sat in my car while I waited for Hunter to see my text. She had the day off, so I knew I wasn’t interrupting her at work.
 
   At home.
 
   Can you come over?
 
   I typed the words: I need you, but erased them before sending.
 
   Leaving right now, came her response.
 
    
 
    
 
   Hunter hadn’t arrived yet by the time I made it home. The house was quiet, except for the tick-tock of the grandfather clock. I set my workbag in the front foyer, deposited the stack of student papers on the kitchen island, and sat down on the couch in the living room. I didn’t know what to do with myself, but thankfully the front door unlocked and opened with Hunter’s arrival only moments later.
 
   Her voice was cheery until she rounded the couch and got a look at me. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
 
   I handed her the slip of paper. “Someone put this on my car.”
 
   I waited in silence while her grey-blue eyes scanned the piece of paper. Her mouth fell open, and I heard the quiet gasp.
 
   “It’s about the Endowed Chair. I’m sure of it.” My voice sounded robotic, absent of any emotion.
 
   “This is harassment.”
 
   “This is what happens when you climb the career ladder too quickly,” I countered.
 
   “You have to tell someone.”
 
   “Who?” My voice cracked on the word. “My Department Chair hates me. And the incoming Chair, Emily, would think I had it coming.”
 
   “What about Dean Merlot?”
 
   “Everyone probably already thinks I’m receiving special treatment from her. If I showed her this, heads would roll for sure, but that’s not going to help me.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m going to be patient,” I decided in that moment. “You know how campus is—whatever new scandal catches everyone’s attention. But eventually it goes away, just like when the rumor mill started working overtime when people found out about you and me. This too shall pass.”
 
   Hunter continued to stare at the ugly-spirited note.
 
   “I think you’re wrong,” she said after a moment. “But ultimately this is your decision, and I’ll support you either way.”
 
   Hunter dropped to her knees and very carefully, as though she worried I might shatter, removed my high heels. She set the shoes next to each other on the white area rug.
 
   Her hands moved up and down my calves, gently working the muscles at the back of my legs. “How can I help?”
 
   “This. You just being here.”
 
   She sat up on her knees and reached for the side of my face. She brushed her thumb along my cheekbone. “I can’t help but feel a little responsible,” she stated quietly. “Our relationship has muddied your career more times than I’d like to count.”
 
   I laid my hand on top of hers, stilling her movement. “Our relationship is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
 
   “Takeout and You’ve Got Mail?” she proposed.
 
   I swallowed thickly to keep the swelling emotions at bay. “That sounds amazing.”
 
   “Go take a shower,” she instructed me. “Put on some pajamas. I’ll call the Chinese place and cue the movie.”
 
   I hauled my weary body upstairs for a shower. Normally I immediately took care of my dirty clothes, but this time I let them lay in a pile outside the bathroom door as I stripped away the unexpected fatigue from the day. 
 
   After a hot shower and slipping into more comfortable clothes, I returned downstairs feeling more at ease, but still deeply troubled by the message I’d received. I hoped this would be the last of the negativity about my promotion, but I had a feeling it was only the tip of the iceberg.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The next day I sat in my campus office, staring at the slightly crumpled message which I’d flattened out on my desk. I should have thrown the note away—shredded it, burned it maybe—but my inner masochist had me holding onto it. Despite Hunter’s best intentions to distract me with takeout and my favorite movie, my brain hadn’t been able to turn off the entire night. Who could have done it? Who had left the note? 
 
   It hadn’t escaped my notice that the culprit knew my car. There was nothing, no bumper stickers or other markings, that differentiated my vehicle from the others. The obvious choice was another professor in the English Department.  News about my career jump would have reached the rest of the campus faculty by now, but no one who taught in the other disciplines should have had a reason to be upset. My promotion had no bearing on their own careers.
 
   If anyone deserved the Endowed position, it was the current department chair, Bob. He was one of the most senior professors across the faculty, and his background was actually in creative writing, not rhetoric like mine. As Chair, he knew all the intimate details about the controversy surrounding my relationship with Hunter. But I had a hard time believing the kind poet had a single mean bone in his body to have been able to leave the note.
 
   I looked up at a soft knock on my office door. I expected the worse, but smiled at the sight of one of my students, a girl named Maggie. She was bright and thoughtful and obviously queer. My gaydar had pinged the moment she’d stepped foot into my Voices in Minority Literature class.
 
   Rumors about my sexuality had spread long before Hunter, and as a result my classrooms were often populated with nascent queer men and women in need of an ally. I was proud that my office was perceived as a Safe Space where questioning students could open up. I had no counseling degree, only the shared experience of Coming Out on a small college campus.
 
   “Hey, Maggie,” I greeted. “What’s up?”
 
   She clutched a thin stack of paper. “I was wondering if we could go over my latest draft. I’m stuck on what to do with Okobu’s objectivity in Citizen 13660.”
 
   “Of course.” I gestured to the empty chair in front of me. “Have a seat.”
 
   Over the next twenty minutes I was able to dismiss the mental burden of my disgruntled colleagues in favor of doing that which I loved best: talking about great literature with inquisitive students. This was the reason I taught college—not the accolades or the money or the prestige that came with titles like Endowed Chair or Distinguished Professor.
 
   Maggie and I were just finishing up when I received my second visitor of the day. I heard Hunter’s voice before I saw her: “Good afternoon, Professor Sexy.”
 
   My girlfriend appeared moments later in her salmon scrubs, holding two paper coffee cups. She froze in my office doorway when she realized I wasn’t alone. “Hi—uh—sorry. I-I, I’ll come back later.”
 
   Maggie sprang to her feet. “It’s okay. I was just leaving.” She waved her paper, which was now covered in my handwriting. “Thanks for the help, Dr. Graft. See you tomorrow in class.”
 
   Hunter and Maggie exchanged quiet pleasantries as my current student left my office. My former student waited for Maggie’s exit before pouring her body into a chair. Her pale features revealed her embarrassment. “Oh my God.”
 
   “You’re fine,” I tried to reassure her. “I wish I could tell you it happens all the time, but then you’d get jealous.”
 
   Hunter looked toward the open office door through which Maggie had left. “Do you think she knows who I am?”
 
   “There’s a pretty good chance of that. You’re like a legend around here.”
 
   She set the coffee cups on my desk. “I brought Del Sol.” 
 
   “You’re an angel.”
 
   “I might also have wanted to check up on you after yesterday,” she admitted. Her cornflower-blue eyes inspected me. “How are you doing?”
 
   “As good as can be expected.” I loudly exhaled. “My classes this morning were fine, but being in here has been nerve-wracking. I keep expecting angry villagers with torches and pitchforks to show up at my office door.”
 
   “Has anyone said anything to you? Anything that would suggest they knew about that note?”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s been pretty quiet. I get the sense the other faculty are avoiding me.” On a typical day I usually had faculty visitors in addition to my student ones.
 
   “They’ll get over it, right?” she asked with uncertainty.
 
   “Only time will tell.”
 
   Hunter’s gaze traveled back to the open doorway. “That used to be me,” she wistfully reflected. “The student needing help on her English paper.”
 
   “Kind of. But you never came to my office hours unless we had a mandatory meeting.”
 
   Her eyes returned to me. “You were too intimidating.”
 
   “Intimidating?” I scoffed. “I’m not that bad.”
 
   “I couldn’t open my mouth. I was afraid of talking in class anyway, and add to that my massive crush?” She shook her head. “I don’t know how I muddled through the semester.”
 
   “When you took my class did you know who I was?” I asked. “I mean, had you seen me before or known I was gay?”
 
   “I knew you were gay,” Hunter confirmed, “but that’s not why I enrolled. Only a few sections of the writing seminar fit into my nursing course schedule. I actually didn’t want to have a class with you because I’d heard you were a tough grader.”
 
   My eyebrows rose. “Really?”
 
   Hunter smiled. “All the more reason to not avoid things you think might be too hard. Good things can happen.”
 
   “Great, wonderful, amazing things can happen.”
 
   “You’re cute,” she demurred.
 
   “When did you know you liked me?” I didn’t worry about sounding egotistical or bigheaded. We were beyond that.
 
   “I was attracted right away,” she admitted. “I remember you wore a navy blue dress on the first day of class, and you sat on top of one of the tables while we went over the course syllabus. You weren’t wearing nylons because you were still tan from summer,” she recalled. “You crossed your legs at the ankle, and they swung back and forth while you read from the syllabus. It was hypnotic.”
 
   “Wow,” I remarked.
 
   “And then early in the semester you called on me even though I hadn’t raised my hand. And I gave the wrong answer, but you didn’t make me feel like an idiot about it. You were gentle and exceedingly kind. I think I started to love you at that moment.”
 
   “I got nervous before each of our one-on-one conferences,” I revealed in a rush. “I actually stayed late on the last day of school because I was hoping you’d come by my office to pick up your last graded paper. I didn’t think I would ever see you again.”
 
   “I thought it would be the last time I saw you, too,” she acknowledged. A small smile curled at the corners of her mouth. “I tried to ask you to lunch, but you weren’t paying any attention to me.”
 
   “I was flustered!” I nearly giggled. “I’d given up on ever seeing you again, and then you were there! Nik scolded me about it later; she said you’d been trying to ask me out, but I’d been oblivious.”
 
   Hunter softly laughed. “That Nikole is one smart lady.”
 
   My phone jangled with an incoming text. I glanced briefly at the screen to see a message from Jessica: We need to meet to discuss next semester. The Trustees want courses on the books for this fall.
 
   I inadvertently sighed.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   I slid my phone across the desk for her to see. “Jessica. She’s on me about the screenwriting program already. Getting ready for fall semester is going to consume all of my free time.”
 
   “You’ll probably be spending a lot of time with her, huh?” Hunter remarked.
 
   I made a noise. “Initially. I assume we’ll need to meet so she can give progress reports to the Provost and Trustees. They’re dumping a whole lot of money and resources into this thing.”
 
   Hunter pursed her lips and fiddled with my phone, flipping the dense rectangle over and over in her hands.
 
   “You really don’t have anything to worry about with her, Hunt,” I tried to assure her.
 
   “She’s beautiful. I can’t see how you wouldn’t be tempted.”
 
   “I’ve got eyes, sure. And Jessica can be a shameless flirt sometimes, but she and I are too much alike to ever get together. It would be a constant struggle of who could top the other.”
 
   Hunter’s mouth twisted into a smirk. “I might actually pay to see that.”
 
   “Why don’t we hang out, just the three of us,” I suggested. “I want you to see Jessica and me together so you’ll know you have nothing to worry about. With Troi and Nik across the country, you know that my friends are at a premium.”
 
   “I guess that wouldn’t be the most horrible thing,” she admitted. “Are you almost done in here?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Can I walk you to your car?”
 
   “Is this you being chivalrous or are you worried something’s going to be on my windshield again?”
 
   “More like I’m worried someone will be at your car this time. I don’t see how you’re not worried about this, Elle.”
 
   “It was only a note. It could have been much worse.”
 
   “Which is my point exactly.”
 
   “I’m choosing to remain positive.”
 
   “And I’m choosing to walk you to your car,” she stubbornly insisted.
 
    
 
    
 
   We talked more about her workday as she escorted me from the humanities’ building to the faculty parking lot. What she endured on a daily basis never failed to impress me. My job was entirely cerebral, but hers was a testament to the depth of her compassion and heart. I always hoped I was making a difference in peoples’ lives, but I knew without a doubt that she was.
 
   My attention started to stray the closer we got to faculty parking. I hadn’t really worried about a second note or something worse, but if Hunter was concerned it made me wonder if I should be, too. I spotted my car in its usual parking spot. From our distance I noticed nothing to cause alarm. The tires were inflated, the windows intact, the paint unscathed, and nothing had been pinned beneath the windshield wipers.
 
   I breathed a little easier walking up to the driver side door. “See? Nothing to worry about.”
 
   Hunter withheld her judgment while she looked over my car. Apparently satisfied, she nodded her head. “Do you want to come over?”
 
   “Afraid to let me be at my house by myself?” I posed.
 
   “Do I need an excuse to want to spend time with my girlfriend?” she challenged.
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   “Then I will see you in a few minutes at my place,” she said with some satisfaction.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Hunter lived in a two-bedroom apartment close to campus. Her parents had originally paid her rent when she’d been a student, but since graduation, she’d taken over the bills herself. Like many other couples, we often argued about money. Being a tenured professor paid more than a newly hired nurse, yet she hated when I offered to pay for anything, even dinner. I was more than happy to treat her, but she repeatedly reminded me that she wanted a partnership, not a Sugar Mama.
 
   I had to be buzzed in when I arrived at Hunter’s apartment. I had given her a key to my house when I’d left for California, but we’d never gotten to a place where I needed a key to her apartment.
 
   “I need a shower,” she informed me when she let me into the apartment.
 
   “And you’d like some company?” I guessed.
 
   A new voice entered our conversation before she could respond: “Is that you, Dr. G?” 
 
   Loryssa, Hunter’s roommate and another of my former students, called from the living room. She was largely on my radar after jumping into bed with my girlfriend. Nothing romantic or intimate had transpired, but I remained cautiously aware of her existence.
 
   Hunter’s kiss was chaste and brief. “I’ll just be in and out,” she promised. “You should go say hi.”
 
   I wanted to point out that at my house the only roommate we had to deal with was a bossy cat, but I kept my logic to myself. This was all part of the partnership deal—making an effort to spend time in her space, which she happened to share with two other people.
 
   The living room was at the back of the apartment. I traveled down the long, narrow corridor, past the kitchen, bedrooms, and bathroom. Loryssa was watching television in the living room, sprawled on the couch with a young man whom I assumed was her live-in boyfriend. His dark hair was meticulously groomed, short on the sides and longer on top. An impressive lumberjack beard covered his square jaw.
 
   “Hey guys,” I greeted.
 
   “What’s up, Doc?” Loryssa drawled.
 
   Loryssa was built like a runway model—elongated and slender—and Egyptian by birth with dark, expressive eyes. She worked part-time as a model to pay for tuition and rent.
 
   “Not much.” I lingered in the archway. There was open seating, but I didn’t want to get too comfortable.
 
   “You haven’t met Eric yet, right?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Eric, this is Dr. Graft,” Loryssa introduced. “Dr. G, meet my boyfriend.”
 
   “You can call me Elle, you know.”
 
   Loryssa’s grin was wide and slow. “I know. But I kind of dig ‘Dr. G.’”
 
   “Are you a doctor at the same hospital where Hunter works?” Eric asked.  
 
   “No, I teach at the university. Professors are sometimes called Doctors,” I explained. “It’s a leftover from medieval times or something.”
 
   “Dr. G was my English teacher last year,” Loryssa added.
 
   Our conversation had Eric confused. “And you’re dating Hunter?”
 
   “Yeah, uh. It’s a long story.”
 
   My phone chose that moment to buzz in my workbag with an incoming call. My sister’s name flashed on my phone screen. Normally I had no problem sending her calls to voicemail, but I was thankful for the excuse to remove myself from the room.
 
   I pointed to my phone. “I should get this. Eric, it was nice to meet you. I’ll see you guys later.”
 
   I escaped to Hunter’s bedroom to take the call. “Hello?”
 
   “So you are alive,” my sister, Lauren, remarked.
 
   I flopped down on Hunter’s bed. “Rumor has it.”
 
   “I wasn’t expecting to actually talk to you; normally I only get your recorded voice.”
 
   “I was feeling generous today,” I volleyed back. “What’s up?”
 
   “I was calling to tell you Mom and I are planning on going to the cottage over Memorial Day weekend. I know it’s a long-shot because you’re a very busy, very important person, but you should come.”
 
   “We’ll see.” I was elusive. “I just got a new job title at the university. I don’t know if I’ll be able to spare the time.”
 
   “You’re priorities are out of whack,” Lauren accused. “I’ve got a baby whom you’ve never met.”
 
   “I’ve seen pictures,” I weakly protested. “And it’s not like he even notices. Kids don’t start having memories until they’re at least three or four though, right?”
 
   “Eleanor,” she growled.
 
   “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “I’ll call you a lot worse if you don’t visit.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I conceded with a sigh. “I’ll come.”
 
   The bedroom door cracked open, and Hunter entered the room. When she noticed me on the phone, she quietly shut the door behind her so as to not interrupt the call.
 
   She stood at the end of the bed and playfully toyed with the fluffy towel wrapped tightly around her taut form. She watched my face with a knowing smirk, first inching the bottom of the towel up her lean, muscular thighs.
 
   “I’ve got to go.” 
 
   Hunter’s smile grew at my words.
 
   “Text me details about Memorial Day.”
 
   “Don’t blow me off,” Lauren charged.
 
   “I’m not. Just text me, and I’ll be there.” 
 
   “You’ll be where?” Hunter asked when I hung up.
 
   “Michigan.”
 
   “What’s in Michigan?”
 
   “My family. I haven’t been back in years.” 
 
   “How come?” She sat down on the edge of the mattress, still in her towel.
 
   “I didn’t mean for it to happen. First I got busy with finishing my book and getting tenure, and then Hollywood happened. Plus, I had a demanding girlfriend who had me sticking around town on my extended breaks.”
 
   “Oh, sure. Blame you being a bad daughter on me,” she scoffed. “How long are you planning on being over there?” 
 
   “A week, maybe? My mom and my sister are bringing my nephew to the family cottage over Memorial Day weekend. I feel like I owe Lauren some serious face time for being away for so long.”
 
   “A whole week,” Hunter echoed wistfully.
 
   “I know you can’t take that kind of time off, but could you get away for a few days at least? Make a long weekend of it?”
 
   She nodded. “I should be able to string some time off. If you want me to come, that is.”
 
   “Of course I want you to come. Why would you even ask that?”
 
   “You said it yourself; you haven’t seen your sister in years. I thought maybe you’d want some serious family time without intrusion from outsiders.”
 
   “Hunt, you’re far from being an outsider. And believe me, I’m going to need some serious girlfriend time after spending time alone with them. Too much sister bonding is not a good idea.”
 
   “What’s she like?”
 
   “The anti-me. Republican. Straight. Religious. I like her fine,” I noted, “and it’s not like we’re estranged; we just don’t have much in common besides genetics to talk about.” 
 
   “Does she have an issue with you being gay?”
 
   “Strangely, no. For all the ways she’s fiscally and socially conservative, she hasn’t disowned me.”
 
   “That’s encouraging.”
 
   “Mmhm,” I agreed.
 
   “Is she married?”
 
   “His name is Matt. They’re the perfect match; he’s just as sensible as my sister.”
 
   “You’re sensible,” Hunter observed.
 
   “Not sensible like Lauren and Matt; they bring it to a whole new level. My parents didn’t want me to major in English. They told me the shortest book ever written was Job Opportunities for English Majors. When Lauren decided to be an English major they didn’t give her a hard time because they knew she’d do something reasonable with it—which she did. She’s an insurance underwriter. Me, on the other hand, I’ve never been very good at doing what was expected of me.”
 
   “Who knew that my sensible English professor in her sensible high heels and sensible pencil skirts was such a rebel,” Hunter teased.
 
   “I think I’ve got a picture of them.”
 
   I scrolled through an old ongoing text conversation with Lauren until I came across one of the pictures she’d sent soon after she’d given birth. Her husband, Matt, was giving the baby a bath. Matt looked wet and exhausted next to the pink-cheeked infant.
 
   Hunter smiled. “Look at those rolls and those cheeks. The baby’s cute, too.” She laughed at her own joke. “What’s your nephew’s name?”
 
   I opened my mouth, but quickly closed it. “I have no idea.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “I wish I were.” I made a face. “Which is why I have to go home.”
 
   “You’d better stay longer than a week to make up for bad behavior,” she remarked.
 
   “So does that mean you’ll come over for a few days?”
 
   “Oh, I suppose so,” she sighed in mock annoyance. “If you’re going to force me to go on vacation with you.”
 
   I fiddled with her long fingers. “It’ll be fun. The cottage is a little rundown and it smells like mothballs, but it’s right on Lake Michigan. It’ll probably be too cold to go swimming, but we can still hang out on the beach and have picnics during the day and bonfires at night. And the town is totally charming. We can ride bikes and go for hikes through sand dunes and get ice cream cones. It’s one of the most picturesque places I’ve ever been. I only have good memories of that place.” The more I talked, the more I realized how much I missed the place I hadn’t thought about in years.
 
   “It sounds idyllic,” she observed. “How come you’ve been holding out on me?”
 
   “I’ve never brought a girl to the cottage, actually,” I mused. “It’s kind of a special place, only for the most special people.”
 
   “You’re kind of sweet sometimes.”
 
   I brought her knuckles up to my mouth. “I’m just trying to keep up with you, love.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   “This will be fun,” I opined. I wasn’t sure if my vocalization was for Jessica and Hunter, or more for me. 
 
   Hunter didn’t respond, but gripped my hand tightly. 
 
   Peggy’s on a Saturday night, deep into spring semester, was probably as busy as the bar ever got. A mix of older regulars and the college crowd filled the bar that night; older women hovering in the wings drinking pitchers of beer and playing pool, while younger women danced in small circles on the dance floor. 
 
   We stood in the entryway, just beyond the female bouncer checking IDs. The days were getting longer, and the sun was setting later, all indications that summer was around the corner. I scanned the bar, letting my eyes adjust to the dimmed lights of the club. At the bar’s center, my friend Leah and a bartender I’d never seen before rushed around, filling drink orders as quickly as their patrons could drink them. 
 
   I smiled and nodded at a few familiar faces as we walked deeper into the club in the direction of the center bar. 
 
   Hunter jerked to a stop, and me with her, when a woman holding a pool stick stepped in front of us. 
 
   “Excuse us,” Jessica huffed.
 
   I didn’t consider myself a regular, but I hadn’t seen the woman in Peggy’s before. She was taller than me by a few inches, with broad shoulders filling out her v-neck t-shirt. I spotted the beginnings of a tattoo on her collarbone that disappeared beneath her shirt. Her eyes were trained on Hunter with no acknowledgement of either Jessica or myself. 
 
   “Hey, Blondie. It’s been a while.” She twisted long fingers around the end of the pool stick like she was strangling it. 
 
   I flicked my gaze in Hunter’s direction. I was curious how they knew each other, yet dreaded the answer.
 
   I watched the muscles in Hunter’s neck work as she swallowed hard. “Hello.”
 
   The taller woman’s eye-contact was impenetrable. She stared at only Hunter, refusing to acknowledge either Jessica or myself. “Dance?”
 
   Hunter shook her head. “No, thank you.”
 
   The other woman’s lips pursed. “What, too good for me now that you’re with your friends?” she teased.
 
   Jessica jumped in before I could react: “Girlfriend.”
 
   The woman raised an eyebrow. She smirked and took her time to appraise Jessica from head to toe. The first time I’d brought her to Peggy’s, Jessica had been having a wardrobe crisis. She had relaxed significantly since then, but still looked sharp in an expensive top, skinny jeans, and ankle boots. 
 
   “Aren’t you a little old, lady?”
 
   “Not me,” Jessica snorted. She nodded in my direction.  “Her.”
 
   Regretfully, I became the next target of the woman’s curiosity. She stared me down, and I tried to keep my features impassive. Finally, after a long, awkward moment, the woman grunted. “See ya around, Blondie.”
 
   With long legs, the woman strode back to a pool table. She looked back at our group once before leaning over the table to take a shot. The pool stick solidly struck the cue ball, which connected with a striped purple ball. 
 
   I had little time to recover before Jessica once again became my ambassador. “Care to explain yourself?” she said coolly.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Jess, why don’t you get something to drink?” I fished my wallet out of my purse and blindly handed her a few bills. “My treat.”
 
   Jessica took the money, and with one last censuring look in Hunter’s direction, she left us for the bar.
 
   Hunter exhaled as we watched Jessica stomp away. “Is she always like that?”
 
   “She’s probably just pissed because that girl called her old. She’s barely older than I am.”
 
   “She’s weirdly … protective. Like a personal attack dog.”
 
   “She’s got an intense personality. I suppose it spills into her friendships.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “I’m assuming that was the girl you …” I trailed off.
 
   Hunter nodded. “I told you I came to Peggy’s once after we broke up. She bought me a drink and we danced a little. She wanted to take me home, but I said no. That’s all there is to it.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. Nothing more; nothing less.”
 
   I could have been upset or at least remained skeptical, but instead I chose to believe her words. There was no sense fretting over some random woman anyway. We’d been separated, and although I hadn’t had sex with anyone during our time apart, I certainly hadn’t been innocent. 
 
   We managed to find a small table a few feet from the dance floor and collected three unused chairs from around the club. Jessica was still at the bar, trying to get the attention of one of the busy bartenders.
 
   “Can I get you a drink?” I offered.
 
   Hunter shook her head and leaned close so I could hear her. Our table had a clear view of the dance floor, but it was also right next to a stack of speakers. “I’m fine.”
 
   It was too loud to have any deep, meaningful conversations, but I was content to sit without talking. Hunter’s hand rested on my knee under the table, tapping her fingers in time with the music.
 
   I scanned the club, not really seeking out anything or anyone, but to take in my surroundings. People Watching was one of my favorite activities, and besides Del Sol’s, Peggy’s bar was one of the best places to do so at. I loved creating stories about the people around me—what they did for a living, if they were on a date, what they might be talking about with their friends and partners. It was how Troian and I had originally come up with the idea for our game Top, Bottom, Switch.
 
   I unobtrusively pointed in the direction of a young couple at a table, not far from ours. “Think they’re on a date?”
 
   Hunter’s eyes narrowed as she inspected the two women. “If they are, it’s very early on in their relationship.”
 
   “How can you tell?”
 
   “The woman with the short hair—she keeps fiddling with the straw in her drink. She’s really nervous. And the blonde woman,” she continued, “she keeps smiling and laughing at whatever the other woman says. No one’s that funny—unless it’s a first date.”
 
   “Very shrewd,” I admired. “Did you fake laugh on our first date?”
 
   Hunter shook her head. “Nope.”
 
   “Don’t give me some line about not having to fake laugh because I’m actually funny; we both know that’s not true.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to say that,” she insisted. “I was going to say I didn’t have to fake laugh on our first date because I’d already gotten you in bed.”
 
   My mouth fell open, and I barked out a laugh. “Is that so?”
 
   “The pressure was off once we’d slept together,” she tried to explain. “After that, I just needed to convince you that the age thing wasn’t a big deal.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is that in the future I should sleep with all of my girlfriends before I actually date them,” I teased.
 
   My comment earned me a soft slap on the leg. 
 
   “See any other first dates?” I posed. 
 
   Jessica had been horrible at Top, Bottom, Switch. She lacked the creativity. I hadn’t before considered that Hunter could hold her own with the storytelling game.
 
   I scanned the club, looking for other characters. The bar was too dark to make out the defined features of most people, an advantage Del Sol had over the lesbian dive bar, but the addition of alcohol and the pursuit of sex had the potential to make things more interesting. 
 
   The small dance floor was relatively busy, populated largely by younger women. Older locals lingered at the perimeter, looking to separate an innocent sacrifice from the herd. Among the dancing, bobbing bodies, I spotted someone I thought I knew. 
 
   “Hey, isn’t that your friend, Amanda?” 
 
   Amanda was one of Hunter’s former classmates; they now worked at the same hospital. I’d only met her briefly, but it had been long enough for me to ascertain that Amanda was gay and that she had a crush on my girlfriend.
 
   Hunter perked up in her seat. “Where?”
 
   “On the dance floor.”
 
   Hunter’s attention went to the limited dance floor. Amanda wasn’t dancing with anyone specifically, but bounced between different circles of friends. 
 
   “Huh. Do you think she’s gay?” Hunter thought out loud.
 
   “Baby, I know she’s gay.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’m not one for stereotypes, but she’s definitely got the soft butch look going for her. But more than that, I’ve seen the way she looks at you; it’s pretty much the same way I look at you.”
 
   “You’re not …” Hunter hesitated. “You’re not going to do something are you?” She looked genuinely worried.
 
   “I get jealous, sure,” I admitted. “But I can’t flip out every time someone ogles you.” 
 
   I’d be angry all the time if I let that happen. 
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.” Hunter squeezed my knee. “I like my women like I like my whiskey—aged and mellow.”
 
   “Are you calling me old and boring?” I accused with a laugh.
 
   “No. It’s from an old blues song.” 
 
   “What do you know about the blues? Aren’t you supposed to like boy bands?” I teased.
 
   “We both know the answer to that,” she smiled serenely.
 
   She nodded in the direction of the dance floor. “I’m going to say hi. Do you want to come with?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I’ll stay and guard the table.”
 
   Hunter stood and straightened her legs. She took a step toward the dance floor, but seemed to change her mind. She turned back to me and leaned down. I was about to ask her if something was wrong, but I stopped mid-thought when her hand balled in the front of my shirt. She pulled hard on the fabric and our mouths crashed together. Her tongue raced across the front of my teeth and her lips pressed hard against mine.
 
   The muscles in my calves and thighs twitched; my body urged me to rise from my chair and kiss her with my full body. I smothered the instinct, however, not wanting to give the bar’s patrons a free show.
 
   I pulled back from the kiss. Luckily I didn’t wear lipstick or it would have been smeared across my face. “What was that for?” I asked, feeling a little breathless.
 
   Hunter smiled down on me and stroked the side of my face. “For being my girlfriend.”
 
   I growled and swatted her backside. “Go say hi to your friend before I change my mind.”
 
   Hunter sauntered away with an exaggerated swish of her hips. I made pained faces while she threw playful looks over her shoulder. 
 
   I remained at the table and watched Hunter approach her friend. The other woman’s excitement over my girlfriend’s appearance was clearly writ across her features. I couldn’t hear the words they exchanged, but I had a front row seat to their physical interaction. My old familiar friend—jealousy—flickered at the edges of my thoughts as I watched Amanda throw her arms around Hunter in an overly friendly embrace.
 
   An earlier time, another version of myself would be marching across the club to put Amanda in her place and to claim what I thought was mine. But that wasn’t who I was anymore. I thought about Hunter’s song lyric—aged and mellow. I shook my head and chuckled to myself. I was in dire need of a beer. 
 
   “Hey, Elle. What’s up?” 
 
   My friend Leah dropped by our table. She’d left her station behind the bar to clean tables and clear away empty glassware. She wiped down my table with a suspicious-looking rag that left an oily streak in its wake. I loved Peggy’s, but it was a miracle the health department hadn’t condemned the place. 
 
   “Hey,” I returned the greeting. “You’re awfully busy tonight. What’s the occasion?”
 
   “Birds gotta fly. Fish gotta swim. Girls gotta drink.”
 
   “You’re quite the philosopher,” I remarked.
 
   “And you’re looking very thirsty sitting here all by yourself,” she observed. “We’re slammed tonight, but can I get you something from the bar?”
 
   “That would be great; Jessica was supposed to get me a beer, but she’s taking her sweet old time.”
 
   
 
  

I glanced in the direction of the bar. Now that Leah had abandoned her post, Jessica’s chances of getting served had all but disappeared.
 
   “And who is she exactly?” Leah posed. “I’ve seen her in here a few times with you.”
 
   “She’s kind of my boss at the university.”
 
   “Boss, eh?” Leah hummed. Her gaze drifted over my shoulder, probably settling onto Jessica. “And she’s gay?”
 
   “Rumor has it.”
 
   “What’s her type?”
 
   “Why?” I questioned. “Are you interested?”
 
   Leah shrugged, noncommittally. “I’m just asking.”
 
   Jessica and I had never specifically discussed what kind of woman she was attracted to. In our short time as friends, she’d never gone on a date—not to my knowledge, at least. 
 
   “Well, she hits on me,” I thought aloud.
 
   “So she has low standards,” Leah taunted.
 
   “As someone who makes her money in the form of tips, shouldn’t you be nicer to the clientele?” I smirked.
 
   “Why start now?” 
 
   I stared at Leah for a moment. Tall, slender, and long limbed, she and Hunter had similar builds. Years of twisting off bottle caps had given her sinewy arm muscles, which she proudly displayed beneath her tank tops and capped t-shirts. She typically wore at least one item of clothing or an accessory that identified her as gender queer. Black roots contrasted with the rest of her bleached hair that she molded into a faux hawk. But beyond the studded belt, heavy eyeliner, and chunky motorcycle boots, there was something decidedly soft and delicate about Leah—like she wouldn’t look completely out of place in a sundress.
 
   Maybe. Just maybe.
 
   Leah twisted to look behind her before she realized that she herself was the object of my curiosity. “What?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing. Just thinking.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I stood in front of the open door of Hunter’s refrigerator, inspecting its contents. The offerings were meager: a gallon of milk, a loaf of white bread, a cluster of condiments and sauces, and two yogurt containers.
 
   Hunter pressed her body against my back, resting her chin on my shoulder. Her arms wrapped loosely around my waist as she peered into the empty fridge. “I really need to go shopping,” she thought aloud.
 
   “Your fridge reminds me of how young you are,” I teased.
 
   Hunter disengaged and swatted my shoulder. “It’s only because I’ve been spending so much time at your place. Would you rather I not come over?”
 
   “Well that’s a silly question.” I grabbed the bread and a stack of Kraft singles to make the ultimate post-bar food—grilled cheese.
 
   “Doesn’t Loryssa eat?” I asked.
 
   “She lives on cereal: morning, noon, and night.”
 
   I grabbed Hunter by the hips and shimmied past her to the electric range. Unlike my open-concept kitchen, Hunter had a galley kitchen in her apartment. The narrow alley between the counters and appliances left little room for maneuvering.
 
   “Where is she tonight?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I think she had a modeling event. She’s usually MIA until early morning when she’s got a job.”
 
   Hunter curled her lip when she saw me brush a thin layer of mayonnaise onto four slices of bread. “There should be butter in the fridge,” she informed me. “We’re not complete animals.”
 
   “Trust me. This is going to change your world.”
 
   We lingered in the small kitchen while waiting for the bread to grill inside a small frying pan. A window at the end of the galley kitchen was designed to make the hallway-kitchen feel more open. A long, low terra-cotta pot monopolized the windowsill. I leaned close to inspect the small green shoots pushing through the rich dirt.
 
   “What do you have growing in here?”
 
   “Some herbs. Rosemary and thyme,” she listed off. “If I had more space I’d grow some basil and cilantro.”
 
   “I’ve got plenty of windows in my kitchen,” I remarked.
 
   “Sylvia would eat them.”
 
   “I’ve got a backyard, too,” I pointed out.
 
   She pressed her lips together. “Don’t tempt me. I’d till up all that stupid grass and grow food. Lawns are just about the most idiotic invention ever.”
 
   “That sounds good to me. When do you want to start?”
 
   “Stop it,” she clucked. “You’re drunk.”
 
   “Not even close,” I insisted. “If you want to make a garden, I’ve got the space.” I paused and licked my lips. “And, maybe soon it’ll become your space, too.” 
 
   We’d only once broached the topic of moving in together when her first roommate had moved out after she’d graduated early. Since that time, our relationship and living conditions had been too complicated to consider moving in together.
 
   The small frown on Hunter’s face was troubling.  ”I’m pressing the pause button on this conversation,” she decided. “It’s too important to be discussing after a night at the bar. Besides, you’re burning our sandwiches.”
 
   I jerked to attention and quickly moved to salvage the slightly charred grilled cheese. I cut the first sandwich on the diagonal and offered her a triangle half. Yellow cheese drooled over the edges of the bread.
 
   Hunter sunk her teeth into the sandwich and made an approving noise around the bite. “Okay,” she conceded. “You were right. Mayonnaise is surprisingly good.”
 
   She swiped her middle finger along the cut edge of the bread and collected a dollop of melted cheese on the tip of her finger before quickly popping the digit into her mouth. I shuddered as I mentally envisioned the movement of her tongue around the single finger.
 
   “Your sandwich is getting cold, babe,” she remarked. She seemed not to recognize that she was the reason for my distraction.
 
   “I’d rather eat you.”
 
   Her pink mouth twisted and her eyes sparkled. “That can probably be arranged.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t explain what it was about white cotton underwear that turned me on so much. Hunter’s were white cotton cheeksters with a thick lace trim along the waistband and her upper thighs, like a hybrid feminine boi short. I supposed it was the symbolic innocence of the color that I found so appealing, but also how the white fabric accentuated the cool, alabaster skin of her upper thighs.
 
   We lay in her bed, stripped down to only our underwear. Positioned between her parted thighs, I gently sank my teeth into the tender flesh, not hard enough to leave a mark, but with enough pressure that she could feel the pinch of my upper canines.
 
   “Do you still have that vibrator?” I asked, thinking about the thin silver cylinder I’d found in her t-shirt drawer one of the last times I’d been over.
 
   She licked her lips and nodded.
 
   “Get it.”
 
   Hunter hesitated only slightly before rolling out of bed. She pulled open the second from the top drawer of her clothes dresser and retrieved the small lipstick case cylinder.
 
   I held out my hand, palm facing up. She set it carefully in the center of my palm as though it might break.
 
   The vibrator was heavy for its modest size, probably the majority of its weight coming from batteries. It was metal, silver in color, and no more than the length and thickness of my thumb. I pressed the black rubber button at one end of the short cylinder, and the vibrator buzzed to life. Another click of the button and its vibration function buzzed with greater intensity. A third click and the toy shut off completely.
 
   Hunter wiggled back under the covers and regarded me with anxious eyes.
 
   I held the cool cylinder between my thumb and middle finger and dragged it slowly between her breasts and down to the shallow indent of her bellybutton.
 
   “When did you get this?” I drew the vibrator back up to her breasts and began to circle the rounded end around her hardening nipples.
 
   “After you went to California.” She sucked in a sharp breath as I continued to drag the cool metal in slow, small circles around her pale pink nipples. “I was planning on surprising you with it some night on video chat, but we never got the chance.”
 
   I hummed at the miss opportunity. “I’m glad we have the chance now.”
 
   “Me, too,” she agreed.
 
   I clicked the rubber button, turning the vibrator on its lowest setting. The small cylinder shook in my hand. I continued to slowly pull its wiggling end across her breasts, stopping momentarily to brush directly against her nipples.
 
   I rotated back and forth between her breasts. While I stimulated one pink bud with the tip of the vibrator, I lathed attention on the other with my mouth, capturing the spongy flesh between my teeth and lashing its tip with my tongue. 
 
   “Oh, God,” she groaned.
 
   I peppered kisses across her clavicle and dragged the vibrating cylinder down the center of her torso. The buzzing seemed to reverberate even louder when in contact with her skin. When I reached the lacy border of her underwear, I didn’t immediately dip beneath the elastic band. I stayed above the lingerie and continued to slowly drag the vibrator lower still until I reached her panty-covered clit. 
 
   Hunter’s stare never left my hand or the movement of the vibrator. I passed over the sensitive bud and burrowed between her pussy lips. Even with the fabric of her underwear in the way, the cylindrical shape of the vibrator fit snugly along the length of her slit. 
 
   I let the vibrator linger there and took my time kissing the exposed skin of her belly and upper thighs. I raked my teeth across the jutting bones of her hips and sucked on sensitive skin hard enough to leave behind faintly purple bruises. 
 
   Hunter’s body began to shake. Between her breathy moans and the high-pitched mechanical buzz of the vibrator, there was no question what was happening behind her closed bedroom door. It made me grateful for Loryssa’s absence, but a larger part of me didn’t care. It was juvenile to feel threatened by someone a decade my junior, but I probably had little chance of shaking those emotions while they still shared the same address.
 
   “Elle,” she panted. “I’m close.”
 
   “Already?” I couldn’t help chuckling.
 
   She bit her lower lip. “Uh huh,” she whimpered.
 
   “Do you want to cum?”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “What do you want me to do, baby?”
 
   I loved making her say the words. Hunter was typically content letting me take the lead and do as I pleased to get her off, but I reveled in pushing her beyond her comfort zone.  
 
   She squirmed on the bed, the product of discomfort and a vibrator snuggled between her nether regions. “Will you fuck me with the vibrator?”
 
   I bit my lip to stifle my own moan. “Yeah, baby,” I rasped. “I can do that.”
 
   I removed the vibrator from its place between her pussy lips, just long enough so I could roll her panties down her hips and thighs. Her pussy was shaved, her lips full and swollen with arousal. My fingers and the small vibrator slid easily through her wetness.
 
   Her backside jumped off the mattress, hipbones thrusting toward the ceiling, when the vibrator made first contact with her clit. 
 
   “Jesus,” she grunted between clenched teeth.
 
   “A little sensitive, huh?” I chuckled.
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   I slipped the small cylinder lower. Its narrow thickness slid easily into Hunter’s sex. I pressed the rubber button at its end and increased the vibration of the silver toy. Hunter groaned loudly, more appealing than a symphony, with the additional vibrations.
 
   I held onto the slim vibrator between my thumb and first two fingers and pushed and pulled the toy in and out of her wet sex. It wasn’t the most effective toy for the purpose of penetration, but the rapid thrumming vibrations would have her soon reaching orgasm.
 
   “Maybe we can go shopping together one of these days,” I suggested, letting my breath hit against her neck. 
 
   “Mmhmm.” Her top teeth remained firmly planted in her lower lip.
 
   I rubbed the pad of my thumb against her clit. “Maybe get you something a little thicker and longer?” 
 
   “Uh huh.” 
 
   Her agreement presented itself in desperate, nearly painful-sounding noises.
 
   I dropped my voice to a lower register. “Or maybe you’d like me to fuck you with a strap-on,” I throatily suggested. “Bend you over my office desk and take you from behind.”
 
   “Oh, God,” she panted.
 
   “Would you like that, baby?” I licked a line up the column of her neck, tasting the salty sweetness of her skin. 
 
   Her hips began thrusting in time with my hand.
 
   “Or maybe you could ride me,” I suggested, getting damper myself with each new suggestion. “I want to see those beautiful breasts bounce with you on top of me.”
 
   “Oh, fuck.” Hunter clutched the arm that controlled the vibrator. “I’m cumming! Fuck! Cumming!”
 
   Her fingers crushed around my tensed bicep and forearm, and I pushed the vibrator as deep as I could go without losing it to her clenching sex.
 
   When her hands released their tight hold on my bicep, I withdrew the vibrator and switched it off. While she recovered, I languidly stroked my fingers up and down the center of her torso. I could feel the racing beat of her heart against my fingertips.
 
   Hunter’s grey-blue eyes were narrow, contented slits. 
 
   “Good, baby?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   She hummed and nodded her head. Her eyes opened a little wider, and she turned her head to regard me. “So … when do you want to go shopping?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER Five
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat in my campus office, fulfilling my contractual obligation to hold office hours out of class. In the absence of any students looking for additional assistance, I typically filled the time with course prep, grading, or working on a conference paper or an upcoming publication. Since I’d received the note on my car, however, I hadn’t possessed the focus to make good use of my spare time on campus. Each footstep I heard in the hallway, every whispered conversation, had my heart leaping in my throat. I wasn’t worried about my safety, but I did fear an uncomfortable confrontation that seemed almost inevitable at this point. 
 
   Even without this new wrinkle about the Endowed Chair opportunity, there was already an inherent resentment within the department, the building of factions across the discipline, between those of us who taught composition and those who taught literature. In the STEM-centric world of higher education, those who taught Shakespeare or Jane Austen found themselves in a personal crusade to defend the continued instruction of their topics. People like myself who taught rhetoric and composition—something administration and policy-makers tended to view as tangibly useful—sat more confident in their job security and access to university funding.
 
   With the passing of the baton from Bob—a creative writer—to Emily—who taught world literature, I had anticipated a pendulum swing in favor of the literature faculty. But a proposed screenwriting program would do just the opposite. My colleagues weren’t only upset that a junior faculty member had catapulted over more senior professors. The business of establishing a screenwriting program whose course offerings would be located within rhetoric and composition practically ensured that literature faculty would become second-class citizens within the department.
 
   “Do you have a minute?”
 
   I snapped away from thoughts of faculty politics and fragile egos to find Emily Sullivan in the doorway of my office, her body erect and her features impassive. 
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Emily sat down in the empty seat across from my desk. She crossed one leg over the other and folded her hands across her knee.
 
   “What’s up?” 
 
   I had a pretty good idea what she wanted to talk to me about, but I hoped for the best.
 
   “It would have been naive of me to think my tenure as Chair would be conflict free,” Emily conceded, “but I didn’t expect to have a controversy before I even took over.”
 
   “Controversy?” I echoed. “Don’t you think you’re exaggerating just a bit?”
 
   “A number of our colleagues have expressed their doubts and concerns over Dean Merlot’s announcement from the faculty meeting. And I’m inclined to agree—I’m not convinced it’s in the department’s best interest to devote so many resources on a screenwriting program.”
 
   I wondered how long she’d been rehearsing this confrontation. It was smart. She wasn’t attacking Jessica’s choice to have me direct the program; she was questioning the establishment of a program itself.
 
   I frowned. “I don’t think we have much of a say in this, Emily.”
 
   “Whatever happened to academic freedom?” she challenged.
 
   “If you’ll remember, I asked that same question when Dean Merlot first took over and dictated to me which books I could and could not teach,” I pointed out. 
 
   Jessica’s micromanagement of my courses had been a large reason why I’d taken a chance on a career in Hollywood. 
 
   “And I was told at the time—by the Chair of this Department,” I emphasized, “that there was nothing I could do.”
 
   “This is a lot bigger than a course syllabus, Elle. Realistically, what kinds of courses could you even offer? And you’re only one person—you alone can’t offer enough courses to create a major around.”
 
   “They’re giving us a new hire to specifically teach courses for the program,” I reminded her. “We could convert some of the faculty who teach the writing seminar to split their time to teach a screenwriting course. And you guys on the literature side could teach screenplay adaption, looking at how books have been adapted for feature films.”
 
   Emily shook her head. “I don’t think it’s smart to put all our eggs into one basket.”
 
   “The Trustees want this to happen.” I felt a little like Jessica now. 
 
   Emily briskly stood from the chair. “Well they seem to be about the only ones. Although from the trajectory of this conversation, it seems like you’re on board as well.”
 
   “What would you do put in my place?” I charged her. “Turn down an amazing opportunity because it’s not how things are traditionally done around here?”
 
   Emily didn’t immediately respond, but pressed her lips together, showing her displeasure.
 
   “When Jessica told me what the Trustees wanted me to do, I told her I would think about it. I never agreed to this,” I clarified. “But the plan has been set in motion, and it’s my responsibility to make sure the Department carries out the Trustees’ vision.”
 
   Emily tugged at the bottom hem of her cardigan. “I hope we can re-investigate this matter in the near future when you’re feeling more reasonable.”
 
   “Don’t hold your breath,” I called after her hasty exit. 
 
   I stood up and began to pace in my office like an animal in a cage. My body vibrated with unspoken words and unexpressed emotions. I wanted to slam my office door repeatedly, to make a scene—something. 
 
   Gathering my wits about me, I collected loose student papers and lesson plans. I jotted off a nearly illegible note excusing my absence to any student who might drop by. I had another hour of scheduled office hours, but I was in no mood to hang around like fish in a barrel and wait for more criticism from my colleagues.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I hated naps. They reminded me of being sick, which I never let happen, and I believed them to be a waste of time. There was always something else, something useful and productive that I could be doing instead of sleeping the day away. But my recent frustration at work had left me frayed at the edges, and so when I returned to my house that day earlier than usual, I trudged my weary body upstairs and buried myself under layers of blankets.
 
   I woke up some time later to the sound of noises downstairs. Sylvia slept on top of my legs, so I knew she wasn’t the culprit. The noises persisted, yet my cat remained undisturbed.
 
   “Some guard cat you turned out to be,” I grumbled.
 
   I wiggled out from under the blankets so as to not disrupt Sylvia’s cat nap and tentatively headed downstairs to investigate the source of the strange sounds. As I silently tread down the stairs, the noises grew in volume. I recognized the sound as music, something old and vaguely familiar—maybe Otis Redding or Sam Cooke. 
 
   On the ground floor, I rounded the corner to discover Hunter in my kitchen. Baking supplies and various utensils were scattered across the countertops and center island. Her hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and she’d wrapped one of my old aprons around her waist to keep flour and eggs from splashing on her leggings and buffalo check shirt.  
 
   The male vocalist growled over a Bluetooth speaker. A wooden spoon had become her microphone. Her shoulders shook and bobbed as she danced barefoot around the kitchen. Her eyes were shut and her face contorted as she belted out the lyrics, unfiltered and with no abandon, and clearly with no recognition that I was home. I’d heard her sing in the shower before, but never like this.
 
   I nudged a paperback novel off a table that I used as a catchall in the front foyer. It struck the hardwood floors with a solid noise.
 
   “Sylvia,” I angrily accused my cat, who was upstairs and nowhere in sight.
 
   Hunter froze in place, and the mixing spoon remained in front of her mouth that now formed a perfect O of surprise.
 
   “Hi, cutie.”
 
   Her eyes remained wide. “How long?” she demanded to know.
 
   “Pretty much the entire time,” I admitted with a small smile.
 
   She ran her hand over her face. “God, I’m such a dork.”
 
   “You’re no such thing,” I said. “You’re the perfect combination of sexy and adorable. Sexdorable.”
 
   “There’s got to be a better portmanteau than that.”
 
   “I’ll keep working on it,” I said. “Whatcha making?”
 
   “Cookies. Or they will be, eventually. I wanted the house to smell good when you got home. I didn’t realize that you were already home though. Obviously.”
 
   “Obviously,” I smirked.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” Her previous embarrassment turned to concern. “Why are you home?”
 
   I sat on a kitchen stool and leaned my elbows on the island.  “I skipped out of office hours early today. The department floor hasn’t been as collegial as it used to be.”
 
   Hunter’s mouth twisted into a frown. “They’re really that upset about this Endowed Chair thing?”
 
   I nodded. “But I get it. I literally just got tenure. I’m supposed to suffer for another five or six years until I get bumped to Full Professor, let alone the kind of pay bump that comes with being a Distinguished Professor.”
 
   “So is it the money they’re mad about?” she asked.
 
   “Maybe,” I shrugged. “Or the prestige of a silly title.” I shook my head. “I’m trying not to think too much about it.”
 
   “Easier said than done though,” she observed.
 
   “I know. I’m basically damned if I do, damned if I don’t.” I released a weary sigh. “Jessica is convinced she’ll lose her job if the Trustees don’t think she’s tried hard enough to get this screenwriting program going.”
 
   “You really think that could happen?”
 
   “I don’t think she’s the kind of person to over-embellish or overreact. Honestly, I think the Trustees are overreaching; we’re too small of a faculty and school to sustain what they’re asking for.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ellio.”
 
   My mouth twitched. “Say that again.”
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   “No. The ‘Ellio’ part.”
 
   Hunter smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “You really like it that much?”
 
   “I missed it; when you call me that I feel like everything’s right in the world.”
 
   “Wanna help me finish making these cookies?” She waved the wooden spoon over the mixing bowl like it was a magic wand.
 
   “Only if you keep singing for me,” I grinned. “What’s with you and the blues?”
 
   “My parents only ever listened to this kind of music when I was younger. Motown, classic blues and R&B. On long road trips we never listened to the radio; it was always Diana Ross & the Supremes. Smokey Robinson. Martha Reeves & The Vandellas.”
 
   “That surprises me,” I remarked. “It makes your parents sound actually cool.”
 
   “And not uptight WASPs?”
 
   I couldn’t hold back my chuckle. “Yeah, exactly.”
 
   Hunter returned to mixing the cookie batter. “I remember them as being much cooler when I was little. But then Dad got the promotion, and we moved to a subdivision where all the houses looked the same. Mom got a pearl necklace, and rhythm and blues got traded in for classical music on public radio.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow. “Where’d that come from?”
 
   “Nowhere. But I couldn’t remember when I’d said it to you last. And I love this,” I said, gesturing to the mess on the counters. “And learning new things about you all the time.”
 
    
 
    
 
   We lay together on the couch that evening, eating the cookies she’d made earlier in the day. I sprawled across the majority of the space with my head in Hunter’s lap. Her fingers worked through my hair, pausing to apply pressure to my scalp and to brush her knuckles soothingly between my eyebrows. She controlled the television remote in her other hand and flipped back and forth without settling on any particular program. 
 
   “StarQuest is on tonight,” she observed.
 
   “Don’t remind me.”
 
   “How many episodes are left in this season?”
 
   “I think they’ll go through June, but the cast and crew will finish up before April. They’ll get a month off for hiatus, and then it’s back to work.”
 
   “Does Paige choose Hunter?”
 
   I twisted my neck to look up at her. “You want spoilers?”
 
   She shrugged noncommittally. “Not really; I like surprises. I’m just concerned about my namesake.”
 
   “So I probably shouldn’t tell you he gets shot in the season finale.”
 
   Hunter audibly gasped. “No!”
 
   I covered my mouth and a laugh. “I’m kidding.”
 
   “You’re horrible,” she complained.
 
   I grabbed the remote from her. “That reminds me. I think Troian’s on TV tonight.” 
 
   I flipped to one of the cable networks which was hosting a small-scale awards show geared to teen-centric popular culture. They gave out awards for distinctions like Steamiest Romance or Funniest Sidekick. It reminded me of high school superlatives like Best Smile or Best Hair. 
 
   “Why would Troi be on this show?” Hunter asked.
 
   “She’s the showrunner, so she’s, like, the face of the brand unless she gets her co-producer Jackson to go in her place.”
 
   “I can’t picture Troian smiling and playing nice for the media on the red carpet.”
 
   “Me either,” I admitted. “She’s such a surly little bear.”
 
    We watched a few awards get handed out before the category of Best Non-canon ‘Ship was announced. Hunter and Paige from the show had been nominated. It was only a matter of time before their relationship became canon, but only a very few people, myself included, knew about that. Season Two would chronicle their new romance after Paige discovers in the finale that her birth father was from the mutant caste. 
 
   “I think I saw her!” Hunter grabbed the remote from me and rewound the live broadcast to pause on a screenshot of the StarQuest cast in the crowd.  I immediately recognized Troian’s face among the show’s young stars.
 
   “You know all those people?”
 
   “I worked with most of them, yeah.”
 
   Hunter didn’t press play, and the collage of familiar faces remained frozen on the TV screen. “Do you miss it?”
 
   “There’s things I miss,” I admitted.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Sunshine everyday. Although,” I noted, reconsidering, “there’s no sense of the passage of time. How am I supposed to know it’s fall if the leaves are still green? How can you have Christmas without snow?”
 
   “People do it all the time,” she observed. 
 
   “I suppose so. But not me.”
 
   “Okay,” she chuckled. “You don’t actually miss the weather.”
 
   “I would say I miss seeing Troian everyday, but we were both so busy, especially her, that I probably talked to her more often when we lived half a world away.”
 
   Hunter continued to fiddle with my hair. “It wasn’t what you expected, huh?”
 
   “None of it, but especially that. We had this dream—Troi and I—that we’d go to coffee shops all day and just sit and write. We used to talk about it all the time when she lived here. How I should become a fulltime writer and move out to California.”
 
   “You should call her,” Hunter urged. “I’m sure she’d have an opinion, if not a solution, to this Endowed Chair situation.”
 
   I hummed at the idea. “She’ll tell me to move back to California. That would be her solution.”
 
   “If it gets too bad at school, would you … consider?” Hunter quietly asked.
 
   “This is my home. Here with you.” I pulled her hands so I could hold them, and I ran the pads of my thumbs across her knuckles. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I blinked, bleary-eyed at my cell phone. Without my contacts in, I was nearly blind; I squinted to see Troian’s name and number blinking on the touch screen. Undisturbed by my ringtone, Hunter slept beside me, her body motionless for once. The night terrors came nearly every other night, but she had yet to tell me the subject of her nightmares. Our reunion was too recent, too fresh, and I was hesitant to push her for details about her dreams, not wanting to rock the boat. 
 
   I silenced the ringer, but not the phone call itself. I carefully slipped out of bed and tiptoed in the direction of the master bedroom, using the glowing screen on my phone to guide my vision. 
 
   “Hello?” I whispered, shutting the bathroom door behind me. 
 
   “Did I wake you?” Troian asked.
 
   “It’s after 3:00 am,” I croaked. “Of course you did.”
 
   “Then why did you answer the phone?”
 
   “Because I thought something was wrong—like you were dead in a ditch. Who calls at this time?” 
 
   “It’s only 1:00 am in California.”
 
   “I’m hanging up now,” I warned, “unless you’re calling for a reason other than to annoy me.”
 
   “At least keep me company while I walk to my car.”
 
   “Where are you?” I could hear the click-clack of her heels striking against concrete. “Are you leaving some fancy after-party?”
 
   “No. I’m just leaving the studio.”
 
   “But I saw you on my TV tonight,” I noted. “You’re supposed to be at an awards show.” 
 
   “That happened weeks ago; it’s all pre-taped. And also a big waste of my time.”
 
   “Next you’re going to tell me there’s no Tooth Fairy,” I censured.  “What are you doing on set so late?” 
 
   “We only have a few more scheduled shooting days, so we’ve been working later hours so we can start hiatus on time.”
 
   “A whole month off,” I said wistfully. “I’m pretty jealous.”
 
   “You’re a teacher. You get summers and national holidays off.”
 
   “You really want me to hang up, don’t you?” I threatened.
 
   “Fine, fine,” she retreated. 
 
   “So what else is new?” I sat down on the edge of the bathtub, anticipating a longer conversation than keeping Troian company on her walk to her car. 
 
   “The network just approved a pretty generous budget for the end-of-season wrap party.”
 
   “That was awfully thoughtful of them,” I remarked.
 
   “The show earned them a majority share in millennial viewership,” Troian snorted. “It’s the least they can do.”
 
   “I hope your party is wild. I’ll expect to read all about it in the tabloids.”
 
   “You should come,” she offered. “Make some headlines of your own.”
 
   “To the party? Why?”
 
   “Do you really need an excuse? It’s free booze. And I’ll make the studio pay for your travel expenses.”
 
   “I can’t get away,” I dismissed off-handedly. “You know what my semester’s been like.” My dilemma with the endowed chair opportunity had dominated our recent conversations.
 
   “It’ll be the perfect distraction,” she reasoned. “And when you’re out here, maybe I can convince you to come back for Season Two. You don’t need that campus headache.”
 
   “But I need Hunter,” I countered. “And she’s here. Our circumstances haven’t changed.”
 
   “She’d move to California.”
 
   “I know. That’s the problem. I’m not going to uproot her from her job and her family. And she’s taking classes to get her Master’s degree. Besides, I’m not running away from this. I’m going to do it; I’m going to prove all my doubters wrong.”
 
   “Fine,” Troian huffed into the phone. “But you should still come for the free alcohol.”
 
   “Let me think on it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   After hanging up with Troian, I turned off the bathroom light and slipped back into bed, trying not to wake up Hunter. 
 
   Despite my most stealthy efforts, she roused awake. She rolled over and her arm flopped over my chest. “Everything okay?” she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep.
 
   “Yeah, Troian just wanted to talk to me on her way home,” I said quietly. 
 
   She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “What time is it?” 
 
   “Too early. You should go back to sleep.”
 
   She curled her warm body into my side and nuzzled her head into the slope of my neck. “How is she?”
 
   “Good. Looking forward to the end of the TV season, I’m sure. She invited me to the wrap party.”
 
   “What’s that?” she mumbled against my neck. 
 
   “The cast and crew gets together for one final blowout before the show goes on hiatus in April.”
 
   “Are you going to go?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Why not? 
 
   “I only worked there for a couple of months. I’m not really a part of that world anymore, if I ever was to begin with.”
 
   Hunter pulled away and rolled onto her back. “I’m sure Troian would love to see you though,” she reasoned. “You haven’t seen her since you came back.”
 
   Distance and our busy schedules had limited the time my friend and I had to talk anymore. I knew our relationship had suffered because of it. 
 
   “I told her I’d think about it. I could probably make it work since it falls over Easter weekend, and classes are canceled on Good Friday,” I thought aloud. Working for a private, Christian university had some perks. 
 
   “Do you get to bring a date?” she asked. 
 
   “You could get the time off?”
 
   “Nothing a little creative scheduling can’t figure out.”
 
   “Are you sure? I don’t want you stressing yourself out by working too many doubles. The last time that happened, you broke up with me,” I couldn’t help adding.
 
   I felt her elbow in my ribs. “Thanks for reminding me,” she deadpanned. 
 
   “If we went, do you think we could be back in time for Easter dinner with my parents?” she asked.
 
   I exhaled loudly. “Really? You really want to test the Fates, don’t you?”
 
   “No. I want to spend Easter with you and my family,” she said.
 
   I was silent for too long.
 
   “So you’re saying you’d rather go to a party in Hollywood with a bunch of strangers rather than having Easter dinner with my family?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m saying—wouldn’t you?”
 
   “No,” she stubbornly insisted. “Holidays are supposed to be about family.”
 
   “Holidays should be spent with people you actually want to see.”
 
   “I want to see my family. And if you want to be with me, you’ll get over this little hang-up you have about my parents.”
 
   “Hunt, this isn’t a little hang-up. Your mom legitimately doesn’t like me.”
 
   Hunter threw back the blankets. “I’m starting to see why.” She promptly leapt out of bed.
 
   “Hunter,” I called after her. “Don’t be like this.”
 
   “Like what?” she demanded. “A human being with actual emotions? We can’t all be robots like you, Elle.”
 
   I stiffened at the accusation.
 
   Hunter retrieved a pile of her clothes from the floor. “I should go.”
 
   I pressed my lips together. “Yeah. Maybe you should.”
 
   She looked at me, a startled expression on her face. If I didn’t know any better, she hadn’t expected me to call her bluff and  let her leave. She continued to make a big show of looking for more things on the floor, even though I knew that with the exception of her shoes in the foyer she had everything she’d come over with.
 
   “Hunter,” I sighed. “Don’t go.”
 
   “No, no,” she said stubbornly. “You want me to leave, so I’ll leave.”
 
   “I don’t want you to leave.”
 
   “You just said you did.”
 
   “I didn’t—.” I stopped and bit my lower lip. I wasn’t going to have an argument about semantics when the sentiment had been there. “I didn’t mean it. I was mad because you called me a robot. My ex-girlfriend Cady used to call me an emotionless robot before we broke up. It’s probably my biggest insecurity.”
 
   “Oh. I didn’t know.”
 
   “I know you didn’t. But it still made me mad.” 
 
   Hunter sat down on the edge of the bed, her clothes from the day still cradled in her arms. “I don’t want to have to choose between you and my family; can you understand that?”
 
   Normally I would have made a crack about my own family, but it wasn’t an appropriate moment for my failed attempts at humor. 
 
   “I didn’t tell Troi yes or no about Easter weekend. But, I promise I won’t go if the flights conflict with Easter dinner with your family.”
 
   Hunter dropped her clothes and threw her arms around my neck. “Thank you.”
 
   “No, baby. Thank you.” I hugged her back. “It’s good to be reminded to act like a human more often.”
 
   She pulled back from the embrace and trapped her bottom lip between her teeth. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “However you mean it, you were right,” I conceded. “I have this bad habit of turning off my emotions when things get complicated, and I don’t want to deal. I don’t want my work stuff to bleed into our relationship. Your family is important to you. Therefore they’re important to me.”
 
   She pressed the flat of her palms against my clavicle and pushed me onto my back. “Keep sweet-talking like that, Professor, and you’ll never get rid of me.”
 
   I grinned up at her beautiful, smiling face, which had only moments ago been disappointed with me. “That’s kind of the plan, baby.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   The office supply room in the English Department perpetually smelled like burned coffee, even when the coffeemaker was empty. I opened and closed a number of cabinets in search of catering forms I’d need to get the food and beverages for the party I traditionally hosted for faculty and graduating seniors. The end of the semester would quickly be upon us, and I needed to submit my food and drink requests early.
 
   I stood in the center of the supply room, which was more like an oversized closet. “Tricia?” I called out, “Have you seen the catering request forms?”
 
   I paused and listened, but heard nothing back from the department’s administrative assistant even though her office was only across the hallway.
 
   “Tricia?” I tried again, poking my head out the doorway.
 
   I jerked backwards when I nearly ran into a broad-shouldered figure on his way to get a coffee refill.  
 
   “Oh hey, Thad,” I greeted.
 
   Thad Darwin was a fellow Associate Professor in the department. Like Emily, he taught literature, his specialty being medieval literature, and also like Emily, he wanted nothing to do with me. He promptly spun on his Italian leather heels and left the office supply room. 
 
   “Okay! Good talk!” I called after his retreating form.
 
   I sighed, and my body sagged in defeat. Thad’s was only the most recent in a long-string of social snubs. When I bumped into any of my colleagues they seemed to eschew eye contact or go in the opposite direction to avoid me entirely. It made me feel like the departmental leper. 
 
   Thad’s avoidance was particularly poignant; I used to be the one who’d tried to prevent contact with him. Before my relationship with Hunter had been made public knowledge, Thad had made it a habit to hit on me in the faculty mailroom. At this point I would almost be grateful for what I’d once considered unwanted attention. 
 
   Across the hallway, Tricia was in her office, but I spotted the white cord of ear buds that had prevented her from hearing my question the first time around. Giving up my search, I knocked on her open office door and waved a hand to garner her attention.  
 
   “Hey, Tricia. Where’s the catering request forms?” I asked once she’d removed the headphones. “I need to put in my order for the party for graduating seniors.”
 
   Tricia looked at me with wide, blinking eyes. I’d always thought she looked like a deer permanently caught in headlights. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were doing that this year.”
 
   “I’ve hosted the end of the year party ever since I got hired,” I pointed out.
 
   “I know. I guess I just thought that …” she trailed off.
 
   “That since everyone in the department hates me that the party would be someplace else this year?” I finished for her.
 
   She nodded, but at least had the decency to look embarrassed on my behalf. She had no stake in this inter-departmental war.
 
   “I’m still hosting,” I decided out loud. “And if no one shows up, I guess that’s more food and alcohol for me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I called Troian as I walked out of the academic building on my way to my next class. She answered after a few rings.
 
   “Think the studio will spring for two last-minute plane tickets to Los Angeles?” I proposed.
 
   Troian didn’t hide her excitement. “You’re really coming?”
 
   “Yeah,” I conceded, fingers raking through my hair. “I need a break from this drama.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   “If you glare at that that little girl any harder, baby, she’s going to spontaneously combust.”
 
   I blinked a few times. “Huh?”
 
   Hunter nudged me with her elbow. “You’ve been giving that kid a death stare since we got on the plane.”
 
   We were about 35,000 feet over the square-shaped states of the country. The only thing distracting me from my certain death in a fiery airplane crash or accidentally knocking the emergency release hatch and getting sucked out of the plane was the chubby toddler in the seat adjacent to mine. The girl hadn’t spoken a word since our flight had taken off over an hour ago, distracted by the moving images on the screen of the cell phone clutched in her hands.
 
   “I can’t help it,” I lowered my voice so as to not be overheard. “Why is her mom letting her watch that cartoon so loudly? Hasn’t she ever heard of headphones?”
 
   Hunter shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re afraid of flying.”
 
   “It’s a very justifiable fear.” I stiffened indignantly. “It’s not like I’m afraid of butterflies or something.”
 
   “You could have told Troian you’d changed your mind.”
 
   I snorted at the suggestion. Whoever had come up with the adage Hell Hath No Fury Like a Woman Scorned must have met my best friend. Once I’d agreed to come out for StarQuest’s wrap party, she’d threatened me with life and limb if I backed out. 
 
   “Or we could have taken the train,” Hunter suggested.
 
   “Trains take too long. Neither of us could take off that kind of time.”
 
   Hunter had been able to string together three days off for the holiday weekend, but would probably have to make up the lost time when we got back by working a couple of double shifts. Typically my job afforded me a lot of flexibility with my schedule. If I had to miss a day of classes I was able to organize a group activity or a task for them to complete online. But with only about a month left to the semester, contact hours in the classroom were at a premium. 
 
   Hunter’s hand came to rest on my denim thigh. She squeezed just above my knee in reassurance before moving higher up my thigh suggestively. “Want me to take your mind off of it?”
 
   I looked cautiously around the plane. Most everyone seated near us were sleeping or highly engrossed with whatever they were looking at on their phones and tablets.
 
   Hunter’s hand continued to travel higher up my leg. Why had I worn jeans that day?
 
   I heard the metallic click of her unfastening her seatbelt. I looked to her questioningly. “I’m going to check out the bathroom,” she explained. “I wouldn’t be opposed to you checking it out with me.”
 
   She didn’t give me an opportunity to formulate a response before standing from her seat and walking the few feet to the bathroom compartment at the front of the plane. She disappeared inside and the status flipped over to Occupied.
 
   I sat a little straighter in my chair to peer over the tops of the high-backed seats. Some people slept on neck pillows or with masks over their eyes. Others played brightly colored games on their devices or read the latest New York Times Bestseller. No one seemed to have noticed Hunter’s exit.
 
   I fumbled briefly with the buckle fastened tight across my lap. The metal hooks fell away, and I took one more cursory scan around me before moving to stand up. 
 
   A firm hand on the top of my shoulder prevented me from getting out of my seat. “The seatbelt sign is still on, ma’am,” the flight attendant informed me. “You’ll have to remain in your seat until the captain turns it off.”
 
   I quickly re-fastened the belt across my lap. “Oh, okay,” I mumbled. My cheeks burned as though I’d been caught with my pants around my ankles.
 
   I forgot my own embarrassment when I saw the flight attendant striding directly for the bathroom where Hunter awaited me. 
 
   There was nothing I could do but wait and play observer.
 
   The attendant knocked lightly on the door. The sign on the front of the bathroom door went from Occupied to Unoccupied as Hunter unlocked the door. 
 
   I distinctly heard her voice: “It’s about ti—.” Her words cut short when she realized it hadn’t been me knocking on the door. 
 
   “Miss, I need you to return to your seat,” the serious-faced flight attendant remarked. “The seatbelt sign is still on.”
 
   Hunter stepped out of the bathroom, horror and embarrassment clearly writ on her features. “O-of course,” she stammered. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She slipped past the airline attendant and strode quickly to return to her seat. She made eye contact with no one, her gaze glued to the airplane carpet, even though I was the only other person on the flight who knew what her intentions had been. I felt sorry for her, but my body shook with silent laughter.
 
   Hunter flopped back down in her seat and yanked a magazine out of the seat pocket in front of her. 
 
   She was obviously horrified to have been caught, but her distraction had inadvertently worked; I finally wasn’t thinking about being on an airplane.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   We had just enough time after landing to track down a rental car, battle traffic, and check into our hotel. With the wrap party that evening and flying back on Easter Sunday in time to have dinner with Hunter’s family, it was going to be a jam-packed weekend. I’d booked us a room at a boutique hotel downtown instead of staying with Troian and Nikole. It saved them the inconvenience of having to drive us to and from the airport, and Hunter and I wouldn’t have to worry about invading their space. Our room wasn’t much larger than its king-sized bed, but we wouldn’t be spending a lot of time in the room. 
 
   Hunter finished getting ready in the bathroom while I applied mascara with the help of the full-length mirror on back of the closet door. I whistled when my girlfriend walked out of the bathroom in a dress I’d never seen before.  
 
   “Damn, baby.”
 
   The halter dress clung to her lithe figure like a second skin. The dress’s pewter fabric stopped a few inches above her knees, highlighting the lean muscles of her thighs. I loved the way the halter accentuated her long, willowy arms and strong shoulders. The notched neckline revealed a modest amount of cleavage, and the thick band that sat high around her midsection highlighted her thin waist. She’d meticulously flat-ironed her hair, but her low, loose ponytail looked elegant and effortless at the same time.
 
   I didn’t try to hide my appreciation. “I’m suddenly not very eager to go to this party.”
 
   She smiled in my direction and slipped into high-heels that made her taller than me. “You’re not so bad yourself, Professor.”
 
   I ran my palms down the front of my dress and tugged a little at the bottom hem. I had decided on something a little more daring and edgy than my usual cocktail attire. Even though the little black dress had long sleeves and revealed no cleavage, it was probably the shortest skirt I’d ever worn. The fabric stopped high on my thighs, and when I stepped into stilettos, the skirt became even shorter still.
 
   “Is this okay?” I worried aloud.
 
   “Baby, I’m almost afraid to let you leave this room. That dress is probably illegal in a number of states.”
 
   “But do I look okay?” I asked again. 
 
   “Most definitely,” she leered. “You’re not going anywhere tonight without a chaperone.”
 
   “We should probably get going,” I noted. “I think this club is only a few miles away, but with LA traffic it’ll probably take an hour to get there.”
 
   Once outside, the sun was beginning to sink into the surrounding horizon, but the air was still unseasonably warm. My phone rang in my clutch with an incoming call from Troian. I’d texted her when we’d landed, but we hadn’t spoken yet.
 
   “Hey, where are you?” she asked.
 
   “We’re just leaving the hotel.” I waved my hand in the air to catch the attention of a cab driver leaning against the hood of his car. “Where are you?”
 
   “Driving home to clean up and pick up Nik.”
 
   “You’re not ready?” I frowned. 
 
   “I had to stay late on set with Jackson to double check we had all the footage we need before everyone takes off for hiatus.”
 
   The yellow and blue cab pulled up to the curb in front of the hotel, but I held up a finger for him to wait. 
 
   “Should we not leave for the party yet?” I really didn’t want to mingle and make small talk. 
 
   “No, go have fun. You’ll be fine; you’ll know everybody there,” she reminded me as though reading my thoughts. “We’ll get there as soon as we can.”
 
   My frown remained after I’d hung up.
 
   “They’re going to be late?” Hunter guessed.
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “You look like we’re back on that airplane. What’s got you so nervous?” 
 
   “I’ve never liked these things.”
 
   “Troi and Nik will be there eventually,” she reassured me.
 
   My shoulders slumped. “I know. And I’m excited to see them. But I’d rather we were hanging out at their house or going to dinner, just the four of us.”
 
   Hunter opened the rear taxi door and held out her hand for me to take. “Come on,” she urged. “Let’s go show these Hollywood types we can hold our own.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The address Troian had provided was for a nightclub in the Echo Park neighborhood, a trendy Los Angeles community best known for its lake, which the city periodically drained. Our taxi dropped us off directly in front of the club. A crowd of people had collected outside—a mix of studio employees taking a cigarette break and tourists or locals who hadn’t expected a private party to limit access to the popular bar.
 
   Muted bass coming from the club filtered out to the sidewalk outside. Every time someone opened the front door, the sound intensified. I threw a sideways glance to my girlfriend as we walked up to the bouncer blocking the entrance. Her face was impassive, looking all the world as if attending an exclusive Hollywood TV party was an everyday occurrence. 
 
   A broad-shouldered bouncer watched on as we approached the front entrance. An uneasy feeling took residency in my gut. We were supposed to be on the guest list, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if Troian had either forgotten or had purposely left our names off the list just to mess with me. 
 
   I self-consciously tugged at the bottom of my dress with the hand that wasn’t squeezing Hunter’s hand.  ”Elle Graft and Hunter Dyson,” I announced. 
 
   The bouncer’s bored stare washed over us before dropping down to the printed list on his clipboard. The uneasy feeling from before intensified when he turned the list to its second page. I was going to kill Troian. 
 
   After what felt like an eternity, the man stepped to the side and motioned to us with thick fingers. We were apparently on the list. 
 
   I breathed a little easier until we actually stepped inside the club. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and cologne. The line around the front bar was three people deep; a quick glance revealed bartenders who looked overwhelmed by the numbers. Even though StarQuest’s target audience was teenagers and the majority of key characters were supposed to be in high school, the actors themselves were in their mid-twenties. They had paychecks for another season at least, and for the night the alcohol was on the house. It was a precarious way to earn a living, one year after the next, with no guarantees. 
 
   I scanned our surroundings, but recognized only a few familiar faces. As a staff writer, I’d spent my Hollywood tenure in the writer’s trailer or in Troian’s office with a few field trips to the sound stage where episodes were shot. I spotted Aviva and her giant, emo glasses. Maya Briscoe, the freckle-faced actress who played Paige, the show’s lead character. Guillen, the hotshot writer with his mop of curl hair and deep dimples. Most of the party was strangers, however. 
 
   Hunter leaned toward me and said something, but her voice was lost to the thrumming vibration of heavy bass. I tightened my grip on her hand and maneuvered us past the clog of humanity assembled at the front of the building. 
 
   We found a second, less crowded bar station at the back of the club. The air was still sticky hot, but fewer people had congregated at the second bar, and the music felt less oppressive. 
 
   While we waited our turn to be served at the bar, I noticed another familiar figure standing near us—Tariq Odull, the actor at the center of the Paige love triangle. Tariq was a serious-faced young man with skin the color of caramel. His boyish smile and six-pack had earned him instant success among young women in the 12 to 21 demographic. His character had been one of my contributions on the show. 
 
   “We might die of dehydration before we actually get served,” I remarked.  
 
   Tariq turned to me and smiled a toothy grin. “It’s Elle, right?”
 
   I nodded. “Good memory.” 
 
   “I haven’t seen you around lately,” he observed.
 
   “I’m actually not writing for the show anymore. I went back to my former life in Minnesota.”
 
   He nodded, but I couldn’t tell if he was really listening or just being polite. 
 
   I gestured to the woman who stood beside me. “Tariq, this is my girlfriend, Hunter.”
 
   His head twitched at the introduction. “Hunter?” he echoed. “Is that a coincidence?”
 
   I couldn’t help my smirk. “No. It was very intentional.”
 
   Tariq laughed and shook hands with my girlfriend. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Hunter. Thanks for the memorable name.”
 
   Hunter mock curtsied. “You’re very welcome.”
 
    
 
    
 
   At the front of a classroom, in my campus office, and even in the bedroom, I was in control. In Los Angeles, however, I had never experienced that same sense of comfort. Within the first few moments of our arrival, I drained the contents of my first and second drink. I prayed that massive amounts of alcohol might dull my anxiety.
 
   Hunter’s soft lips brushed along my cheekbone. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Where are you going?” The ice in my third cocktail was beginning to numb my hand. 
 
   “The bathroom,” she chuckled. “Don’t look so scared.”
 
   “Scared? I’m not scared.” The undeniable squeak in my voice made my statement less convincing. “You’re scared,” came my juvenile protest.
 
   “Why don’t you get me a refill?” she suggested. She shook her glass and the ice cubes at the bottom clinked together.
 
   My feet remained cemented to the floor while Hunter walked away towards the front of the club in search of the bathrooms. When she’d completely disappeared into the chaos, I returned to the second bar station to get her another drink. 
 
   I leaned against the bar while a woman with blue-silver hair made a second Malibu and pineapple for Hunter. I continued to scan the bar’s patrons for a friendly face or at least Troian. She’d vowed she wouldn’t be much longer, but Los Angeles traffic on a Friday night cared little about my discomfort. 
 
   We’re at the back of the bar, I decided to text her. I stared at our open text conversation, but my phone remained silent with no updates on her whereabouts.
 
   I tossed some money into the bartenders’ tip jar and resumed plying myself with alcohol. If Hunter didn’t soon return I’d probably drink hers as well. 
 
   From across the club, a flash of red hair caught my eye, making me momentarily forget my misery. The woman wore a blue cocktail dress that matched the color of her sapphire eyes. The bottom hem of her skirt stopped a few inches above her knees, and her skyscraper high-heels had my own feet protesting. 
 
   I hadn’t seen or spoken to Sonja since the studio’s party to celebrate the show getting picked up for a second season—the party where she’d kissed me out on the balcony. I had anticipated her being at the wrap party, but I hadn’t really given much thought to what I might do or say when I saw her. 
 
   I finished the last of my drink and set the empty glass on the bar. 
 
   “Another one?” the blue-haired bartender asked. 
 
   “I’d better not,” I shook my head. I took a breath and left the safety of the bar station.
 
   Sonja didn’t immediately notice my approach, but when she did, her sapphire blue eyes widened. Her eyes never left my face, even as I watched her nervously lick her lips and touch her fingers to her hair.
 
   I stopped just before I reached her, maintaining a reasonable distance between us. “Hi.”
 
   “Elle,” she breathed. “I-I had no idea you’d be here tonight.”
 
   “Neither did I,” I admitted. “But Troian threatened me with bodily harm if I didn’t show up.”
 
   She laughed at my response, and I watched some of the rigidness leave her straightened shoulders. “I totally understand,” she commiserated. An earnest smile graced her features. “How’s Minnesota? Do you miss us at all?”
 
   “Minnesota’s good.” Her latter question felt dangerously weighted. “I don’t regret my decision,” I said carefully. “This,” I gestured to the party activity around us, “would never be my scene.”
 
   Sonja chewed on her lower lip and fiddled with the black stir stick in her cocktail.
 
   I had known this would be an awkward interaction. I reflexively brought the glass in my hand up to my lips but stopped short of taking a drink when I remembered it was Hunter’s. 
 
   “Troian told me you sold a spec script to the show?” I observed in my fumbling for safe conversation topics. 
 
   She hummed in confirmation. “It’s for the second half of season two. I’m pretty excited about it.”
 
   “That’s really great, Sonja. Congratulations.”
 
   Her smile widened. “And now that I’m officially on the payroll, I quit my job at that ‘entertainment’ company.” She made the air-quotes with her fingers.
 
   One of the first times I’d interacted with Sonja had actually been off the studio lot. Troian had dragged me to a company party on a giant yacht where Sonja had been employed as one of the scantily clad cocktail waitresses.
 
   “Now that’s something to celebrate,” I chuckled and raised my glass.
 
   Sonja raised her champagne flute as well, but she didn’t knock her drink against mine. The sight of our hovering hands and glasses flashed me to the memory of the pilot watch party when her aggressive cheers-ing had shattered both our glasses. My brain refused to stop there, which inevitably led me to recall an empty balcony at night and the press of her body against mine just moments seconds before she’d kissed me.
 
   A new voice entered our conversation, saving me from my uncooperative brain. “What are we celebrating?” Hunter touched her hand to my waist.
 
   “My successful replacement on the writing staff,” I answered.
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Sonja resisted. “I think you’re pretty irreplaceable.”
 
   The hand at my waist tensed.
 
   I cleared my throat. “S-Sonja,” I stuttered, “this is my girlfriend, Hunter.”
 
   It was strange and not a little surreal to have the two women in the same room. It was also bizarre to realize that Sonja was actually a few years older than Hunter. When I’d been in California, Sonja had seemed so much younger than my girlfriend, when in fact she was probably three or four years older than her.
 
   “Sonja,” Hunter echoed the name. The light of recognition illuminated her eyes. “Ohhh. Sonja. It’s nice to put a face to a name.”
 
   Sonja looked to me for answers. “I’m suddenly feeling famous.”
 
   “I told Hunter about you,” I explained. “About-about how we kissed.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Hunter cut in. “We were on a short break when Elle lived out here.” She looped her arm through mine. “But we’re very much back on.” 
 
   I choked back a laugh. Subtle.
 
   Sonja’s voice rose to be heard over the din of the party. “Elle, it was nice seeing you again.” She affixed an uncomfortable smile to her face. “Hunter, good to meet you. Enjoy the party.”
 
   Hunter continued to cling to my arm as Sonja made her retreat towards the second bar station. “She seems nice,” she observed. “Polite.”
 
   I knocked my hip against my girlfriend’s. “Look at you getting possessive,” I smirked. 
 
   Hunter sighed. “I know.” She curled her lip, looking disappointed in herself. “That was awfully petty of me; I’m sure she’s a lovely person.” She locked her fingers with mine. “But it was only so she knows she’ll have to look elsewhere for a girlfriend. You are currently off the market.”
 
   I brought our joined hands up to my mouth and brushed my lips against her knuckles. “And I’m hoping to never be back on the market, love.”
 
   I was going to suggest we skip out on the remainder of the party and make good use of our hotel room until I noticed the arrival of two more familiar faces—Troian and Nikole were finally there.
 
   The flashing neon club lights reflected off of Troian’s jet-black hair. Her sleek ponytail matched the elegance of her dark, tailored suit. Beside her, Nikole’s high heels and short skirt exaggerated their height difference. My friends had always looked like a mismatched pair, but for some reason it worked in the West Coast setting.
 
   The two weaved their way through the tight crowd. Troian paused every few feet to acknowledge members of the cast and crew. Nikole smiled on, patient and indulgent, as her partner dutifully worked the room. 
 
   “I almost didn’t recognize you in that stripper-wear, Bookie,” Troian said in lieu of a greeting. 
 
   I resisted the instinct to tug on the skirt of my mini-dress for the umpteenth time that night. “Nice of you to show up to your own party,” I tossed back. 
 
   Troian shrugged, nonplussed. “I’ve got a high-maintenance wife.”
 
   Troian’s remark earned her a slap on the arm from her aforementioned wife.
 
   Nikole linked arms with my girlfriend. “Come to the bar with me, Hunter. Experience tells me these two need time to hash it out before they’re ready to play nice.”
 
   “Hey, don’t drink too much,” Troian called after them. “I get to keep the leftover money.”
 
   Troian and I waited until our significant others were out of earshot before addressing each other again.
 
   I grinned at my friend. “Hi, Small Fry.”
 
   Troian’s smile broadened. “Hey, Bookie.”
 
   “Do we hug or let our better halves think we’re actually fighting?” I glanced in the direction of where Hunter and Nikole had gone. The two had managed to wiggle past the crowds to sidle up to the bar.
 
   “I was serious about that money comment,” Troian grumbled. “Whatever money’s leftover from the party goes back into the show’s shooting budget.”
 
   “In that case, I’ll stick to water.”
 
   Troian curled her lip. “Please. This is LA. We put a price tag on everything—even tap water. Especially tap water. There’s a drought, you know.”
 
   The vibration of Troian’s phone interrupted our banter.
 
   I watched the crease between Troian’s eyes deepen as she read the screen on her phone. I hadn’t noticed the wrinkle before. I would never say the words out loud, but Hollywood was prematurely aging my friend.
 
   “Something wrong?”
 
   “It’s my new assistant,” she grunted. “He’s not working out. I’m selfishly regretting promoting Sonja.”
 
   Her fingers rapidly moved across the illuminated screen before she shoved her phone into her back pocket. “Enough business for one day,” she vowed.
 
   “Are you really going to be able to shut it down for an entire month?”
 
   “We’ll see. I’ve never been in this position before; I’ve never been a showrunner, and I’ve never been between seasons. But I promised Nik I’d do my best. Our first real vacation,” Troian sighed. “My stingy, reasonable side tells me to bury all my cash in the backyard, but my romantic side wants to blow it all on Nik—buy her the Eiffel Tower and all that.”
 
   “And which side is currently winning?”
 
   “I bought the damn plane tickets, didn’t I? Nik figured the only way to get me from doing work over hiatus was to whisk me away to a foreign land where my data plan doesn’t work. I’d probably have a nervous breakdown if disconnected from the real world for that long, so we compromised; we leave for Europe at the end of April.”
 
   “You’re still planning on visiting me, right?”
 
   “If you’ll have us.” She arched an eyebrow. “Now that you and Winter Jacket are back on again, I didn’t know if you’d want us around.”
 
   I smirked at the old nickname. 
 
   “Speaking of which, did I see you talking to Sonja when we came in?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Did you?” I deflected.
 
   “I hope you were proposing a threesome.”
 
   I snorted at the suggestion. “For someone so blissfully married, you talk a big game.”
 
   “Which is my point exactly. You and Hunter aren’t married. Why not have a little fun while you can?”
 
   My nostrils flared. “I was never any good at sharing.”
 
   “I’m glad I was able to convince you to come out. Either my powers of persuasion are improving or this endowed chair thing is really screwing with you.”
 
   I sighed. “More of the latter, unfortunately.”
 
   “What can I do to help?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing.” I shook my head. “You’ve already done enough. In a weird way, I feel indebted to you for getting me and Hunter back together.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “That donation to Doug Witlan’s gardening program. Without that dirt, Hunter and I might not have been in a position to reconcile.”
 
   “As much as I love to take credit for things, that was all Nik. The donation was her idea; I just signed the check.”
 
   “Then I guess I owe her a drink.”
 
   “Sure.” Troian’s features soured. “On my dime.”
 
   I grabbed Troian’s elbow and pulled her in the direction of the bar station where our respective partners waited. “Even better.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I leaned my head against the back window of our taxi. The cool glass was soothing against the side of my face. Beyond the plane of glass, Los Angeles was still wide awake even at the late hour. A cacophony of noises mixed in my head and bright, multi-colored lights became long streaks of color as the driver brought us back to our hotel. I closed my eyes to shut out the overwhelming stimuli.
 
   “Babe?” Hunter’s soft voice reached my ears. “You okay over there?” She sat beside me on the bench seat, but far enough away that our bodies weren’t touching.
 
   I hummed a noncommittal noise.
 
   Her hand fell to my knee. “Did you have fun tonight?”
 
   I made another sound, this one to the affirmative.  
 
   “Me, too.” She cradled my knee in her palm and began to trace invisible shapes on the outside of my upper thigh. It was an innocent gesture, but her soft touch felt like flames tickling across my exposed skin.
 
   Her palm slid up my thigh until it came to rest on my lap. She continued to lightly trace patterns with the tips of fingers near the bottom hemline of my short dress.
 
   “Have I mentioned lately how much I like this dress?”
 
   Her hand continued to travel, allowing gravity to take over, as her fingers curled around my inner thigh. My eyes remained shut; her steady, rhythmic touch nearly lulled me to sleep.
 
   “Where did you get it?”
 
   “Someplace online,” I murmured.
 
   My eyes only opened when I felt the edge of her pinky finger graze the lace border of my underwear.
 
   I looked first to the driver who sat directly in front of me. His high-backed seat and the foggy Plexiglas partition between us made it nearly impossible for him to see what was happening below my waist. My instinct was to clamp my thighs together; I had no qualms about sex beyond the walls of the bedroom, but I certainly wasn’t going to give our taxi driver a free show. 
 
   I watched Hunter’s face, illuminated by the bright, flashing lights of the city. Her pale skin reflected the reds, oranges, and warm yellows of the neon signs that we passed. She stared straight ahead. Beyond the periodical lick of her lips or visible swallow, her features showed no indication that her hand continued to wander between my thighs.
 
   She rotated her wrist, and my breath audibly hitched when she sought out my clit, hidden beneath the minimal swatch of material that dared to call itself my underwear. I looked again at the driver; he looked sufficiently distracted by the fast-moving traffic zipping around us to know anything untoward might be happening in the backseat of his car.
 
   She pressed lightly against me and moved her fingers in a wide circle. Her light touch continued as she worked two fingers up and down my panty-covered slit. She slid from the bottom of my sex up to my clit, in a smooth, concentrated line.
 
   The tight skirt of my dress made it nearly impossible for me to spread my legs any further apart and my seatbelt similarly limited my movement, but Hunter made do with what she had. She deftly pushed my underwear to the side and slid a finger the length of my slit. Her bicep flexed as she pushed into me. Her knuckles rammed into my clit with every thrust. I shifted my hips toward her, but I could do nothing else beyond holding my breath and gripping the door handle tightly. 
 
   In what felt like record time, the taxi pulled curbside in front of our hotel. I spotted the movement of a uniformed doorman coming towards the vehicle. There wasn’t enough time. Hunter retracted her hand from between my thighs just as the doorman opened the rear passenger side door.
 
   “Welcome back, ladies,” the doorman smiled at us.
 
   “Thank you,” Hunter replied. She held out her hand—the one that had just been between my thighs—and allowed the doorman to help her out of the taxi.
 
   I fumbled with my clutch purse and paid our driver. My legs wobbled unsteadily as I climbed out of the backseat and mumbled out my thanks.
 
   It was late in the evening and few people besides hotel staff populated the elegant lobby. I followed the slight sway of my girlfriend’s backside and the swish of her hips towards the bank of elevators at the back of the building. We made no reference to our taxi encounter, but exchanged brief, furtive glances while we waited for an elevator to arrive. I couldn’t wait to get her alone.
 
   My stomach sank when I realized we would have to wait a little longer for that moment—an older gentleman stopped to wait for the elevator with us.
 
   The man made polite conversation. “Early night?”
 
   “We’re from Minnesota; it’s past our bedtime,” Hunter returned evenly.
 
   The elevator door opened and the silver-haired man held out his arm, gesturing for us to go in ahead of him. I might not have been attracted to the opposite sex, but I appreciated chivalrous gestures, nonetheless.
 
   Once inside the elevator, Hunter stood across the lift from me. I made an exaggerated, pained face to indicate how much it was killing me to not have her to myself yet. She largely ignored my silent antics. Instead, she tapped her pointer finger against her bottom lip, looking pensive.
 
   I couldn’t figure out what she was doing until I realized where her finger had only recently been. She took the tip of her finger into her mouth and lightly bit on the flat plane of her fingernail, still looking deep in thought. I watched her pink tongue flick against the tip of her finger, tasting me.
 
   I inadvertently groaned, but immediately tried to cover up the noise with a cough. Hunter smirked around the finger that remained in her mouth.
 
   The elevator stopped at a lower level and the man wished us a good evening before stepping off the lift. Before the doors even had the opportunity to fully close, Hunter launched herself across the length of the elevator. 
 
   Metal railing bit into my tailbone, but I was too distracted by the knee wedged between my thighs to complain. Hunter grabbed a handful of the bottom half of my dress and pulled the material up over my hips. Her hand returned to the front of my underwear with the promise to finish what she’d started in the back of the cab.
 
   Her fingers rubbed hard against my clit, and she pawed my breasts through my dress. Her lips gnashed feverishly against mine. Too soon, the elevator paused and announced its arrival at our floor. Hunter separated from me, and I had just enough time to tug my skirt back into place before the elevator doors slid open.
 
   She exited the elevator without looking back. It was a miracle my legs had managed to keep me upright. I took a deep, centering breath before stepping out of the elevator as well.
 
   Hunter walked in front of me and waited patiently in front of the door to our room while I searched inside my clutch for the keycard.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” I’d had a little more to drink that night than what was usual for me. I hadn’t kept track of Hunter’s drink count though.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Are you sure? You’re awfully … smiley,” I observed. I didn’t know what descriptor word to use; she was being more publicly hands-on than I’d ever seen her, but I didn’t want to embarrass or shame her by mentioning it.
 
   “I’m not allowed to be happy?”
 
   “I just want to make sure you’re okay,” I explained as I moved to unlock the door. “I don’t want to take advantage.”
 
   She raked her fingernails down the center of my back. “Stop being so polite, Professor.”
 
   My feet fell out of my high heels as I was tossed onto the king-sized bed. The downy comforter and pillows billowed up around me. Hunter climbed onto the elevated mattress and crawled towards me on hands and knees. I licked my lips in anticipation, watching the strength ripple down her arms, sinewy and strong from a disciplined workout regime. Her eye contact was unwavering, and she stared me down like a predator stalking its prey.  
 
   She crawled over me and laid the full length of her body on top of mine. She grabbed my wrists and drew my arms above my head. Her mouth went first to my neck; she nipped at the sensitive flesh with her pointed canines and sucked against my pulse point. 
 
   Her knee tried to work its way between my thighs where the skirt of my already short dress had hiked farther up my thighs. I heard her frustration; her cocktail dress was too tight, and she couldn’t maneuver her legs like she wanted to.
 
   “Tear the slit,” she rasped.
 
   “What?”
 
   “My skirt. I need you to tear the slit in the back.”
 
   “But—.”
 
   “Just do as I ask.” Needy desperation crept into her voice.
 
   She released my wrists long enough so I could feel around for the bottom headline of her dress and identify the short cut in the back. Regret triggered when I tugged hard and heard the sound of fabric ripping—I could have simply taken the extra seconds to remove her dress—but Hunter seemed unconcerned about the ruined garment.
 
   Her legs now unencumbered, she pressed her upper thigh hard against my core. I couldn’t help wondering if meeting Sonja that evening had coaxed out a more aggressive side in my girlfriend, but I certainly wasn’t going to comment on it and risk ruining the moment. My eyes rolled back and all thoughts were banished from my brain when she ground her thigh against me again.
 
   Her hands traveled under my skirt. My lace underwear rolled as she peeled them down my hips and thighs. She trailed her mouth in a slow, wandering line down the inside of my leg as she carefully removed the undergarment. 
 
   I sat up and reached for my dress’s zipper. I could only wiggle the metal zipper so far down my back, but Hunter finished the job. I lifted my arms, and she took the wordless directive and pulled my dress off over my head. 
 
   Her smoldering gaze swept over my near-naked form. Clad only in my strapless bra, I resisted the initial urge to cover myself. I could have chosen to be self-conscious about my body in comparison to hers. She had youth on her side, but the way she stared made me feel like the sexiest woman on earth. 
 
   I needed to see her, to feel her naked skin on me. We worked together to remove her fitted dress without ruining it more than I’d already done. It joined my dress and underwear on the floor.
 
   She pulled her hair free from the elastic band that held it in a loose ponytail and shook her head so long tendrils framed her face and brushed against the tops of breasts held aloft by the demi cups of her nude-toned strapless bra. I reached for her, but firm hands to my sternum had me flat on my back again. 
 
   She sat up on her knees, legs folded beneath her. Her fingers stroked down the center of my body, between my breasts, down my abdomen, and curled around my pubic bone. She pressed the heel of her hand against my sex, grinding into my already stimulated sex. Her fingertips walked along the edge of my slit, teasing and coaxing liquid arousal from my core. 
 
   She bent and took my swollen clit into her mouth. She licked along my folds, letting me feel the full attention of her tongue. My hand went to the top of her head, and I raked my fingers through her soft, silken hair. I normally wouldn’t have been satisfied to let her top me so easily, but she had teased and tempted me all day; I was content to let her remain in control. 
 
   Pilates and yoga kept me flexible and limber, and my hamstring showed little resistance when she grabbed my ankle and lifted my leg up and over her shoulder. My hips widened, the back of my knee cradled the top of her shoulder, and my heel brushed against her lower back. From this angle she was able to penetrate me more deeply—and she did. Her fingers replaced her tongue; short bursts of air were forced from my lungs with each thrust of her fingers. 
 
   The hand that wasn’t currently between my thighs traveled up my torso. She worked her way beneath the underwire of my strapless bra and freed my breasts from the demi cups. I panted harder when she twisted my nipples. Pain and pleasure mingled together and shot in a direct line to my core. 
 
   “Don’t stop,” I thickly rasped.
 
   I rarely got off from penetration alone, but she’d been tormenting me since the taxi ride; my orgasm was inevitable. 
 
   “So beautiful,” I heard her words over the quiet squeak of the bed and rustling of sheets. “I want you to cum for me.”
 
   “Baby, I’m gonna cum,” I promised. 
 
   She pressed her free hand flat against my lower abdomen and continued to fuck me into the mattress. She curled her fingers inside of me, rubbing against my Gspot. The muscles of her right bicep hardened with each movement. Her brow furrowed and quiet grunts of determination tumbled past her perfect teeth and lips. 
 
   “Hunter!” I gasped. My sex spasmed around her fingers as the tightening in my abdomen exploded in orgasm.  
 
   She fell forward and collapsed on top of me with her head against my breasts. Her chest rose and fell with the rapid movement of exhaustion, and I could feel the accelerated thump of her heart vibrate through me.
 
   My fingers tangled in the hair at the nape of her neck. “I made you work for it, huh?” 
 
   She buried her face into my chest and hummed. “So worth it.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   A shower turned on in an adjacent room and a vacuum cleaner was running in the hallway. I opened my eyes to the darkness of my hotel room. The blackout curtains had been drawn, but a sliver of Los Angeles sunshine snuck around the edges.
 
   I rolled over in bed to discover that I was alone. Again. 
 
   Only the shredded remnants of our dresses scattered across the floor and the delicious ache between my thighs remained as evidence that I hadn’t dreamed up the entire evening. 
 
   I heard the mechanical noise of the hotel door unlocking before it swung open.
 
   Hunter stepped into the room, dressed in black leggings and a long t-shirt that slipped off one shoulder. Her long blonde hair was thrown up in a high, messy bun and black sunglasses were aloft her brow.
 
   “Where did you go?” My voice was rough with sleep.
 
   She held up a brown paper bag that I hadn’t noticed before. “There’s a corner bakery just outside the hotel. I got us coffee and some hipster donuts.”
 
   “My hero,” I croaked.
 
   She set the bag down on the television stand and slipped out of her ankle boots. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I just don’t like waking up and you’re not there.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she apologized with a frown. “I would have left a note, but I honestly didn’t think you’d be awake yet. You drank a bottle of bourbon last night.”
 
   “You exaggerate.”
 
   “Only slightly.”
 
   I sat up and groaned. My head was pounding and my stomach felt even worse. “How are you so chipper? I couldn’t have had much more to drink than you last night.”
 
   “You must be turning into a lightweight in your old age,” she teased.
 
   “Oh, to be twenty-two again,” I wistfully sighed.
 
   “Being thirty doesn’t seem so bad. You managed to score a pretty hot girlfriend.”
 
   “So hot,” I agreed. I reached for her and pulled her back into bed with me. She didn’t put up much of a fight.
 
   I ran my fingers over the fine bones of her wrist. “What do you want to do today? One more day in LA before we have to go home.”
 
   “I figured you’d want to hang out with Nik and Troi.”
 
   “We’ll see them in a couple of weeks. I’ll call to see if they want to hang out, but I’m assuming they won’t want to do the tourist thing. Troian hates people.”
 
   Hunter pushed the hair away from my eyes. “Do you feel up to doing the tourist thing?”
 
   “I’ll be fine after a shower and a donut.”
 
   “Good,” she smiled. “Because there’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I bent at the waist and peered up at the sunny, haze-filled sky. “Are we there yet?” I wheezed. I didn’t consider myself out of shape, but I wasn’t accustomed to the southern California heat. 
 
   Hunter paused a few feet ahead of me when she realized I had stopped. “Do you want to go back?”
 
   Yes.
 
   I waved her off. “I’ll be fine. Let’s keep going.”
 
   Hunter had convinced me to hike up to the iconic Hollywood sign. The guidebooks had promised an easy six-mile round trip with a gradual elevation incline, but I hadn’t taken into account the late morning sunshine transitioning into the hottest part of the day. 
 
   I would have been satisfied hiding out in our hotel room until our flight the next day. Visions of ordering room service and pillaging the mini-bar had filled my head, especially if Troian got stuck with the bill, but Hunter wanted to leave the room to experience a modicum of Los Angeles. When I’d lived here I’d spent all of my time on set or sulking in my dilapidated apartment, never venturing too far from my comfort zone with the exception of a few excursions with Troian and Nikole.
 
   I could feel the alcohol from the previous night seeping out of my pores as I sweat during our climb. My t-shirt was nearly saturated by the time we made it to the makeshift summit. Only my fragile ego had prevented me from throwing in the towel before we got to the top.
 
   Hunter cheered me on as I stumbled up the final few steps. “Nice job, babe,” she congratulated me. 
 
   She looked not a bit winded while my lungs felt like they might explode. I leaned over and rested my hands on my knees while I caught my breath. “Remind me not to drink so much next time you want to drag me up a mountain.”  
 
   I recoiled when Hunter stepped behind me. “I’m gross,” I warned her. 
 
   Her arm went around my waist and her lips touched my ear. “I don’t mind.”
 
   We stood in silence together, enjoying the view. The backside of the Hollywood sign filled the foreground and the Los Angeles sprawl stretched across the horizon. White mansions with their red stucco roofs looked built into the winding hills. In the far distance a cropping of modern skyscrapers elevated the city skyline. 
 
   “Worth it?” she asked.
 
   “It’s not bad.”
 
   Hunter laughed. “You’re awfully hard to impress, Professor Graft.”
 
   The use of my title had me groaning. It had been too easy over the past two days to forget about my situation back home, but soon enough I would no longer be able to run from my conflict at work.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Her breath tickled my ear.
 
   “Just dreading going back,” I sighed. 
 
   “Not looking forward to Easter with my family?” she guessed.
 
   “Oh, that terrifies me,” I clarified, “but I was thinking about not wanting to go back to school.”
 
   “There’s only another month left to the semester, right?”
 
   “Sure, but that’ll only be a three month reprieve. The headache will start up again in fall.”
 
   “Why not hold an informational meeting?” Hunter proposed. “Get everyone together to air their grievances. It’ll give you the opportunity to show them they’re wrong.”
 
   “That sounds like offering myself up to the firing squad. They’d eat me alive.”
 
   Hunter’s mouth twitched. “Bring Jessica.”
 
   It was the first time she’d ever called my boss by her first name.
 
   “She wouldn’t have to say anything,” she reasoned, “just sit in the corner like your attack dog.”
 
   I laughed at the imagery. 
 
   “Show them it’s going to be a success and that you’re the person to do it.”
 
   “Babe, I’m not even sure I’m the person for the job.”
 
   Hunter pulled me tight to her. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re brilliant and a hard worker. You’re going to be great.”
 
   We were quiet while I contemplated her idea. I couldn’t remain idle or hide out in my office forever if I wanted my work environment to improve. Nothing would change if I ignored the issue in the hopes that it would just go away. I needed to confront my colleagues head on, much as I’d done when I’d first been confronted about dating Hunter.
 
   “This is nice,” I finally conceded. “Thanks for getting me out of the hotel.”
 
   “I’m glad you feel that way. Because guess what we get to do now?” Her voice lilted with excitement.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Hike back down!”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The hotel’s wake up call came too early the next morning. After a quick shower and double and triple checking the room to make sure we weren’t leaving anything behind, our California adventure had come to a close. The return flight to Minnesota would take the better part of the day and then it would be time for Easter dinner at Hunter’s parents’ house. 
 
   While Hunter retrieved our rental car from the valet, I checked us out of the room. I experienced a pang of regret that we hadn’t been able to rack up a more impressive hotel tab for Troian to hassle me about, but she generally needed no excuse to give me a hard time.
 
   The weather had been impeccable during our visit and that morning was no different. I began to slip on my sunglasses, but paused when I noticed a set of tan legs in a sundress. Sonja sat in a flowered-print chair watching the people come and go through the lobby entrance. 
 
   She leapt to her feet when she spotted me staring. “Elle!”
 
   I looked around the open lobby as if expecting secret cameras to come out of hiding. “Sonja. Is this a coincidence or something else?”
 
   Sonja swept her hands down the front of the skirt of her light blue sundress. “I’m so glad I caught you before you left.”
 
   I had thought our interactions at the wrap party had been sufficiently awkward, and I couldn’t fathom why she’d be looking for me. I looked to the lobby door through which I expected to see Hunter at any moment. I wasn’t doing anything wrong—it wasn’t infidelity to talk to Sonja—but I still felt guilty.
 
   “Troian told me you were staying here,” she explained. “I should have asked you at the party Friday night, but it slipped my mind.”
 
   “What’s up?” 
 
   “Troian tapped me to write four episodes for season two. I know when you first started on the show you punched up some of the working scripts for Troian; I’m hoping you’ll agree to give me some notes, too.”
 
   I thought about what Troian had proposed about Sonja and Hunter and me. And now she was telling Sonja where I was staying. My friend was a curious individual. For someone so deeply faithful to her own partner and for how much grief she gave me about my own wandering eye or my inability to remain with one woman at a time, at the same time, she sent mixed signals about if she thought what I had with Hunter was serious and would withstand the pressure of temptation. Maybe Sonja was her way to test me, I reflected.
 
   “Of course. I’m more than happy to help.”
 
   “Oh, thank you,” she breathed.  ”I’m really nervous about this. It’s my first staff position, and I want to do a good job.”
 
   “You didn’t have to come all the way down here just to ask me that,” I said. “You could have called. Or e-mailed.”
 
   “People usually have a harder time saying no when you’re face-to-face.” Her lips pursed in thought. “Although now that I think about it, you’ve never seemed to have a hard time saying no to me.”
 
   “Sonja,” I frowned.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she jumped in before I could go any further. “I don’t want to give you a hard time after you’ve just agreed to help me.”
 
   “It really had nothing to do with you,” I tried to explain. “That was all on me. Another time, another place, another circumstance …”
 
   “It’s fine, Elle. I get it.”
 
   An awkward silence followed. The quiet was punctuated with the sounds of other travelers checking in and out of the hotel. 
 
   “She’s pretty,” Sonja observed after a moment.
 
   “She’s a whole lot more than pretty,” I said.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   The return flight from Los Angeles was uneventful—no more children listening to loud cartoons and no Mile High Club mishaps. Upon landing in Minneapolis, we left directly from the airport for Hunter’s parents’ home for Easter dinner. I hadn’t seen her family since I’d hosted dinner a few months after Hunter’s graduation. I would have been nervous to see them, regardless of the situation, but knowing that Hunter’s mom knew about our temporary breakup had my anxiety spiking. Hunter hadn’t told me how her parents had responded to our recent reconciliation, but I also hadn’t asked. It was one of those complications I believed better left unacknowledged.
 
   I would have felt more comfortable if we’d had time to clean up and change clothes after our four-hour flight, but Hunter’s mom had told her we were not to be late to Easter dinner. I tried to assuage my nerves during the drive—families were supposed to be comfortable around each other; they didn’t need to dress up or put on airs. I could tell Hunter was equally uncomfortable about not having the opportunity to freshen up before arriving at her parents’ house. We were the same in that way; we wore clothes like protective armor. It was one of the reasons I loved her best in pajamas or sweatpants.
 
   Hunter’s family lived in a two-story, colonial-style house at the end of a cul-de-sac in an upper-middle-class subdivision. It wasn’t Hunter’s childhood home, however. She had only lived there for a few years prior to attending college. I had only been to her parents’ home once before, which had mitigated our very first fight as a couple. Ironically the memory of that abridged dinner was the only thing that had me feeling comfortable about Easter dinner. There was no way tonight could be worse than the first time I’d met Hunter’s family. But maybe I was only setting myself up to fail again. 
 
   I had to slow down substantially as we reached the street where her family lived. Both sides of the residential road were lined with vehicles, leaving only a narrow lane down its center.
 
   “Where did all these cars come from?” Hunter wondered aloud.
 
   “It’s Easter,” I reminded her. “People are probably hosting their families for the holiday.” I paused, a thought coming to mind. “Wait—your family isn’t hosting other family are they?”
 
   Hunter’s eyes widened. “No.”
 
   I had a sinking feeling her No was a visceral reaction, and not an answer to my question.
 
   I had to park a few houses down the street from Hunter’s family home. The curb directly in front of the house was already occupied with other cars.
 
   Hunter remained buckled up in her seat as I turned off the car. “All of the Dyson’s are here.” She looked shell-shocked. “I recognize my Uncle Max and Aunt Sarah’s car. And I bet that blue sedan in the driveway belongs to my Aunt Alyssa and Uncle Charlie.”
 
   “Is that a bad thing?” I asked. 
 
   Hunter stared at the house. Her eyes shifted back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.
 
   “We could leave,” she announced. “I can call my mom and tell her our flight was delayed. They’d never have to know we were here.”
 
   “This isn’t like you,” I observed. “You’re always ready to parade me in front of your family.”
 
   “I don’t parade you,” she scoffed. “I just don’t know why my mom didn’t tell me other people were coming to dinner. She hates having my dad’s family over.”
 
   “It’s not a trap, baby. I’m sure your mom has her reasons.”
 
   “You’re okay with this?”
 
   “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”
 
   To be honest, the thought of more people at dinner was a welcomed alternative to a silent, awkward meal with just Hunter, her parents, and me.
 
   “This is really happening.” She exhaled. “I’m about to introduce my girlfriend to my extended family.”
 
   “You seemed okay with the idea when I was supposed to meet everybody after your graduation,” I pointed out.
 
   “I think I was a little bolder, a little cockier and fearless back then—like if people didn’t accept me, I was better off without them.” She swallowed hard. “But I need these people; they’re my family.”
 
   “Your mom knows I’m coming to dinner. She’s the last person in the world who’d ever want to put you in an uncomfortable situation,” I tried to reason. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
 
   Hunter took another deep breath and nodded. “You’re right. My mom wouldn’t have invited the whole family over if she thought it was going to cause conflict. That woman runs away from confrontation.”
 
   I reached for her hand and squeezed. “See? It’ll be fun.”
 
   “I don’t know about fun, but hopefully they’ll at least be civil.”
 
   Hunter climbed out of the passenger-side door. Her feet dragged reluctantly on the concrete. I would have laughed at her exaggerated antics if my heart weren’t caught in my throat.
 
   We trudged up the long paved walkway and Hunter rang the doorbell. The sounds of muddled conversation could be heard through the front door.
 
   I had expected Hunter’s mom or her brother, Brian, to answer the door, but a middle-aged woman stood in their place. Her dark hair was short and curly. Her face was round, and her blue eyes looked kind. 
 
   “Hunter!” The woman wrinkled her nose. “Why did you ring the doorbell?”
 
   Hunter’s laugh sounded nervous. “Just making a grand entrance.”
 
   “I bet.” The woman’s stare fell onto me next. “And you must be the girlfriend.”
 
   “Elle,” I supplied with a tight smile. 
 
   I had once vowed to myself to never be a woman’s first girlfriend ever again. Coming Out was messy, and I’d been too selfish to be put under the familial microscope again. But for Hunter, I’d do whatever it took.
 
   The woman, who still had yet to introduce herself, regarded me for a long, uncomfortable moment. “Well come on in, you two,” she finally said.
 
   “Who’s that?” I asked quietly as we stepped inside and removed our coats.
 
   “My Aunt Sarah,” Hunter whispered back. “She’s my dad’s sister.”
 
   I committed the name and affiliation to memory.
 
   “Where’s my mom?” Hunter asked.
 
   “In the kitchen, cooking up a storm,” Sarah said. “She hasn’t left since I got here.”
 
   “We should probably see if she needs any help,” Hunter noted.
 
   The sound of additional voices lured us deeper into the house. Hunter’s hand in the small of my back ushered me past the living room and dining room and the inquisitive stares of people whom I didn’t know.
 
   We found Hunter’s mom in the center of the kitchen, moving from one task to the next. The delicious scent of honey ham and cheesy tater tot hotdish wafted from casserole dishes and other containers spread out on the kitchen countertops.
 
   Ellen Dyson was a stunning woman—tall, willowy, and blonde with the same intense grey-blue eyes as her daughter. She was singular evidence that Hunter was destined to age beautifully and gracefully. 
 
   Hunter approached her mom to give her a hug. “Happy Easter, Mom.”
 
   “You made it, just in time,” she approved.
 
   “We drove straight from the airport,” Hunter told her. “Which is why we’re dressed like this.”
 
   “Nonsense, you both look lovely,” Ellen dismissed.
 
   I looked down at my jeans and v-neck t-shirt, both rumpled from travel. In addition to being beautiful, Ellen Dyson was also polite to a fault, a trait her daughter had similarly acquired. Even though she had probably been elbow-deep in food prep since sunrise, her own collared blouse looked crisply pressed and free of cooking splatters or stains. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me everyone was coming to dinner?” Hunter kept her tone light.
 
   “I didn’t want to give you the opportunity to back out.” She gave me a pointed stare. “It’s happened before.”
 
   Hunter leaned over a bubbling green bean casserole. “You’ve got enough food to feed a small army,” she observed. “I thought you didn’t like hosting the whole family.”
 
   “Your Uncle Max is out of town for work,” Ellen explained. “Sarah was going to be alone for Easter, so I told your dad we should have her over. Which then turned into inviting your grandma. Which turned into inviting Alyssa, Charlie, and their kids.”  Her exhaustion was palpable. “How can we help?” I offered, speaking for the first time.
 
   Hunter’s mom shooed us away. “I’ve got things covered in here. Dinner will be ready in a little bit. Go make the rounds and say hi to everyone.”
 
   I looked to Hunter for verification. Moms didn’t always mean what they said. I was the expert at that.
 
   Hunter nodded. “Okay, but call if you need anything.”
 
   Her hand ran down the inside of my arm until our hands met and our fingers intertwined. “How about I introduce you to my grandma,” she smiled.
 
   “Is she the arthritic gardener?”
 
   Hunter shook her head. “No, that was my mom’s mom. She passed a few years ago. Grandma Erma is my only living grandparent.”
 
   We left the chaos and fragrant smells of the kitchen for the living room at the front of the house. An old woman, whom I took to be Hunter’s grandmother, sat by herself on the couch, legs crossed at her ankles. She was a small woman with dark curly hair frosted with silver strands. She wore slim black slacks and red lipstick.
 
   “Hi, Gran,” Hunter greeted as we approached.
 
   Her grandmother looked away from the evening news on the television. “My goodness. Hunter, is that you?”
 
   “Yeah, Gran.” Hunter waved her free hand--the hand not currently holding mine—when her grandmother began to struggle on the couch. “Don’t get up, Gran. You’re fine.”
 
   The elderly woman appraised me. I watched her clear blue eyes move from my face down to our conjoined hands. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
   “Gran, this is my girlfriend, Elle.”
 
   I had to give Hunter credit. For as much as she’d fretted earlier in the car, her resolve was as steady as her unwavering voice.
 
   “Oh, gracious. Bill told me about this. Let me get a good look at you,” her grandmother fretted. “Where are my glasses?”
 
   Hunter quietly chuckled. “They’re around your neck, Gran.”
 
   Hunter’s grandmother joined in on the joke. “You’ll have to forgive this old woman; I’m not as sharp as I used to be.”
 
   She continued to laugh as she retrieved the glasses that hung around her neck by a fine silver chain. She was in no hurry as she adjusted her glasses over the bridge of her nose; she and Hunter had the same nose. 
 
   When her glasses were in place, her gaze returned to my face. “Well, aren’t you a beauty,” she remarked with some satisfaction.
 
   “Oh, I’m not—I’m just—” I had no idea how to respond. I self-consciously tugged on my ponytail. I didn’t ever do much with my hair. I had three go-to hairstyles: down, up, and homeless.
 
   Hunter’s grandmother grinned at my expense. “You’re supposed to say Thank You, dear.”
 
   My smile matched her own. “Thank you.”
 
   Grandma Erma patted the space beside her. “Sit down you two.”
 
   I hadn’t planned on lingering, but I’d always had a soft spot for grandmothers. The feelings I had for my parents and sibling were complicated, but I only had fond memories of my own grandparents. 
 
   We spent a few more moments bonding with Grandma Erma, just long enough for her to ask when we were getting married and to make sure none of her children had given us a hard time about being together. She excused us from her presence after we fumbled through minimally satisfying answers.
 
   Hunter’s fingertips grazed my elbow as we left the living room. “Was my Gran hitting on you?”
 
   “I have no idea what that was,” I laughed. “Maybe she was expecting me to look different.”
 
   “A mullet, perhaps,” Hunter mused.
 
   “Flannel shirt and a tool belt.”
 
   Hunter playfully fanned herself. “Stop talking dirty to me in front of my family.”
 
   “Speaking of dirty …” I peered up the hallway staircase to the second floor. “Do I get to see your bedroom?”
 
   Hunter arched a pale eyebrow. “I don’t know. Are you going to behave yourself?” she posed.
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   Hunter’s old bedroom was the second room to the right at the top of the staircase. It hadn’t been her childhood bedroom as her family had only moved into the house just before her senior year of high school, but it was still cluttered with knick-knacks and treasures from her past. 
 
   Hunter waited in the doorway while I made the rounds. I explored the painted jewelry box with the miniature ballerina inside, the wooden shelf adorned with track and field ribbons, and the small collection of dusty snow globes from cities I’d never visited.
 
   “So? Is it what you expected?”
 
   “I’m not sure I was expecting anything,” I admitted.
 
   I strolled over to the vanity mirror with my hands behind my back. A few wallet-sized portraits of smiling, teenaged faces had been wedged between the mirror and the wooden frame. I plucked one of the pictures from its place—a younger version of my girlfriend standing in front of a wooden arch. Her long blonde hair had been swept up and she wore a pale pink corsage around her wrist a few shades lighter than her prom dress. I returned the image to its previous spot without comment and tried not to think about the tuxedo’d boy with his arms around her waist.
 
   Hunter stood beside me. “Are you sufficiently freaked out?” she asked. 
 
   “Because your prom was in this century?” I laughed at the absurdity of it all. As the years progressed, our age difference would continue to become less important, but for now I still felt the acute sting of these tiny reminders.
 
   “When do I get to see your childhood bedroom?” she questioned.
 
   I shook my head. “It’s gone. You won’t find a shrine to Elle Graft anywhere.”
 
   “That’s not fair. I should at least get to laugh at your awkward school pictures.”
 
   “I’m sure if you asked my mom she’d be able to find something sufficiently embarrassing.”
 
   I looked away from Hunter to watch the bedroom door slowly swing all the way open. The wooden door creaked loudly on its brass hinges.
 
   Hunter’s brother leaned against the doorjamb and folded his arms across his chest. “I thought I heard lesbians in here.”
 
   Hunter rolled her eyes. “Don’t be weird.”
 
   “Like you?” he shot back, grinning.
 
   “Hey, Brian,” I greeted. 
 
   I’d always liked Hunter’s younger brother. We’d only met two other times, but he’d always seemed like a good kid. My own sister and I weren’t very close, but from their playful banter, it was clear that Hunter and Brian had gotten along as children, or as best as a brother and sister could.
 
   “Happy Easter, Elle.” Brian reached out and grabbed me in an unexpected hug. I blinked at Hunter, not knowing what to do.
 
   “Hunter! Brian!” Their mother’s voice carried up the staircase. “It’s time to set the table.”
 
   Hunter playfully shoved her little brother so he released his hug. “Get downstairs, Mr. Handsie.”
 
   Brian grinned, setting off his twin dimples. “What? Worried I’ll steal your girlfriend?”
 
   “I hate to burst your delusional bubble,” she retorted, “but you’re not exactly my girlfriend’s type.”
 
   “Hurry up you, two!” Ellen called up the stairs again. 
 
   Brian grunted his displeasure, but dutifully left the room. I could hear his heavy, teenaged footsteps pound down the staircase.
 
   Hunter grabbed my elbow before I could follow behind. She gave me a quick kiss. “I’m going to have to keep a short leash on you tonight; my whole family is hitting on you.”
 
   The house seemed more crowded than I remembered when we made our way downstairs, but that was only because everyone had clustered near the dining room, eager to dig into the holiday spread.
 
   Ellen was waiting at the bottom of the staircase. “We need place settings for five at the dinner table and five at the kids’ table.”
 
   “Mom, you’re not seriously making us sit at the kids’ table.” Hunter practically stomped her foot.
 
   “You know the rules,” Ellen replied in a no-nonsense tone that dared to be defied.
 
   I lowered my voice. “What rules?”
 
   “You only get to graduate to the ‘adult table’ when you’re married,” Hunter explained, looking annoyed.
 
   While Hunter and Brian set the table, I noticed the absence of their grandma. I still had yet to speak to Hunter’s dad or to meet the other members of her extended family, but without Hunter by my side, I felt less comfortable in initiating those conversations. Instead, I slipped away to the front of the house where Grandma Erma continued to sit by herself.
 
   “Erma?” The name caught in my throat. “Dinner’s ready.”
 
   By the time I helped usher Hunter’s grandmother back to the dining room, the settings were in place and everyone had taken a seat at their respective tables.
 
   The “kids” sat around a foldable card table a few feet away from the main dining room table. It was a little cramped between Hunter, Brian, their two cousins, and myself. I tried not to feel so ridiculous about the demotion. It had been over a decade since I’d had to sit at my own family’s version of the kids’ table.
 
   Hunter’s cousins Sadie and Joshua were 12 and 10 years old, respectively. I had no idea how to make dinner conversation with tweens, but luckily Hunter and Brian were able to fill what could have been an even more awkward dinner.
 
   “It’s your senior year next year,” Hunter observed. “Have you thought about where you might go to college?” 
 
   Brian stabbed his fork into a pile of green peas on his plate. “You’re as bad as Mom and Dad. Who says I’m even going to college?”
 
   “Don’t pretend to be a rebel to impress Elle,” Hunter scolded him. “She’s a college professor, remember?” 
 
   “I’ve applied to a few state schools,” Brian tentatively revealed. “I don’t really know what to major in though. Mom and Dad think I should study business, but that sounds really boring.”
 
   “Well what does interest you?”
 
   “I dunno. Sports, I guess. I’ve kind of always wanted to do something with sports journalism, but my parents would never go for that.”
 
   “My parents didn’t want me to be an English major,” I sympathized.
 
   “And look at you now,” Hunter grinned. “Tenured professor who goes to parties in Hollywood on Easter weekend.”
 
   Brian arched an eyebrow. “You were in Hollywood this weekend?”
 
   “Yeah. I used to write for a TV show, so I got invited to their season wrap party.”
 
   “Cool. What show.”
 
   I had no idea if Brian was a fan. He wasn’t the show’s targeted demographic. “StarQuest?” 
 
   I winced at the clatter of silverware against china dishes. “No way.” Hunter’s cousin Sadie had dropped her eating utensils on her plate. “You work on StarQuest?”
 
   “Worked,” I corrected. “I’m back to teaching now.”
 
   “Oh my God. My friends and I, we have a viewing party at my house every week. I have such a crush on Hunter.”
 
   “Wait,” Brian interjected. “There’s a character named Hunter on that show?”
 
   “He’s only like the most gorgeous creature ever,” Sadie continued to gush. “And he’s so sweet and thoughtful. I thought I was going to die when Paige was on that scavenger hunt. I just knew Hunter had set it up for her.”
 
   Brian stared at me. “You named a character after my sister?”
 
   I cleared my throat and pushed the cheesy scalloped potatoes around on my plate. “Yup.”
 
   Sadie produced a cell phone from God-knows-where. “Oh my God. I have to tell my friends about this. Bethany is going freak!”
 
    
 
    
 
   After second-helpings had been served and leftovers had been divided into Tupperware containers, Hunter’s family retreated to the living room to watch Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments.
 
   I excused myself for a quick trip to the bathroom, but was delayed in my return. Even though the dishes had been cleared and food had been put away, Hunter’s mom remained in the kitchen, scrubbing at dirty saucepans and casserole dishes. 
 
   I could have pretended I didn’t see her and returned to the living room, but my feet were cemented to the floor. “Do you need any help?”
 
   Ellen didn’t look away from a particularly stubborn Dutch oven.  ”No. I’ve got this.”
 
   I ignored her second refusal of the night for my help. “I’ll rinse.”
 
   I stood beside her in front of the kitchen sink and we proceeded to wash the dinner dishes in silence, neither of us really acknowledging the other’s presence beyond her handing me a pot or pan after she’d washed it.
 
   In the living room, Moses was probably parting the Red Sea.
 
   “It broke her heart when you were gone.”
 
   I froze for a moment before continuing to rinse the soapy suds from a saucepan. “It broke my heart, too.”
 
   Ellen didn’t look at me, but she continued to pass me dishes as she finished cleaning them. “I know she’s the one who ended things, but I can’t help being angry at the situation.”
 
   I released a tense breath. “I can understand your anger. But we’re okay now. Everything worked itself out.”
 
   “I’ll always want to protect her. She’s my little girl.” The words caught in her throat. “Christ,” she breathed. She wiped beneath her eyes with the backs of her hands, damp from the dishwater.
 
   She finally looked at me. I could see so much of Hunter in her; only there was something harder, more critical and suspect to her features. “I’ve been doing my best—to be okay with this. It’s a lot, you know?”
 
   Ellen resumed scrubbing at the baked-on remnants from dinner. It would have been easier to admit defeat and soak the dishes overnight, but that wasn’t in her character. These dishes would be cleaned on her time, when she wanted them to be clean.
 
   She continued to speak, but it wasn’t clear if her words were directed at me or if she was merely speaking aloud. “I should be happy about this. We did our job as parents. She graduated from college. Got a job. Is living on her own. Her own friends. A g-girlfriend.” She stumbled on the label.
 
   “I know I’m not what you had in mind for her,” I cautiously began. I handled my response as carefully as I did the antique china. “I’m not the right gender, and you probably think I’m too old.”
 
   “I want her to be happy,” Ellen cut me off. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted for both of my children.” The tears started anew.
 
   “That’s all I want for her, too.” I kept my tone even so as to not escalate the situation. “I know I’ll make a few more mistakes along the way, because I’m only human, but I’m going to do my very best to make sure she’s happy.”
 
   Ellen’s hands became immobile beneath the sudsy dishwater. “Thank you, Elle. I can finish up in here,” she said.
 
   My brow furrowed, uncertain about her words.
 
   She nodded in the direction of the living room. “I need a minute to get myself together before I go out there,” she explained.  
 
   I grabbed a hand towel and dried my hands. I left Ellen standing in the kitchen to join the others in the living room. Moses was speaking to a burning bush. 
 
   All of the furniture was already spoken for, but Hunter was sitting on the floor, which was the only place I wanted to be. She smiled at me as our shoulders touched when I took over the spot beside her on the carpet. 
 
   “Hey,” she said quietly. “Where’d you go? Is everything okay?”
 
   “I was helping your mom with the dishes.”
 
   She rested her head on my shoulder and pulled my hand into her lap. “That was awfully thoughtful. You’ve been very sweet tonight. I may just keep you around.”
 
   I hummed in response. 
 
   Ellen never rejoined us in the living room that night, and I tried not to dwell on her words or our uncomfortable interaction.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   I stared down the minute hand of the wall clock in the English Department’s conference room. Like Hunter had suggested from above the sprawling Los Angeles skyline, I’d scheduled an informational meeting the moment school resumed after Easter break. The meeting was slated to start at 4:00 p.m., after all classes had finished for the day, yet the room was empty except for Jessica and myself.
 
   “Are you sure the e-mail went out?” Jessica asked. “Maybe it got lost or filtered into people’s SPAM folders.”
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek. “You’re very optimistic.”
 
   “Only because the alternative isn’t very flattering.”
 
   I continued to watch the minutes tick away, growing steadily more angry and embarrassed.
 
   Jessica’s voice was uncharacteristically timid. “How much longer do you want to wait?”
 
   I snapped shut the leather portfolio that contained the notes for my well-rehearsed speech. “I’m calling it,” I decided. “Thank you for coming, Jessica,” I said tightly. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”
 
   Jessica grabbed my wrist before I could stand. “Elle, I’m the one who should be apologizing. If I had known your colleagues would react this way …”
 
   “You would have said no to the Trustees? Not likely.”
 
   “I’ll talk to your Chair,” she said. “This was unacceptable.”
 
   “No. Don’t. It’ll only make things worse. This meeting wasn’t mandatory. No one was required to show up.” 
 
   “Do you think they planned this?” she posed. “Did an all-department memo get passed around to boycott your meeting?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I shook my head. “And no way of finding out. They probably took a loyalty blood oath.”
 
   “Elle, I—”
 
   No,” I cut her off. “Stop apologizing. You couldn’t have known my well-respected colleagues were going to act like children over this.” I set my jaw hard. I had anticipated a number of my colleagues might boycott the meeting, but I certainly hadn’t expected that no one would show. It was humiliating if I let myself think on it too much. 
 
   “Do you want to go to Del Sol for something to drink? Or maybe get something stronger?” Jessica suggested. “I keep a bottle of scotch in my desk drawer—a kind of Drink in Case of Emergency precaution.”
 
   “As tempting as that is, I’ve got papers to grade and a career to salvage.” I gave her a sad smile. “I just want to go home and lick my wounds.”
 
   “Or Hunter,” Jessica couldn’t help adding.
 
   Despite my dour mood, I laughed. “When are you going to get a girlfriend so I can give you a hard time?”
 
   “You say that like I haven’t been trying this whole time.”
 
   “Hitting on me doesn’t count,” I shot.
 
   Jessica wrinkled her nose. “Don’t flatter yourself, Dr. Graft.”
 
   “I’m going to find you a girlfriend.”
 
   Jessica’s features flipped through a number of emotions before settling on skepticism. “You make it should like you expect to be successful where I have not.”
 
   “I’m a serial monogamist. I’m not very good at keeping a girlfriend,” I noted, “but I’ve gotten pretty talented at finding prospects over the years.”
 
   Jessica curled her lip. “Are you suggesting I go swimming in the student dating pool?”
 
   “God, no. You’d eat them up,” I immediately rejected with a laugh. “Besides, it might have worked out for me and Hunter, but I would never recommend it to anyone else in our position.”
 
   “Where do you think you’re going to find these hidden gems that have so far evaded me?” she asked.
 
   “Gem,” I corrected. “Not gems. You said you wanted a girlfriend, not a bunch of frivolous affairs, right? All it takes is one good First Date.”
 
   “I abhor first dates,” Jessica huffed.
 
   “Your list—correct me if I’m wrong,” I began, ignoring her negative attitude. “Age appropriate.”
 
   “Yes. Your girlfriend is safe from me,” she snorted.
 
   “Pretty. Smart. Feminine. Funny. An appreciation of fancy wine. Doesn’t work in academia so you get an escape from being the Dean, and someone who can hold her own in bed.”
 
   Jessica opened her mouth, looking like she wanted to object to something I’d said, but her mouth snapped shut instead. “You sound like you have someone in mind.”
 
   I nodded. “I do. But we’re going to do this my way.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “A blind date.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” she immediately rejected.
 
   “You owe me.”
 
   “I owe you?” Jessica’s voice pitched. “For what? Giving you a promotion? Fast-tracking your career?”
 
   “Coffee,” I negotiated. “Have one cup of coffee with her. You’d probably be going to Del Sol’s anyway this week—now you’ll have someone to keep you company.”
 
   Jessica thinned her lips, pressing them in a straight line. “Fine,” she finally relented. “One cup of coffee.”
 
   I thrust my closed fist in the air in celebration.
 
   Jessica loudly sighed and flicked a few round curls away from her face. “What’s this perfect woman’s name anyway?”
 
   I grinned as my plan started to take shape: “Leah.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I returned home after a disappointing conclusion to my workday. It wasn’t the end of my day, however, as I still had another meeting to attend that evening. Sonja had e-mailed me the first of her working drafts and we were going to walk through my notes. I considered it an appropriately timed distraction. With no plans to see Hunter that night, working through a script with Sonja would keep me from feeling sorry for myself. The tub of ice cream in my freezer was safe for another night. 
 
   I sat in my home office with only the reading lamp on my desk and the glowing screen of my laptop to illuminate the room. The web chat program jangled on my laptop, indicating I had an incoming call. Sonja’s face appeared on my screen when I clicked on the accept call button.
 
   “Hey, Elle!” Sonja chirped in greeting. “How’s it going?”
 
   I could have told her the truth, but I didn’t feel like rehashing the details of my day. “I’m good. Yourself?” I returned.
 
   “Nervous,” she admitted. “Feedback on my writing makes me sick to my stomach.”
 
   “I’ll be gentle,” I promised.
 
   “I don’t mind it a little rough.”
 
   I loved to banter, and flirtatious back and forth was my favorite. I could safely engage in that brand of chatter with Nikole, and to a lesser extent with Jessica, but there was nothing innocent and harmless when it came from Sonja. 
 
   I cleared my throat and chose to ignore her comment.
 
   “Are you planning on working through your entire hiatus?” I asked.
 
   “Probably,” she confirmed. “I need to get a head start on these scripts. It’ll be a challenge finishing up my master’s degree and writing for the show, but I want to make it work.”
 
   “I forgot you were still in school. Most people would ditch the degree once they got a staff writing position,” I observed.
 
   “I’ll probably regret it when I’m pulling consecutive all-nighters, but I like to finish what I start.”
 
   I found her work ethic admirable, but I was afraid of giving her too many encouraging compliments. I silently nodded instead.
 
   “How old were you when you got your Ph.D.?” she asked.
 
   I did some quick mental math. “About twenty-five or twenty-six.”
 
   “Geez. You’re like Doogie Howser.”
 
   “Hardly,” I shook my head. “And aren’t you too young to know that reference?”
 
   “I want to write for TV,” she reminded me. “I know my TV history.”
 
   “I suppose you make a point,” I hummed. 
 
   “Where’s Hunter tonight?”
 
   If it had been anyone else, the question wouldn’t have given me pause. But the seemingly casual comment made me uncomfortable, like Sonja was checking up on the status of my relationship. “She’s probably just getting off of work.”
 
   “Oh, should we talk some other time? I don’t want to monopolize your time.”
 
   “It’s fine; we don’t have plans to see each other tonight.” 
 
   Sonja’s eyebrows knit together. “You don’t live together?” 
 
   “No. We don’t.” I cleared my throat. “Listen, I don’t want to be rude, but I’d feel more comfortable if we stuck to the scripts.”
 
   “Right.” She shook her head apologetically. “I’m sorry, Elle. Again, I really appreciate your help.”
 
   “It’s no problem, but let’s stay focused, okay?”
 
   Sonja nodded her consent, and I began. 
 
   “I thought the overall structure of this episode worked really well, but I want to help you tighten up some of the dialogue.” I flipped through the hardcopy I’d printed out for myself. In a digital world, I was decidedly analog. “If you turn to page sixteen you’ll see what I mean.”
 
   I heard a light tapping on the partially closed door, and I swiveled in my office chair. Hunter’s voice followed. “Are you talking to yourself in here?” Her tone was warm and teasing.
 
   A panicked feeling washed over me when my girlfriend walked into the room. She was still in her scrubs, having come directly from work. I recognized the takeout packaging from my favorite Vietnamese restaurant in her hand. 
 
   “No,” I swallowed. “I’m on Skype. With Sonja.”
 
   Hunter’s gaze traveled past me to land on my computer screen. “Oh.” 
 
   She didn’t have to say anything else. I heard everything in that monosyllabic word.
 
   “Hi, Hunter!” Sonja’s voice brightly greeted. “It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   Hunter’s lips pressed together, and my stomach dropped.
 
   “I’ll, um, let me just finish up with her,” I stammered, “and I’ll be right out.”
 
   Hunter’s lips remained cemented together. She gave me a curt nod before her silent exit.
 
   I slowly turned around in my office chair. My heart continued to pound in my chest, and I felt the tickle of stress sweat in the small of my back. I hadn’t technically done anything wrong, but I couldn’t help feeling like Hunter had caught me doing something I shouldn’t have been doing.
 
   “Fuck,” came my quiet whisper.
 
   “I take it you didn’t tell her you were helping me out,” Sonja guessed. She looked inappropriately amused.
 
   I cleared my throat. “I probably should have done that.”
 
   Sonja clucked her tongue. “The key to a solid relationship is communication,” she recited.
 
   “Thanks for the tip,” I said sourly. “I should get out there and talk to her,” I said, jerking my thumb in the direction of the office door. “E-mail me your schedule, and we can figure out another time to go over these notes.”
 
   “Okay. Good luck!” Sonja sing-songed before signing out.
 
    
 
    
 
   I found Hunter in the living room. The television was on, the volume low. The takeout container had been discarded on the coffee table. Hunter held the remote pointed towards the TV, but her fingers were immobile. She didn’t acknowledge me when I entered the room.
 
   I hovered awkwardly at the edge of the room. “Sonja asked me to give her some notes on some scripts she’s working on for next season,” I explained. “Kind of like a script doctor. I did it for Troian when I first started working for her last summer.” 
 
   Hunter gave me no response. 
 
   I sat down beside her on the couch. “I’m sorry, Hunt. I probably should have told you.”
 
   Her eyes remained trained on the television. “Did Troian ask you to help her?” The teasing tone from earlier was gone.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is it something for your resume?”
 
   “I don’t really have to worry about resume building now that I’ve got this Endowed Chair.”
 
   Hunter set the remote on the coffee table. She moved in stiff, robotic movements. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but why are you helping her?”
 
   “I like the mentoring,” I tried to explain. “It’s one of the most rewarding parts of teaching—working one-on-one with someone through various drafts to get a finished product. It’s really satisfying.”
 
   “You don’t get enough of that at school?” she posed.
 
   “I don’t mind,” I shrugged. “I’ve got the time. I like to be helpful.”
 
   “If this had been any of the other writers you used to work with, would you still be so helpful?” 
 
   I paused at the question. “Probably not.”
 
   “So why her?” Hunter pressed.
 
   “It’s different—I feel, I don’t know, protective of Sonja? I want her to do well out there. I don’t want her to get eaten by wolves.” I could see the troubled thoughts sitting on Hunter’s features. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Positive. Why would I want someone half a world away when the real deal is on my couch, here for the taking?”
 
   She quirked an eyebrow. “For the taking, huh?”
 
   I pulled her across the couch cushions until her hip was pressed against mine. She didn’t put up any resistance, which made me believe I was nearly forgiven. “Unless you don’t want to be taken?” I said, lowering my voice.
 
   “Run for your life if that day ever happens; I’ve been replaced by an imposter.”
 
   “I’ll stop talking to Sonja if it makes you uncomfortable,” I offered.
 
   Hunter shook her head. “No. These are my own insecurities; it has nothing to do with you or her.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Okay, maybe a little bit with her.”
 
   “I should have told you about it. I’m sorry,” I apologized again. 
 
   “I don’t want you to feel like you need my permission to do these kinds of things,” she noted, “but I would appreciate a little heads up next time.”
 
   I nodded, in total agreement. “I’ve told her she has to keep our conversations professional otherwise I can’t help her. I’m not going to jeopardize how good things have been between you and me just to get some good karma points.” 
 
   Hunter’s smile returned, my assurances apparently to her satisfaction. “You didn’t text me after your big meeting today. How did it go?”
 
   “Nobody showed.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “What? Not a single person?”
 
   I released a loud, exhausted sigh and let my body sag against her solid stability. “I’m not much for conspiracy theories, but I’m pretty sure this was planned.”
 
   “Are they ever going to get over this?”
 
   I frowned. “I honestly don’t know. I already feel like the black sheep of the department. Dating a former student, moving to Hollywood,” I listed off, “and now this.”
 
   “What now?”
 
   She asked the question I wasn’t prepared to answer. 
 
   “They want me to flounder. They want to see me fail. But I’m not going to. This program is going to succeed. I wasn’t that invested before, but now …”
 
   “Now they’ve made you mad.”
 
   I nodded. “I don’t need to convince the faculty that this program has legs; they’re not the ones who’ll be taking the classes. All I need are students.” An idea slowly revealed itself to me. “And I think I know exactly how I’m going to get them.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “Honey, I’m home!”
 
   Troian burst through the front door, dragging a piece of wheeled luggage nearly bigger than herself. Nicole followed behind, more quietly, but with just as an impressive suitcase.
 
   “Jesus,” I remarked. “It’s only a week, you guys.”
 
   In reality they wouldn’t be returning to California for much longer than that, but I couldn’t help teasing just a little. My house was in-between Los Angeles and Barcelona, which made it the ideal location for a weeklong layover. They could have afforded any of the area hotels in town, and I was far from their only friend in town, but I was privately glad they still wanted to stay in my guestroom. As much as I loved having my own space and not having to accommodate other people’s schedules, I was really looking forward to time with my friends. My short Los Angeles visit over Easter weekend had been far too brief. I imagined dinners at home and late night conversations over a bottle of wine—well, juice for Troian. Alcohol turned her face red.
 
   After they dumped their bags in the guestroom, the three of us stood around the kitchen island, always the center of the house, and picked at food I’d foraged from the pantry.
 
   “What are your plans for while you’re here?” I asked.
 
   “I’m planning on sleeping in every day,” Troian announced. “So you’d better keep it quiet in the mornings, Bookie.”
 
   “And besides sleeping in, what else?”
 
   “I need to stop by the greenhouse and clear it out,” Nikole noted. “I’m hoping to put it up for sale while we’re here.”
 
   They’d sold their condo after they’d made the move to California, but Nikole had held on to the land where her greenhouse for her old landscaping business had been located.
 
   “Wow. So I guess this means California is for real,” I observed.
 
   “Real, sure. Permanent? We’ll see,” Nikole amended. “But there’s really no reason for us to keep holding onto that land right now. Maybe one day we’ll come back here, but that won’t be for a while.”
 
   “And you’re okay with this?” I asked Troian.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked around a mouthful of water crackers. 
 
   “It seems like it would be in violation of one of your superstitious things,” I shrugged. “Like you can’t sell your last connection to this place because then you’re sure to lose your job in LA.”
 
   Troian’s face scrunched up unpleasantly. “Great. I hadn’t thought about that.”
 
   “Nuh uh,” Nikole interjected. “We’re selling it. Elle, you’re the worst.”
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to be in the market for a couple of acres and a greenhouse?” Troian asked.
 
   I quirked an eyebrow. “What would I do with a greenhouse?”
 
   “I don’t know what you do with your life,” Troian huffed. “I don’t judge.”
 
   “Please,” I scoffed. “You’re the most judgmental person I know. We invented Top, Bottom, Switch because you couldn’t help making judgments about strangers.”
 
   “Don’t complain. You love that game, and you love me,” Troian hummed.
 
   “Speaking of TBS, think you can manage to wake up early enough one day to hang out at Del Sol?” I asked. “I tried to teach Jessica, but she’s a lost cause.”
 
   “You taught her our game?” Troian pouted.
 
   “I tried to,” I amended. “It was an epic failure. Apparently you’re the only one worthy of that game.”
 
   “You’d better remember that next time someone tries to replace me,” she huffed. “Would serve you right if I never played with you ever again.”
 
   “You talk a big game for someone so small.”
 
   “You might have size on me, but I could still take you on, Jolly Green Giant,” she retorted.
 
   Nikole watched our heated exchange with practiced patience. “I almost missed this,” she laughed.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I sat at the kitchen island early the next morning, sipping coffee and flipping through the pages of sample textbooks for an Introduction to Screenwriting class. Later that week, students would be registering for fall courses. I’d hadn’t yet ordered any books for the class because I wasn’t sure I’d actually get to teach it the following semester. We had very small enrollment numbers at my university—a major reason why students chose the small, private school over a large state school—but if I couldn’t convince at least eight students to register for the course, the administration wouldn’t consider the class to be cost-effective. My goal wasn’t minimum enrollment, however. I wanted to fill the class and have a waitlist.
 
   I heard the creak of the guest bedroom door, followed by light steps on the hardwood floor.
 
   “What happened to sleeping in?” I posed.
 
   Nikole slipped into old athletic shoes. Her hair was back in a ponytail, and she wore cut offs and a t-shirt.
 
   “I’m stealing your girlfriend,” she announced. 
 
   “That’s fun,” I remarked, returning to thumbing through a potential textbook. “What’s the occasion?”
 
   “I’ve got a rotting jungle to chop down at the greenhouse. If I want to sell the place, it probably shouldn’t look like something out of a horror film.”
 
   “Do you need more help?” I offered. “I know Troian won’t want to mess up her manicure, but I don’t mind a little dirt under my fingernails.”
 
   “No.” Nikole shook her head. “You and Troi should hang out. She’d never admit it, but I think she’s been missing her Bookworm time. Besides,” she said with a mischievous smile, “Hunter and I need our own time to swap horror stories about you two.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I was still working at the kitchen island when Troian finally rolled out of bed a few hours later. She padded into the kitchen, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “Where’s my wife?” She looked even younger than usual with her face scrubbed free of makeup and her glossy black hair looking in disarray.  
 
   “She ran off with my girlfriend.”
 
   “Oh. Is there coffee?”
 
   Troian took an experimental drink from the coffee cup I handed her. “Not half bad,” she approved. It was the closest thing to a compliment I’d get from her. 
 
   She stood on her tiptoes and looked over the books scattered on the kitchen island. “What nerd work are you up to this morning?”
 
   “Finding a textbook that’ll work for the screenwriting class I might teach next semester.”
 
   “Have your idiot co-workers unbunched their panties about that Endowed Chair business yet?”
 
   “No.” My smile flat-lined. “But it’s fine. I’ll adapt. I’ll deal. I don’t really have a choice at this point.”
 
   “You could always come back to LA,” she proposed.
 
   I didn’t say anything, but the look I made had Troian backpedalling. “Ok. I’ll stop bringing it up.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I don’t get what was so horrible about your time out there,” she huffed, “minus the no Hunter thing, obviously.”
 
   “LA was fine,” I pacified. “It was disorienting, but I survived. But it’s not home. It’s not where I want to be.”
 
   “I get it. You don’t have to sell me.”
 
   “Are you sure about that? Every time we talk, you’re trying to get me to move back out there.”
 
   “Is it so wrong that I want my best friend to live in the same area code as me?”
 
   A small smile twitched at my lips. “I miss you too, Troi.”
 
   “Don’t get carried away. I never said that,” she protested. “But seriously, if you need help with this screenwriting program, just say the word. I could probably hook you up with some folks at USC or UCLA’s programs for feedback.”
 
   “I’m not so worried about the teaching part of it. I’m more concerned about student recruitment. If not enough students sign up for this class, it’s going to re-open this programming disaster. No one in my department thinks there’s enough student interest. If students don’t enroll in the class, it’ll only confirm that.”
 
   “Want me to walk around campus and talk you up to everyone I see?” she offered.
 
   I laughed, but her offer gave me pause. “I actually had another idea in mind.”
 
   “Oh, God. What did I just volunteer for?”
 
   “A campus lecture—like you did when we first met. Your God-given charisma might convince some star-struck co-eds to take my class.”
 
   Troian drummed her fingertips against her mouth, looking deep in thought. “I can do you one better.”
 
   “You don’t have to sleep with them,” I deadpanned.
 
   “Don’t confuse yourself with me, Bookie,” she jabbed back. 
 
   “I could probably reserve the campus auditorium you presented in last time.” I began to make mental plans.
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “Are you sure? You’re supposed to be on vacation,” I pointed out. “I don’t want to get you in trouble with Nik.”
 
   “Will it help you out?” she asked.
 
   “More than you know,” I admitted.
 
   “Then of course I’ll do it.” 
 
   “You’re amazing, Troi.”
 
   Troian’s features scrunched in displeasure. “If I’m so amazing, why do you keep looking at your phone?” she complained. “The most important person in your life is standing right here.”
 
   I hadn’t even realized I’d been doing it, but Troian was right. Jessica was supposed to be meeting Leah for their blind date at Del Sol’s later, but my phone had been silent all morning. I’d expected at least one panicked text message from Jessica. In the absence of any texts, I worried she might skip out on the whole thing.
 
   “I’m pulling a Troian today and playing Matchmaker.”
 
   I had never tried to set anyone up on a date before. I was usually the one in Jessica’s position, with friends—typically Troian—arranging for me to meet a girl they were convinced was perfect for me.
 
   “Ooooh,” Troian cooed. She looked instantly interested. “Who’s the lucky victim?”
 
   “Jessica.”
 
   Troian scowled again. “The woman who tried to ruin your career and then tried to replace me?”
 
   “I guess that would be her. She’s meeting up with Leah at Del Sol’s later this morning.”
 
   “Leah? As in Peggy’s bartender Leah?”
 
   I nodded. “Leah suggested she thought Jessica was cute, so …”
 
   “We have to go,” Troian decided.
 
   “To Peggy’s?”
 
   “No, dummy,” she rolled her eyes. “To Del Sol’s.”
 
   “I can’t do that,” I protested.
 
   “We can. And we will.” She gave me an eager, determined look. “I want a front row seat to this disaster.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   “We shouldn’t be here,” I fretted. 
 
   “This was our spot before you ever met her,” Troian protested. 
 
   I fiddled with the wooden stir stick floating in my coffee cup. “You know what I mean.”
 
   Neither Jessica nor Leah had yet to arrive at Del Sol’s. The coffee shop was relatively small, but not so small—I hoped—that they would immediately notice Troian and me camped out in the stuffed chairs in a back corner.  
 
   Troian swatted a rolled-up magazine in my direction. “Here. You can hide behind that.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “Your new best friend Jessica doesn’t know what I look like,” she reasoned. “And Leah might notice me, but she’ll be smart enough not to point out other girls on a first date.”
 
   The bell above the coffee shop entrance jangled with a new patron. I promptly opened the oversized magazine and hid my face behind it when Jessica strode into the coffee shop. The sun coming through the plate glass windows at the front of the cafe bounced off the blonde highlights in her naturally darker hair, which she wore that day in loose curls that framed her face. She hadn’t entirely abandoned her Dean Merlot wardrobe, but in skinny jeans, ballet flats, and a patterned sleeveless shell she looked far more relaxed than her features let on. 
 
   Her eyes offered a cursory scan of the cafe and its patrons before she claimed a circular table for two near the register. She sat with her back to the front entrance, which was antithetical to anticipating someone’s arrival. I couldn’t do anything about it, though. I couldn’t text or call her to tell her to change her seat without revealing my location. I knew that if Jessica were aware of the audience witnessing her blind date, she would promptly leave before Leah even arrived.
 
   “Well that was dumb,” Troian remarked, apparently sharing my thoughts. 
 
   “She’s just nervous,” I defended my friend.
 
   I peered over the top of the magazine. Honestly, Jessica looked so preoccupied by nerves that she probably wouldn’t have noticed if I had sat down at the table across from her.
 
   Troian continued to stare and scrutinize from afar. “So that’s the Great and Powerful Merlot,” she considered. “I don’t see what’s so special.”
 
   “Shhh,” I hushed. “She’ll hear you.”
 
   “Piss poor replacement, if you ask me,” Troian continued to grumble. 
 
   “No one asked you,” I countered.
 
   I watched Jessica stare at her cell phone and frown. Her fingers move over the touch-screen. A moment later, my phone vibrated beside me. I quickly snatched it off the end table and dropped it into my lap so its noise wouldn’t draw her attention to our side of the coffee shop.
 
   I glanced down at my lap to see Jessica’s text message: How am I supposed to know who this girl is? 
 
   Hidden behind the open magazine, I typed my response: Don’t worry, I wrote. She knows what you look like.
 
   Jessica’s eyebrows knit together. You showed her my picture? How come I’m going in blind?
 
   I had kept a few, important details to myself. I hadn’t told Jessica that Leah had specifically asked about her.
 
   Because I want you to keep an open mind.
 
   If Jessica didn’t ruin things by getting in her own way, Leah was going to make a solid match. Beyond being a bartender, she had a master’s degree in French Literature, and she wasn’t so far down the butch side of the spectrum that Jessica would dismiss her as not feminine enough, especially when she opened her mouth to speak. Leah had one of the softest voices I’d ever heard. It was a marvel that she could project over the din at Peggy’s on a busy Saturday night.
 
   In other words, she’s ugly.
 
   No. She’s really cute, my next text insisted. You’ve got to trust me.
 
   Jessica’s whole body heaved in a giant sigh. I nearly felt sorry for my friend, but if all went well with Leah, this minor discomfort would one day be a forgotten inconvenience. Maybe then I’d be able to reveal to Jessica that Troian and I had watched the entire thing.
 
   My anticipation spiked when the front door opened and Leah stepped inside. Her short, bleached hair was sculpted into its usual faux hawk, but she’d left the studded leather belt at home. Her near-sleeve of tattoos on either arm were on display, but the capped sleeved dress was a pleasant surprise. The ivory fabric accentuated her pale skin, and the bohemian-chic style softened and feminized the look. I personally wouldn’t have paired maroon Doc Martens with the outfit, but I wasn’t Leah.
 
   “Here we go,” Troian murmured.
 
   I jerked the magazine up to hide my face again. We sat close enough to hear the sounds of throats being cleared and the screech of chairs being pushed away from a table. Rubber-soled shoes thunked hollowly on the laminate floor.
 
   “What’s happening?” I whispered. 
 
   “So far, so good,” Troian remarked. “Merlot hasn’t run away.” 
 
   I cautiously peered over the top of the periodical. From where I sat, I couldn’t see Leah’s face. Jessica looked mildly surprised, but not displeased, which I took to be a good sign.
 
   I leaned forward and strained my ears in hopes of picking up fragments of their conversation, but their words were lost to the white noise of a coffee shop: the hiss of espresso machines, the clink of spoons against porcelain cups, the turned pages of tea-stained paperbacks.
 
   “I pictured this as being far more interesting in my head,” Troian grumbled. 
 
   “This was your idea,” I unnecessarily reminded her. “You’re the one who wanted to come here.” 
 
   “I want to throw things at them,” Troian wistfully sighed. “Are they going to get something to drink or just sit there yapping all day?”
 
   “It’s a first date, what did you expect?” I resumed hiding behind my magazine on the off chance that either Jessica or Leah looked in our direction.
 
   “Nik and I had a much more interesting first date.”
 
   “Can you even remember that far back, old timer?” I joked.
 
   Nikole and Troian had only been legally married for a few, short months, but they had dated for far longer. When I’d met Troian nearly seven years ago, she and Nikole were already an old, married couple. 
 
   “Shit.” Troian whispered the curse. “Leah saw me. I think we’ve been had.”
 
   “How can you tell?” I was too afraid to move the magazine to look for myself.
 
   “She waved at me. And now they’re coming over here.”
 
   “Both of them?” I panicked.
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “We should have thought of a code word.”
 
   “Rhubarb,” she supplied.
 
   “It’s a little late for that now,” I hissed.
 
   I continued to hide behind the open magazine with my eyes dropped to the floor. The toes of Leah’s maroon boots came to a stop in front of me. Jessica’s ballet flats were positioned beside them.
 
   I heard Jessica’s calculated voice. “Good afternoon, Elle.”
 
   I slowly lowered the magazine. “Oh, hey guys.” My voice crawled into the falsetto. “How’s it going?”
 
   Jessica frowned and folded her arms across her chest. Leah tried to look serious, but a mischievous smile twitched at the corners of her mouth.
 
   “Troian and I were just getting coffee. Jessica, I don’t think you’ve met Troi yet,” I tried to introduce. 
 
   Troian waved beside me. “Heya, Dean. It’s nice to finally put a face to a name. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
 
   “I’m sure you have,” Jessica returned coolly. 
 
   Jessica’s demeanor made me worry that we’d ruined everything, that our unwanted presence had brought an abrupt end to the date.
 
   “We wanted to let you know that we’re moving our date to a restaurant across the street,” Leah said.
 
   “And you’re not invited,” Jessica sternly added.
 
   “So I take it things are progressing nicely?” I innocently grinned.
 
   Jessica’s tone was low and gravelly. “Goodbye, Elle.”
 
   Leah was far more upbeat. “See you guys later,” she waved. “Good to see you, Troian!”
 
   My eyes followed Leah and Jessica’s departure. They collected their belongings from their table and proceeded to the exit. 
 
   “Have fun, you two!” I projected across the coffee shop, drawing curious stares from the other patrons. I waved goodbye in an exaggerated manner. 
 
   Jessica turned to glare once more in my direction before she followed her date outside.
 
   My presence may have been unwelcome, but I was officially the world’s greatest matchmaker.
 
   “Well that wasn’t a complete disaster,” Troian remarked.
 
   I chuckled to myself before annoying Jessica with one more obnoxious text message: You’re welcome.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The mailroom in the student union was always one of the liveliest places on campus. Not only did students collect their mail in the large, open room, but university groups also routinely hosted signups and bake sales, or were protesting something in the central campus hub. It was also the best place to post advertisements for upcoming events, which was why I found myself there.
 
   A number of students stopped me to talk about that night’s event; I’d advertised it as An Evening with Troian Smith. In addition to being one of my best friends, Troian also had the distinction of being one of the most high-profile alumni, at least in recent memory.
 
   The students’ enthusiasm put me in a generally pleasant mood, but that all changed when I spotted my colleague Emily picking up the department’s mail.
 
   I hadn’t seen my former mentor in a few weeks—something I suspected was the result of mutual avoidance. Every time I saw her it reminded me of the anger and embarrassment I’d experienced for hosting a meeting no one had attended. And I was sure seeing me reminded Emily how she and more senior tenured professors had been passed over for the pretentious promotion.
 
   I could have pretended I hadn’t seen her, but I was tired of the avoidance and running away. 
 
   “Emily, hey.”
 
   She looked startled that I’d acknowledged her.
 
   “Oh, hi, Elle. How’s it going?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
    
 
   “Semester going well?”
 
   “Uh huh.” I kept my responses brief. This wasn’t the place for an over-wrought interaction. 
 
   She gestured to the 11x17 posters I held. “Good luck at your event tonight. I’m sorry I won’t be able to attend.”
 
   Just like you couldn’t attend my informational meeting, I kept to myself.
 
   I gave Emily a tight-lipped smile. “Thanks.”
 
   I thought our interaction might end there, parting civilly, until Emily touched her hand to my wrist. “You’ve got to understand, Elle, there’s a natural order to things.”
 
   “Like how queer, barely-tenured professors don’t deserve Endowed Chairs?” I said stiffly. I couldn’t help myself. I’d reached the limits of my frustration.
 
   Emily withdrew her hand and frowned. “Have a pleasant day, Dr. Graft.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I peered out at the assembled audience from the wings of the stage. I hadn’t been sure what kind of numbers a lecture by Troian Smith on a Thursday night might attract, but I’d been optimistic and had reserved the largest auditorium on campus, which sat about three hundred students.
 
   Troian and I had first met at one of these events, many years ago. She’d been asked by the then-Chair of the English Department to speak on campus after she’d sold her first screenplay. At the time I’d though her too showy, too Hollywood, for my Midwestern sensibilities, but she’d soon grown on me, and I couldn’t imagine my life without her in it.
 
   “It’s a packed house out there,” I marveled.
 
   Troian looked over her note cards. “Of course it is. It’s me.”
 
   “I’m glad there’s room for all these students and your ego. But did you have to bring Sonja?” I lamented.
 
   “You know the other options on the writing staff. Everyone else is too old or too introverted. They melt just trying to get through a table read. I thought it would be better to have Sonja, who can actually talk, and who’s closer in age to your students.”
 
   “Good thinking,” I begrudgingly admitted. 
 
   “You’d better get out there and introduce me or you’re going to have a riot on your hands,” she noted.
 
   I worried my lower lip. “They’re going to riot once they figure out what you have planned.”
 
   “Relax,” she told me. “It’s going to be fine.”
 
   I took a deep breath, affixed a smile to my face, and walked out onto the stage. My appearance was met with a smattering of polite applause as I crossed the stage. I stopped behind a microphoned podium and squinted into the bright spotlight to see Hunter, Jessica, and Nikole seated in the front row. They all flashed encouraging thumbs up.
 
   “Good evening, everyone,” I began. “I want to thank you for coming to tonight’s event. It’s my honor to have the opportunity to be piloting an exciting new screenwriting program at the college, which has received full support of the University’s Board of Trustees. Tonight’s program is only the first of its kind. Our main speaker tonight, Troian Smith, has long been a friend of the university, first as a student herself, and later as a generous benefactor. Troian is a decorated writer and Hollywood director. In addition to being a talented writer, she also has the distinction of being executive producer of a little TV show called StarQuest.”
 
   At the mention of the show’s title, a decidedly female cheer erupted from the crowd. I allowed myself a smile at the audience’s reaction: this might just work.
 
   “Without further ado, please help me welcome my friend, Troian Smith.”
 
   Troian stepped onto the stage to a loud chorus of applause and cheers. She waved into the crowd as she crossed the stage, stopping in the center where a table and four chairs had been set up.
 
   “As an added bonus,” I continued, “I’m excited to introduce to the stage a promising new screenwriter, Sonja Williams. She recently sold a spec script for StarQuest and has been hired on for Season Two. Sonja provides a unique perspective about breaking into the world of Hollywood.”
 
   From the opposite side of the stage, Sonja appeared. Like Troian, she was greeted with loud applause while she crossed the stage.
 
   I cleared my throat and waited for the applause to subside before continuing. “And finally, please welcome to the stage, the stars of StarQuest—you might know them better as Paige and Hunter—Maya Briscoe and Tariq Odull.”
 
   The applause that had greeted both Troian and Sonja erupted into a piercing, female shriek. The auditorium collectively rose to its feet as the actors stepped onto the stage. It had been Troian’s idea to invite along Tariq and Maya. I had thought it was a little much, but having witnessed the student body’s reaction, I was now convinced that my best friend was a marketing genius.
 
   For the next hour, the panel of four entertained a captive audience while I waited off in the wings. It never failed to impress me how charming and engaging Troian could be when she had an audience. Sonja held her own, being refreshingly transparent about her trials from Midwestern girl to Hollywood transplant, and whenever Maya or Tariq spoke, their words were rewarded with genuine laughter and applause.
 
   At the program’s conclusion, the panel received another standing ovation. The student crowds eventually filed out of the auditorium, and Tariq and Maya graciously stayed afterwards to take photos and sign autographs.
 
   Afterwards, we whisked the celebrity panelists to a university-owned property where they’d be staying the night. It was an old home, probably built prior to the 1920s, that was reminiscent of a bed and breakfast without the morning meal.
 
   We sipped cocktails in the formal living room of the university guesthouse. The front parlor itself was a relic from an earlier era with stiff, high-backed chairs, dark wood paneling, and muted fabrics. The room smelled faintly musty as though it had been shut up all winter and no one had bothered to remove the storm windows to let fresh air circulate in the front parlor. We could have afforded any of the area hotels, but Troian sagely wanted to keep the show’s super couple out of the headlines the next day. Intrigue tended to follow attractive, charismatic ingénues, even in Middle America. 
 
                 I stood near an empty stone fireplace, watching over the subdued celebration. Only Troian, Nik, Maya, Sonja, Hunter, and myself remained. Jessica had congratulated me after the event’s conclusion, but had begged off with the excuse of Trustee meetings in the morning. Spring Trustee meetings would keep her busy until the end of the semester. The Board looked over everything from faculty salary budgets, to capital projects for new construction, to contracts for cafeteria food. Tariq had similarly bowed out early, recognizing the numbers weren’t in his favor. He was the only male in the group, but nearly all of the women in our small gathering were queer. 
 
   Troian was engaged in conversation with Sonja and Maya. The former looked up and our eyes met briefly. I watched Sonja touch her hand to Maya’s forearm before walking in my direction. I sucked in a sharp breath in anticipation of our conversation. 
 
   Her feet crossed in front of the other as she crossed the room to stop in front of me. “Want me to refresh that drink for you?”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. “How many times do I have to remind you? You’re a guest; you’re not working this party.”
 
   She pried the nearly empty well glass from my hand. “I wasn’t being a cocktail witness; I was being polite.” 
 
   I stood silently while Sonja freshened up my drink, a whiskey Old Fashioned, at a makeshift bar station. I made note of the heavy application of rye whiskey and bitters.
 
   I glanced across the room where Hunter was in conversation with Nikole. I offered her an uneasy smile, as if seeking approval. She returned my smile with one of her own, hers warm and encouraging. Seeing me talking with Sonja might have bothered her, but her message to me was clear: It’s fine. I trust you. I trust us.
 
   I thanked Sonja when she returned and pressed the glass into my hands. “You did a really nice job tonight,” I complimented. “You’ve got really good stage presence.”
 
   “You couldn’t tell I was terrified?” she laughed. Her sapphire eyes twinkled. 
 
   “You looked like a natural up there,” I assured her. “Thanks again for making the trip. I really appreciate you guys taking time out of your hiatus to help out.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do; your feedback on those scripts was really helpful.” She glanced purposefully in Hunter’s direction. “I hope I didn’t get you into too much trouble.”
 
   “A little bit,” I sheepishly cringed. “But that was my own fault. Things have been really good though.”
 
   “Now that you’ve learned to communicate?” she probed.
 
   “Yes. You’re right. Communication is key,” I mocked. “Although I’ve always believed a little jealousy to be healthy.”
 
   “Well if you ever need to make her jealous again, you know who to call.”
 
   I cleared my throat, knowing I’d walked into that one myself. “Any big plans for hiatus? Or just working nonstop on scripts?”
 
   “I’m taking a detour to visit my family in Nebraska for a few days,” she said, “and then it’ll be back to Hollywood and back to work.”
 
   “I hope you have a little fun; it’s supposed to be a vacation,” I pointed out. “You won’t get another one until next April.” 
 
   Sonja nodded. “I think Maya and I might hang out a little bit, but we don’t have definitive plans. Whatever,” she shrugged, “it’s cool. Maya just started going to one of those air aerobic gyms and invited me along last week. You should see her climbing up those rope things and doing all kinds of crazy Cirque du Soleil tricks. She’s really good.” 
 
   There was something in the way Sonja said Maya’s name and in the way she spoke about her that had me suspicious. 
 
   I kept my tone nonchalant. “Are you crushing on her?”
 
   Sonja looked up from the drink she worried in her hands. “Who?”
 
   “Paige—I mean Maya,” I corrected myself. Even though I knew better, it was strange to think of her as a real person outside of the TV show. 
 
   Sonja cleared her throat. “Maybe.”
 
   “Is she even gay?”
 
   “I don’t know; but how does that saying go? Something about how everyone’s straight until they’re not?”
 
   I arched an eyebrow. “I don’t think that’s an actual thing.”
 
   “Until now.” Sonja grinned mischievously.
 
   My mouth twisted into a wry smile. “Good luck with that.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I planned to spend the entire next day in bed with Hunter. I didn’t teach on Fridays, and Troian and Nikole had left for their European adventure earlier that morning. The week had gone by quickly, but we’d managed to embarrass Jessica, clean up the greenhouse to get it ready for sale, and provoke a small riot on campus.
 
   Hunter lay beside me with her head resting on my collarbone. “Do you think Troian’s stunt worked?” she asked.
 
   I stroked my fingers through her hair and rested my chin on the top of her head. “I guess we’ll know after today.”
 
   Online registration for fall courses would open that morning. If I were able to fill the entire class and have a few students on the waitlist, I’d consider our event from the previous evening to be a success. I didn’t want to get my hopes up though.
 
   “When does course registration start?”
 
   I twisted my head to look at the time on my bedside clock. “A few hours ago,” I observed.
 
   I could log into my faculty account and watch course registration in real time, but I hadn’t done that since my first semester teaching when I’d been afraid no one would sign up for classes and the school would rescind their job offer. In many ways, this new screenwriting program gave me the same feeling. I’d become established as a composition teacher, but now I was starting all over to build a reputation as something different.
 
   The doorbell sounded, echoing throughout the house.
 
   Hunter’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Are you expecting someone?”
 
   “No. Maybe we should move,” I groaned, “and not tell anyone the address.”
 
   The pronoun slip of we was accidental; if Hunter took note, she didn’t comment on it. We had been spent nearly every night together since Easter. I was obviously fine with it and could be persuaded for even more, but I didn’t know how to bring up the topic of us moving in together. I had never felt so strongly about someone before for it to have ever been on my radar. 
 
   Hunter pushed my shoulder. “Go look who it is,” she urged, “and then come back to me.”
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows suggestively. With her dressed in boy shorts and braless in a white tank top, it took all my willpower not to have my way with her every waking moment. She looked amazing, naturally, but I found her most irresistible in the casual and minimal clothing. 
 
   I didn’t have to say the words; she pushed me harder still. “Go see who’s at the door.”
 
   With great reluctance and a whole lot of grumbling, I slipped out of bed. I didn’t bother putting on anything over my tank top and shorts because I had no intention of answering the door. My feet sounded loudly down the stairs, eager to return to bed. I peered through the window cutout when I reached the door.
 
   Emily Sullivan stood on my front porch. 
 
   I peered down at the clothes I’d slept in. I was far from dressed to receive guests, and without having to look, I was sure my hair was wild from sleep. Despite all the reasons why I should have gone back to bed, I opened the door.
 
   I hadn’t thought about what I was going to say or why she was even there, but Emily spoke before I had the chance.
 
   “I know it’s early,” she qualified, “but I wanted to let you know that you’ll be teaching Intro to Screenwriting next semester.”
 
   I forgot about my discomfort. “Enough students signed up?”
 
   Emily nodded. “The class completely filled. In less than three minutes.”
 
   “What?” I gaped.
 
   “And when the waitlist reached one hundred students, the Registrar called me to see what I wanted to do.” Emily worried her lower lip. “I hope you don’t mind, but your entire fall semester will be teaching Intro to Screenwriting.”
 
   “Three sections?”
 
   “And I’d like you to head the search committee next fall to identify candidates for a tenure-track position at Assistant Professor of Screenwriting,” she added. “We’re going full-steam-ahead with your program. Congratulations.”
 
   “Emily—.”
 
   “Wait,” she stopped me. “I need to finish. I have to apologize, Elle. I was wrong. Not just about this screenwriting thing, but to be upset with you about it. I know this all happened without your consent or suggestion, and I’m embarrassed by my reaction. You’re a friend, a colleague, and a damn good teacher. Dean Merlot put us in a tough spot; I should have been upset with her, not you.”
 
   “She was just doing her job, too,” I defended my friend. I hadn’t reacted with the most poise either during this situation.
 
   “I’d still like to treat you and Hunter to dinner.”
 
   “How about just showing up for the end of semester party tomorrow?”
 
   Emily quirked an eyebrow. “You were still planning on hosting that this year?”
 
   I made a noise, a disgruntled sigh. “For the hundredth time, yes.”
 
   “I’ll clear my schedule,” Emily vowed. “I’ll be there.”
 
   I closed the front door with Emily’s departure. I leaned my weight against the back of the door and exhaled. It worked. I was actually going to make this program happen.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Jessica lived in my neighborhood in a house owned by the university. It was enormous, especially considering she lived there all alone. I knocked on the front door. I hadn’t called or texted to warn her I was coming over, but she’d shown up unannounced at my door more times than not.
 
   I peered through the small cutout window at the top of the door just in time to see Jessica duck into a room off the main hallway.
 
   “I see you,” I called through the door. I knocked harder.
 
   Jessica re-appeared with shoulders slumped. I heard the sound of multiple locks unfastening before the door opened. Jessica propped the door open only a few inches, not even wide enough that I might wedge my foot into the entryway.
 
   “What do you want?” she hissed through the narrow opening.
 
   “I have news.”
 
   “You couldn’t have called?”
 
   I cocked my head to the side. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you weren’t excited to see me.”
 
   “I’m a little busy.”
 
   “With what? It’s practically the weekend, and it’s almost the end of the semester.” I paused and strained my ears. “Wait. Is there someone else here?”
 
   “No. Of course not.”
 
   I pushed my hand and arm through the doorway and managed to bully my way inside. “Are you entertaining someone, Dean Merlot?” I proclaimed in mock surprise and horror.
 
   “Elle, don’t.”
 
   Her weak protest fell on deaf ears as I strode through the house, peering eagerly into every open door.  I pushed through the swinging butler door to the kitchen and back den. 
 
   Leah sat in the sunken rec room, cupping an oversized mug of coffee in her hands. She wore a white t-shirt and men’s boxers, and her short hair stuck up haphazardly in the back. Everything about her appearance indicated there’d been a sleepover party.
 
   I froze in place. I’d only been teasing Jessica about someone being over; I hadn’t actually expected to find anyone. 
 
   “Hey, Leah,” I managed to greet.
 
   The pretty bartender looked unfazed, and unlike Jessica, unembarrassed, by my arrival. “Hey, Elle. What’s up?”
 
   I turned back to Jessica who had followed me to the back of the house. “So do we high-five now?”
 
   Jessica scowled. “I’m an adult woman, Professor Graft. Not a teenage boy who’s touched his first boob.”
 
   “You touched her boob?” I teased.
 
   Jessica ran her hand over her face. “Why are you here?”
 
   Leah’s presence had me momentarily forgetting the purpose of my visit, but I gathered my wits around me. “To tell you that we are a smashing success.”
 
   “We are?”
 
   “Emily Sullivan personally stopped by my house this morning to tell me the screenwriting course filled up so quickly that the Registrar opened up three sections for the fall.”
 
   “Are you serious? That’s amazing, Elle!”
 
   Jessica wrapped me up in a tight, rib-crushing hug.
 
   Her antics earned her a quiet chuckle from Leah, who watched us with curious eyes. “Damn. Can I get in on that?”
 
   Jessica jumped at Leah’s voice, nearly shoving me away in her hurry to disentangle from our hug.
 
   “I also stopped by to see if you’d feed my cat,” I noted. “I’m going out of town to visit family once I’ve submitted final grades. Think you could check on Sylvia a few times to make sure she hasn’t burned down the place?”
 
   “What about Hunter?”
 
   “She’s coming too. Actually,” I paused. “I’m starting to reconsider giving you a key to my house since you and Leah look so comfortable.”
 
   Jessica arched an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting I might do something inappropriate in your house while you’re gone, Dr. Graft?”
 
   I dropped the spare key in her outstretched palm. “It’s fine, as long as I never find out about it.”
 
   Jessica grimaced. “Will you please go?”
 
   “Okay,” I conceded. “You can thank me later, by the way. Maybe at the wedding,” I chuckled. “Bye, Leah!” I yelled loudly.
 
   Jessica visibly winced at my elevated volume.
 
   I saluted her with two fingers at my brow. “See ya later, Boss.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   “God damn it, Sylvia!”
 
   My cat sat crouched on the kitchen island, licking the crackers and sweaty cheese cubes that Tricia, the English department’s administrative assistant, had dropped off earlier. My elevated volume caused the cat to promptly leap from the countertop and scurry away to another room. Her back paws slipped out from under her body, and I winced when I heard the sound of claws digging into my hardwood floors.
 
   “Great. Wonderful. This is perfect.” I picked up the serving platter and dumped the tainted food into the sink.
 
   Hunter’s footsteps were heavy down the stairs. She paused midway on the staircase. Her hair was only partially flat-ironed, and she hadn’t yet finished getting dressed. “What’s wrong? I heard yelling.” 
 
   “I caught Sylvia taste-testing the party food.”
 
   “Uh oh.” Hunter frowned. “Is it salvageable?”
 
   “It might have been until I threw it in the sink.”
 
   Hunter descended the final steps and came into the kitchen. “It’ll be okay. There’s plenty of other food.”
 
   “Do I have to do this?” I practically whined. “Can’t we lock the doors and turn out the lights and hide when people show up?”
 
   “You don’t hide,” she said sternly. “That’s not what you do, and I’m not going to let you start now.”
 
   “No one’s even going to come,” I huffed. “I cleaned the house, and I’ve got all this food for nothing.”
 
   “Emily apologized.”
 
   “Emily’s only one person,” I countered. “It’s going to take time for that sentiment to trickle down to the dinosaurs.”
 
   “Dinosaurs?” she echoed.
 
   “It’s what we call the old-timers in the department who refuse to retire even though their scholarship is stale and their teaching is uninspired.”
 
   “Ouch,” she winced. “You guys are mean.”
 
   “And I still don’t know who left that note on my car. And I probably never will. I doubt very much anyone will ever own up to it.”
 
   “You really don’t know who it could have been?”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t imagine one of the dinosaurs doing it, and I assume it’s someone on the literature side of the department, not composition. If I had to guess, I’d say it was Thad. But I have no proof, only a gut feeling.”
 
   “You’ll have to point him out to me at the party so I can break his kneecaps,” she remarked.
 
   “He won’t come. No one will,” I lamented. “Everyone hates me.” I could feel myself spiraling down a slippery slope of self-pity.
 
   “I don’t hate you. Jessica doesn’t hate you. And neither does Emily. We’ll still have fun even if it’s just us,” she insisted.
 
   I took a deep, cleansing breath. “Okay.”
 
   Her arms went around my waist and she stood on her tiptoes to press her lips against my nose. “Now, go upstairs and put on a pretty dress. I’ll finish cleaning in here so it doesn’t look like a cat buffet.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I conceded before sulking upstairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood before the vanity mirror in the master bedroom and scrutinized my reflection. I smoothed my palms down the curves of my dress, a dark blue sleeveless fitted thing with a wide belt cinched around my midsection. I leaned closer to the mirror to apply a light layer of mascara and paused to frown at the subtle streaks of white and silver that had begun to color my hair near the temples. I picked through the thick forest of my wavy brunette hair and frowned at the single silver strands that I found. The discoloring wasn’t new; I had started to go grey in my mid-twenties. What were new, however, were the small creases at the corners of my eyes.
 
   “What are you doing?” I heard Hunter’s voice behind me.
 
   Caught red-handed, I spun around with my back to the mirror. “Counting grey hair and wrinkles,” I sheepishly revealed.
 
   “You’re ridiculous,” she frowned.
 
   She placed her hands on either side of my face and pressed her body to mine, pinning me against the pedestal sink. When she leaned forward, I thought she was going in for the kiss, but instead she inspected me up close, just as I had been doing only moments prior.
 
   “I don’t see what you see,” she informed me, her eyes locked intensely on my face. “I only see the woman I’m in love with.”
 
   I closed my eyes and leaned forward until our foreheads touched. “Thank you,” I said quietly. “Thank you for calling me out when I’m becoming self-destructive. These little reminders are important.” 
 
   The sound of the doorbell had me sighing and pulling away. 
 
   “You can properly thank me later,” she promised. She ushered me out of the room with a firm swat to the backside that had me wanting to linger longer instead of go away. 
 
   I rushed down the stairs and touched a self-conscious hand to my hair before pulling open the front door. I frowned in confusion at the crowd standing on my front stoop. 
 
   Hunter’s roommate, Loryssa, and some other undergraduates who looked vaguely familiar smiled and waved from my front yard.
 
   “Hey, Dr. G,” Loryssa greeted. “We’re here for the party.”
 
   Hunter appeared behind me and peered over my shoulder. “I asked Loryssa to round up some people,” she answered my unspoken question.
 
   “Oh. That was … thoughtful?” I wasn’t sure I’d chosen the right word to express how I really felt.
 
   Loryssa grinned. “Which way to the booze?”
 
   I took a step backwards. “Uh, it’s in the dining room.” I pointed down the hallway. “First door on the right.”
 
   “Sweet.” Loryssa stepped inside, followed closely behind by a gaggle of students.
 
   I shut the door after their entrance. “What happened to ‘we’ll have fun if it’s just us’?” I quietly remarked.
 
   “They’re here for me,” Hunter supplied, “so I won’t get nervous once the house is filled with dinosaurs.”
 
   I shook my head. “They’re not coming, baby.”
 
   She silenced me with a finger pressed to my lips. “Keep a positive attitude. Your colleagues might surprise you.”
 
   Only another knock at the front door kept my continued protest at bay. I tugged the door open and a second confused frown graced my features with the arrival of another unexpected guest—Leah.
 
   My bartender friend rocked back and forth in her Doc Martens. She cradled a bottle of red wine in her hands. Her bright eyes swept past me to the empty, open-floor plan. “Is Jess here yet? I’m probably early; I’m always too early to these things.”
 
   Leah’s short blonde hair looked especially spiked that day. A generous layer of eyeliner rimmed her large blue eyes. Her dark jeans, t-shirt, and fitted vest hugged her thin, androgynous figure.
 
   “You’re kind of the first to arrive. Come on in.” Despite a ferocious curiosity, I kept my mountain of questions to myself. Had closeted Jessica Merlot actually invited openly queer bartender Leah to the faculty party as her date?
 
   Leah pressed the bottle of wine into my hands. “Jess tells me that’s a good red.” She barked out a loud, nervous laugh. “They all taste the same to me, but I’d never tell her that.”
 
   “Smart woman.” I returned the bottle to her anxious hands. “Why don’t you put this in the dining room with the other alcohol? There’s some random co-eds in there, but they won’t bite.”
 
   “I’m a little nervous,” Leah blurted out. “I’ve never been invited to a fancy work party before.”
 
   “You’re going to be fine,” I assured her. Seeing Leah so rattled and unsure gave me an unexpected jolt of confidence. “I’ll make sure Jessica knows you’re here the moment she arrives.”
 
   Leah flashed me a grateful smile before disappearing down the hallway.
 
   I heard a low howl come from the direction of the staircase. Sylvia sat in the center of the top step. Her unfocused eyes stared blankly ahead.
 
   I recognized that look and sound. It was the face she made right before she— “Oh, no. Sylvia, don’t,” I begged.
 
   My cat had never been good at following directions. Her body heaved, and she promptly threw up the cheese and crackers she’d been snacking on earlier.
 
   “Party of the year,” I grimaced. “I’ve got undergrads who are probably underage in my dining room, a lactose intolerant cat, and no one besides Jessica’s date has showed up. Jessica’s not even here.”
 
   “Relax,” Hunter tried to appease me. “It’s still early. I’m sure the others are only fashionably late.”
 
   “Or they’re waiting until we fall asleep so they can toilet paper the house.”
 
   Hunter smiled indulgently. “Go clean up after Sylvia.”
 
   A few more people arrived while I was upstairs taking care of Sylvia. I heard the doorbell, but didn’t panic, as I knew Hunter would be able to greet the newest guests. She’d avoided the end-of-the academic-year party the previous year, but I hadn’t fought too hard for her to come either. At the time she’d still been a student at the university, although no longer one of mine. Now, a year after her graduation, we both felt more comfortable in our roles. 
 
   When I came back downstairs after cleaning up after Sylvia and locking her in my bedroom, a few more people had arrived. I noticed Emily and a man I presumed to be her husband near the bookshelves in the living room. We exchange a smile—albeit somewhat forced. A few other faculty members hovered around the finger food and appetizers on the kitchen island. 
 
   Jessica stepped through the front door just as I reached the bottom step.
 
   “Leah’s in the dining room,” I informed her as she walked into the house.
 
   “Oh, is she? That’s nice.” Jessica’s voice had taken on a falsetto quality. She took off her grey trench coat and handed it to me to hang up for her. 
 
   “Jessica Merlot, don’t play coy with me.” I eyeballed my friend with suspicion. “You invited a guest to my party—a guest who’s very obviously gay.”
 
   “Thank you for pointing that out to me.” 
 
   “What gives?”
 
   Jessica pressed her lips together. “This whole business with the Trustees has made me realize that I can’t keep living my life dictated by fear.”
 
   “So it’s official, then? You’re Out and proud?”
 
   “I’m not flying a rainbow flag over my campus housing,” she rolled her eyes. “People are going to talk, but I’ve made the decision to no longer care.”
 
   “Good for you.” I had no idea how this might affect her job security with our conservative Board of Trustees, but if she wasn’t worried about it, I wouldn’t panic either.
 
   “So is it love?” I pressed with a teasing smile. “Is Leah The One?”
 
   “Good lord, it’s far too early to know that,” she dismissed. “We’re having fun, and I’m happy. I can’t really ask much more.”
 
   I smiled at her words.
 
   “Plus she’s magnificent in bed,” she unnecessarily added.
 
   My smile twitched. “You can keep those details to yourself.”
 
   She clucked her tongue. “Such a prude, Dr. Graft.”
 
   “It’s not being a prude to not want to know about your boss’s sex life.”
 
   “We’re going to Peggy’s tonight if you and Hunter want to tag along,” she proposed.
 
   “I think we’ll probably lay low after the party; it’s been a hectic past couple of days.” Now that the party had officially started, I couldn’t wait to kick these people out of my house and slip into my pajamas. “Besides, you’re in a brand-new relationship, you don’t want to hang out with the old, married couple.”
 
   “Okay, but the offer still stands.”
 
   A gangly-limbed teenager who wore thick-framed glasses marched up to us. “Are you Mrs. Graft?”
 
   She looked far too young to be a college student; I’d never seen her before, and I had no idea what she was doing at my party.
 
   “I’m not so sure about the Missus part,” I remarked, “but I’m Elle Graft.”
 
   Jessica gave me a wordless, amused look before abandoning me, presumably in search of her date. 
 
   “You wrote for StarQuest.” The young girl’s statement came out as a demand, not a question.
 
   “Yes?” I hesitantly revealed.
 
   “Oh my God,” she panted. “Do you think you could introduce me to the actors? My dad told me Hunter and Paige were on campus Thursday night, and I just about freaked.”
 
   “I’m sorry—who are you?”
 
   “Jamie.”
 
   “And what’s your last name, Jamie?” I questioned.
 
   “Birken.”
 
   The puzzle pieces fell into place. Birken. Bob Birken’s daughter.
 
   “Well, Jaime Birken—Paige and Hunter went back to California yesterday morning, so I’m afraid you’re out of luck. Next time they’re on campus though, I’ll make sure your dad tells you.”
 
   I had no idea if there would be a next time, but it seemed like the right thing to say.
 
   Bob’s daughter squealed and clapped her hands. I winced at the high-pitched sound. Luckily I owned a cat and not a dog, or my poor pet might be dead. 
 
   “Oh thank you, thank you, thank you, Mrs. Graft!” she exclaimed. 
 
   Most of the partygoers stopped their respective conversations to look in our direction.
 
   “It’s no problem, Jamie,” I appeased.
 
   Still rubbing my ear, certain that Jamie Birken’s shriek had permanently damaged my hearing, I picked up a vase I was afraid someone might inadvertently bump and transferred it to my office at the back of the house. 
 
   Before returning to the party, I stood in the office doorway and smiled, remembering how two years ago, nearly to the day, I’d caught Hunter in that very room. She’d followed my cat down the hallway, and when Sylvia had knocked a stack of student papers off my desk, Hunter had tried to clean up after her. I might have bemoaned little annoyances like the cat eating all the cheese and promptly regurgitating it, but in a small way, my relationship with Hunter had started because of Sylvia’s penchant for destruction.
 
   My return to the party took another detour when I found my colleague Bob in the back hallway. Even though it was early May, he persisted in wearing his wild geometric-printed sweaters and corduroy pants.
 
   “Party of the year again, Elle.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” I demurred. “Thank you for coming.”
 
   He slowly nodded his head and wrung his hands in front of his generous belly. “I saw you being so patient and accommodating with Jamie just now, and the guilt is too much.”
 
   I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I think . . . I think you found my note.”
 
   The gears of my brain sputtered and churned until I realized to what he was referring. My mouth fell open. Bob Birken—the balding, rotund poet with a wardrobe full of un-ironic patterned sweaters—was confessing to authoring the accusatory note that had been left on my windshield. 
 
   “Y-you, Bob?”
 
   His gaze dropped to my feet. “I’m so ashamed of myself, Elle. There’s no excuse for what I did. I guess my frustration about being passed over for the Endowed Chair got the best of me. I was feeling sorry for myself and under-appreciated, and I took it out on you.”
 
   I still didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t very well tell him that it was okay or that his actions had been justifiable, yet I couldn’t help feeling sorry for my colleague as he dismantled in the hallway of my house.
 
   “I’ll understand if you’ll need to take this to the Dean,” he said.
 
   “I have to think on this, Bob,” I said slowly, still reeling from the reveal. “I’m feeling a little blindsided right now.”
 
   He solemnly nodded. “That’s fair.”
 
   “For the record, thank you for owning up to it.”
 
   I could see the regret in his large, owl-like eyes. He hung his head and, without another word, returned to the living room.
 
   Back in the kitchen and living room, the party had continued blissfully on. Emily had come. Thad had come. They all had come—even the dinosaurs. It might have been the biggest turnout I’d ever had at the end of the year party. I hovered at the edge of the living room and watched Bob collect his daughter, and with a quiet goodbye to a few of our colleagues, he was gone.
 
   I slowly released the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I couldn’t decide what was worse—the not knowing or this new knowledge. I had always respected Bob, both as a scholar and a person.
 
   “There’s no more food.”
 
   I hummed and shook my head to clear my brain of darker thoughts.
 
   I had seen little of Hunter all evening; she’d been rushing around the house playing the perfect hostess, which I never would have had time to do. Everyone wanted to talk to me; they had all heard the enrollment numbers news, and they wanted to offer their support and confidence in the program. Knowing how quickly gossip traveled on campus, it shouldn’t have surprised me.
 
   “What happened?” I blinked.
 
   “You’re more popular than you thought,” Hunter observed. “I think we’ll be okay on alcohol, but the finger food ran out ages ago. I guess we actually needed Sylvia’s cheese and crackers. Also,” she adeed, “your co-workers are slobs. How hard is it to use a coaster?” she criticized. “And did they not notice the garbage cans strategically located around the house?”
 
   Only then did I observe the dirty wine glasses, crumpled used napkins, and empty red party cups on the counters and end tables.
 
   “Uh oh. Is that a little Ellen Dyson I hear coming out?”
 
   “Don’t even think about comparing me to my mom,” she chastised. “I’m nothing like her.”
 
   “If you say so,” I teased, eyes crinkling with my smile.
 
   I wrapped my arm around Hunter’s waist and pulled her close while we jointly surveyed the still-active party. “You know what my favorite part about being your girlfriend is?” I asked.
 
   “I’m kind of afraid of the answer,” she smirked.
 
   “I can kiss you whenever I want.”
 
   Hunter batted her long eyelashes. “Then what are you waiting for?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The days following the end of semester party passed by quickly. Final grades were submitted, graduating seniors tossed their black graduation caps into the air, and I began to look forward to the few short summer months that separated me from a new semester full of new responsibilities as Distinguished Professor and Director of the screenwriting program. There would be plenty to do to prepare for the program’s inaugural semester—course prep, recruiting new students, and enlisting current faculty to teach courses to supplement introductory classes. But for the week leading up to Memorial Day weekend, I vowed to push those work duties out of my head.
 
   It was a nine and a half hour drive from my Minnesota home to the Michigan beach town where my family had summered during my youth. Hunter would join me later that week, so for the first few days of the trip it would be just me alone with my family. She would fly into a regional airport, and when the holiday was over, we would make the return trip home together.
 
   My family’s cottage was situated on a sandy shoreline, just steps from Lake Michigan. The house had been in my mother’s family for years. During my parents’ divorce, she’d gotten to the keep the beach house and my dad had been awarded the house I’d grown up in. Growing up, my sister Lauren and I would spend everyday at the beach getting sand in our one-piece bathing suits while my mom read romance novels from a lawn chair. Most of the summer it was just the three of us; my dad stayed with us on the long weekends he wasn’t traveling for business until the divorce.
 
   A long, unpaved driveway led away from the county highway directly to my family cottage. The hard-packed sand was like concrete under the wheels of my vehicle, but time and weather had worn major divots in the road that I swerved to avoid. My vehicle was the only car in the driveway. I was either the first to arrive or the others had gone into town. I grabbed my suitcase out of the trunk and locked my car—a habit, not a necessity in our remote location. 
 
   I strolled up a paver-block path and took stock of the house I hadn’t visited in years. The cottage was in dire need of a fresh coat of paint. It was an old construction in the style of a two-story Victorian, complete with spindles and a spire that I used to pretend was my castle tower when I was little.
 
   I stepped onto the wraparound porch that hugged the perimeter of the house. The clatter boards could use tightening, but the wood itself was in good shape. If the house had been situated on the ocean shore, the wood would have disintegrated by now, but fresh water instead of a salty sea spray had only caused the pressure-treated wood to darken in color.
 
   I knocked on the front door. There was no doorbell, only a screen door and a more permanent door behind that. It was only the second door the cottage had had in my lifetime. I’d accidentally shattered the doorframe the summer after my sophomore year of high school, trying to kick the door open when I’d lost my key.
 
   I peered through dirty windows for signs of movement, but saw none. There were suitcases in the front foyer, so I knew my mom and Lauren had to be close—unless we had a squatter. I tried my old cottage key in the main lock, and it still worked.  
 
   The first floor looked untouched by time. The cottage had been closed up all year and smelled of dust and mothballs. We used to stay at the house every summer for as far back as I could remember, but I hadn’t been back in years. Once I started college, my return trips had been sporadic.
 
   Wide-planked wooden boards covered the entire first floor beyond the mudroom, which had historically served as a catchall for beach supplies. Unlike more contemporary homes, the first floor was broken into a number of smaller rooms. In the very front was a formal parlor that no one ever used. The furniture was original to the house, and my mom had never let anyone sit on the stiff couch and high-backed chairs out of fear that we might break something. The house was filled with antiques that we’d inherited over the generations. My mom fancied herself a collector. Exposure to sunlight had faded the already muted pastels to a duller version of their original selves.
 
   Beyond the parlor was a formal dining room that was hardly used as well. Sunlight streamed through flimsy lace curtains, now yellowed with age. The walls were covered in a peeling wallpaper of tiny pink roses on a climbing green vine. The dusty, brass candelabrum in the center of a long wooden table looked straight out of a murder-mystery board game. 
 
   The majority of family time had been spent in the back of the house in the kitchen, the only room that had ever been updated. But even the large, open kitchen was beginning to show its age. The floor was a cold black-and-white checkerboard pattern, and the rest of the decor was in the country kitchen design that had been popular in the 1990s. A small powder room was located through a laundry room, just big enough for a washer, dryer, and cast-iron utility sink. All had been add-ons in a converted sunroom that were probably in violation of building codes.
 
   There were three bedrooms in the house, all upstairs. My mom and sister had already claimed the larger of the two bedrooms, which left me with the bonus room that was essentially converted attic space. In the mid-summer months the room was uninhabitable, poorly insulated and with no central air. But on Memorial Day weekend it was still too early in the summer season for any kind of humidity or heat. The bonus room had a rickety full-sized bed and a bureau for clothes, but nothing else. In my youth it had been a playroom for my sister and me on rainy days to make sure we stayed out of my mom’s hair.
 
   Before I could get properly settled into the room, I heard the sound of an engine outside and of car doors opening and closing. I looked out a small, hexagonal window to see my mom and my sister climbing out of the parked car. 
 
   I left my packed suitcase on the bed and tromped downstairs just in time to greet Lauren and my mom as they came through the front door. Lauren carried armfuls of canvas grocery bags while my mom held a detachable rear-facing car seat.
 
   “Make yourself useful,” my sister said in lieu of a greeting. “There’s more bags in the car.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Nice to see you, too.”
 
   I herded the remainder of the groceries from the car to the kitchen. We were only staying for a week, but the amount of food they’d bought would have fed us for a month. 
 
   No hugs were exchanged, no How-Have-You-Beens. We dutifully unpacked the groceries and put them away in the refrigerator and pantry. I glanced uneasily in the direction of the portable car seat perched on the butcher-block kitchen island. Neither Lauren nor our mom appeared concerned that the baby inside had begun to get fussy.
 
   “Should, uh, should someone do something about that?”
 
   Lauren looked to me with raised eyebrows. “Why don’t you?”
 
   “You know I’m not … that I don’t …” I’d never been good with kids in general, and infants scared me even more. 
 
   “Hold your nephew,” my mom commanded.
 
   I hesitatingly reached my hands into the car seat. My fingers wrapped around a delicate torso. I grimaced at the feeling of his tiny ribcage. 
 
   “I’m going to crush him,” I worried aloud.
 
   “Babies are built for durability,” my sister assured me. She grabbed an apple from a plastic bag and took a loud bite.
 
   I gingerly eased the baby out of the car seat. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d held one, but I gave myself some credit for knowing not to let his head flop all over the place as I lifted him to my chest. A tiny hand immediately went for my hair and he buried his face into my collarbone. 
 
   “Your kid’s getting fresh with me, Lauren,” I remarked.
 
   She looked at the digital clock on the stovetop. “He’s probably hungry.”
 
   I looked down at the squirming baby. “Sorry, kiddo. These boobs have nothing for you.”
 
   “Watch out. Given the chance, Levi would give it the ol’ college try,” my mom laughed.
 
   I looked up, realizing something. I had had no idea what my nephew’s name was. It made me feel like the worst sibling ever, but communication was a two-way street. It wasn’t as though Lauren had called or had written to tell me these kinds of details.
 
   “Levi. You named your kid after blue jeans?”
 
   “Always the comedian,” my sister deadpanned. “He’s named after Matt’s grandfather.”
 
   “Why not after ours?” I asked.
 
   Lauren shrugged in dismissal of my question. “There’ll be other kids.”
 
   Levi began to wiggle again; he must have sensed I had no idea what I was doing and self-preservation kicked in. 
 
   “More? How many more?” I struggled to reposition him. Everything I did felt unnatural and wrong.
 
   “Matt wants at least three. We’ll see how baby number one goes though.”
 
   Levi stared at me with his giant, blue marble eyes.
 
   “Where is Matt?” I asked, noting his absence for the first time. 
 
   “He’s not coming. He thought we might want a girls-only vacation.”
 
   “If that’s the case, why isn’t he taking care of Levi?” I had no complaints about the infant hanging out with us, but I was curious.
 
   “I’m still on maternity leave, but Matt had to go back to work. It wouldn’t have made sense to send Levi off to daycare when I’m perfectly capable of watching him,” my sister reasoned. “Besides, you still needed to meet your nephew,” she pointed out. “If Levi stayed home with Matt, he’d be walking before your next visit.”
 
   She might have been exaggerating, but not by much. 
 
   Levi’s face scrunched up into a pink, wrinkled mess, and he began to whimper anew. “Lauren? What do I do?”
 
   Lauren: it felt strange to say her name out loud. Each time I dropped her name in a sentence I found myself pausing. Was that her actual name? Had I said it right? Could she tell how foreign her name felt on my tongue?  It made me realize how little I thought or spoke about my sister in my day-to-day activities. I wondered if she felt the same way. 
 
   My sister took another bite of her apple and smiled.  ”You’ll figure it out.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   We kept dinner that night simple—cheeseburgers on the charcoal grill and a basic fruit salad. Afterwards, everyone drifted to a different corner of the house for the remainder of the evening. My mom played games on her tablet while my sister called Matt to check in with her husband. Dusk lingered on the horizon, so I grabbed my jacket and went for a short walk on the lakeshore.
 
   A mild breeze whipped my hair around my face, and my bare feet sunk into cool sand, up to my ankles. The tide was starting to come in; sandy shoreline that had been exposed during the day would soon be swallowed by the cold water of Lake Michigan. The thick line of forest between the beach and the county highway, combined with the waves crashing against the lakeshore, drowned out the sound of distant traffic. 
 
   I sat down in the sand a few feet from the creeping tide to watch the sun set. The cloudless sky was painted in bright, vivid shades of pink, orange, and purple. A lake freighter—the semi-truck of the Great Lakes—bobbed along the distant horizon. I hugged my arms around my torso as the temperatures dropped, but it was too beautiful of an evening to spend cooped inside. 
 
   I had been away for too long. This had always been one of my favorite places, but it had taken years of not visiting to recognize how much I’d taken it for granted. It didn’t take much time away from Hunter, however, to realize the same thing.
 
   It was an hour earlier back in Minnesota, and because she’d been shuffling her schedule so she could join me in a few days, I wasn’t sure if she’d be home, but I tried her number anyway. At the very least I’d get to hear her voice on her voicemail greeting.
 
   The phone rang a few times, and I’d almost given up hope, before she answered. “Hey, Ellio.”
 
   Her bright tone and the nickname warmed me all over even though the sun had already set. 
 
   “I miss you,” I sighed into the phone. 
 
   Her indulgent chuckle rattled in my ear. “I miss you, too. I’ll be there soon though.”
 
   “Not soon enough.” I felt myself slipping into the petulant child version of myself.
 
   “You should be enjoying this time with your mom and sister,” she urged. “Be thankful you’ve got the opportunity to come together like this.”
 
   “Family togetherness isn’t really our style.” I plucked a blade of dune grass from the sand and offered it to the mild breeze. “Not anymore at least.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Life, I suppose. Everyone got busy with their own lives. We got lazy about making an effort to stay in touch. I don’t love them any less than I used to,” I qualified. “They just slipped down the list of priorities.”
 
   “Get off the phone with me and go spend time with them,” she commanded.
 
   I looked back up at the house. Besides the light on the front porch, the whole house looked dark. “I think everyone went to bed.”
 
   “You’re full of excuses.”
 
   I eventually hung up with Hunter and tiptoed back to the house, picking my way through the rocks and low shrubbery that covered the ground between the house and the beach. 
 
   I re-entered the cottage as quietly as possible, knowing that my mom, Lauren, and Levi were possibly asleep.  It reminded me of sneaking in past curfew when we’d summered at the house when I was in high school. Neither of my parents had been strict disciplinarians; curfew had been more of a suggestion than something that had been enforced, but I’d still felt bad for breaking even the hint of a rule.
 
   The front of the house was blanketed in darkness, but a single light in the kitchen led me to the back of the house. The glow came from a pendant lamp that hung over the farm style kitchen sink.
 
   Lauren was in the kitchen, leaning against the butcher-block island. I only noticed the wine glass in her hand when she brought the glass up to her mouth to take a drink.
 
   “How’s your girlfriend?” she asked.
 
   Her question made me wonder if Lauren had been watching me outside and for how long. 
 
   “She made me get off the phone; said I should be inside hanging out with my family.”
 
   “Smart girl,” Lauren remarked. “I can’t wait to meet her.”
 
   “How’s Matt tonight?” I returned the question.
 
   “Good. He’d never admit it, but I’m sure he’s enjoying having a baby-free house. He’s dealing with a really interesting claim right now—an accidental electrical fire. A guy made his own power strip. You know, those things you plug multiple electronic devices into at once.”
 
   Matt and my sister had met at work years ago where they were both insurance underwriters.
 
   My forehead scrunched. “Aren’t those supposed to prevent electrical fires?”
 
   “In theory, yeah. But not if you try making one on your own out of random electronic parts. There was a power surge, the homemade power strip couldn’t handle it, and the front of the guy’s house burned down—the rest of the house has smoke and water damage.”
 
   I clucked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “The wild world of insurance underwriting.”
 
   “It’s not writing for a TV series in Hollywood,” Lauren sniffed, “but not everyone can be a creative.”
 
   I knew it was only a matter of time before Lauren and I had a fight—we were sisters, after all—but I didn’t want to argue on our first night. 
 
   “How are you still awake?” I asked, not taking the bait. “Aren’t new moms supposed to be exhausted all the time?”
 
   She took another small sip of the burgundy beverage before answering: “Everyone says you’re supposed to sleep when the baby sleeps, but I think I’m past the point of exhaustion.”
 
   “Having Mom around must be … nice?” I hesitated to guess. Without having spoken to my sister in months, I didn’t know what their relationship was like these days. All I knew was that when our mom had been fired and had found herself in financial ruin, it had been Lauren who’d suggested that our mom come to Minnesota to live with me.
 
   “It’s nice having an extra set of hands around now that Matt’s back at work,” she conceded. “That those hands are attached to Vivian Graft is something else altogether.”
 
   “She means well.” I suddenly felt compelled to defend our mom; Hunter’s influence, I was sure. “Have you talked to Dad lately?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing beyond a few text messages around holidays and birthdays.”
 
   “How does he like being a grandpa?”
 
   “He’s terrified of Levi,” she chortled. “The two of you made practically the same face when you first saw him.”
 
   “I’ve never been around babies before,” I defended myself. “What’s Dad’s excuse?”
 
   “The same.” Lauren’s mouth went tight. “I’ve told Matt he’s not to repeat our dad’s mistakes. He’s going to be a hands-on father so Levi grows up with two parents.”
 
   “We only ever really had mom, and we turned out alright,” I noted.
 
   Lauren snorted. “How long has your longest relationship been?”
 
   “That has nothing to do with Mom and Dad. If I had figured out I was gay earlier in life, maybe I’d be married by now. You had a head start on me.”
 
   Lauren made a humming noise, but made no further comment on my dating history. “Speaking of which, when are you going to tell me about this girlfriend of yours? I’ve gotten the Greatest Hits version from Mom, but I’d like to hear about her from you.”
 
   My mouth curved into a smile. “Her name is Hunter,” I said. “And she’s lovely.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up that first morning to the heavy clang of pots and pans. Lauren and my mom’s voices carried all the way up to the third floor. The hour time difference shouldn’t have mattered, but I’d spent the entire previous day in the car, and technically I was supposed to be on vacation. Hadn’t I earned the chance to sleep in? When Levi started to make noises—a combination of squeals and shrieks—I was fully awake.  
 
   I stomped my feet all the way down to the ground floor. Lauren and my mom were in the kitchen, making a very loud, very messy breakfast. Nearly every level surface was cluttered with serving and mixing bowls and other cooking utensils. It reminded me of the time my mom had shown up unexpectedly at my front door and had proceeded to turn everything in my refrigerator and pantry into a baked good. 
 
   My mom held an oversized mixing bowl under one arm. She beat a batter with a wooden spoon held in the other hand. “Look who decided to wake up.”
 
   I tugged on my ponytail, loose from being slept on. “I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter,” I grumbled. “What’s going on down here?”
 
   “I’m making muffins,” my mom said brightly. “Help your sister with the other food. We’ll head into town after breakfast.”
 
   “Do you have every minute of my trip planned out?”
 
   “I’m not that bad,” my mom defended. 
 
   “I guess I shouldn’t tell her about the printed itinerary then,” Lauren smirked. 
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   My family’s cottage was a short distance from the quaint downtown of one of the many picturesque towns of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. Memorial Day weekend was the official start of tourist season for the small lakeshore town, even though the weather was rarely hot enough to justify a day at the beach. The pace of life was much slower there, guided more by circadian rhythms than the urgent chime of electronic reminders. It was one of those one-horse kind of towns—so untouched by the passage of time that I actually wouldn’t have been surprised to see horses on the streets instead of motorized vehicles. Most of the businesses were seasonal, only open between Memorial Day weekend and Labor Day. The majority of town shut down for the rest of the year with the exception of the grocery store, a gas station, and a few restaurants and bars.
 
   Everything was as I remembered it from my own youth: the cobblestone sidewalks, the souvenir T-shirt shops, and the hand-dipped ice cream stores. The only disorienting addition was that everywhere I looked I saw families with young children glued to their electronic devices instead of the beauty and charm of the small, lakeshore village. I couldn’t help but be wistful for my own childhood and what family togetherness had looked like before we’d all become addicted to tablets and smart phones.
 
   Lauren and my mom walked a few feet ahead of me on the long, winding boardwalk that hugged the shoreline between downtown and Lake Michigan. Lauren pushed Levi’s stroller along the uneven wooden planks of the boardwalk. My head was buried in my phone, no better than the students at my school. It made me feel a little like a teenager on vacation with her family. All I wanted to do was be on my phone and talk to my girlfriend. 
 
   I was only vaguely aware of my surroundings, just enough to keep from tripping over the warped wooden boards. My thoughts were elsewhere, which is why I nearly ran over the person walking toward me. His shoulder clipped my own, causing me to stumble back a few steps. He grabbed my arm to keep me from tripping into the lake.
 
   “Oh! Excuse me,” I apologized. 
 
   “Sorry for bumping you,” the man returned.
 
   “No, I should have been watching where I was going,” I insisted.
 
   Something in the man’s face changed. “Elle? Elle Graft?”
 
   I looked at him then—really looked at him. His brown, side swept hair was streaked with natural highlights. He had a trim, athletic build like a tennis player or cyclist. His skin was in the early stages of a summer tan. There was nothing out of the ordinary about his blue polo shirt, khaki shorts, and boat shoes, and yet he was vaguely familiar; there was something about his eyes and the shape of his nose. I knew him, I just couldn’t pinpoint how. 
 
   “It’s Justin,” he said when it was clear I needed help remembering. “Justin Fry?”
 
   My eyes went wide in recognition. “French Fry?”
 
   “Wow.” He laughed and shook his head. “No one’s called me that in quite a while.”
 
   “Probably fifteen years,” I reflected.
 
   Our families had had houses next to each other on the lake, and we’d grown up summering together. During my teen years I’d thought of him as my first boyfriend, but we always broke up when it was time to go back to school in our respective hometowns, only to get back together the following summer.
 
   “You look great,” he admired, taking a step back to sweep his dark eyes up my body. “Just like I remember.”
 
   I arched a skeptical eyebrow. “I think I was seventeen the last time I saw you, Justin. I’m pretty sure I’ve changed since then.”
 
   “Different haircut, sure,” he noted, “but same eyes, same smile, same body.”
 
   “Okay, now I know you’re lying,” I smirked. “My students stay the same age, but I keep getting older. Most days I feel like the Crypt Keeper.”
 
   “Whom your students have never heard of,” Justin pointed out.
 
   I laughed. “Exactly.”
 
   “So you’re teaching?”
 
   I bobbed my head. “I am. I’m a professor at a small, liberal arts college in Minnesota.”
 
   “Well done,” he congratulated me. “I would have never survived graduate school. Four years of college was about all the school I could handle.”
 
   “What do you do now?” I asked.
 
   “I teach at my old school. High school math. I’m the wrestling coach, too.”
 
   “You’d had enough of school after four years of college, but you’re a high school math teacher?” I mused. “Explain how that works.”
 
   “Let’s stick to the easy questions,” he insisted. “Like how the hell are you doing?”
 
   “I thought we were sticking to easy questions,” I teased.
 
   “Okay, well how long are you in town for?” he asked.
 
   “Just through Memorial Day. Lauren was giving me a hard time for not visiting more, so here I am.”
 
   “Lauren—how’s she doing? And your parents?”
 
   “Lauren’s good. Married. Has a baby whom she’s named after blue jeans,” I remarked. “My parents are fine, I guess. Still divorced. My mom’s been living with Lauren and her husband to help take care of the baby.”
 
   “Wow.” Justin bobbed his head thoughtfully. “A lot happens in a decade and a half, huh.”
 
   “Are your parents here this weekend?” 
 
   “No, they haven’t been back for a couple years now. My wife, Mandy, loves it up here though. It’s become one of her favorite places. Actually,” he considered, “why don’t you come over for dinner tonight?”
 
   I glanced up the boardwalk where Lauren and my mom had continued to wander. They were too engrossed in their own conversation to notice that I no longer followed them.
 
   “I’d love that.”
 
   It would get me out of the house, and I actually really liked Justin. It would be good to catch up.
 
   “Awesome!” he beamed. “I’d better get back to the house and let Mandy know she’s cooking for three tonight.”
 
   “Are you sure it’ll be okay?” I worried. “I don’t want to impose.”
 
   “I insist; it’s been way too long. I’ll expect you at seven. Do you remember the address?” he winked.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I think I’ll manage.”
 
   We parted after reassurances that we’d see each other soon, and I jogged down the boardwalk to catch up to my mom and sister.
 
   My mom tapped her foot. “What happened to you?”
 
   I jerked my thumb behind me where I’d left Justin. “Guess who I just ran into? Like literally ran into? Justin Fry.”
 
   “Justin Fry?” Lauren echoed. “Like the Fry’s who lived next door?”
 
   “That would be the one. He invited me to have dinner with him and his wife tonight.”
 
   “But you just got here!” my mom protested.
 
   “I haven’t seen Justin in a decade and a half, Mom.”
 
   “It feels like it’s been that long since you last saw us, too,” she countered. My mom had a singular talent for exaggeration. 
 
   “It’s just dinner. You’ll have me all to yourself the rest of the time I’m here.”
 
   “Until Hunter shows up.”
 
   “Mom,” I sighed.
 
   “I wanted to have a bonfire and make S’mores tonight.”
 
   “You can still do that without me,” I pointed out. “And we have many more nights where that can happen.”
 
   “Okay, fine,” she eventually relented.
 
   We finished our walk on the boardwalk and packed Levi and his gear back into the car. After a few hours of hanging out with my family at the cottage—mostly watching Levi roll around on the floor—it was time for dinner. 
 
   Justin’s family’s cottage was just down the beach from our summer home so I didn’t have to worry about driving. I grabbed a bottle of cabernet from the wine rack and carried my shoes to trudge across hard-packed sand to Justin’s front door.
 
   The Fry’s had one of the newer houses on the lake, having the distinction of being the only new construction within the past half-century. Because of its relative modernity and upgrades, I’d spent a good portion of my summers in Justin’s home instead of my own. I knocked on the flimsy wooden door to the screened-in porch where I’d spent many an evening playing cards growing up.
 
   Justin’s handsome, smiling face appeared in the window cutout on the door. “Hey! You found the place!” he grinned, opening the door for me. 
 
   He’d changed clothes since I’d run into him that morning. His hair was still damp from the shower, and he smelled of cologne.
 
   “It was touch and go there for a while,” I drolly noted. “Here.” I presented the wine bottle. “I brought a beverage.”
 
   “I don’t think we have any straws, so you might have to use a glass tonight,” he teased.
 
   “That was one time!” I squeaked. “And my very last, I’ll have you know. I’d never been so sick in my life.”
 
   “Oh, I remember,” he chuckled. “I’d never seen purple puke before that night; I thought you were going to die.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” I laughed.
 
   I followed Justin into the house. The warm, savory scent of grilled meats wafted to the front of the house.
 
   “Wow. What smells so good?” I admired.
 
   “Besides me?” Justin flashed a boyish grin. “Mandy’s been in the kitchen ever since I told her you were coming over tonight.”
 
   I slapped his shoulder. “I told you I didn’t want to impose, Justin!”
 
   “It’s fine,” he continued to insist. “She loves entertaining.”
 
   I looked around the large living room. Like my own family’s summer home, Justin’s cottage hadn’t changed much from my memories—the same leather furniture, now slightly more worn; the massive fireplace with the wooden fish carving hanging above the mantle; the red and blue quilt that hung on the wall near a collage of framed family photographs. 
 
   I stood with my hands behind my back to admire some of the new photographs displayed on the wall. A bearded Justin in a fishing boat, his giant grin dominating the frame. Justin in a crimson cap and gown at his college graduation. Justin with his arm slung around the shoulders of a blonde woman in her own graduation gown. 
 
   “Is that Mandy?” I asked.
 
   Justin came to stand next to me. “Uh huh.” He gestured towards the photograph. “We met in college. I was a junior and she was a freshman.”
 
   I bit back a reflexive retort about robbing the cradle. I’d have to shelf that joke for the rest of my days.
 
   “She was way out of my league, even back then,” he wistfully noted. “And now she’s a lawyer. I wake up every morning wondering how a guy like me landed a girl like her.”
 
   I smiled at Justin’s description of his relationship with his wife. I only had good memories of our time together, and I was proud that he’d remained a good guy.
 
   “How about you?” he asked. “What does your husband do?”
 
   “Oh, I’m not married,” I clarified. “But my girlfriend is a nurse.”
 
   Recognition colored Justin’s face. “Oh. I hadn’t heard.”
 
   “Well, she only got the job about a year ago.” I knew what he was referring to, but I couldn’t resist giving him a hard time.
 
   Justin raked his fingers through his hair and averted his eyes. A discernible pinkness flushed his cheeks. 
 
   “Are you blushing, French Fry?” I teased. I wormed a finger into his ribs. “Did I embarrass you?”
 
   Justin slapped my hands away and an un-manly giggle burst out of his mouth. “Don’t.”
 
   I’d nearly forgotten how ticklish he was. His single-worded plea had me wanting to tickle him even more. I wiggled my fingers at him. 
 
   “Don’t!” he practically squealed. 
 
   I reached for his ribcage again and before I even touched him, he was maniacally giggling. He grabbed me around the waist and tried to tickle me, but I’d never been very sensitive. He lifted me in the air a few inches from the ground
 
   “Justin, what’s—.” I heard a voice enter the room and abruptly cut off. 
 
   Justin promptly dropped me; the bottoms of my feet smacked on the hardwood floor. 
 
   A slender woman stood under the archway that connected the living room to the rest of the house. An apron was cinched around her small waist, and she wore her golden blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. I inspected her face: hazel eyes, a small-button nose, and a visible cleft in her chin. She was beautiful, but her features were currently pinched in confusion. 
 
   “Oh hey, babe. Elle’s here,” Justin announced. 
 
   I waved my hand, feeling a little uncomfortable under Justin’s wife’s stare. “It’s nice to meet you, Mandy. Thanks so much for having me over for dinner.”
 
   Justin grabbed my hand and tugged me in the direction of the kitchen. “C’mon,” he urged. “I’ve been hungry for hours, but Mandy wouldn’t let me eat.”
 
   Her lips pursed. “I’m not going to spend all day in the kitchen just to have you ruin your dinner.”
 
   Justin continued to tug on my arm, but he paused long enough to kiss Mandy on the cheek. “You should know better, babe. I can always eat.”
 
   I could only offer Mandy a helpless smile as Justin dragged me by. 
 
    
 
   Dinner was elegant and delicious: hanger steak with a red wine reduction sauce, crisp green beans, and garlic-infused smashed red potatoes. It unintentionally went perfect with the bottle of cabernet I’d foraged from the cottage. 
 
   Justin dominated dinner conversation, regaling his wife with Tall Tales about the kind of mischief we tended to get into each summer. Since we’d grown up together, the stories ranged from digging a hole in the sand while trying to reach China, to stealing alcohol and joy riding in his father’s antique truck.
 
   Justin balled up his napkin and tossed it on his plate. “I’ll be right back. Gotta hit the head,” he announced.
 
   “Justin,” his wife chastised. “We have a guest.”
 
   “It’s okay,” he winked. “Elle knows I’m rude and crude.” He gave his wife another kiss on the cheek before sauntering off to the bathroom.
 
   I removed the napkin from my lap and placed it on my plate. “Dinner was delicious, Mandy. Thank you. And thank you for being so accommodating on such short notice. I told Justin I didn’t want to be a bother, but he’s apparently still that boneheaded guy I remember.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” Mandy tapped her manicured nails on the dinner table. “I don’t know how to bring this up civilly, so I’m just going to say it—I know you and Justin used to date, but could you please not flirt with my husband right in front of me?”
 
   “Flirt?” I snapped my head up, taken aback. “Mandy, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression about me, but one—I’m not single, and two—I’m gay. Justin’s a good guy, but not that good.”
 
   I felt sorry for Mandy as her mouth dropped open and her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Oh, I-I didn’t know. Justin didn’t tell me. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Justin himself only found out right before dinner.”
 
   Much like Justin had done, Mandy averted her eyes, dropping her stare to the tops of her thighs. 
 
   “Hey, it’s really okay,” I insisted. “We’ll laugh about this some day,” I predicted.
 
   “I’m wishing I had a time machine so I could flash forward to that moment,” she murmured.
 
   Justin returned from the bathroom at that moment, and Mandy looked in my direction. I knew she was probably wondering what I was going to do with the information that she’d gone after me—claws bared—in his absence.
 
   “It’s about time,” I drawled. “We were starting to think you fell in.”
 
   Justin rubbed his hands together and looked back and forth between his wife and myself. “Should I open another bottle of wine?” 
 
   “I don’t want to wear out my welcome.” I flicked my eyes to Mandy, seeking her approval. 
 
   She nodded imperceptibly. “You two can get started in the living room. I should probably clean up in here.”
 
   I grabbed Mandy’s arm before she could stand up. “You cooked. We’ll clean.”
 
   “Hey!” Justin protested. “How did I get roped into clean-up detail?”
 
   I gave Justin a sharp look. “Your beautiful, lawyer wife spent all day in the kitchen, Justin Fry. Don’t make me tell her every embarrassing story I know about you.”
 
   Justin immediately scrambled to his feet. “New plan. Why don’t you lovely, intelligent, capable women take a load off, and I’ll take care of all the cleaning.”
 
   Mandy caught my eye while her husband quickly cleared our plates. She mouthed a thank you in my direction.
 
   Maybe we wouldn’t need a time machine after all.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   My family’s house was blanketed in darkness by the time I returned from dinner at Justin’s. I’d snuck back many a time from the Fry’s house in my teen years, only to find my mom waiting up for me in the living room. But I was an adult now, and there were no disapproving looks, no grand speeches about ruining my virtue by spending so much time with that boy, waiting on my return.
 
   I quietly tiptoed upstairs to my attic room, careful not to make too much noise that might wake up Levi.
 
   I texted Hunter from bed with only moonlight and the screen of my phone illuminating the room. She might have still been awake, but I didn’t want to call, knowing that my voice would carry and wake up the whole house.
 
   I miss you, I wrote her. I wish I could reach across the mattress and have you be there.
 
   Me, too, came her reply. I’ll be there soon though, baby.
 
   I love you. 
 
   I love you, too. Sweet dreams, Ellio.
 
   I put my phone away and pulled the covers up to my chin. The bed was small, but I still missed the feeling of Hunter beside me. I hated any nights we slept apart, and I dreaded the mornings when I didn’t wake up to see her there. She’d been spending most nights at my house these days, but I wanted her to officially move in. We’d only been reconciled for a little over two months, but nothing about our relationship had ever followed a traditional timeline.
 
   I went to sleep that night resolved that I would ask her that weekend to move in with me. I just needed to figure out how to ask.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The single window in the upstairs bedroom was cracked open, and over the rhythmic crash of waves against the shore, I heard the morning call of a solitary chickadee. The morning was overcast and dreary, which normally would have had me lingering longer in bed if not for the metal coils of the thin mattress that dug into my back.
 
   I looked toward the bedroom door when I heard a shallow knock. The door swung on protesting hinges, and my mom stuck her head into the room.
 
   “Are you awake?” she whispered.
 
   “Come on in.”
 
   Eager at the invitation, my mom tiptoed across the floorboards. “Shove over,” she told me.
 
   My brain was too tired to argue so I scooched my body to the edge of the mattress and made room for my mom. The ancient bed frame groaned under our combined weight.
 
   My mom pulled the sheets up to her chin. “It’s not so bad up here,” she announced into the room.
 
   “Not right now, no,” I conceded. “But I wouldn’t want to be up here in January or July.”
 
   “Remember how you girls used to play up here all the time? It was like your own secret club—no parents allowed,” my mom reminisced. “You two used to be best friends; now you’re like strangers. What happened?”
 
   “We grew up. Formed opinions of our own.”
 
   My mom hummed in thought. “Was I bad mom? Did I do such a bad job that you resent me?”
 
   “Mom—.”
 
   “I didn’t have a lot of help from your father, you know.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I did the best I could with you girls.”
 
   I shut my eyes. Normally this was the moment I shut down emotionally and tried to reason with my mom all the excuses why I’d been absent in her and Lauren’s lives for the better part of a decade. But instead of reverting to my robotic, detached self, I felt an upwelling of emotions.
 
   I rapidly blinked to keep the tears under control. I breathed in through my nose; it rattled with the sound of long-dammed emotions.
 
   My voice was thick; my tongue felt heavy. “I’m going to do better, Mom. I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning clouds burned away to produce a cool, but sunshine-filled day. We had a picnic on the beach, just the four of us: my mom, Lauren, Levi, and myself. We didn’t talk about anything of consequence, but rather passed the day reminiscing about our favorite memories and traditions of the summer cottage. After dinner, I built a small bonfire on the beach so my mom could have her marshmallows and S’mores.
 
   It was easier to focus solely on my family knowing that Hunter would be arriving the next day. We exchanged a few text messages, but had no communication beyond that. Another girlfriend might have accused me of ignoring her, but Hunter knew my time was being spent with family, and she actively encourage this kind of behavior knowing how much repair my familial relations required.
 
   Early the next morning, I left for the airport to retrieve Hunter. I could have been nervous about her meeting my sister, but I was only excited to be with her again. The closest regional airport was in the small city of Traverse City, another popular tourist destination along the Michigan side of Lake Michigan. The drive was a scenic two and a half hours north on US-31, which seemed like a quick commute compared to the nearly ten hours it had taken me to get from Minnesota to the family cottage. 
 
   My smile grew when I spotted Hunter exit the airport’s security checkpoint. She was a vision in a black-and-white buffalo check shirt and dark skinny jeans. We had been apart for only a few days, but it might as well have been weeks. I missed her all the time, even if she was only across town at work.
 
   Hunter strode toward me, pulling a single wheeled suitcase. Her free arm snagged me around the waist and her lips sought mine. I grinned into the tender kiss and my hands cupped the sides of her face.
 
   She eventually pulled back. “Hi,” she said in a breathless voice.
 
   “I like the way you say hello,” I approved. 
 
   Her arm tightened around my waist, and she pulled me closer. She buried her face into my shoulder. “Why does it feel like I haven’t seen you in forever?”
 
   “I’m glad I’m not the only one.”
 
   Hunter pulled back from the embrace. “Wait. We’re not going to get murdered for holding hands in public, are we?” she asked, looking concerned.
 
   “We’re not that far north. We might get a few double takes, but I doubt anyone will be bold enough to say anything. Besides,” I said, “if anyone says anything, I know you’ll yell at them for me.”
 
   On our first date to the local aquarium Hunter had politely, but sternly, called out a woman for her hypocrisy for being critical of our hand holding, but turning a blind eye to a younger couple openly making out.
 
   Hunter grinned but ducked her head. “I did that once.”
 
   “I was really impressed,” I recalled. “I hadn’t expected that from you.”
 
   “Because I’m a shy little violet?” she laughed.
 
   “No. But I hadn’t known how comfortable you were going to be in public. It was your first date with a girl,” I reminded her.
 
   “I was sick of hiding my crush on you,” she admitted. “I suppose I was tired of being closeted before I even realized I was gay.”
 
   “How was your flight?” I asked.
 
   “Less interesting without you,” she noted as we left the airport for the parking lot. “Everyone on the plane seemed to be seasoned travelers. I had no one to tease about our sure and imminent death.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes, but smiled. “It’s a good thing you’re so cute. I might be tempted to leave you here.”
 
   “I’m sure I’d find my way,” she breezed. “I’m pretty good at the damsel in distress routine.”
 
   “Oh, I bet you are,” I chuckled.
 
    
 
    
 
   The return trip seemed to pass by more quickly now that we were together. Hunter held my hand in her lap and stared contentedly out the passenger side window. The county road hugged the Lake Michigan shoreline whose sandy dunes expanded along the horizon as far as the eye could see. The late morning sunshine sparkled against the water’s surface, the same color as sapphires. 
 
   Hunter sat up straighter when I turned off the county highway and onto the bumpy driveway that led up to my family’s cottage. I parked the car and turned off the engine while Hunter stared through the front windshield.
 
   “You asshole.”
 
   “What?” My voice rose in alarm.
 
   “This is where you grew up?”
 
   “It’s where I spent my summers,” I adjusted.
 
   Hunter continued to silently stare. It made me self-conscious.
 
   “Is there something wrong?” I hesitated to ask.
 
   “It’s like something out of a story book.”
 
   “Don’t get too excited about it,” I said. “My mom’s inside there.”
 
   Hunter slapped my shoulder with the back of her hand. “You’re horrible,” she censured. “You shouldn’t speak so poorly about the woman who raised you.”
 
   I drummed my fingers against the top of the steering wheel. “I guess I turned out alright,” I admitted. “That doesn’t explain what happened to my sister though.”
 
   “Why are you so weird about your family?” she questioned. “You hardly talk about them, and when you do it’s never flattering. I would expect that from someone who’s emotionally stunted, but that’s not you at all.”
 
   “It’s because I’m selfish. I put my own needs ahead of the needs of others. I don’t want to be inconvenienced or do something I don’t want to do.”
 
   She frowned. “You’re not like that.”
 
   “You might not think so. But I know for a fact that I used to be like that. If you had met me when I was in grad school, I don’t think you’d have liked me very much.”
 
   “I was probably in middle school when you were in grad school,” she quipped.
 
   “Hey!” I protested. “Not funny.”
 
   “Sorry, baby.” She gave me a cheeky grin, complete with dimples. “I couldn’t resist.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose. “We should probably go inside. They probably think we’re making out in here.”
 
   Hunter sighed dramatically before opening her car door. “If only.”
 
   I hadn’t been nervous before, but as I led Hunter up the paver-block walkway up to the front porch, my stomach began to twist in knots. She’d already met my mom, who I think preferred Hunter to me. But I had no way of knowing how Lauren might react. I’d never introduced any of my girlfriends to her; the last significant other Lauren had met was probably Justin Fry. 
 
   My nerves were unfounded, however; there was nothing not to love about Hunter, and even if Lauren disapproved, she wasn’t the one dating her. 
 
   Our shoes were noisy against the hardwood as we stepped inside. Hunter paused in the front hallway to take in her surroundings. She left her suitcase at the door and wandered into the front parlor. A thin layer of undisturbed dust covered most of the surfaces.
 
   I nearly apologized for the poor housekeeping, but Hunter wasn’t looking at the dust bunnies. She walked directly for the fireplace and took down one of the framed photographs that sat on the mantel. 
 
   “Is this you?”
 
   I squinted my eyes, but I couldn’t make out the specific photo. “Depends on what you’re looking at. Are my glasses giant and my permed bangs even bigger?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Pretty sexy, right?”
 
   She continued to smile at the photograph. “I can tell it’s you. Behind the glasses and the bangs and the neon clothes. Your smile hasn’t changed.”
 
   “I was at the height of fashion.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t doubt it,” she smiled before returning the photograph to its original location. 
 
   “Come on,” I said, grabbing the handle of her wheeled luggage. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
    
 
    
 
   My mom was drinking from a ceramic mug at the kitchen island when we made it to the back of the house.
 
   She shrieked in excitement when she saw my girlfriend walk in behind me. “Hunter!”
 
   My mom practically shoved me out of the way in order to envelope Hunter in a massive hug. 
 
   I didn’t know who looked more surprised—Hunter or me. My mom had her arms wrapped tight around Hunter, pinning her arms to her sides. My family had never been physically demonstrative with emotions. I myself had only become comfortable with hugging because of an ex-girlfriend’s family who liked to hug for every occasion.
 
   “Hi, Vivian,” Hunter managed to recover.
 
   My mom finally released my girlfriend from the manic hug, but continued to hold Hunter at arm’s length. “You have no idea how upset I was when you and Elle broke up. I’m so glad you decided to take my idiot daughter back.”
 
   I cleared my throat. “Ah, standing right here.” 
 
   “You were being an idiot, Elle. That shouldn’t be a surprise to you,” my mom censured.
 
   “It wasn’t Elle’s fault,” Hunter protested.
 
   “Nonsense. I hope you let her twist in the wind a little before taking her back. She certainly would have deserved it.”
 
   The sound of footsteps on the staircase interrupted my mom’s unsolicited relationship advice as Lauren came down the stairs.
 
   “It’s a good thing Levi is a heavy sleeper,” my sister sternly chastised, “otherwise the sound of that banshee would have woken him from his nap.”
 
   Hunter didn’t wait for Lauren to introduce herself. “Hi, Lauren. I’m Hunter. I appreciate you letting me crash your family holiday this weekend.”
 
   Unlike my mom’s greeting, I didn’t expect a hug from Lauren. She was far too reasonable for that. Instead, I watched her silently inspected Hunter. I knew what she saw without being privy to her thoughts: a pretty girl. Wholesome. Earnest. Young. Probably too young.
 
   “It’s no problem,” my sister eventually dismissed. “I’m more impressed Elle invited you along, to be honest. I can’t remember the last time she brought anyone around. I was starting to think she was embarrassed of us.”
 
   “Not embarrassed,” I was quick to correct. “I just haven’t dated anyone of substance in a while.” I raised my voice in volume. “Let me show you the house,” I volunteered before my sister could start in on the interrogation.
 
   I grabbed Hunter’s suitcase and began to climb the stairs to the bonus room. The sound of Hunter’s footsteps followed closely behind. The stairs became narrower and the ceiling more slanted near the top of the steps. I wasn’t overly tall, but even I had to stoop somewhat.
 
   “See?” I murmured. “I told you not to get too excited.”
 
   I set her luggage near the bed in the bonus room. I hadn’t bothered to make the bed that morning, and a pile of my dirty clothes was stacked in a corner. 
 
   Hunter stood in the doorway and appraised our temporary lodgings. “It’s cute,” she declared.
 
   “You’re not ready to go home?” I tested.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I hope you’re okay with bats and bugs.”
 
   “Stop trying to scare me,” she scolded me. “I’m not some dainty little flower.” She gingerly sat down on the edge of the mattress and gave it an experimental bounce before lying down on the bed with her hands under her head. 
 
   I kicked off my sandals and joined her on the bed. I lay flat on my back and stared up at the ceiling; the raw cedar planks made the room smell like a cedar chest one might use to store old quilts. I breathed in deeply and enjoyed the sensation of Hunter’s heat beside me.
 
   “Girls?” My mom’s voice floated up to the third story. “Does anybody need a snack?”
 
   I looked to Hunter who shook her head. “We’re good, Mom. Thanks!” I yelled for her to hear.
 
   There was a pregnant pause, followed by my mother’s refusal to be denied. “I’m going to make you two some sandwiches.”
 
   “God, it’s like grade school all over again,” I quietly observed. “Like I’m having a sleepover, and my mom can’t wait to smother my friends and me with attention.”
 
   “It’s pretty surreal,” Hunter whispered beside me. “But I think it’s sweet. I can almost pretend we met much earlier in life.”
 
   I turned onto my side to appraise her. “Like when I was in grad school and you were in middle school?”
 
   Hunter laughed. “I said I was sorry. I know you’re not that much older than me.”
 
   “As long as you remember that.”
 
   “Besides, you look pretty good for an old lady,” she continued to tease.
 
   I rolled on top of her and grabbed her wrists above her head. “Pretty strong for an old lady, too.”
 
   Her eyes shifted from my face to the door. “Your mom and sister are downstairs,” she unnecessarily reminded me. “And the door is wide open.”
 
   “So you want me to close it?” I wiggled my eyebrows. 
 
   “No. I want you to behave. Your mom is going to ground us,” she chuckled.
 
   Hunter made a good point, so I reluctantly rolled off. My mom had never caught me in a compromising situation before, and I wanted to keep that streak alive.
 
   “Is your mom okay with us sleeping in the same bed?”
 
   I arched an eyebrow. “Should she not be?”
 
   Hunter shrugged delicately. “My parents probably wouldn’t allow it. My dad would be all like ‘not until you’re married.’” She dropped her tone and shook her pointer finger for effect.
 
   “Even if she did have a problem with it, she wouldn’t say anything,” I hazarded to guess. “I rarely visit, so she’s not going to nag us or establish artificial rules. We could probably get away with a lot this weekend,” I reflected. 
 
   “Let’s not test that theory. I like being on your mom’s good side.” Hunter snuggled into my shoulder and I put my arm around her and pulled her close, even though I could never be close enough. 
 
   “She apparently likes you,” I chuckled. “That hug was pretty wild.”
 
   “You sound surprised.”
 
   “Vivian Graft is always surprising me,” I observed.
 
   “Did your family freak out when you Came Out to them?” she asked me.
 
   I shook my head. “I have no idea. I came out to my mom in an e-mail. But it wasn’t the heartfelt confessional you might expect. I just told her I was dating someone new and that she was a girl.”
 
   “And your dad?”
 
   “I never explicitly told him. I think he found out from Lauren; they’ve always been closer than he and I.”
 
   “I don’t know which of my parents acted weirder when I told them,” Hunter reflected. “I think my dad was just confused about the whole thing—like he couldn’t wrap his brain about the concept—and my mom was probably just worried about what the ladies in her bunko group would think.”
 
   “I never really had to deal with any backlash when I Came Out,” I thought out loud. “I was already on my own by the time I realized I liked girls. I hadn’t even known being gay was an option growing up.”
 
   Hunter smiled warmly. “Maybe if you’d met me earlier.”
 
   “It’s probably a good thing we didn’t meet until we did. I wasn’t ready for you until then.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I was an idiot when I was your age. God, my early twenties feel like a lifetime ago,” I sighed. “I’d just started grad school, I was barely scraping by on a stipend from my university. I should have had absolutely no time for anything except reading and studying, yet I still found the time to be completely wretched to a bunch of different girls.”
 
   She turned in bed to face me. “What did you do that was so horrible?”
 
   “I had a hard time with fidelity,” I explained. “And you know about Ruby.”
 
   “Ruby.” She sighed out the name. “I’d almost forgotten about her. I probably blocked it out.”
 
   “Too traumatized?” I tentatively guessed.
 
   “Intimidated,” Hunter corrected. “How was I supposed to compete with that? I’d never even had sex with a girl before, let alone the kinds of things you guys did together.”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip. “I hope you’re not intimidated anymore.”
 
   “A little,” she admitted. “I suppose a small part of me will always be insecure that you’ll find someone better. Someone smarter. Prettier.” 
 
   “Aren’t all relationships like that though?” I wagered. “At least in my experience they have been.”
 
   “I like this,” Hunter hummed. “We haven’t really gotten to hang out and talk lately, just you and me.”
 
   “I know,” I agreed. “Between Hollywood and everything that’s been going on at work, we haven’t been able to relax or even just co-exist.” I looked meaningfully into her grey-blue eyes. “I’m sorry if you’ve ever felt like second fiddle to all of this drama.”
 
   She took my hand and intertwined our fingers. “Tell me more about who you were before I met you.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   She thought on my question for a moment. “Who was your first crush?”
 
   “Girl crush?” I asked.
 
   “Mhmm.”
 
   “My first crush,” I thought aloud, “the girl I consciously knew I was crushing on—her name was AJ. We went to college together. But growing up, my first crush was probably the most popular girl in my middle school. She wasn’t your typical popular girl—like, she wasn’t the plastic Mean Girl. She was kind, generous, and smart.” I paused to reflect on the description. “I guess I’ve always had a type,” I said, smiling in Hunter’s direction.
 
    
 
    
 
   We lay in bed that night, listening to the sounds of the house settling, of rain striking the roof, and of periodic gusts of wind that had the house shaking. Beneath us I could hear muffled snoring coming from either my sister or my mom from the second floor bedrooms. 
 
   I woke up when I felt the movement of the thin, spring mattress under my body. Hunter’s legs twitched erratically as though she was being electrocuted. I snapped to attention with the panic that she was having a seizure, but only her legs were moving. Her face looked impassive, not contorted in distress. 
 
   “Hunter,” I whispered.
 
   Her eyes shifted beneath her eyelids, but she didn’t wake up. 
 
   “Hunter, baby,” I said, this time a little louder. 
 
   When she finally opened her eyes, she looked unfocused and confused.
 
   “Are you okay?” I pressed my lips to her surprisingly sweaty forehead. “Wow. You’re burning up.” It was stuffy in the attic bedroom, but not unseasonably warm. 
 
   “I’m okay,” she said roughly. “Just hot.” She rolled out of the noisy bed and crouched down to unzip her suitcase.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I need to change,” she said. “I’m all sweaty.”
 
   From my spot in bed, I watched her strip off her t-shirt and yoga pants and exchange them for a tank top and running shorts.
 
   I contemplated asking her what the dream had been about, but we’d done this dance before. I waited in silence for her to return to bed.
 
   Instead of badgering her about what had been giving her night terrors, I wrapped myself around her like a full body hug. My arms surrounded her torso, and I draped my right thigh across her hips. She tucked her head into my breastbone and closed her eyes, and I held her until I heard her breathing even and slow with eventual sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The mechanical whine of a vacuum cleaner turned on downstairs. I propped one eye open and then the next. I squinted both eyes as if that might help my hearing. “What is she doing?” I grumbled aloud.
 
   Hunter stirred beside me. She rolled over and rubbed her hand over her face. “Wassthat?” Her slurred, sleepy question made me smile.
 
   “I think my mom is trying to get us to come downstairs,” I ventured. 
 
   “By vacuuming?” Hunter continued to look confused.
 
   “It’s an old trick from my childhood. She bangs pots and pans or blasts music or starts to vacuum so you have no choice but to get up. It was her favorite thing to do to us on Saturdays.”
 
   “And I thought my mom was bad,” Hunter quipped. “Should we get up?”
 
   I patted her thigh through the blanket. “No. Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
 
   The sound of the vacuum grew louder as I stumbled down the stairs. My mom turned the vacuum off when she saw me. “Oh! Did I wake you?” Her voice was full of empty sincerity.
 
   I grabbed the side of my face. “Why are you vacuuming so early? This is supposed to be a vacation.”
 
   “It’s not that early,” she argued. “Some people have been up for hours. I even had time to make quiche.”
 
   “Hunter doesn’t eat eggs,” I said without thinking.
 
   “What? She doesn’t? Why didn’t anyone tell me?” My mom’s voice turned hysteric. “She’s going to think she’s not welcomed here!”
 
   “Mom, relax,” I coaxed. “Hunter’s not going to think that. That hug yesterday was evidence enough that you adore her. You don’t have to turn this into a production.”
 
   “What’s her favorite breakfast food?”
 
   “Pancakes, I suppose. Or at least it’s the one she makes the most often.”
 
   My mom’s head bobbed. “Pancakes,” she echoed. “I can do pancakes.”
 
   I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to go to the trouble of making a second breakfast, but I knew better than to try to reason with my mother. Instead, I left her in the kitchen, muttering to herself as she dug through the cabinets and pantry for pancake supplies.
 
   I mounted the stairs and stopped outside of my sister’s bedroom. The door was slightly ajar. I peered through the crack to see her playing with Levi, who was attempting to roll over on the bed. I quietly knocked on the door and pushed it open.
 
   “I don’t know why you’re not using your powers for Good,” I remarked.
 
   Lauren looked confused by my comment. “What do you mean?”
 
   I pointed to her baby. “Can’t you use him to get Mom to be quiet in the morning?”
 
   Lauren smirked. “I don’t think even her grandson has that kind of clout.”
 
   I climbed the rest of the stairs, but stopped at the top when I heard Hunter’s voice through the partially closed door. She sounded uncharacteristically agitated. “It’s mine, isn’t it? Then I get to do what I want with it.”
 
   I probably should have turned around and gone back downstairs to give her privacy, but curiosity had me lingering on the top stair and eavesdropping.
 
   “You need to stop calling,” she told whomever was on the other end of the phone call. “This isn’t up for debate, Mother.”
 
   I waited silently in the stairwell until I heard Hunter’s angry goodbye. When I walked into the room, she tossed her phone onto the bed and made a frustrated noise.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
   Hunter turned on her heel and looked startled by my presence. “It’s just my mom. She’s exhausting.”
 
   “Anything I can do to help?” I didn’t want to pry into the topic of her phone conversation, but my curiosity was piqued.
 
   Her hands fell to my hips and she smiled. “Nothing I’m sure a little make out session won’t help me forget.”
 
   “My mom made breakfast. Two breakfasts, actually. We should probably go downstairs before she comes up here and tells us how she slaved away all morning to make food that no one will eat.”
 
   Hunter sighed. “When I agreed to come on this trip, I kind of forgot that your entire family would be in the same house as us.”
 
   I laughed and ran my fingers through her sleep-tousled hair. “Kind of a libido killer, huh?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   After breakfast, we grabbed beach towels and brought them down to the strip of sandy beach in front of the cottage. I was eager to get out of the house and more than eager to see Hunter in her bathing suit, a two-piece yellow bikini. 
 
   I peered over the top of my paperback book when I heard the squeak of body parts moving against hot sand. Hunter had left her beach blanket to creep across the narrow strip of sand that separated us. I watched with an amused smile affixed to my lips as she crawled across my reclined form to straddle me between her sculpted thighs. 
 
   “Whatcha doing?” I asked. My lips twisted in a small smirk. 
 
   Hunter’s gaze scanned the horizon and up to my family’s cottage a few hundred feet away. “I’m just wondering exactly how private is this private beach?” 
 
   “Probably not private enough for what you’re insinuating. I don’t fancy giving my family or the neighbors a free show.” Especially not Justin and his wife.
 
   Hunter cocked her head to the side. “So you want to charge admission?” she teased.
 
   “Get over here,” I laughed. 
 
   I sat up on the beach blanket and pressed my full lips against Hunter’s pursed mouth. My hands reflexively wrapped around her torso and fiddled with the tied material of her bikini top. I stopped myself, knowing how easily I could get carried away. 
 
   “Come into the water with me?” she implored.
 
   I obediently nodded and allowed her help in pulling me to my feet. I brushed away the grains of sand that clung against the backs of my calves. When I looked back up, I caught Hunter staring at me. Her grey-blue eyes twinkled with something that mirrored mischief.  
 
   “What are you doing?” My voice lined with nervous energy. “You look like you’re planning something.”
 
   “Nothing, baby,” she insisted. “I just want to go in the water with you.”
 
   Her hand clamped around my wrist, and she turned to run full speed toward the shoreline. I had no choice but to follow despite how my feet slipped out from beneath me with each sandy step. She only released my hand when she’d splashed a few feet into the lake. I immediately stopped once the water reached my knees. It was the water’s temperature, not a rocky bottom that prevented me from venturing deeper. It was far too early in the season to be swimming, but I didn’t want to dampen Hunter’s enthusiasm.
 
   One step after the next, I tentatively stepped deeper into the water until Lake Michigan reached my exposed bellybutton. Small whitecaps crashed against my bare abdomen, and I quietly squeaked with every movement of the tide. 
 
   My tiny squeaks turned into a louder hiss when Hunter swept her open hand across the water’s surface and sprayed me with a wave of ice-cold water.
 
   “Don’t! I’m not ready!” I pouted.
 
   The chilly lake temperature didn’t appear to affect my girlfriend. Hunter’s lopsided grin disappeared as she dove under an incoming wave. When she resurfaced, she flipped her drenched tresses backwards, causing her chest to jut out obscenely. The thin material of her slight bathing suit struggled to contain the healthy globes of flesh. 
 
   She squatted and sank deeper into the lake, letting the water level lightly lap against the bottom of her chin.  She flashed me another devastating grin and started to sing the theme music to Jaws.
 
   “Duh-Dun. Duh-Dun.  Dun-Duh-Dun-Duh-Dun-Duh.”
 
   I pointed while she slowly crept closer. “Don’t you dare.”
 
   Hunter stood up fully in the water and stuck her bottom lip out in a tantalizing pout.  “Awww … c’mon, baby. You’re no fun.”
 
   Despite the goosebumps pebbling my skin, my eyes betrayed my body as they raked over Hunter’s disciplined form. The goldenrod material of her bikini clung desperately to her slight curves, seemingly defying gravity as they held her perky breasts in place. Thin lines of lake water dribbled down her pink flesh, disappearing to find a new home between her cleavage. Hunter’s hardened nipples poked through the flimsy material, the only visible evidence of the water’s chilled temperature.
 
   My gawking didn’t go unnoticed. Hunter leered in return. “See something you like?” she purred. 
 
   She glided closer through the water.
 
   “More like something I love,” I returned.
 
   Hunter crept close enough so that her full breasts brushed against my chilled body. She spread her wet palms flat against my arms and ran them the length of my limbs, up to my shoulders, and back down again.
 
   “Poor, Ellio,” she murmured. “You look cold.”
 
   Her hands continued to wander, brushing the sides of my breasts. 
 
   Her breath was warm on my exposed neck. “Do you need to go back in?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Maybe you’d prefer if I went in.”
 
   I didn’t understand the meaning behind her words until her fingertips, hidden beneath the water’s surface, brushed along my bikini bottoms. I released a sharp, surprised breath. I suddenly wasn’t feeling so cold anymore. 
 
   With a final fleeting glance to the empty shoreline, Hunter reached behind my neck and deftly unfastened the knot that held my bikini top in place. I still had the knot in the center of my back, but it allowed Hunter easier access beneath the loose garment. 
 
   My breath hitched in my throat when her hands inched beneath the front of my suit to palm my breasts. She dipped her head down and released my breasts from the narrow band of material before capturing a chilled, taunt nipple between her lips.  
 
   I groaned at the warmth of her mouth as Hunter enveloped the sensitive bud. She lashed the tip of her tongue against the tiny rock of flesh and smiled around my breast when she felt my body stiffen in anticipation.
 
   Under the water’s surface and hidden from view, Hunter grabbed my right knee. She gently coaxed my leg to rise off the sandy bottom. I wrapped my second leg around her narrow hips and waist while she held me secure with a solid hand in the small of my back. Normally I was the physically stronger of the two of us, and she lighter, but the water made me buoyant. 
 
   Hunter reached between our bodies and slid her free hand down the front of my bikini bottoms. Her strong fingers glided easily over smooth, shaved lips before expertly dipping between the fleshy folds. I tightened my legs around her narrow waist in silent encouragement. 
 
   Hunter groaned lowly, able to discern my arousal even in the water. “You always feel so good,” she moaned, her eyes rolling back in her head a little with the sensations.
 
   I whimpered and repositioned myself, granting her easier access to my waiting sex.  “I need to feel you inside me.”
 
   Eagerly giving in to my vocal desires, Hunter slid a solid finger inside of my ready sex. We groaned together when she bottomed out and her hand bumped roughly against my sensitive clit.
 
   “Fuck, yes,” she groaned. “You’re so wet and ready for me.”
 
   I couldn’t help a cheeky grin. “Well it is the Great Lakes.”
 
   Hunter replaced one finger with two and thrust into me harder in response, silencing any further retort. She gave me a sardonic smile of her own. “Do you like my fingers inside you, Ellio? Does it feel good?” she lightly taunted. “Me fucking you like this?”
 
   A small gurgle bubbled up my throat.  ”God, yes,” I choked out.
 
   Without warning, Hunter stilled her movements, coming to an abrupt stop.
 
   “No!” I lamented. “What are you doing? You’re not supposed to stop!”
 
   Hunter’s fingers didn’t move, but remained buried in my pussy. “If you want it,” she slowly drawled, “you know what to do.”
 
   My eyes widened. “Oh, really?”
 
   Hunter bit her bottom lip, worrying the tender flesh. “If that’s—if that’s okay.”
 
   This was new territory for her, giving me orders, instead of the other way around. She had once tied me up, but that had been about as dominant as she’d been with me. 
 
   Using the water and the strength of my upper thighs to my advantage, I slowly inched up Hunter’s rigid fingers, until her digits just barely penetrated my sex. 
 
   Hunter groaned as if in pain. “Yes … uhn. Just like that,” she panted. “Ride me.”
 
   I released my own tortured whimper as I slowly lowered myself back down on Hunter’s waiting fingers, feeling them fill and stretch me. I tightened my thighs around Hunter’s hips, pulling her fingers even deeper into my sex. 
 
   I raked my trim fingernails down Hunter’s toned back and stopped when I reached the knot in the center of her back. Haphazardly attacking the tenuous fasten that held her bikini top together, I wretched the garment apart and moaned when I felt my nipples brush against her tight breasts. Electric shocks seemed to pulse through my body at the friction of flesh on flesh.
 
   Emboldened by Hunter’s quiet encouragement, combined with my own need to orgasm, I began to fall into a rhythm, picking up the pace as I used my core to lift my body up and off Hunter’s tense fingers only to plunge myself back down upon them.  Again and again Hunter’s fingers filled and penetrated my tender sex.
 
   “Yes, Ellio. Just like that,” Hunter encouraged. “Make yourself cum on my fingers.”
 
   The water around our conjoined bodies splashed as I continued to piston my body up and down, bouncing on Hunter’s hand. I cried out loudly when I felt her thumb contact my clit, helping me along.  
 
   I threw my arms more solidly around Hunter’s neck and clamped my eyes shut.  ”Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” I chanted.
 
   A final, tortured cry bubbled out of my throat as I felt the world crash around us. My sex seized around Hunter’s rigid digits, and I dug my heels and fingernails into her soft flesh. “Oh fuck. I’m cumming,” I announced.  
 
   Hunter whispered words of love and encouragement into my ear, helping prolong my pleasure. “You’re so beautiful, Ellio,” she murmured. “So perfect.”
 
   When she felt my body relax, Hunter gingerly withdrew her fingers from my bikini bottoms. She continued to hold onto me while my unsteady legs remained clamped around her. We shared a simultaneous sigh and touched our foreheads together.
 
    “I love you so much,” she breathed.
 
   “To the moon and back,” I concurred. 
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Hunter stood in front of the vanity mirror, half-dressed, getting ready to go out to dinner. When she stood on her tiptoes, the bottom hem of her dark blue t-shirt crept up her stomach to reveal a flash of her taut abdomen. Black satin underwear framed her backside and hugged her upper thighs. She looked beautiful and strong.
 
   “Almost ready?” I asked.
 
   She smiled at me via the mirror. Her head was tilted to the side as she ran a flatiron over her long, golden-blonde hair. “Almost.” 
 
   “You know you don’t have to look perfect all the time,” I remarked. “This is supposed to be a vacation. Even for your hair.”
 
   “I want to make a good impression with your sister,” she supplied.
 
   “She’s not going to like you any better because you have straight hair.”
 
   Hunter frowned and set the flatiron on the bathroom counter. “I can’t make myself any older or any less female, but I can control my hair.” Her deep exhale ruffled the strands of hair that framed her face. “Or at least I can most of the time.”
 
   “You’re right. Forget I said anything. Do what you have to do.”
 
   I gave her a quick kiss and an affectionate pat on the backside. “Just don’t take too long, okay? Lauren’s even weirder about being on time than I am.”
 
   I left Hunter in the second floor bathroom and went upstairs to our third floor room. Hunter’s suitcase was open on the floor. I stooped down and rummaged through her meticulously folded clothes in search of a sweatshirt. For some reason I hadn’t thought to pack anything warmer, and the only jacket I’d brought smelled like campfire. My fingers slipped over the sharp corners of a small, cube-shaped object in one of the inner compartments. Curiosity had me unzipping the pocket and pulling out the foreign box.
 
   I flipped the top open and gaped at what I found inside.
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   I snapped the lid closed so quickly that I nearly caught my fingers.
 
   There’s no way that’s a … 
 
   I couldn’t even bring myself to think the word.
 
   I cautiously re-opened the box, not trusting my eyes the first time around. My breath caught in my throat and my heart pounded from the adrenaline spike.
 
   Why was there a diamond ring in my girlfriend’s suitcase?
 
   The ring looked old, probably vintage. The silver band was probably titanium or platinum. I knew nothing about diamond sizes, but the solitary gem was generous—not Hollywood super couple large, but bigger than what I tended to see on friends’ ring fingers.
 
   I snapped the box shut again, and with shaking hands and sporadic glances to the open bedroom door, I returned the ring box to its original location. I re-zipped the inner compartment and re-arranged Hunter’s clothes so she wouldn’t know I’d been digging among her things.
 
   My body jerked when I heard a voice: “What are you two doing up there?” my sister hollered up the stairs. “I’m starving.”
 
   “Coming!” I yelled back.
 
   With one last glance to Hunter’s luggage to make sure my snooping wasn’t noticeable, I left the room and hustled down the stairs.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   One of my favorite places to eat in town was an old fashioned diner that specialized in greasy cheeseburgers and chocolate malts. Most patrons ate outside in their cars, attended to by waitresses on roller skates, but a few coveted red vinyl stools lined the perimeter of the kitchen inside. By some miracle, we were able to find four consecutive stools along the countertop. On the other side of the counter, waitresses yelled out orders to squat, sweaty cooks using an esoteric code I’d never been able to decipher in all of my summers of eating there.
 
   “Bloodhound in the hay!”
 
   “I need two blondes with sand!”
 
   “Hey, where’s my hockey puck with breath and wax?”
 
   Part of the charm of the small-town diner was its lack of etiquette and dinner plates. Fries were served in flimsy cardboard cartons and burgers came wrapped in coffee filters.
 
   I was thankful Hunter sat next to me and not across from me; I didn’t think I would have been able to meet her eye contact without giving away that I’d found something unexpected in her suitcase. My mom and sister were too wrapped up in entertaining Levi to notice the horribly stifled conversation happening to their right. Levi sat on Lauren’s lap, his chubby fist either tangled in her hair or reaching for a French fry he was too young to digest. 
 
   Hunter’s hand settled onto my thigh. “Aren’t you hungry? You’ve barely touched your food.”
 
   I poked at the bun of my deluxe cheeseburger. It had grown soggy from grease and mayonnaise. 
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Of course.” My voice was high and tight. I knew I was acting weird. “I’m just tired. Long day in the sun I guess.”
 
   “Okay. If you’re sure.” She grimly returned to her own burger. Lauren and my mom didn’t seem to notice my peculiar behavior, but Hunter did. 
 
   I forced a smile to my lips and mentally shook myself. I wasn’t going to ruin our night. I was going to enjoy every moment spent with Hunter, regardless of troubling thoughts about a ring-shaped box. 
 
   “Want to try my malt?” I offered her the Styrofoam cup and straw. “It’s really good.”
 
   Instead of taking the cup from me, Hunter leaned across my lap and took the straw into her mouth. Her lips pursed around the narrow plastic tube, and her cheeks hollowed as she sucked. Hidden beneath the counter, her hand tightened high on my upper thigh. 
 
   “You’re lucky I’m not a dude,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
   She released the straw with a satisfying pop. “You’re right,” she said brightly. “That’s good.” She offered me an innocent smile.
 
   I clucked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “You’re so much trouble.”
 
    
 
    
 
   We returned to the house after stuffing our bodies with carbohydrates, salt, and grease. Everyone went inside, but I stayed outside with the excuse of having to return a call to my school over a student grade dispute. I hugged myself as a stiff breeze rustled the tall dune grass around me. I stared up at the illuminated windows of the cottage’s third floor where Hunter awaited my return.
 
   “Pick up. Pick up. Pick up,” I grit through clenched teeth.
 
   Troian would be waist-deep in prep-work for the second shooting season of StarQuest. I didn’t know if she would answer her phone, but I had to try.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Relief washed over me when I heard Troian’s voice. “Hey. Are you busy? Can you talk?”
 
   “I answered the phone, didn’t I?”
 
   I ignored my friend’s rhetorical question. “I found an engagement ring in Hunter’s bag.”
 
   “Congratulations.” Troian sounded surprisingly unimpressed. “When’s the wedding?”
 
   “I’m serious, Troian. I was looking in her suitcase for a sweatshirt, and I found a ring-shaped box. And a diamond ring inside.”
 
   “Really?” This time her voice lilted up. “Wow. Mazel tov.”
 
   “This isn’t happening. It can’t happen.”
 
   “Why not?” she challenged. “You both clearly love each other.”
 
   My voice pitched. “I’m the only girl Hunter has been with. You can’t marry the first and only woman you’ve ever dated!”
 
   “You do realize who you’re talking to, right?”
 
   “That’s totally different,” I resisted. “You and Nik had been together for like a decade before you got married.”
 
   “Only because it wasn’t legal until now,” she countered. “When you know, you know. And apparently Hunter knows.” Her chuckle rattled in my ear. “God help her.”
 
   I ran my hand over my face. “I can always count on you.”
 
   “So what are you going to do?” Troian questioned. “Are you going to tell her you found the ring?”
 
   “No,” I decided. “Maybe it means nothing. Maybe she always travels with an engagement ring on her.”
 
   “Yeah,” my friend snorted. “And maybe Marisa Tomei actually won that Oscar.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I lay beside Hunter the next morning, watching the steady rise and fall of her chest. She slept with lightly lidded eyes; her pale eyelashes lay motionless against the high apples of her cheeks. I ran my fingertips across her full, bottom lip, feeling the soft, pliant flesh beneath my feather-light touch. Her breathing stuttered, and I pulled back my hand, but she remained asleep. 
 
   The rest of the house had been awake for hours. I’d woken up to the barely muted noises of my mom and sister moving around downstairs, but Hunter hadn’t stirred. She’d been working double shifts over the past few weeks to make this mini-vacation possible.
 
   I trailed my fingertips down the front of her t-shirt. With soft, careful fingers, I manipulated her nipples through the material of her shirt, gently pinching the sensitive nubs. I heard the sharp intake of air, but her eyes continued to remain closed.
 
   I snuck my hand up the open leg of her running shorts to discover she’d slept without underwear. My fingertips brushed across the smooth, shaved skin of her pussy lips. Hunter slowly stirred awake, first as a quiet grunt, followed by the fluttering of her eyelashes. 
 
   “Mmm … baby,” she purred. She flexed her hips into my hand. “That feels nice.”
 
   I pressed my body against hers and continued to lightly brush my fingertips along the outside of her shaved sex. “You’ll have to be quiet,” I whispered into her ear. “Even more quiet than that time at Peggy’s.”
 
   Her barely audible whimper spurred me on.
 
   I licked along the column of her neck. “Do you think you can be quiet? Because I really want to fuck you.” I rarely swore, but when I did, I liked to make it count.
 
   Hunter buried her hands into the front of my t-shirt. Her fingers tangled in the material, and she ground herself against my thigh. “Please,” she breathed in a sleep-rough voice. “I need you to fuck me, baby.”
 
   I settled my hands firmly on her hips, halting their movement. “If you’re too loud, I’ll have to stop,” I quietly warned her. “I don’t want my mom to walk in on us. We’d probably get in trouble—grounded even.”
 
   A look of recognition flashed over Hunter’s features as she caught on to the game. “I’ll do my best. But your tongue always makes me want to scream.”
 
   I hid my smile behind a bruising kiss.
 
   As I rolled her onto her back, the bed frame and mattress made a loud, telling noise. The bed was old—ancient—certainly older than me. The coiled springs shrieked with the simplest of movements.
 
   “New plan,” I decided. “You have to be quiet and you can’t move.”
 
   She bit down hard on her lower lip, nearly causing it to disappear entirely into her mouth.
 
   I hated partners who were unresponsive in bed, but this was different. It was almost like I’d restrained her with invisible bindings. This would be an exercise in willpower and self-control.
 
   My hand remained up the leg of her running shorts, and I continued to explore until the evidence of her early arousal coated the tips of my fingers. I brought my fingers up to her mouth, which she greedily sucked between her lips. I couldn’t help my own quiet groan, especially at the sensation of her tongue swirling around my two digits.
 
   I slipped my fingers under the elastic waistband of her shorts, and she carefully lifted her backside off the mattress. Despite her slow, deliberate movement, the bed still loudly creaked. At the sound, we both froze and listened. When I was convinced no one from downstairs was coming to check on us, I removed her shorts. 
 
   Hunter couldn’t move without the bed making telling noises, but neither could I. The mattress continued to voice its complaints as I shifted lower and positioned myself between my girlfriend’s parted thighs. She smelled like fabric softener and sex. I was addicted.
 
   I pressed my hands against the insides of her thighs, spreading her wider for me. I inched out my tongue and wiggled it among her folds. 
 
   Her hips jerked, but not enough to make the bed move. “Oh, God,” she whispered.
 
   “Shhh,” I hushed.
 
   The moment I pulled her clit into my mouth, I heard footsteps on the stairs.
 
   Hunter tapped me rapidly on the shoulder to get my attention; I knew she had heard the same sound. She tried to squiggle away, but I held fast onto her hips. She made a quiet noise of protest, but I continued to lap at her clit with the flat of my tongue.  
 
   The footsteps stopped, and I heard my mom’s voice. “Girls,” she called through the door, “Lauren and I are taking Levi down to the beach. I made sandwiches for everyone.”
 
   My mom knew better than to open the door—or rather, I hoped she did—because I had no intention of stopping. 
 
   I paused long enough to pop my head up from between Hunter’s thighs. “Thanks, Mom. We’ll be down in a little bit.”
 
   I expected to hear the retreat of my mom’s footsteps, but she had never been adept at taking a hint.
 
   “Hunter, sweetie,” she continued to linger, “I made ham sandwiches. Is that okay?”
 
   Hunter somehow managed to keep her voice level even as I licked the length of her slit. “That sounds perfect, Vivian. Thank you.”
 
   I slid two fingers hard into Hunter’s sex when I heard the retreat of my mother’s footsteps. Less concerned with remaining quiet, I went to my knees for better leverage. I curled my fingers inside her, rubbing the pads of my fingers against the spongy walls.
 
   My girlfriend’s mouth fell open in a silent scream, but she somehow managed to remain quiet. She sat up sharply, clutching the fitted sheet and tugging on handfuls of the stiff cotton sheet until the elastic edges popped free.
 
   Hunter’s lips parted and her head fell back onto the pillow. She breathed heavily into the room. “That was so not nice.”
 
   I eased my fingers out of her sex and propped myself up on my elbows. “Kind of like you in that taxi in LA?” I sing-songed.
 
   Hunter’s lips twisted into a smirk. “You liked it.”
 
   “Obviously,” I grinned.
 
    
 
    
 
   It turned out to be a beautiful afternoon. The sun wasn’t yet at its highest point, but the lingering remnants of that morning’s fog had nearly completely melted away to reveal a clear, blue sky.
 
   We found my mom, Lauren, and Levi outside on a large picnic blanket near the lake. My mom idly picked at the crusts of a half-finished sandwich while she read from a romance paperback. Lauren stared straight ahead at Lake Michigan with Levi sitting in her lap. He clutched a plastic ring of toy keys in one hand and swung his arms like he was conducting a symphony orchestra.
 
   “Hey, sleepy heads,” my mom greeted as we approached their picnic, hand-in-hand. “I wasn’t sure if we were going to see you at all today.” She patted the empty spot on the large blanket. “Have a seat,” she urged. “There’s enough room and food for everyone.”
 
   “Cool shades, Levi,” I observed as I sat down on the blanket.
 
   My sister had the kid literally covered from head to toe. A cloth bucket hat protected his cranium from the sun and blue star-shaped sunglasses covered his eyes. I was surprised she hadn’t simply gone for a full-faced ski mask.
 
   Lauren craned her neck to make sure the sunglasses were still in place. “Matt hates these glasses. He thinks they’re for girls. I told him we’re not buying him a different pair though.”
 
   “You’re so stingy,” I clucked. “Why can’t the kid have another pair of sunglasses?”
 
   “Do you have any idea how expensive diapers are?” Lauren scoffed.
 
   “Thankfully, no,” I quipped before popping a grape into my mouth.
 
   Seagulls squawked overhead as we ate our picnic lunch in relative silence, everyone apparently content to quietly listen to the rolling crash of crisp whitecaps against the sandy shoreline. Hunter’s hand came to rest on my bended knee. She flexed her fingers around my kneecap and gave me a lopsided grin. I put my free hand on top of hers and returned the smile.
 
   Her alabaster skin was sun-kissed from the previous day, and her hair that she normally flat-ironed to submission was wavy and wind-blown. The wind whipped her hair around her face, and I tried to contain the more troublesome locks behind her ear. She leaned forward for a soft kiss. She smelled like sunscreen.
 
   Someone cleared their throat, and I leaned away from Hunter to look in the direction of the sound.
 
   Lauren shifted Levi on her lap. “Do you have to be so obvious?” 
 
   “Obviously in love?” I returned with an automatic smile.
 
   “You don’t have to be so showy,” Lauren said with annoyance. “We get it.”
 
   My features pinched. “What are you talking about?”
 
   She gestured between Hunter and myself. “Not everyone wants to see that.”
 
   “Wait.” I reflexively tightened my grip over Hunter’s hand. “Are you seriously asking me not to hold hands with my girlfriend in front of you?”
 
   “I don’t want any trouble,” my sister said.
 
   “Then why are you even bringing this up?” I could feel myself quickly losing my composure.
 
   “It was bad enough having to hear you this morning.”
 
   It didn’t take me long to realize what she was referring to. Hunter’s cheeks similarly flushed. Apparently we hadn’t been as quiet as I’d thought.
 
   My mom coughed and looked nearly as uncomfortable as Hunter. “You’re being terribly rude, Lauren.”
 
   Lauren gave my mom an incredulous look. “You’re really okay with this?”
 
   Lauren’s complaint was vague and confusing. I couldn’t tell if she was upset about Hunter and me holding hands in public, or if she thought my mom should be angry with us for having sex in the beach house. I had been under the belief that my queerness hadn’t offended her, but her outburst was making me second-guess that assumption. 
 
   “If by this, you mean seeing my daughter happy?” my mom bullishly proclaimed. “Then yes. I’m more than okay with that.”
 
   “What about your other daughter?” Lauren’s voice elevated in volume and in pitch as the conversation continued to veer into dangerous territory.
 
   “What about you?” my mom threw back. “Stop being so narrow-minded, Lauren. I don’t know when you got so small. I certainly never raised you to be like that.”
 
   “I can’t believe this.” Lauren grabbed Levi off the picnic blanket and stormed away with him in the direction of the house.
 
   I blinked a number of times. “What just happened?”
 
   My mom shook her head. “I have no idea.”
 
   “I thought you said your sister was okay with this?” Hunter noted.
 
   “I thought she was, too,” I admitted, still feeling shell-shocked. “I have no idea where that came from. Are we supposed to go after her?” I wondered out loud.
 
   “No,” my mom refused. “Let her calm down on her own. She’ll come to her senses.”
 
   I stared up at the silent beach house. My mom sounded sure of herself, but I was more skeptical. Lauren and I had once had a multi-month argument about if carbonated beverages should be called ‘soda’ or ‘pop.’
 
   I chewed on the inside of my lip and scooped up handfuls of gritty sand to let it slip between my fingers. Next to me on the blanket, Hunter shred her sandwich into smaller pieces, but didn’t eat anything. I felt terrible. Hunter didn’t deserve this awkwardness, and I’d done very little to defend her. 
 
   My mom produced a loud, frustrated noise and snapped her novel shut. “I think the picnic is over,” she proclaimed.
 
    
 
    
 
   We returned to the house, expecting a chilly reception from my sister. Instead, we walked in to the high-pitched screams of Levi. Lauren had the infant on her lap on a couch in the frton parlor. Levi squiggled and squirmed, trying to break free. His face was bright red and his eyes were slammed shut; tiny balled-up fists punched the empty air.
 
   “I can’t do this anymore,” Lauren declared.
 
   “Here. Give me my grandson.” My mom reached for the baby and swooped him into the air. Levi’s screams were momentarily silenced, or at least turned into more tempered hiccups and squeals.  
 
   My mom thumped her palm against the center of his back. “Every new mother since the beginning of time has had that very same thought, sweetie,” she assured my sister. 
 
   Lauren tugged on her hair, looking defeated. “I don’t know what’s the problem. He’d been such a good baby—easy, I thought. But the past couple of days he’s been an absolute terror. Cranky and crying and fussy to a level like he’s never done before.”
 
   “Is he teething?” Hunter spoke up.
 
   Lauren swiveled her head in Hunter’s direction, and her lip curled. “He’s three months old.”
 
   “Babies get their teeth at a variety of ages,” Hunter observed. “Some kids are even born with teeth.”
 
   “Gross,” I blurted out. My reaction earned me a disparaging look from all three women in the room.
 
   “Have you noticed any new rashes?” Hunter asked.
 
   Lauren paused to reflect. “Just diaper rash.”
 
   “That might actually be a teething rash,” Hunter concluded.
 
   Lauren arched an eyebrow. “On his butt?”
 
   Hunter nodded. “Mind if I check something out?”
 
   Lauren opened her hands, palms up. “Go for it. I’d wager he can’t get any worse.”
 
   Hunter momentarily disappeared toward the back of the house. Over Levi’s muffled cries and sniffles, I heard the kitchen sink turn on and off. Hunter returned, drying her hands on a clean tea towel. 
 
   She took Levi from my mom and sat on the couch beside my sister with my nephew propped up on her lap. “Say ah, little guy.” She wiggled her finger between his lips. Her look of concentration softened into a warm smile. “Yep. I can feel those little nubs trying to bust through his gums.”
 
   She gestured for Lauren to inspect for herself. My sister’s mouth dropped open as she too stuck her finger into Levi’s mouth and presumably felt along his gums. “How did I not notice that? He chows down on my nipples all day long, and I didn’t feel any difference.”
 
   I made another disgusted noise, but everyone ignored my reaction.
 
   “If you don’t have any teething rings handy, frozen washcloths work well,” Hunter noted. “Or you could even freeze slices of cucumber or carrot for him to gnaw on.”
 
   Lauren blinked a few times as though it was taking her a moment to process this information. “Thank you, Hunter.” Her tone was earnest and genuine and not a little bit in awe.
 
   The room fell silent minus the gurgling and cooing of Levi who’d quickly gotten over his tantrum. My mom clapped her hands together, nearly startling me. “Who wants to play a board game?” she proposed.
 
   “I’m in,” Hunter readily agreed. 
 
   “Watch out for my girlfriend,” I warned my family. “She’s a board game hustler.”
 
   We collectively left the parlor for the back half of the house where our limited collection of board games lived. Lauren snagged my wrist, pulling me back while our mom and Hunter went ahead.  
 
   “I-I’m sorry.” She choked on the apology.
 
   It ran in my family. We hated to admit being wrong. Our egos were too fragile for that kind of humility.
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   I wasn’t ready to forgive her for her unwarranted outburst, but at the same time, I couldn’t imagine the wear and tear her sanity had had to endure over the past few months. If I had been living on little to no sleep, I’d be unbearable, too.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Hunter’s keen observations about Levi’s teething succeeded in endearing her to my sister. Her gender and her relative youth no longer seemed to matter as Lauren picked her brain about every little concern she’d been holding back about being a first-time mom. Hunter bore the sudden attention with her typical grace and patience. We shared private smiles across the dining room table while Lauren monopolized her. My mom had already endorsed our relationship, and now my sister was warning to the idea as well. I couldn’t have been happier—except for one thing.
 
   I excused myself from the game table in between turns, begging the excuse that I wanted to change into more comfortable clothes. No one seemed to notice my departure, and the echoed sounds of laughter followed me upstairs. I quietly shut the bedroom door behind me. Hunter’s suitcase was on the bed, and my girlfriend was downstairs playing board games with my family. It was just me, alone with temptation.
 
   The zipper silently unfastened along the perimeter of the rectangular luggage. I flipped the lid open and exhaled. I could feel the beating of my heart quicken in my chest. One more zippered pouch, and I found the white ring box.
 
   I held the box in my two hands. I glanced again at the closed bedroom door before opening the box on its metal hinge. With careful pinching fingers, I fished the silver ring from its nestled compartment within the smooth satin material. The ring slid over the ring finger on my left hand with a slight tug at my second knuckle.
 
   I twisted the ring on my finger so the solitary diamond faced up. I made a fist to feel the barely perceptible dig of the band into the surrounding fingers. I held my hand out for inspection. The stone glittered even in the relative darkness of the third-floor bedroom.
 
   “That’s not what it looks like.”
 
   I spun on my heel to face the bedroom door where Hunter now stood. I had no idea how she had managed to sneak up on me. The door creaked like haunted house sound effects, and the stairs leading up to the bonus room were over a century old; they typically voiced their advanced age with each and every step endured.
 
   “It’s not?”
 
   A row of perfectly straight teeth dug into her lower lip. “No. It is,” she sighed.
 
   I wasn’t sure how to react or respond. I’d had a full day to think about the ring and what it symbolized, but I hadn’t really decided how I felt about it.
 
   “Why?”
 
   My question probably wasn’t what she’d expected. She frowned deeply. “Because I love you.”
 
   “But … an engagement ring?”
 
   “I don’t want to lose you again. I know I made a massive mistake.”
 
   “Elle?” My mother’s voice carried up the staircase. “It’s your turn.” I could hear her voice getting closer, but my brain was translating that information too slowly. “Do you want me to go for you?”
 
   Before I could put the pieces together, my mom stood in the doorway of the bonus room. 
 
   She put her hands on her hips. “What’s the hold up?” 
 
   She looked back and forth between Hunter and me. I realized, too late, that there was a diamond ring on my finger.
 
   I could tell my mom noticed that something was off—something was different. 
 
   “Are you getting married?” she gasped.
 
   “No!” I blurted out, far too quickly and too loudly. I cursed beneath my breath when I saw the hurt flash across Hunter’s face: “Fuck.” 
 
   My mother continued to stand in the doorway looking perplexed, and even more so when Hunter mumbled something unintelligible and rushed past her and down the stairs.
 
   “Shit,” I swore again.
 
   My mom called out to me as I ran past her, after Hunter. “Wait! Someone explain to me what’s happening!”
 
   “Mom! Later!” I barked. My feet pounded down the staircase, and I rushed out of the house in search of wherever Hunter had gone.
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun was high in the sky, and I stopped just beyond the covered front porch to shield my eyes with my hands like a visor to let my pupils adjust to the dramatic change in light. I hustled down the beach, hopeful that Hunter had escaped to the lake instead of in the opposite direction towards the county highway. I could only pray she wouldn’t think to test her damsel in distress routine and hitchhike right out of the state.
 
   “Yo, Eleanor!” Justin waved to me from his front porch. 
 
   I didn’t have time to bury him in the sand up to his neck for yelling out that name for all the world to hear, but I hoped he would be able to help me out. Hunter was much faster than me with far more endurance; I was breathless just from running down the stairs.
 
   Justin popped the top of a plastic cooler and fished out a beer can from its icy depths. “Thirsty?”
 
   “Parched, but I don’t have time. Did you see a blonde woman run out of my house?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, sorry. I wasn’t looking at your house. But I can tell you no one ran out in front of here,” he said, gesturing to the beach in front of his property. 
 
   I nodded curtly. It wasn’t ideal, but it narrowed down Hunter’s location a bit. She’d either escaped to the county highway, or she’d run down the beach in the opposite direction, which was more overgrown than the manicured beach in front of Justin and my family’s cottages.
 
   With a quick wave of thanks, I ran back in the direction of my house and beyond it to the other side of the beach. Barefoot, I gingerly picked my way through clumps of zebra mussels, chunks of driftwood, and other lake debris that had washed ashore. I thought my lungs might burst. The sun was unforgiving, and I was overdressed for a jog along the beach. A sick feeling bounced around in my stomach when I didn’t spot Hunter’s silhouette on the horizon, but I continued to jog in the loose sand, my feet nearly slipping out from under me with each step. 
 
   Just when I had nearly given up hope of finding her, I spotted Hunter near the water’s edge, sitting on a long piece of driftwood half buried in the sand. She sat with her head cradled in her hands and didn’t look up when I approached.
 
   I couldn’t speak; firstly, I was out of breath from chasing her, and secondly, I didn’t know what I should say. In the absence of a grand, prepared speech, I sat down beside her on the driftwood. The log was damp, and its moisture seeped through the seat of my jeans. 
 
   “I’m an idiot,” she mumbled into her hands. 
 
   “No, you’re not,” I tried to assure her.
 
   I twisted the diamond ring still on my finger. There hadn’t been time, and I hadn’t been of the right mindset to remember to take it off before running after her.
 
   Hunter’s head slowly came out from behind her hands. “Why did you put it on?”
 
   “It seemed like the thing to do. I guess I got a little carried away,” I admitted. “It’s a beautiful ring, Hunt.”
 
   “It was the engagement ring my maternal grandfather gave my grandmother. Grandma left it to me when she died.”
 
   “Your mom …”
 
   “Knew I was planning on proposing to you this weekend. She’s been calling non-stop. I eventually had to turn my phone off.”
 
   That must have been what they’d been fighting about on the phone call I’d overheard.
 
   “She didn’t want you to propose to me,” I guessed. 
 
   Hunter lifted her head. I could see the shiny tears rolling down her cheeks. “No,” she choked out. “I would have done it already, but I wanted to ask your mom and sister for permission first.”
 
   “Y-you was going to ask my family for their blessing?” I stammered. It was such a sweet, romantic gesture that I almost forgot myself and got swept away with it.
 
   She nodded with a twisted frown. “I’ve always been a little traditional,” she reminded me. “But now I suppose the surprise is ruined.”
 
   “Wow. You really want to get away from the kids’ table,” I tried to joke. 
 
   She didn’t laugh at my attempt to lighten the moment. “Marriage is a really big deal,” she said. “And for me, I only want to do it once. One time and I’m done.”
 
   “Me too,” I concurred.
 
   “And I know things have been unorthodox from the start,” she qualified, “but I’m ready to make that move. I’m ready to be engaged and start my life with you.”
 
   It was mutually heartbreaking and encouraging to hear those words from her. Because I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t there yet.
 
   I took her hands in mine. “Jesus, you’re cold.” The chill of her normally warm skin momentarily derailed my train of thought.
 
   “I’m fine,” she insisted.
 
   I rubbed her hands briskly between mine to generate some body heat. I used the opportunity to mull over my response.
 
   “I don’t want to wait until we’re married to say we’re starting our life together.” I carefully selected each word. “I’ve believed we were living a life together for a while now.”
 
   I didn’t know what else to say. We’d been together less than two years, not counting the hiatus we’d taken when I was in California. “You’re happy, aren’t you?”
 
   She nodded emphatically. “Of course.”
 
   “Then there’s no rush; I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?” She sat up straighter on the piece of driftwood. “Those nightmares I’ve been having,” she began. “You break up with me. Each time it’s a different reason, but the result is still the same. You don’t want to be with me.”
 
   “Those are just bad dreams, baby,” I tried to assure her. “You don’t need to give me a ring to keep me around. I love you.”
 
   She exhaled, a loud, shuddered breath. 
 
   “Do you want to go back to the house?” I proposed.
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t face your mom yet. I’m too embarrassed.”
 
   “Stay here. I’m going to run back to the house and grab us some blankets. We can stay out here as long as you need to.”
 
   She offered me a weak smile. “Got a tent?”
 
   I jogged back to the cottage, this time at a slower pace and with less urgency. I trusted that Hunter would still be there when I returned, so there was no need to over-extend myself. 
 
   My mom wandered to the front of the house when she heard my entrance. 
 
   “So?” she demanded.
 
   I rummaged through the beach and picnic supplies in the mudroom, looking for blankets. “We’re not getting married.”
 
   My mom gasped. “You said no?” 
 
   “Not in so many words.” 
 
   Hunter hadn’t exactly had the chance to even ask me the question because I’d found the ring and then my mom had interrupted the moment. 
 
   I stopped my search to address my mom:  “It’s too soon for that, and we’re not in any hurry. We love each other and that’s what’s important. Please don’t say anything to her, okay?” I implored. “She’s embarrassed enough as it is without you bringing it up.”
 
   My mom looked crestfallen—clearly disappointed that there wasn’t going to be a wedding to plan—but I wasn’t doing this for her. I was doing this for Hunter.
 
    
 
    
 
   I returned to Hunter with more than a blanket. I brought supplies to build a small bonfire and a six-pack of local craft beer. The wind whipped around us, making the fire burn hotter. Lake Michigan crashed noisily against the sandy shoreline. Hunter peeled at the paper label on her beer bottle. Cold sand squished between my toes.
 
   “I didn’t mean to say no so emphatically,” I spoke aloud, thinking about my mother’s question.
 
   Hunter poked at the fire with a thin, broken reed. “That was the surest ‘no’ I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “It took me by surprise; I didn’t know you were ready to move so fast.” I considered telling her I’d found the ring the night before, but the knowledge would have done nothing to assuage our situation.
 
   The tip of Hunter’s stick caught fire, and she smothered out the burning end in the sand. 
 
   “Once you get your master’s degree, you could get a job at a bigger, better hospital in a different city, in a different state,” I observed. “But I’m committed to staying at my school, for better or for worse. This Endowed Chair means I’m in it for the long haul.” I paused to lick my lips. “I don’t want to hold you back.”
 
   “You’re not holding me back, Elle.” She shook her head and her features pinched in frustration. “I don’t want to be with anyone else but you. I wish you would get that through your thick skull.”
 
   “You’re only twenty-two. You don’t want to be married so young.”
 
   “My mom was married with one kid and another on the way at my age,” she noted. “And I thought we were over the age thing.”
 
   “We are—I am.”
 
   “Using that same logic, you’re thirty-two. Won’t you be a spinster soon?”
 
   “You sound like you’ve been talking to my mom,” I quipped. “Why don’t we live together first and then go from there?” I proposed.
 
   “You don’t really want to live with me,” she huffed. “You’re only offering because you feel bad for not wanting to marry me.”
 
   “I want to marry you, Hunt.” My voice pitched up. “Just … not right now,” I qualified. 
 
   Hunter silently worried her lip and stared into the hot, crackling fire. “Do you really want to move in together?” she asked meekly. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”
 
   “I’ve wanted to move in together since the beginning, baby.” I chuckled to myself. “But I thought I was the one moving too fast.”
 
   She joined in on the joke. “I guess I give new meaning to the concept of fast.”
 
   I shifted closer on the piece of driftwood until our thighs pressed flush together. My hand covered hers, and I wiggled my fingers among hers. “I love you, and I love our life together. If getting engaged is important to you, and it has to happen right now …” I trailed off, almost in disbelief of myself. “I could be persuaded to say yes.”
 
   She didn’t leap up in excitement; she didn’t get on bended knee and make a formal proposal, either. She leaned her head against my shoulder and sighed. “No. You’re right. It’s too soon for that. We’ve got time.”
 
   Where our hands connected, she ran the pad of her thumb over my ring finger, twisting back and forth the silver band I hadn’t taken off yet. 
 
   “It is a nice ring though,” I remarked.
 
   “Do you want to hold onto it for a little longer?” she asked.
 
   “No.” 
 
   I carefully removed the diamond ring from my finger. I pressed it into her palm and curled her fingers around it. 
 
   “You hold onto it and keep it safe,” I told her. “We’ll need it again someday.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up the next morning to find Hunter sitting on the edge of the bed. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she was dressed in her running clothes, complete with running shoes.
 
   I squinted sleepy eyes at her. “Going somewhere?” 
 
   I worried that things might be strained between us after the events of the previous day. 
 
   “I’m going for a run on the beach. Want to join me?”
 
   I sat up and groaned. Even still in bed I could feel the tightness in my calves. “I did all the running I ever care to do yesterday.”
 
   Her mouth pulled into a half smile. “I’m sorry I ran like that. I don’t know why I bolted.”
 
   I took her hand in mine and rubbed the pad of my thumb across the soft skin on the top of her hand. “No, baby. I understand. I would have probably done the same thing if I could run.” I pressed my lips together in contemplation. “Are you sure we’re okay?”
 
   She nodded and smiled, warm and genuine. “Absolutely.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I went downstairs not long after her departure. The backs of my calves screamed at me with each step down the stairwell. I was surprised to find the first floor eerily quiet and yet none of the cars were missing outside. I took it upon myself to make a pot of coffee. While the machine percolated, I stared out the kitchen window that overlooked the yellow sandy beach and Lake Michigan. Footsteps in the sand marked the direction Hunter had gone on her morning run, but I couldn’t see her. 
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   I turned away from the window as my mom came downstairs. She had thrown a robe over her pajamas, and her short dark hair stuck up in the back from sleep. 
 
   “Good morning,” I returned.
 
   “Where’s Hunter?”
 
   “She went for a run on the beach.”
 
   My mom shook her head in wonderment. “That girl has energy to spare. I wonder what that’s like.”
 
   “Says the woman who vacuums on Saturday mornings,” I quipped.
 
   My mom helped herself to the first cup of coffee. “What’s your plan for the day?”
 
   I rested my weight against a countertop. “I don’t know. What do you want to do?”
 
   She raised an eyebrow as she took an experimental sip of coffee. “You’re not suggesting you actually want to hang out with your mom today, are you?”
 
   “I’m here to spend time with you and Lauren, right?”
 
   So far I hadn’t done a very good job with that between dinner at Justin’s and hiding out in my bedroom with Hunter.
 
   My mom could have pointed out those same facts, but she decided to take the high road. “I thought I might go into town this morning and check out the antique stores.”
 
   I schooled my features. I couldn’t have been less interested. “I’m not sure when Hunter will be back from her run.”
 
   “It’s okay. It was just a thought.” She kept her tone neutral, but I could tell she was disappointed.
 
   “I want to come with,” I insisted. “I just have to wait for Hunter to get back before we go. I don’t want her to come home to find me gone, especially after yesterday.”
 
   I hated to bring up the almost-proposal in front of my mom. I knew it was re-opening a can of worms.
 
   “Oh!” she said brightly. “I’m not planning on going into town right this instant.” She ruffled her hair in the back. “I’ve still got to shower and make myself presentable.”
 
   “Do you think Lauren wants to come into town?” I asked. 
 
   My mom batted her eyelashes. “Why don’t you go ask her?” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Fine,” I grunted before stomping up the staircase. 
 
   The door to my sister’s room was shut. I pressed my ear to the door to listen for evidence that they were awake; I knocked quietly after hearing the sound of squeaking bed springs.
 
   “Lauren?” 
 
   “Come in.”
 
   I tentatively opened the door, but immediately covered my eyes when I realized my sister was topless and breastfeeding Levi on the bed.
 
   “Lauren! I thought you said I could come in!”
 
   “They’re just boobs, Eleanor. You’ve got them, too. And I’m sure you’ve seen more breasts than I have.”
 
   I continued to shield my eyes with my hand. “Yeah, but not my sister’s boobs.”
 
   “The kid’s gotta eat,” she said, nonplussed. “What do you want?”
 
   “Mom wants to go antiquing this morning. Do you want to come?”
 
   “As much fun as that doesn’t sound, I’ll pass. Levi and I should Skype with Matt so he doesn’t forget what we look like.”
 
   “I hope you’ll put your boobs away for that,” I couldn’t help teasing.
 
   “Maybe I will. Maybe I won’t.”
 
   “Oh, gross. I don’t need to hear that.”
 
   “Just wait until you have kids,” she warned me. “You gotta get it when you can.”
 
   “Leaving now!” I blindly reached for the doorframe to guide myself out. My sister’s laughter chased me down the stairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   Hunter returned from her morning run just as I was finishing getting ready for the day, which consisted of taking a shower and twisting my hair into a bun. Her features were flushed pink from activity, and a similar color crept down her neck and chest. 
 
   “It’s so beautiful out there.” She sat on the floor and pulled off one of her shoes. She sounded short of breath. “I wanted to keep running—.” Her sentence cut short when she looked in my direction. “You showered already?” she frowned. 
 
   I knew what her question was in reference to, but I probably wouldn’t have had the courage to conserve water with my family waiting just beyond the flimsy bathroom door.
 
   “My mom wants me to go into town with her,” I explained. “Do you want to meet up with us later?”
 
   Her bottom lip remained in a pout. “You’re leaving me behind with Lauren?”
 
   “I thought you two were best friends now?”
 
   “You’re not scared she’ll tell me horror stories about growing up with you?”
 
   “Which ones do you want to hear? The time I shoved her off the swing-set and her teeth went through her bottom lip? Or the time I dumped a glass of water on her because I thought it would make her grow? Or how she’s crying in practically every home video because I did something that annoyed her?”
 
   Hunter smiled coyly. “I was thinking more like stories about you sneaking out of the house to meet up with a boy.”
 
   “Oh, if you want to know that stuff, my ex-boyfriend Justin lives next door.”
 
   “You’re bluffing.”
 
   I kissed the top of her head. She was sweaty from her run, but still somehow sweet smelling. “I guess you’ll have to go next door and see for yourself.”
 
   Hunter looked up at me, frowning. “I can’t tell if you’re telling the truth.”
 
   “Call me when you’re done getting ready so we can meet up.” I waved and walked out the door.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Sunlight streamed through dust-filmed windows in solid beams, warming the interior of the antique store. I shoved my hands into my pockets and followed my mom around the store. I’d always hated shopping, especially with her; she could never make up her mind, and most of the time she wandered around without ever buying anything.
 
   “Don’t you have enough stuff in the house?” I asked.
 
   “You never know,” my mom said, “there could be something new that catches my eye. You might find something you like, too.”
 
   “Doubtful,” I quietly mumbled.
 
   I picked up an old book and flipped though the yellowed pages. “How’s life as a grandmother treating you?”
 
   “Levi can be a handful, but I’m happy I’m young enough to enjoy my grandson.” She gave me a reproachful look. “Who knows if you’ll ever give me any grandchildren.”
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “There’s ways you know. All you’d need is a donor.”
 
   “I know how babies are made,” I sighed.
 
   “Doesn’t Hunter want children? She’s awfully good with Levi.”
 
   I ran my fingers along the scalloped edge of a glass bowl. “The timing’s all messed up. She’s too young right now, but if we wait any longer, I’ll be too old.”
 
   My mother all but leapt out of her skin. “You’re actually considering?!” Her elevated volume brought the attention of nearby shoppers.
 
   I swept my eyes around the store. “Geez, Mom. Calm down.”
 
   She clasped her hands over her mouth. “I’m sorry. But this is the first time I’ve heard you talk about having children without running in the opposite direction.”
 
   She wasn’t exaggerating.
 
   “I guess her almost-proposal made me think about things.”
 
   “Like what?”  
 
   I could tell the topic of our conversation was bringing my mom extreme joy, yet she was working hard to keep the tone of her voice conversational. I rarely shared these kinds of intimate details with her unless she pried them out of me, and here I was actually offering them up.
 
   “The future, I guess. If I want to get married some day, if I’ll have children. Do I want to stay in Minnesota for the rest of my life.”
 
   “There’s an awful lot of ‘I’s in that statement,” she observed. “Doesn’t Hunter get a say?”
 
   I stared shrewdly at my mom while she inspected a variety of knick-knacks—selecting some and leaving others behind. “You really like her, huh?”
 
   My mom didn’t look in my direction. “I think she’s a very sweet girl. I haven’t been around her all that much, but I can see her kindness. I wish some of that would rub off on you.”
 
   I made a face. “Message received.”
 
   My mom shuffled to the register with an armful of knick-knacks. I doubted the cottage needed more clutter—things that would only collect dust—but I held my tongue. I stood next to my mom while the store clerk rang up her selection on a register that looked like an antique itself.
 
   The cash register sat atop a dusty glass display case filled with small, more valuable items that might be tempted to go home in someone’s pockets instead of a proper plastic bag. My gaze lazily scanned the thimbles, costume jewelry, and gold watches before it settled on the sparkle of a ring. I squinted at the setting—a single, clear stone, nearly blue in its opacity.
 
   “Is that a real diamond?” I found myself asking.
 
   “It is.” The clerk paused in completing my mother’s sale. “Would you like to see it?”
 
   I began to protest that it wasn’t necessary, but the woman was already unlocking the display case with a brass key that she wore on a chain that hung around her neck.
 
   She pulled out the ring and its display box. “It’s been in the store forever,” she explained. “I don’t know where it came from or who it belonged to before it found its way here, but I’ve had multiple appraisers verify that it’s a real diamond. Based on the art deco engravings on the band, it probably dates back to the 1910s.”
 
   My mom peered over my shoulder. “What are you doing?”
 
   I couldn’t help myself. I picked up the simple, unadorned ring. The diamond was smaller than the one on Hunter’s ring, but it was still a generous stone. I squinted to read the slightly worn away engraving on the inside of the band: To the moon and back.
 
   I swallowed thickly before returning the ring to its box. It would be perfect.
 
   “Thanks,” I tightly thanked the clerk and set the ring box back down on the glass display case.
 
   The woman smiled encouragingly. “Would you like to make an offer?”
 
   “I’m not really in the market for a ring, but thank you,” I politely declined.
 
   The woman finished ringing up my mom’s purchases, and I stared at the worn carpeting in order to avoid what I was sure was my mother’s very inquisitive stare. 
 
    
 
    
 
   After the antique store, my mom and I stopped at a few more downtown businesses. On our way to lunch, I texted Hunter the name and address of the mom and pop diner where she could find us. It was one of those places with plastic tablecloths and polished brass furniture. The interior decor was cluttered with various arts and crafts that you could purchase along with your meal. 
 
   Despite the holiday weekend, my mom and I were some of the only patrons seated inside. We occupied a table near the back of the restaurant. 
 
   My mom inspected the laminated menu even though she always ordered the same thing. “Why were you looking at that ring?”
 
   I knew the question had to have been nagging her since we’d left the first antique store. I was impressed she’d been able to wait this long to ask.
 
   “I wasn’t really,” I denied.
 
   “Don’t lie to your mother.”
 
   We paused our conversation to give our drink orders to a waitress who’d probably been serving that same grouping of tables for forty years. She was a small woman, bent over with age. She brought us waters and my mom hot tea, but we waited for the rest of our party to arrive before placing our food orders.
 
   “If I didn’t know any better,” I began again when we were left to ourselves, “I’d think you dragged me to that antique store just so I would see that ring. But even you aren’t that manipulative.”
 
   My mom cupped a ceramic mug in both hands and blew across the surface of her tea. Her features gave me no indication if I was right. “I still can’t believe you turned the poor girl down,” she chastised.
 
   “I didn’t say it was no forever,” I defended.
 
   “You didn’t exactly say yes, either,” she pointed out.
 
   “We’ve hardly been dating for two years,” I tried to reason.
 
   “Your father and I got married after dating less than a year,” she told me.
 
   “And look how well that turned out.”
 
   Her lips pursed as though my words had left a bad taste in her mouth. She didn’t try to convince me otherwise, however; her relationship with my dad had been less than ideal.
 
   “What about your grandparents?” she posed.
 
   I poked my plastic straw into the ice in my glass of water. “What about them?”
 
   “Your grandparents met at a USO canteen. They were married before the week was over, and they stayed married until your grandpa died. They’d still be married today if he were alive.”
 
   “That was a different time, a completely different world,” I dismissed. “People did that in those days, and when the war ended, couples found themselves married to a stranger.”
 
   “Hunter’s not a stranger.”
 
   “That’s not the point!” My voice rose, but I reigned in my escalating emotions to keep our conversation private.
 
   My mom leaned across the table and lowered her voice. “Listen to me, Elle. If you play it careful all the time—if you listen to your head and not to your heart—you could lose her. Do you want to lose her?”
 
   “Of course not,” I automatically hissed back.
 
   The bell above the diner door rang with the entrance of new patrons: Hunter and Lauren stepped out of the sunshine with Levi in tow. My sister struggled to fold up the baby stroller near the hostess stand while Hunter waited patiently with Levi perched on one hip. My nephew appeared unconcerned that it was Hunter and not his mom holding him.
 
   Beneath the table, my mom nudged me with her knee. “Just think on it,” she stated quietly.
 
   “I thought you didn’t want me using my brain,” I couldn’t help snapping back.
 
   My mom ignored my retort and waved Hunter and my sister over to our table at the back of the restaurant.
 
   I turned my attention to them as well, signaling the end of the conversation with my mother. “Hey. You guys found us.”
 
   “If you were trying to hide, you didn’t do a very good job,” Hunter teased with a smile.
 
   She continued to hold onto Levi as she sat down. He immediately reached for the fork and knife rolled in a paper napkin, but Hunter deftly swept it out of reach. 
 
   “Find anything good at the antique store?” Lauren asked. 
 
   “I thought Elle might buy something,” my mom said with practiced nonchalance, “but she apparently decided against it.”
 
   I shot a glare in my mom’s direction, but she said nothing more. If Hunter and Lauren sensed they’d interrupted a tense interaction, they showed no signs of it.
 
   Hunter opened a plastic menu and began to scan the restaurant’s offerings. “What’s good here?”
 
   My mom, sister, and I spoke at the same time: “Tuna melt.”
 
   Hunter laughed and folded her menu closed. “I guess I know what I’m having.”
 
   “Hunter, I’m putting you in charge of making sure my sister comes to visit more,” Lauren gravely informed her.
 
   My girlfriend’s eyes perceptibly widened. “That’s an awfully big responsibility.”
 
   Lauren’s smile was coy and knowing. “Something tells me you’re the only one our dear Eleanor will actually listen to.”
 
   “How many times have I told you not to call me that,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
   “If you didn’t hate it so much, I wouldn’t do it.” Lauren looked pleased with herself.
 
   Hunter looked back and forth between my sister and me. “Wait. Is your real name Eleanor?”
 
   “No. It’s Elle.” 
 
   “Then why does she call you Eleanor, and why does it bother you so much?” Hunter posed.
 
   I sighed and made a mental note to fill my sister’s pillowcase with sand. “You know the song ‘Eleanor Rigby’?” 
 
   “By the Beatles, right?” Hunter said.
 
   “Uh huh. My dad used to call me Eleanor Rigby. I don’t really know why, but I liked the nickname until I realized who Eleanor Rigby was—a lonely person who dies and no one shows up to her funeral.”
 
   “Oh.” Hunter winced. “Ouch.”
 
   “Exactly.” I shot a hard look in my sister’s direction. “Except Lauren thinks it’s hilarious to still call me that.”
 
   Lauren held up her hands in retreat. “You’re so sensitive, sis. I don’t see what the problem is, though; it’s a much better nickname than ‘Elephant.’”
 
   “Oh, no.” Hunter couldn’t hold back her laugh, but she had the grace to look horrified on my behalf. “Did people really call you that?”
 
   “Kids can be cruel,” I muttered. “And sisters. Just you wait,” I threatened, wagging my finger at Lauren. “It won’t seem so funny when it’s your kid getting picked on at the playground.”
 
   Lauren brushed at a stray lock of Levi’s wispy, dark hair. “As long as he doesn’t take after his aunt and start punching the other kids.”
 
   My mom groaned. “God, that was a great call to receive: Mrs. Graft, please come to the school. Your daughter’s beating up the boys on the playground.”
 
   “This has been a great trip down memory lane. Thanks, everyone,” I deadpanned.
 
   Hunter squeezed my knee beneath the table, and when our eyes locked, we shared a private, commiserating smile. 
 
   Thankfully, our waitress returned to take our order, and our food arrived soon after. I was spared from my family telling Hunter more embarrassing highlights from my childhood, at least for the moment. I dug into my tuna melt, which was as good as I remembered. 
 
   After our food arrived, conversation turned to more favorable topics. My mom and Lauren peppered Hunter with questions about how she liked working at the hospital and what working in a maternity ward was like, and she bore their questions with her usual patience and humor. 
 
   I sat back, nearly having an out-of-body experience. Hunter, Lauren, and my mom were laughing about something. I had long since lost track of whatever they were taking about. I watched the early afternoon sunshine stream through the windows and bounce off Hunter’s corn silk hair. The apples of her cheeks glowed from spending so much time outside over the past few days. She looked happy, effortless, and carefree.
 
   It hit me all at once; I loved her so much—much more than I’d ever loved anyone else before. I couldn’t imagine ever loving anyone else the way I loved her. And I suddenly knew what I had to do.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   The phone in my back pocket vibrated.
 
   Did you do it yet? came Troian’s impatient text.
 
   She’d been messaging me all morning, which was only heightening my anxiety.
 
   You’re like a little kid on a road trip, I replied. Are we there yet? Are we there yet? 
 
   If you’d stop stalling and DO IT already I wouldn’t have to bug you, she responded.
 
   I’m not stalling, I defended myself. Hunter’s been at work all day.
 
   Excuses, excuses. You’d better call me the moment it happens. In fact, I’m a little hurt you’re doing this when I’m not there to watch it.
 
   I wanted to tell her that it wasn’t a big deal, but if it really wasn’t, why was I doing it at all, and why was I so nervous?
 
   Hunter and I returned home to Minnesota at the conclusion of the holiday weekend. Hunter had earned herself a goodbye hug from both my mom and Lauren, which I considered to be a massive victory. I left with a tentative promise from my sister that she, Matt, and Levi would visit us later that summer when they could take time off of work. It wasn’t a concrete plan, but it was more than what we’d scheduled in the past. I really did want to make an effort for my family to be a bigger part of my life and me in theirs.
 
   In the days following the end of vacation, Hunter returned to work, and I began my summer schedule. I would split my time between home and Del Sol, getting a head start on course prep and starting the hiring process to bring in job candidates for our new faculty tenure line. 
 
   Hunter and I weren’t engaged after the long weekend, but we had taken a step forward in our relationship when she’d agreed to move in with me. The moving truck had been scheduled, and Hunter was helping Loryssa and her boyfriend screen new potential roommates to take her place in the apartment. We were going to move in together, hopefully this time for good.
 
   Did you do it yet? came another text, this time from Nikole.
 
   I laughed as I replied to her message. Did your wife put you up to this?
 
   Maybe, she admitted. But you can’t blame me for wanting to know, too. 
 
   Tell your wife I’ll call you guys in an hour, I told her. It’ll be done by then. 
 
   A lump formed in my throat. One hour.
 
    
 
    
 
   The late afternoon sun was low in the sky, and the air smelled of freshly-cut grass from the lawn service Nikole had hired to make sure her greenhouse and adjacent land wouldn’t become overrun with growth in their absence. I fastened a metal addendum onto the ‘For Sale’ sign near the edge of the road. I smiled at the new addition. Four capital letters crossed over the original sign—SOLD.
 
   Everything was in place. Now I just needed the girl. 
 
   I pulled up Hunter’s number on my list of phone contacts. She would still be at the hospital, but she tended to have the opportunity to answer her phone near the end of her shift. Even though we were making strides to move in together I hadn’t seen much of my girlfriend lately. She’d been working longer days to make up for the hours she’d missed due to vacation. 
 
   The phone rang three times before she picked up.
 
   “Hey, babe. What’s up?”
 
   Just the sound of her voice made me smile.
 
   “Will you meet me out at Nik’s greenhouse later?” I asked. “She finally sold it, and I told her I’d drop off the keys to the new owner.”
 
   “Sure. But why do you need me out there?”
 
   I had anticipated the question. “In case they have any garden-greenhouse questions. I’m clueless when it comes to that stuff.”
 
   “Okay,” she readily agreed. “I’ve got some patient records to file, and then I can meet you out there. Give me half an hour?”
 
   “Great. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   I hung up with Hunter and pocketed my phone. My shorts’ pockets were getting crowded between the phone, the greenhouse key, and a cube-shaped box.
 
   The small box had been burning a hole in my pocket the entire day. Each time I sat down or took a long stride, I could feel it press against my thigh. I couldn’t explain my nervousness. Hunter had been ready to propose to me just a week prior. Rationally, I knew there was nothing for me to be worried about, but my anxious stomach refused to listen to reason.
 
   The next half hour passed by more slowly than it should have. I sat in my car, parked in front of the greenhouse, and listened to announcers call a Twins baseball game on the radio. Every time I heard the sound of tires or a car engine on the barely traveled county road, my heart leapt in my throat. 
 
   Hunter’s grey compact eventually came into view. I got out of my own vehicle and watched with heightened anxiety as her car bumped down the long, gravel driveway. My hands had gone clammy, and I indiscriminately wiped them on my t-shirt.
 
   “Sorry,” Hunter apologized as she climbed out of the car. “That took longer than expected.” 
 
   I squinted my eyes in inspection. “Why is your hair wet?”
 
   She’d exchanged her salmon scrubs for black capri leggings and a long, loose t-shirt. Her hair was pulled back in its typical ponytail, but I looked darker and damper than usual. 
 
   She made a face. “There was an incident with a newborn and my hair. I had to hose off at the hospital.” She gestured to her clothes. “Luckily I keep a spare outfit in my work locker.”
 
   “So I’m guessing you don’t want to go out for dinner after this, huh?” I chuckled.
 
   “Not unless the dress code is maternity-ward casual.”
 
   She jerked her thumb in the direction from whence she’d just come. “I saw the sold sign out by the road. Nik and Troi must be really excited.”
 
   “Uh huh.” I’d momentarily forgotten my nerves, but now they were back with a vengeance.
 
   Hunter scanned the hard-packed gravel surface where we’d parked. “When are the new owners supposed to get here?”
 
   I swallowed hard. “They just did.”
 
   Hunter looked back toward the long driveway that led to the property. “Where?”
 
   My phone vibrated in my back pocket. My hour must have been up. 
 
   A combination of emotions flickered across Hunter’s features. Confusion and then realization. “Wait—you don’t mean—.”
 
   I pulled the plastic key ring out of my pocket and held up the single key. The late afternoon sun danced across the silver metal. “It’s yours.”
 
   Hunter’s jaw fell lax. “Are you serious?”
 
   “I know how much you love this place and that you’ve been wanting someplace to have a garden. It’s probably more than you need, but I wanted you to have a space that was all your own when you move in with me.”
 
   She remained silently astounded, but allowed me to hand her the key.
 
   “This is … this is amazing, Elle. But it’s too much.”
 
   “Nothing’s too much when it comes to you,” I rejected. “Besides—Troi and Nik gave me a great deal on the property, and after my promotion, I had all this extra cash just laying around.”
 
   Hunter continued to look stunned. She stared at the key in the palm of her hand.
 
   I licked my lips. “There’s, uh, there’s something else.” 
 
   Hunter lifted her eyes to meet mine. 
 
   I stuck my hand back into my pocket. Shaking fingers grasped the shape of the small, hinged box and pulled it out. I’d probably opened the box one hundred times that day, sure that each time I looked, what it held would be damaged or missing. Those fears were now gone, replaced by the fear of something worse—rejection. 
 
   I didn’t drop to one knee because that wasn’t what this was about, but I held the unopened box in my open palm.
 
   Hunter clenched and unclenched her fists at her sides. “You can’t,” she whispered.
 
   I echoed her statement from only a few weeks prior: “It’s not what you think.”
 
   Her eyelashes fluttered, and she looked from the jewelry box to my face. “It’s not?”
 
   I pried the hinged lid open, and the diamond ring came into view. Purchasing the ring from the small-town antique store had been more of a production than buying Nik’s greenhouse. I had had to enlist the help of my family to keep Hunter occupied at the cottage so I could slip into town. I’d had the ring professionally cleaned once we got back to Minnesota so it sparkled and shone like the day it had been crafted. 
 
   “Ellio, that looks an awful lot like—”
 
   “It’s not an engagement ring,” I cut her off. “And I don’t want this to be one of those we’re engaged to be engaged kind of things, either. It’s a promise. But it’s not a promise ring because that sounds like we’re teenagers who practice abstinence.”
 
   I stopped myself because I could feel myself start to ramble, evidence of my extreme nervousness. I sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. “Hunter, you’re the person I didn’t know I needed until I met you.”
 
   Her bottom lip trembled. “A baby threw up in my hair.” She seemed to offer up the information as reason why I shouldn’t want to be with her, but it only made me want her even more. I couldn’t imagine my life without her. 
 
   “This ring is a promise to you that there’s no expiration date on my love,” I began again. “And I promise that when the time is right, I do want to get married,” I told her in earnest. “I’d be lying if I didn’t think about getting married someday and that the girl dressed all in white is you. But I don’t want to rush this; I’ve always been a practical person. But I don’t want that to trump my feelings for you.”
 
   I paused and waited for her to say something. When she didn’t immediately respond, my stomach tightened with anxiety. 
 
   “Is that … is this okay?”
 
   Her grey-blue eyes shone bright with moisture. “It’s perfect, Ellio.”
 
   Her answer was all I needed.
 
   “Good.” I slipped the ring onto the ring finger on her left hand. The silver band fit below her second knuckle like it had been waiting to be there. “No more nightmares, okay?” I gently commanded.
 
   She looked down at the ring and then back up to my face. “No more nightmares,” she concurred with a soft smile. “Only this dream.”
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