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   SCAVENGE
 
    
 
   
It was hot.
 
   Sticky.
 
   Wet.
 
   Oppressive.
 
   Minnesota wasn’t known for unbearably humid summers, but I’d been in my on-campus office all day with not even an oscillating fan to circulate the stale air. With no students on campus over the summer months, the university had no reason to turn on the air conditioning, and I was suffering the consequences of that frugal decision. My cut-off shorts stuck to my thighs, and I wiped at my forehead with the bottom hem of my tank top to catch the sweat that had accumulated on my forehead. 
 
   A piercing wolf whistle had me tugging my shirt back to its original place. “Looking good, Professor Graft.”
 
   My friend and mentor, Emily, grinned at me from the doorway of my office. “Trying out a new diet or is that what dating a foxy young thing does to your body?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows.
 
   Her words and whistle had me blushing furiously, but I’d been working for so long in the stuffy office that my face was probably already flushed red.
 
   Emily was incredibly attractive. There was no better way to express it. When she’d first been assigned as my teaching mentor when I was a new hire, I’d been intimidated by her. She was beautiful and smart and sharp-witted and tenured and everything I wanted to be. Luckily I’d gotten over my little crush though so we could be friends.
 
   “I, um.”
 
   “Don’t answer that,” she waved me off. “But speaking of your significant other, you two still owe me a dinner date,” she clucked.
 
   “Were you serious about that?” I had all but promised Hunter that it would never happen.
 
   Emily shrugged. “Maybe if I can pry my husband away from his fantasy baseball team. Seriously, fantasy football I can understand, but what kind of sports geek has a fantasy baseball team?”
 
   “Keep me updated on that,” I laughed, feeling my embarrassment slip away.
 
   “What is all this?” she asked, gesturing to the disaster that was my office. Piles of books surrounded me like a fortress.
 
   “Just trying to decide what stays and what goes.” I never would have thought choosing which books I could live without for half a year and which needed to make the trip to California would cause me an existential crisis.
 
   Emily picked up one of the hardcover books that had been on my ‘Maybe’ list. “You are planning on coming back from your sabbatical, right?”
 
   “Of course.” Even if things in Los Angeles went better than expected, I’d still have to come back to pack up and sell my house.
 
   “When in doubt, always bring Winterson.”
 
   I smiled broadly. “Thanks, dear mentor. What would I do without you?”
 
   “I envy you this break.” Emily sighed and leaned against the doorframe. “I know every semester is the same length, but why do some feel longer than others?”
 
   “Hey, don’t even complain,” I interjected. “You just got back from sabbatical last year.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “I know. Take it from me, Elle, enjoy this time off. It’ll fly by, and before you know it, you’ll be back here toiling away with the rest of us.”
 
   I bit my lip and nodded, but I didn’t say anything. Emily didn’t know—none of my faculty friends knew—that if everything went well in Los Angeles that I would be resigning.
 
   My phone rattled on my desk and a picture of Hunter’s face popped up on the screen. “Sorry,” I apologized, picking up the vibrating phone. “I should probably take this.”
 
   Emily smiled knowingly. “I’ll leave you to it then. See you around, Elle.”
 
   I gave her a parting wave, and Emily disappeared from my doorway.
 
   Hunter’s call continued to ring. “Hey, babe,” I answered. “What’s up?”
 
   “Are you still in your office?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.” I surveyed the damage. “But I’m close to finishing up.”
 
   “I left you something in your desk.”
 
   I spun on my heel and looked at the aforementioned piece of furniture. “You did? When?” I thought I had cleaned it out only a few days prior.
 
   “Look in the top right hand drawer.”
 
   “Where are you?” I asked. “Your voice sounds echo-y.”
 
   “Just look in the desk drawer, Dr. Graft.”
 
   “You’re being awfully secretive,” I remarked. Despite my curiosity, I did as she instructed and opened the designated drawer. In my experience, good things tended to happen when I followed her directions.
 
   I normally stored old essays and blue books that had been graded but hadn’t been claimed yet in the top drawer. Since it was summer though, the drawer was empty—or at least it should have been. A cream-colored envelope sat alone inside the drawer. The paper was thick like that used for wedding and graduation invitations.
 
   “What is this?” I asked, pulling out the envelope. The words “Clue One” were written on the front. I should have waited for her answer, but I immediately ripped into the sealed envelope instead.
 
   Inside was a thicker piece of paper. I pulled it free from the envelope and recognized Hunter’s handwriting. “The words on these pages brought us together. Figure it out and we’ll come together again soon,” I read aloud. “What’s this about?”
 
   “I thought you should have a proper send-off before you left,” she responded. “Who knows when you’ll be back on campus again.”
 
   “Is this a scavenger hunt? Are you going to make me run around campus all day looking for clues?”
 
   “Maybe.” I could hear the smile in her voice.
 
   I ran my hand over my face. “Babe, I’ve got so much to do before we leave on Friday.” I had underestimated how much time and work went into moving across the country, and I was starting to feel overwhelmed by the whole process.
 
   “I thought you might say that. Look in the second drawer.”
 
   My desk should have been entirely cleaned out. But she’d already surprised me with one envelope. I pulled out the drawer directly beneath the one where I had found Clue One. It was empty as well, except for a manila envelope.
 
   How had she gotten access to my office? Who had she charmed and convinced to let her into the locked room?
 
   “Is this Clue Two?” I asked, juggling my phone, the original envelope, and now the second larger one.
 
   “No. Think of the second envelope as … incentive.”
 
   The larger envelope was sealed with only a metal fasten, and I dug around inside for what it contained. My fingertips slipped over lace and I pulled whatever was inside free from the oversized envelope. I now held a pair of dark red underwear with black lace trim, delicate and flimsy.
 
   Hunter’s voice dropped in my ear: “I was wearing those this morning. Now I’m not. Come find me, Professor Graft.” 
 
   The phone clicked and the dial tone sounded in my ear.
 
   

After the initial shock of being in possession of my girlfriend’s underwear had worn off and I had stopped obsessing over the details of how she had gotten into my office without me knowing, Hunter’s first clue had me marching in the direction of the university library.
 
   “The words that had brought us together” could have been a number of things. She’d been my student once, and it could have been any of the books I’d assigned in class. But more likely it was Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, the author after whom I’d named my cat. I’d let Hunter borrow the book once upon a time and we’d spent hours at Peggy’s bar discussing the lesbian subtext between the main characters. That wasn’t the first time Hunter had impressed or surprised me, but it was the first night she’d kissed me.
 
   Walking into the library, I was greeted with a blast of cool air. Few buildings on campus were open year round, but the library, student union, gymnasium, and a few administrative buildings like the admissions office stayed open. 
 
   The library was more silent that day than usual—like a vacuum that swallowed up any noises in the vicinity. I was a frequent visitor because of my discipline, and I’d been able to procure a job for my mom there only a few months prior because of my connections. She’d quit since then, however, after making the decision to move back to my home state of Michigan and help my younger sister raise her new baby. 
 
   I consulted the online card catalogue briefly to find the call numbers associated with the book I sought before traipsing down to the lower level stacks where the literature books lived. I was probably the only person on the sublevel floor. The stacks were sparsely populated when school was in session, let alone in the summer. 
 
   As I silently traveled the long, narrow shelving units of books, it didn’t evade my notice that Hunter herself might be waiting for me, not The Bell Jar. But if she had gone to the trouble of setting this up, I doubted I would get away so easily with only one clue. It would have been a lie, however, if I didn’t admit to fantasizing about fooling around in the stacks. It was probably every bibliophile’s dream. I thought about my girlfriend’s long, lean body trapped between my body and a bookshelf, her backside pressed against rows of books that threatened to topple over. I thought about her perched on a sturdy wooden study table with me between her parted thighs. I could practically see the strain on her face and the way her teeth dug into her lower lip as she struggled to stay quiet.
 
   Damn it.
 
   I shook off the haze of lust that wrapped around me like a tight blanket in order to focus on the classification labels on the ends of each shelving unit. Even if I had wanted to call Hunter’s phone and demand she tell me where she was hiding, I wouldn’t have any cell service in the belly of the library. I’d just have to think of this scavenger hunt as foreplay and make her pay for it when I finally tracked her down. 
 
   I ran my fingertips along the lineup of books at eye level. There were multiple copies of Plath’s most famous novel on the shelves, but my eyes settled on the familiar spine of the same edition that I owned. When I pulled the book from its place, an envelope in the familiar cardstock fell from its pages.
 
   I couldn’t open up the second envelope fast enough. I read the next clue inside my head, in case someone else actually was in the library basement with me. 
 
   “Dr. Graft, how does your garden grow? Find my next clue, and you’ll be one step closer to having something to feast on.”
 
   I grinned, immediately knowing the answer. Doug Witlan, a tenured biology professor, had constructed a raised garden on a corner of campus with one of his advanced biology classes a few semesters ago. Student workers tended to the garden in the summer and early fall months, and the harvested food was donated to a local food pantry.
 
   I tucked the clue card into my bag and replaced the book on its proper shelf. I was tempted to linger a little longer in the library and enjoy the air conditioning, but Hunter’s underwear was stashed in my workbag, and I was eager to return them to her.
 
    
 
    
 
   The campus garden was a short walk from the library on a small plot of land near the building that housed the Math, Business, and Economics departments. Even without the scavenger hunt, gardening and flowers and freshly tilled soil would always remind me of my girlfriend. I did a cursory scan of the raised beds. Where would she have hidden the third clue?
 
   It was early in the summer season and new green shoots broke the soil’s surface. Miniature corn stalks crowded the center of the plot, and the beginnings of prickly cucumber and pumpkin plants wound around the garden’s perimeter. Neat little rows of carrots, radishes, and something that looked like leaf lettuce each had markers at one end of their respective rows. The paper seed bags were attached to popsicle sticks that had been stuck into the ground to identify each plant. I crouched down for a closer look. Maybe she’d attached the next clue to the back of one of the markers.
 
   The click-clack of pointed heels striking against concrete drew my attention away from my search for clue three.
 
   “Elle?”
 
   I turned my eyes away from immature leaf lettuce and the green stocks of carrots and radishes to find Jessica Merlot’s black stilettos beside me. Her shapely legs were at my eye level, and I quickly scrambled to my feet.
 
   I brushed away at the dirt that stuck to the bare skin of my knees and self-consciously ran my fingers through my ponytail. “Oh hi, Dean Merlot.”
 
   Despite the summer heat, Dean Merlot was dressed as impeccably as ever. Her sleeveless grey shell showed off thin, toned arms, and the material of her black skirt clung to shapely hips and stopped just above her knees. Without my similar armor of pencil skirt and blouse, I felt vulnerable and ill-prepared for a conversation.
 
   “It’s just Jessica,” she gently corrected as she’d done every time before.
 
   “Hi, Just Jessica,” I routinely replied.
 
   “What’s this?” At her words, I discovered Hunter’s next envelope. It had been taped to a peace garden stake that lined the perimeter of the vegetable garden.
 
   I reached for the envelope, but missed. Jessica Merlot now held the next clue. She flipped the envelope over and read the words written on the outside. “Clue Three?” Her face scrunched in confusion.
 
   “It’s, uh, that’s mine.”
 
   “What is it?” she asked, waving the envelope.
 
   “Nothing really. Something left over from the semester.” I couldn’t very well tell my boss that I was on a hunt to find my girlfriend who was hiding somewhere on campus and that her underwear was in my leather briefcase.
 
   “I’m glad I bumped into you,” she said, ignoring the envelope for a moment. “We haven’t had the opportunity to really talk since the end of the semester.”
 
   My eyes flicked back and forth between the Dean’s face and the dirt-smudged card in her hands. “I’ve been busy preparing for my sabbatical.”
 
   “Oh, I know.” She tapped her fingers against the cardstock.
 
   What Jessica didn’t know was the reason for the sabbatical. To her and the rest of the university staff, I was taking the semester break because it was something guaranteed in my contract that would let me work on projects to eventually promote me from Associate Professor to Professor. I was keeping the detail that I was moving across country to write for a TV show from my work colleagues. The school was already too much of a fishbowl without them knowing those things.
 
   “Will you still be around, using your office this fall?” she asked. “Or are you really leaving?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet,” I lied. My job was protected because of tenure, but I didn’t need to give this woman another reason to make my professional life difficult. “I’ve obviously never had a sabbatical before, so I need to figure out what environment will be most conducive to getting work done.”
 
   Jessica made a humming noise. “Well, I hope you won’t be a stranger.”
 
   She slowly handed me the envelope, and I pushed down the urge to yank it from her hands. Our fingers brushed as the exchange was made.
 
   “Enjoy your sabbatical, Elle.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, bobbing my head in gratitude. “I’ll do my best.”
 
   I waited until the Dean had put enough distance between us with her departure before tearing into the newest clue. “The only place in winter you won’t need a jacket.”
 
   I wondered if this was purposeful, this clue-led trip down memory lane: first Plath’s book, then gardening, and now the comment about a winter jacket. It had been Hunter’s blue winter jacket that had started this all. Even the answer to her riddle brought back memories of time spent with my girlfriend.
 
   I left the campus garden and all but skipped in the direction of the Life Sciences complex. Attached to the building were two small greenhouses that served as ecosystems, one tropical and the other arid. As her clue suggested, regardless of the temperature outside, the greenhouses remained balmy.
 
   It reminded me of Nikole’s greenhouse across town. When she and Troian had left for California, Hunter had continued to care for the tiny seedlings Nikole had planted before Troian had gotten the head writing job for the television show I’d soon be joining. Because of her hours at the hospital, Hunter hadn’t been able to take off for Spring Break to go someplace warm with me, so she’d surprised me with a picnic in Nikole’s greenhouse instead.
 
   I tugged on the handle to the science building’s main entrance, but the door didn’t budge. I tried the next door with an equal amount of success. They were all locked. I took a few steps backwards and peered up at the building, as if expecting it to reveal the answer to me. I checked Hunter’s clue again. This had to be what she was talking about. I had to get inside this building.
 
   I dug around my school bag until I found my cell phone. The number for campus security was programmed into my contacts, and I pressed the buttons to call their offices.
 
   “Campus security,” a raspy-voiced woman answered. “This is Connie.”
 
   “Hi Connie, this is Professor Elle Graft. I’m trying to get into the Life Sciences building, but it’s all locked up. Could you possibly send someone over to let me in?”
 
   “Have you tried using your campus ID?”
 
   All of the campus buildings and even some of the inner doors were connected to card readers that eliminated the need for heavy key rings and bolstered campus security.
 
   “I’m English faculty,” I said. “I don’t have access to this building.”
 
   I expected her to ask why I needed to get into the science building, but the question never came. It was lucky because I didn’t have an appropriate answer.
 
   “I’ll send someone right over, Professor.”
 
   Time passed slowly as I stood outside of the Life Science building, waiting for campus security to show up and let me inside. I wondered how many more clues I would have to chase down before I found Hunter. All of these detours were beginning to frustrate me, but the giddy feelings reappeared when I saw the campus security vehicle pull up near the curb where I stood. 
 
   A man wearing the dark navy blue campus security uniform stepped out of the driver’s side. “Professor Graft?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, confirming he’d found the right person. “Hello.”
 
   A massive key ring was attached to his hip, and it jangled with each step closer. I wondered at the need for so many keys because of the new keycard system, but I kept the question to myself. If I didn’t question him, perhaps he wouldn’t question me.
 
   “How’s your day going?” he greeted. 
 
   “Better now that you’re here,” I returned with a charming smile. “Thanks for the help.”
 
   “It’s no problem. Around this time of year it’s nice to get calls. Breaks up the monotony of the days, ya know?” He swiped his card over the ID reader and the front door audibly unlocked. “Is that all you needed?”
 
   “Yep,” I confirmed, pulling the entrance open before it automatically relocked. “Thanks again for your help.”
 
   Although polite, I was curt and dismissive, and I wondered if he had directions to stay with me until I left the building, but I was sure he was anxious to return to the air conditioning of his running vehicle. “Okay. Well, call if you need us again.” 
 
   My sandals flip-flopped down the empty corridors of the abandoned building. I had to stop a few times to consult floor plans posted at intersecting hallways. I knew the building had greenhouses, but I didn’t know exactly where they were. The only time I had occasion to go inside the science building was for all-faculty meetings. The science building had the largest meeting space—a lecture hall reserved for the largest biology classes—but those meetings were rare—once a semester if that.
 
   All of the classroom doors were closed and the lights were turned off inside them. Most of the overhead lights were on motion sensors and I walked in relative darkness down windowless hallways until the overhead lights flickered to life. It was eerie, more so than the silent library. I was used to the hushed whispers and quiet of the library, but buildings that held classes were always teeming with activity. 
 
   Before I could spook myself too much, one of the classroom doors opened and I found myself being tugged inside by the front of my shirt. The door shut behind me with a loud, jarring noise that echoed in my ears.
 
   The room I’d been pulled into was a small laboratory classroom populated with nine long tables, two elevated stools assigned to each table. Lab stations equipped with natural gas outlets, Bunsen burners, beakers, and other glassware lined the perimeter of the classroom.
 
   “This isn’t the greenhouse,” I astutely observed.
 
   Hunter’s hands remained fisted in the front of my tank top. “There was one more clue for you, but I couldn’t wait.”
 
   I took in the sight of my girlfriend from her leather sandals to the breezy cotton skirt that fell just above her knees to the spaghetti-strap camisole that showed off the dangerous v-cut of her defined collarbone.
 
   “How did you get in here?” I asked. “The building’s locked.”
 
   “I know people,” she grinned. The hands at the front of my shirt tightened and she pulled me closer to her.
 
   I kissed her, soft and fleeting. Her lips parted for me to deepen the embrace, but I pulled away. “I liked your clues.”
 
   “You didn’t think it was too cheesy?” she worried.
 
   I ran my hands up her bare arms. “No. You’re adorable, Hunt.” 
 
   Hunter’s grin returned and she released her grip on the front of my shirt. “Are you ready for your prize now that you’ve found me?”
 
   I licked my lips and lowered my voice to a rough rasp. “I’ve been ready since I found the first clue.”
 
   Hunter maintained eye contact as she carefully walked backwards until her backside bumped against the edge of the nearest lab table. She set her palms flat on the table and lifted herself up to sit at its edge. She smoothed the material of her skirt beneath her and beckoned to me with a curling finger.
 
   I obeyed her wordless request and stalked closer until I stood before her. “I understand the significance of the book and the garden and even the greenhouse, but is there something special about this classroom?”
 
   “Not yet,” she smiled at me. “But ask me that question again in a little while.”
 
   Her answer had me laughing. “Is this your plan?” I ran my hand down the center column of her neck, down her collarbone, and between her breasts. She arched her back and leaned into my touch. “Screw our way across campus?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “That sounds like an awfully ambitious check list.”
 
   “Luckily I have a girlfriend who turns me on with just a look.”
 
   “I thought you had to work today.” Leave it to me to be practical at a moment like this.
 
   “I switched shifts with Darcy.” Her breathing shallowed when my hands rounded her full breasts. “I also owe her a six-pack.”
 
   I walked my fingers across the exposed skin at the top of her tank top. “Sounds like a good deal.”
 
   “Too much talking.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   Her smooth legs were too much to continue to ignore. My hands slid up the pale flesh, unobstructed by any clothing. “I love it when you wear skirts, baby,” I growled quietly, looking deep into her bright blue eyes.
 
   My hands continued their journey up those irresistible stems, and I stopped when my fingertips brushed against where her underwear should have been. A quiet whimper fell from her parted mouth, and I smiled knowingly at the slight blush that crept onto her face.  
 
   “You weren’t kidding,” I remarked. My fingers slid through her ready arousal. She was warm and swollen, and I couldn’t wait to taste her.
 
   “About my underwear or about being turned on?”
 
   “Both.” I leaned forward and pressed my mouth against the flushed skin of her bare neck.  “God, you’re wet,” I murmured into her. 
 
   My mouth continued to travel, and I kissed along the hollow of her throat. She pulled off the elastic band that held my hair in a ponytail and ran her fingers through my wild waves, slightly tugging at the roots.  I bit her neck where it met the gentle decline of her shoulder. It wasn’t as hard as I would have liked, because I knew it upset her when I marked her for everyone to see. Apparently at nearly twenty-two, she was already too old for hickies. 
 
   I rubbed my hands along the insides of her smooth thighs and her legs parted a little more for me. With one hand at the nape of her neck and the other still under her skirt, I leaned her backwards, slowly reclining her until her back rested flush on the lab table. Thankful for the formidable size of the desk surface, I pulled myself up on the table as well.  I crawled on my knees and positioned myself between her legs, so our hips bumped against each other’s.
 
   As I hovered over her, she lazily stroked my bare arms, the muscles twitching underneath my tank top.  “I love you, Ellio,” she crooned.  She reached for me and pulled my face down until we were kissing again.  It began as languid as her touch, but I knew the hunger that burned in both of our bellies. 
 
   I couldn’t help myself when my lower torso began to grind into her pussy. Hunter groaned when the rough denim of my cut-off shorts rubbed against her naked sex.  I thrust hard into her and she gasped, one long sweet breath rushing from her lungs.  
 
   She wrapped those long, slender legs around me, forcing us tighter together. We pushed and pulled and ground against each other until I was breathing heavy and could feel the sweat pooling in the small of my back. The building was hot, but she was even hotter.
 
   Needing to feel more of her, I slid a hand in between our bodies. I shoved the cotton material of her skirt out of the way, bunching it up around her slender waist.  She gasped again when my fingers slid through her slick folds. She arched into my touch, silently demanding to feel more of me as well.
 
   My fingers found their way to her seeping hole, and I gathered her arousal, swirling my fingertips around the entrance of her sex.  Not wanting her clit to feel left out, I spread some of the thick juices on the throbbing bundle of nerves.
 
   “Oh, God,” she moaned, her eyes rolling back.
 
   I grunted as I pushed two fingers into her tight, unrelenting channel.  She was so tight around my fingers, it was a miracle I didn’t cum just from the feeling of her insides pulling at me.  “Hunter,” I whimpered.
 
   I grabbed onto her hands with my unoccupied hand and held both of her arms above her head.  I pinned her wrists against the lab table, which felt cold and hard in comparison to the warm, soft body beneath me. I began a slow, even rhythm with my fingers. I could feel and hear her getting wetter with every thrust. The clicking noise in the classroom was music to my ears. I kept my gentle, but insistent hold on her wrists with my free hand. Our sweaty foreheads touched, and I pressed my lips against her open, gasping mouth. I could practically taste her as she groaned into me.
 
   I quickened my pace inside her and her surprisingly strong legs tightened around my hips like a vice.  “Yes, Elle,” she moaned into my neck.  “God, your fingers,” she babbled. “Don’t stop. Make me feel it.”
 
   When her teeth scraped against my neck, I almost lost control. She pulled her hands free from my hold and raked her fingernails down my back, having wiggled her hands under my thin tank top.  I arched my back, loving the rough touch and I thrust into her a little harder.
 
   I wormed my newly free hand under her top, forcing the material to release its hold on her sweaty, damp skin. I grabbed onto a well-proportioned breast. Panting, I felt like a prepubescent boy reaching second base for the first time. Not bothering to unsnap the undergarment, I slipped my hand beneath the underwire of her bra and rolled an already tight nipple between two expert fingers.
 
   “Fuck,” she chanted, slamming her eyes shut.  “Fuck … fuck, baby.”
 
   I could feel her tightening even more around my two fingers; she wouldn’t be able to hold on for much longer. “Just let go, baby,” I softly urged. I kissed and licked at her collarbone, tasting the saltiness of her skin.
 
   With each penetrating thrust, my thumb bumped into her aching clit, and I felt her stiffen against my body. I buried my fingers deep inside her and rubbed the bit of flesh with the pad of my thumb.  Her pussy spasmed around my saturated fingers, swallowing me repeatedly as she cried out. I continued to rub relentlessly until I felt the quivering and pulsing stop.
 
   My body collapsed on top of hers in exhaustion. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was heavy, but the small, satisfied smile on her curled up lips let me know I had done my job well.
 
   I gently kissed her sweaty forehead and pushed away some errant strands stuck to her skin. “Good?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   She hummed her approval and carnally rolled her hips into mine. I couldn’t help the loud groan that fell out of my mouth; I was so worked up, all she needed to do was touch me and I’d pop.
 
   A sweet smile crept onto her lips.  “So where’s next on your list?”
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   There are signs everywhere if you know what you’re looking for—signs that tell you you’re doing something wrong. Go back. Detour. Choose again. Do not collect two hundred dollars when you pass Go. But I hadn’t paid attention to the warnings, too blinded by ambition and the desire to experience something new. Simply put: I was making a terrible, horrible mistake.
 
   It was at an off-season ski resort in Colorado where Hunter began to second-guess my decision to move to California.
 
   Her pale blue eyes were watching me when I woke up. A window was cracked open in the hotel room, and the translucent curtain fluttered from an outside breeze, struggling to block out the early morning sun.
 
   “G’morning, love,” I said groggily.
 
   Her mouth twitched in one corner. “I keep hoping you’ll change your mind.”
 
   I sat up in bed and rubbed roughly at my face. The bed was serviceable, but far from the luxury resort I had expected when we’d checked in. I hadn’t made any reservations or done any research on places to stay along our route from Minnesota to southern California. Not having a schedule allowed us to stop periodically and take in things like the World’s Largest Ball of Twine, but we also risked staying at underwhelming hotels like the one we currently found ourselves.
 
   We’d stopped in the ski resort town the previous night. Because it was the off-season for the mountain town, rooms and rates were reasonable even at the fanciest of ski lodges. I had been hoping for ski resort luxury, but the section of the hotel where they’d put us looked as though it hadn’t been updated since the 1990’s. 
 
   The room description called it a junior suite, but it better resembled a king dump. I hadn’t seen any bugs, but that wouldn’t have surprised me. The cream-colored carpeting was worn and stained. The Formica countertops in the kitchenette were peeling at the edges and a foreboding scent was coming in the direction of the refrigerator. I hadn’t been brave or foolish enough to seek out the foul-smelling culprit. Our patio had no furniture, unless you counted the two metal folding chairs I found propped against the wall, not that we had a mountain view to tempt us outside. It was probably the only room in the whole resort that didn’t look out onto the mountains that surrounded the quaint town.
 
   “We’ve been over this,” I reminded her.                  
 
   “I know we have. And I know I said I’d support you either way,” she sighed, “but I think I underestimated what that would mean for us with you in California.”
 
   “We’ll only be apart for a short while, Hunt. It’s just a few months.” The words I spoke were for myself as much as they were for her. I was giving Troian from the end of August through December—the entire length of my sabbatical—to see if I had a future in writing for television.  “I want to be scared,” I continued. “I want to be challenged. I’m not saying teaching is easy, but it’s too easy to dial it in now that I’m tenured.”
 
   She threw the comforter off her side of the bed, and I watched her pad out of the bedroom. “I’m going to take a shower,” she called over her shoulder.
 
   I stared at the doorway through which she’d disappeared with knots in my stomach. Even if I had been invited to conserve water with her, as was our tradition, the shower was too small for the both of us. I’d probably have a hard time washing my own hair later without bruising my elbows.
 
   My cell phone was on the bedside table. Despite the early hour, Troian answered my call after one ring. 
 
   “Are you here?” she demanded, the excitement audible in her tone.
 
   “No. I’m in Colorado.” We’d been on the road for two days. Another day and a half of driving and we would reach Los Angeles.
 
   “Hurry up.”
 
   “I need more time with Hunter. I’m not ready to give her up.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Troian asked. “Are you still coming out here?”
 
   “Yeah, I am.” I glanced in the direction of the bathroom. “We’re just taking a few days detour if that’s okay.”
 
   “As long as those ‘few days’ don’t turn into a week.”
 
   It was going to be very strange having Troian as my boss, but I knew our relationship was solid enough to withstand any boss/minion conflicts—or at least I hoped it would be.
 
   “Remind me why she’s going back to Minnesota?” she asked.
 
   I shoved the hair off my forehead. “Because that’s where her life is,” I explained. “Her work, her family, her friends.”
 
   “But not her girlfriend.”
 
   I didn’t need this from my best friend, too; Hunter had made the same argument too many times.
 
   “I’ve gotta go,” I said. I didn’t want to have this conversation for the umpteenth time.
 
   “When are you getting here?” Troian pressed. “I need to give Human Resources a heads up so they’ll have the keys to your apartment ready.”
 
   I quickly did the mental math. “Four days.”
 
   Troian’s sigh rattled in my ear. “Make it five. Come find me at the lot on Saturday to get your apartment keys. We’ll start you bright and early on Monday.”
 
   “Thanks, Boss,” I smiled into the phone.
 
   The shower turned off in the bathroom, but I had one more phone call to make.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Hunter tossed her duffle bag into the backseat of my car. My trunk and most of the backseat were filled with all the belongings I anticipated needing over the next few months. Most of my life remained in Minnesota, however. 
 
   “How many states are we tackling today?” she asked. She had been uncharacteristically quiet after her shower as we’d both gotten ready for the day. The knots in my stomach had intensified with each passing moment.
 
   “None.”
 
   Her eyes squinted with confusion. “What? Why?”
 
   “I thought we could hang out in Colorado for a little longer. I called Troian and told her not to expect us for a few more days.” I paused to lick my lips. “Unless you want to keep on going until we get to Los Angeles?”
 
   Hunter glanced in the direction of the hotel where we’d spent the previous night and chewed on her lower lip. I could tell she was weighing staying additional nights there into her reply; I could practically see the internal struggle play out on her facial features. Getting to Los Angeles sooner meant her leaving. But staying in Colorado, if I intended on making her stick it out in this relic of a hotel, might not be preferable. But Hunter was too polite to tell me she thought this hotel was a dump.
 
   I started to laugh at her indecision.
 
   She put her hands on her hips. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “I love you, that’s what.” The grin on my face made my cheeks hurt. “Get in the car.”
 
    
 
    
 
   We drove out of the small ski town that morning, happy to have the resort area in the rearview mirror. The terrain became progressively hillier and a thick fog settled on the county highway. Visibility was limited, and Hunter, sensing I was having a hard time concentrating on the road in front of me, stayed cautiously quiet. Her curiosity about where we were headed next couldn’t remain stifled forever, however.
 
   She peered through the passenger side window at the clusters of evergreen trees beyond the car’s window. “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “Why? Are you nervous?”
 
   “People disappear out here.”
 
   “Just trust me,” I smiled, flipping on my blinker and turning onto an unpaved road. The in-car navigation system turned on and off as we ventured deeper into the woods and far off the grid.
 
   A few miles in, the canopy of evergreen trees parted to reveal bright blue skies. It was almost as if we’d gone through a magic portal to another land. There was no sign of the fog that had earlier plagued our drive. 
 
   I heard Hunter’s quiet murmur of approval as she craned her neck to get a better view of the horizon. We’d seen plenty of mountains in our drive across Colorado, but nothing like these purple mountains majesty. It was almost enough to make a cynic like myself feel patriotic.
 
   We passed a few mailboxes that appeared unaffiliated with any houses before we came upon a small log cabin set a few hundred feet back from the road. When I slowed down in front of the driveway, Hunter turned away from the view outside. “Who lives here?”
 
   “We do. For the next few days at least.”
 
   “You rented a house for us?”
 
   “I rented a cabin with a mountain view,” I corrected.
 
   “When? How?” she marveled.
 
   “When you were in the shower I called the rental place that manages the house we had last Christmas in Malibu. It was a long shot, but it turned out they had an available property not too far away.”
 
   Even though we had another hundred yards until we reached our destination, I stopped the car in the road. I hadn’t seen another vehicle in the past half an hour, so I assumed it would be safe. Hunter unfastened her seatbelt and scrambled out of the front seat. I turned the key in the ignition to stop the car and joined my girlfriend outside.
 
   “You look like you’re about to burst into song,” I noted with a wry smirk. She was slowly spinning in the center of the gravel road with her arms spread out like wings and her chin tilted towards the sunny, clear blue sky.
 
   “Can you blame me? This view is straight out of The Sound of Music. I expect Maria Von Trapp to run across the field any second.”
 
   Hunter dropped her arms at her sides and turned to me, her face lit up with happiness. It made my heart flutter inside its cage of ribs to see her so happy and to know that I was the reason behind it. It honestly still seemed improbable, if not impossible, that we’d made this relationship work.
 
   “It is quite the view,” I smiled.
 
   She strode purposefully toward me and wrapped her arms around my neck. She leaned in, her soft mouth just centimeters from my own. “Can’t get enough of this view,” she murmured. Her sweet breath felt warm on my face.
 
   I closed the short distance between our mouths and hungrily took her bottom lip in between my upper and lower teeth. I sucked the pouting lip into my mouth and heard the quiet growl that radiated deep in her throat. I pressed my lips solidly against Hunter’s upturned mouth and darted my tongue out between my teeth to swab at her bottom lip. 
 
   My wandering hands found themselves in the small of her back and they toyed with the bottom hem of her pastel-colored top. My fingertips felt the heat of her pale skin, and I wanted nothing more than to feel the expanse of that heat, naked and pressed against my own body.
 
   I paused when I heard the whistle. I reluctantly pulled myself away from Hunter’s addictive mouth and looked past her head to see a group of hikers, about four or five of them, standing at a distance and collectively giving us two thumbs up.
 
   “We have an audience,” I groaned under my breath. We were in the middle of nowhere and we’d still managed to attract a crowd. “I think we’d better invest in some curtains.”
 
   “And a fence,” she added.
 
    
 
    
 
   Our rental cabin was modest in square footage, but it was more than enough room for the two of us, with a generous loft upstairs populated with overstuffed furniture and a ping-pong table. On the ground level were an open concept kitchen, a dining room table with four chairs, and a living room complete with a potbelly woodstove. The first floor was also equipped with two bedrooms, one which I assumed was the master because the double bed faced a walk-out deck. 
 
   Hunter flopped down on the bed in the master bedroom, and it made a terrible groan. “I guess this means no acrobatic sex,” she laughed.
 
   I sat down on the edge of the bed and held my breath as I sank deeply into its uneven box spring mattress. “Not unless we want this thing to break.” I gave a few experimental bounces, and the springs shrieked and groaned in response. “But there’s plenty of other surfaces in the other rooms,” I grinned.
 
   Her clear blue eyes sparkled. “You know I love a good challenge.” Her voice was rich with warm, honey tones.
 
   She hopped up from the bed before I could vocalize my own challenge. “I need to lay down for a bit,” she announced. “I didn’t get much sleep last night.” She unfastened the button of her jeans and pulled the zipper low enough that I could see a hint of the red lace underwear that hid underneath her pants.
 
   “That’s not fair,” I groaned.
 
   She looked to me, eyes round with confusion.
 
   “You can’t parade around here looking so edible,” I clarified.
 
   The confusion softened on her face, and she gave me a knowing grin. “It’s almost like I’m doing it on purpose.” 
 
   While I contemplated the knotty pine ceiling of the lofted cabin, Hunter napped beside me. Her hand had snaked its way under the waistband of my pajama pants, and her fingers were curled around the top of my underwear. Her warm fingers rested against my hipbone. It was an innocent gesture, and I tried not to think about how good it would feel if her hand just happened to shift and touch me in a more intimate place. It took all of my willpower not to roll my hips or wiggle in such a way that would relocate her hand.
 
   I hadn’t been in too many relationships much longer than the one I currently enjoyed. This was the sweet spot of the relationship. I never understood those love songs that promised the listener that it would feel like “the first time.” My first time had been awkward and uncomfortable. Familiarity was what I craved—when you no longer felt self-conscious being naked in front of your lover—when you no longer stressed about if she liked the way you touched her, or if it was too much, or not enough, or just plain not good at all. The honeymoon phase might have been over, but that didn’t mean I still didn’t get butterflies when she did something adorable or that my body temperature didn’t spike when I admired the gentle swell of her backside in a pair of skinny jeans.
 
   After Hunter’s nap, we found a small convenience store on a county highway and bought enough groceries to last the few days we’d be staying at the cabin. That night I cooked dinner on the gas grill outside—chicken breasts smothered in a spicy BBQ sauce and steamed vegetables in an aluminum pouch.
 
   Long after the sun had set behind Mount Meeker in the distance, Hunter and I sat outside on a wool blanket and stared up at the complex swirls of distant galaxies sprayed across the inky black sky. I didn’t take the view or my girlfriend’s hand in mine for granted. Like Hunter, the night stars would soon be taken away from me when I arrived in Los Angeles.
 
   After our first night at the cabin, it rained our entire stay, which was fine with me. I hadn’t envisioned us hiking to the top of Long’s Peak or neighboring Mount Meeker. And the weather gave us an excuse—if we even needed one—to stay holed up in the cabin, sleeping late into the morning and not bothering to change out of comfortable pajamas. Warnings about potential flooding kept me from entirely relaxing, but I was mindful to enjoy our time together.
 
   The mountainside cabin was a vast improvement over the ski resort straight out of the 1990’s. The days were overcast, but the change in location was like sun rays poking through the most stubborn of clouds. There were no neighbors in sight, which simultaneously frightened and invigorated me. I made fires in the woodstove in the living room, and Hunter worked the French press when the antiquated contraption frustrated me. It was symbiosis at its best. 
 
   The morning we were slated to leave and continue on to Los Angeles, I drank hot coffee outside on the deck. The wrap-around porch provided a stunning view of Mount Meeker. Fog rolled down the mountainside like thick puffs of smoke. There were two birdfeeders on the property and viewable from one of the picture windows. Birds of all sizes jostled for the prime real estate. The morning air was brisk, and I pulled up the high neck of Hunter’s running jacket that I wore just a little bit more.
 
   I felt her presence behind me before I ever heard her soft footsteps. The wooden deck creaked beneath her feet.
 
   “I could get used to this,” she announced. Her arms wrapped around my waist, and she rested her head on my shoulder.
 
   “No cell phone reception, no wireless, and no TV?”
 
   She smiled and pulled me in tighter against her. “Doesn’t it feel like we’re the only people on earth? No responsibilities or commitments, except to each other.”
 
   “It is nice,” I hummed. “So what do you think? Did you like the Malibu beach house or the Estes Park mountain cabin better?”
 
   “I think you spoil me.”
 
   “It’s nothing that you don’t deserve, love.”
 
   “You should stop being so damn accomplished so I can treat you once in a while,” she said, although her tone let me know she wasn’t really cross with me. “Tenured professor and now television writer?”
 
   I ignored her words. “Why do you always smell so good?” I twisted at the waist and nuzzled my nose in the hollow of her throat.
 
   “You’re imagining things.”
 
   “You smell like new.” I pressed my lips against the sweet spot in the nape of her neck.
 
   “New what?” she asked, a smile in her voice.
 
   “Just new,” I sighed into her skin.
 
   After breakfast, we packed up our belongings and closed up the cabin for the next lucky couple. I took the first driving responsibility of the day, and Hunter returned to staring out the passenger side window. As we started down the long dirt driveway, I made furtive glances in the rearview mirror back at the cabin. I went over a mental checklist to make sure I’d remembered to pack everything like my toothbrush and my cell phone charger, never once considering that maybe we’d left our final happy memories behind.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   The remainder of the road trip was bittersweet. We switched off driving responsibilities every few hours over the last day and a half so the other person could appreciate the scenery. The landscape changed dramatically as we drove farther southwest. The mountains remained, dominating the horizon, but wilderness and tall skinny pine trees were replaced with stratified red rocks and eventually the urban sprawl of Los Angeles.
 
   Podcasts filled the extended silences, and when we ran out of things to listen to, we played games of willpower like who could last the longest listening to Christian talk radio on the AM dial. If it had been a regular vacation, I might have actually enjoyed myself after we left our Colorado cabin. But both Hunter and I knew what was going to happen when we arrived in California—she’d board a plane back to Minnesota, and I would stay behind.
 
   If Hunter hadn’t accompanied me on this trip, I would have flown directly to Los Angeles where a chauffeur holding a sign with my name on it would have been waiting for me in baggage claim to take me to my new apartment. But because of the road trip, I had to look up Troian at the studio to get the keys and directions to my new home.
 
   Pickfair Studios had been named after two of Old Hollywood’s original movie stars—Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks. The production buildings sat on a twenty-acre lot set in the sprawling hills of Burbank, a few miles north of downtown Los Angeles. The studio’s mechanized gate was closed when we arrived, exhausted and sweaty from the second half of the trip. A large, barrel-chested man stood in the security booth, reading a book. He barely looked up from his novel when I stopped my car at the gated entrance.
 
   “Hi, there,” I greeted in a cheerful tone that belied my exhaustion. “Elle Graft to see Troian Smith? I’m a new writer on the—”
 
   I stopped my introduction when the gate slowly lifted even though I hadn’t seen the guard move a muscle. My car continued to idle as I awaited his instructions or if he had any questions for me to verify my identity. Instead, he curled two fingers and beckoned me to drive through the gate.
 
   I shifted into drive and slowly pulled forward, expecting his lack of interest to have been a joke. But the gate didn’t come crashing down on the hood of my car and the security guard didn’t chase after me as I looked for a place to park.
 
   “That was weird,” Hunter murmured from the passenger seat.
 
   “No doubt,” I agreed, finding a parking spot in a visitor lot. Because it was a Saturday, the lot was relatively empty. “Remind me to ask Troian about this place’s security procedures.”
 
   It was hot that day, and the mid-afternoon sun beat down on us as we walked from the parking lot in the direction of Troian’s trailer. People on golf carts zipped by, talking loudly on their phones, and expensive-looking equipment was unloaded from the flat bed of trucks amongst a chaos of shouted directions. I had been on the lot once before, a few months prior, but I had been a visitor then. I saw everything with new eyes now that I was an employee. 
 
   Hunter’s hand was slightly sweaty in mine. She had grown conspicuously quiet the closer we’d gotten to the studio. In a ponytail, t-shirt, and jeans, she was effortlessly beautiful, but the grim look on her face had me worried.
 
   “Hey,” I said, squeezing her damp hand, “is everything okay?”
 
   “Just a little tired from the drive, I guess.”
 
   I slowed our gait enough so I could kiss her cheek. “We’ll get the keys from Troian, and then we can relax the rest of the day,” I promised. “We’ll both feel more normal after a shower and some food.”
 
   She nodded tightly. “Yeah. Okay.”
 
   Troian’s office was a trailer that had always reminded me of the modular classroom my grade school had utilized when there were too many kids in the fourth grade. Her name and the words “Head Writer” were etched on the outside of the door. Although Troian was head writer, I later learned she also had the title of executive producer and showrunner. As such, she was responsible for every aspect of the show—every word of script, every actor cast, and even how the budget was spent. 
 
   I knocked and heard my friend’s muffled voice on the other side of the closed tin door. I waited and listened for a moment; I didn’t hear a second voice, so she was either talking to herself or on the phone. I tentatively opened the door and popped my head inside. Troian sat at her desk with her cell phone pressed to her ear. The scowl on her face lifted when she saw me in the doorway. She pressed a finger to her lips, but waved us in.
 
   “No, I know, Jackson. And I completely agree with you,” I heard her say as we filed into the office. “The episode isn’t where we want it to be. But you don’t have to worry,” she said to whomever was on the other line. “We’re not scheduled to shoot that episode for another month.” She stuck her tongue out at me and ran her palm over her face.
 
   “End of next week? Are you sure?” She paused and grimaced. “She does? Well of course then; whatever Jane wants.” Her free hand clenched into a fist, and she bounced it on her desk. 
 
   Hunter touched my elbow to cull my attention. She raised an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged in return. I had no idea who any of these people were or why my friend looked so stressed out.
 
   “Uh huh. Yeah. Okay, I will. See you Monday.” Troian ended her call and set her phone on the desk with a long sigh. “Took you long enough,” she finally greeted us. 
 
   “It’s a big country,” I said with a shrug. “It takes time.”
 
   “To fuck in every state, yeah,” she snorted. “I’m sure that does take time.” 
 
   “We only did it in states that end in the letter A,” Hunter deadpanned.
 
   Troian grinned for the first time since we’d shown up. “It’s good to see you, too, Hunter.” 
 
   Hunter pressed her lips together and her body language grew rigid. “I don’t know if I should hug you or punch you.”
 
   Troian’s eyes widened. “Why the hell would you do that?” I was sure she meant the punching part, not the hugging option.
 
   “You’re the reason she’s staying in California.”
 
   Troian held up her hands. “It’s not like I put a gun to her head. She’s a grown ass woman who makes her own decisions. Don’t take this out on me.”
 
   I laid my hand on Hunter’s shoulder. “It’s been a long day of driving,” I said, trying to defuse the situation before fists began to fly. “I just need my apartment keys and then we’ll be going.” 
 
   “But I made dinner reservations for us,” Troian remarked with disappointment.
 
   I glanced between my girlfriend and my best friend. Hunter continued to stare stonily ahead, completely switched off. “We’ll have to take a rain check,” I decided.
 
   I collected the keys and the address to my new apartment and guided Hunter toward the exit with my hand firm in the small of her back. Troian continued to look incredulous about the conversation. Hunter, however, looked deflated.
 
    
 
    
 
   I hadn’t known what to expect in regards to my new housing arrangements. When Troian had first moved out to California, the studio had set her and Nikole up with a multi-million dollar property. But Troian was the showrunner, and I was a lowly staff writer. The apartment complex was conveniently located only a few minute’s drive from Pickfair Studios. I had heard nightmarish things about Los Angeles traffic, mostly from Troian, so I was thankful I would be living relatively close to where I worked.
 
   My apartment was on the third floor of a multi-unit complex—a cluster of smaller buildings with an outdoor pool and community gym on the grounds. The structures themselves lacked character, but the property looked clean and it was in a safe neighborhood, so I really had nothing to complain about except that I’d have to start saving quarters for the basement laundry room.
 
   Beige carpeting and a blast of air-conditioned air greeted us when I unlocked the door to my new home. Immediately to the right was space just large enough for a square table and four chairs. To my left was the living room, crammed with worn, but serviceable furniture. Straight ahead was a small galley kitchen. It reminded me of someplace I might have lived in college.
 
   “Not exactly a palatial mansion, huh?” Hunter observed from behind me.
 
   I pulled my first suitcase inside. “Yeah, but it’s free,” I reminded her. “Can’t be picky.”
 
   Pickfair was taking care of my housing just as they had done for Troian and Nik. I hadn’t been concerned about paying rent, but knowing a furnished apartment would be waiting for me had been one less thing to worry about as I’d prepared for this new chapter of my life.
 
   Hunter dragged a second suitcase inside from the hallway. “Well at least if you choose writing over teaching,” she quipped, “I’ll know it’s because of the job itself and not the glamorous lifestyle that comes with it.”
 
   “Come here a second,” I said. I wrapped my fingers around Hunter’s wrist and pulled her to me.
 
   We hadn’t talked about what had transpired in Troian’s office. I didn’t want to make a big deal about it, but I also didn’t want to let the moment pass without mention.
 
   My hands rested lightly on her hips. “Are you okay?” It was the second time I’d asked her that question. 
 
   She chewed on her lower lip. “It’s a lot to take in,” she said somberly. “Everything is happening so fast.”
 
   “I know, love.” I leaned forward and pressed my lips to her forehead. I didn’t have the words to make it better; I was feeling the same way. 
 
   She sighed and her body sagged into mine. We stood like that in the foyer, crowded with suitcases and the apartment door still open, until she gently pulled away.
 
   There was a smile on her face, but it looked out of place. “Let’s finish unpacking your car.”
 
   Further exploration of the apartment produced a single bedroom and bathroom, both carpeted with that same beige carpeting found elsewhere in the apartment. A Venetian blind covered the solitary bedroom window, blocking out a view of the parking lot. The queen-sized mattress left little room for anything else than a wooden chest of drawers. On the bureau I found a stack of books on writing for television along with a note from Troian: I figured you’d break in the bedroom first. Gross.
 
   “There’s stuff in the fridge,” I heard Hunter call from the other part of the apartment.
 
   I left the bedroom, half worried she was referring to food that a previous tenant had left behind. Instead, I discovered Troian had left us a second surprise: a bottle of champagne and a charcuterie plate.
 
   “Now that’s more like it,” I approved.
 
   Hunter investigated the contents of the kitchen cabinets until she found something we could drink out of. They were narrow juice glasses instead of champagne flutes, but like the rest of the apartment, they would serve their purpose. 
 
   I popped the cork on the champagne bottle and poured us each a glass of the bubbly beverage. It was a warm evening, so we brought our drinks and the tray of cheese and cured meats onto the balcony, which connected to the living room via a sliding glass door. There were two plastic chairs out on the platform along with a rusted coffee can, empty except for about an inch of rainwater.
 
   Hunter stood beside me and we peered across the landscape in silence. The balcony overlooked the apartment complex’s parking lot, which was filled with individual carports, one for each residential unit. It would be a few hours until the sun set. Instead of stars, I imagined the sky would be lit up with the neon signs of fast food restaurants and gas stations.  
 
   “It’s not quite the Colorado mountain cabin,” I observed, “but this isn’t so bad.” In the distance, as if on cue, came the shrill howl of a police siren.
 
   Hunter gripped the balcony’s ledge in one hand and her glass of champagne in the other. “Are you sure about this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Everything about this place was foreign to me—the job, this apartment; even the weather didn’t feel normal. And in the morning, the only thing that made sense would be going back to Minnesota. But I had to do this. I owed it to myself to at least give it a try.
 
   Hunter turned toward me and raised her glass. “Here’s to new adventures.”
 
   That night I stared at Hunter’s peaceful features as she slept beside me. I didn’t want to fall asleep and waste these final moments with her. I wished she could have spent more time with me in California, but we’d used up all of our extra days in Colorado. I started work on Monday morning and she had to get back to the hospital. The road trip was over.
 
   I stayed awake for as long as my body would allow, memorizing her beautiful face in the dark and listening to the evenness of her breath. Eventually, the time between each blink became longer and longer until the inevitable moment when I closed my eyes and they refused to reopen.
 
    
 
   The next morning, Hunter was soft but solid in my arms. The blinds were drawn, but early morning sunlight crept through the vinyl slats. She shifted on the mattress, and when her backside pressed more firmly against my front, I felt a familiar warmth originate from my core and expand. I lightly raked my fingernails down the length of her arm.
 
   “Don’t,” she quietly protested. “You’ll make it too hard to get up.”
 
   I ran my palm across her front, detouring my travels at her underwear, dipping just beneath the elastic band. “Then you’d better get out of bed,” I breathed into her ear, “because I’m starting to have other ideas.”
 
   She laughed, and I felt it vibrate through my bones.
 
   “I’m serious, Hunt,” I growled. “Move your body or you’re staying here with me.”
 
   She arched her back, a subtle movement. “Move my body?” she purred. “Like this?”
 
   I groaned low, deep in my throat. I clutched at the top of her underwear and pulled it upwards, making the material taut against her sex. She felt it; I heard the hitch in her intake of air.
 
   “Don’t play with me,” I warned.
 
   She spun in my arms so our noses grazed. If possible, her body had grown even warmer than before. If I didn’t let her go now, I would surely be burned.
 
   “What time is your flight?” I already knew all the details, having memorized her return trip, but I felt like I needed to acknowledge what would be happening soon.
 
   She tucked her chin to her chest and burrowed closer to me. “Too soon.”
 
   Soon after, we dragged our bodies out of bed and began the robotic routine of getting ready for the day. She had a late morning flight time that would have her back in Minnesota late that afternoon. The car ride to the airport was silent except for the sporadic directions from my in-car GPS. Sunday traffic was relatively light, and we arrived at Los Angeles International Airport more quickly than expected. 
 
   I parked my car in short-term parking and escorted Hunter from the ticket counter to the airport security check-point—as far as I could go without buying a ticket for myself. We embraced, realizing there was nothing left to do but to say our goodbyes. 
 
   “I don’t want to do this.” Her fingers curled around the hair at the base of my neck. “Is it too late to change your mind?”
 
   I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against hers. I breathed her in, memorizing how she smelled, how she felt in my arms. “I’ll visit as often as I can,” I promised with closed eyes, “and whenever you get time off, I can bring you out here. It’s only a few months,” I reminded her and myself. “And we can talk on the phone and on the computer all the time.”
 
   She released a shuddering breath. “Okay.”
 
   “I love you, Hunter. We’ll make this work,” I said with conviction.
 
   She pulled back and gave me a watery smile. “I love you, too.” She swallowed and looked more fragile than before. “I guess I should go through security; we’re only delaying the inevitable.”
 
   I nodded because I couldn’t say another word. It hurt all over. I was too afraid if I tried to speak I’d start to cry. I could fall apart later in private, not in one of the busiest airports in the country. 
 
   She hugged me tight a final time and whispered in my ear. “Go be great, Ellio.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The walk from the airport terminal to short-term parking was quiet and lonely. I had spent nearly a solid week with Hunter as my constant companion, and now separated, the void was massive. I got lost on the way from the airport back to my apartment, but I didn’t mind the detour; I was in no real hurry to return to the rented space. There would be no one waiting for me when I got there.
 
   We had eaten through the charcuterie plate, and Troian hadn’t left behind any other food, so I found a grocery store in my travels and bought some essentials to get me through the next few days, mostly milk and cereal and things with which to make sandwiches. It was still very early, which made it feel more like being on vacation or at summer camp than an actual permanent move.
 
   When I returned to my new apartment, groceries in tow, there was a children’s picture book on the kitchen counter that I hadn’t noticed before. Flipping though it, I discovered the story of how a hermit crab whose shell had gotten too snug for his body had ventured off onto the ocean floor to find a new home. At first he thinks the shell is a little boring, but he soon meets a variety of sea creatures who help him, little by little, feel more at home in his new environment. When I reached the end of the children’s story, my heart seized inside my chest. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect, supportive partner than Hunter. 
 
   She called, a few hours later. 
 
   “Where are you?” I asked. “Are you back home already?”
 
   “Uh huh. I’m in your bed, under the covers; Sylvia’s curled on my lap, purring up a storm.”
 
   “Damn lucky cat,” I scowled. “How was your flight?”
 
   “A little boy in the seat behind me kicked the back of my chair nearly the entire flight.”
 
   “Makes you want to run out and have a dozen of them, huh?”
 
   “Actually …” she trailed off. 
 
   I cleared my throat. “I read your picture book.”
 
   “You’re pretty talented at changing the subject,” she mused.
 
   Whenever Hunter brought up the topic of wanting children some time in the future, I became a deer in headlights. My biological clock had never started ticking, but I’d dated women in the past whose desire to have children had been more like a ticking time bomb. It was only natural that the topic would come up from time to time, though. She worked in the maternity ward of a hospital.
 
   I didn’t take her bait. “Am I supposed to be the hermit crab?”
 
   “One of the volunteers was reading that book to the kids the other day, and I thought of you. It’s probably dumb though,” she back-peddled.
 
   “It’s not dumb; it’s perfect, Hunt. Just like you.”
 
   “I know you’re nervous because of all this change. I am, too,” she admitted. “I got you the book to help you feel brave when you’re out on the ocean floor.”
 
   I closed my eyes and my tear ducts began to fill up. It was a feeling I was getting more accustomed to lately. “I don’t deserve you,” I rasped. “You’re too good to me.”
 
   “Just remember that when some ingénue on a casting couch is throwing herself at you.” The amusement in her tone let me know she was teasing me, but I imagined that it might be a real worry of hers.
 
   “I’m just here to write words on a page. Troi’s the one fighting off the Hollywood starlets.”
 
   “Lucky Nikole,” Hunter murmured.
 
   “At least she’s got a ring now,” I remarked.
 
   “Speaking of Troian, can you tell her I’m sorry for how I acted yesterday? I’m embarrassed just thinking about my behavior.”
 
   “You were fine, baby,” I assured her. “Troi will get over it.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “So which sea creature are you?” I asked, flipping through the glossy pages of the children’s book. “I don’t see any cuttlefish in here.”
 
   “We’ll have to add a cuttlefish page in there later,” she suggested. “Maybe next time I’m out there.”
 
   “I like that idea,” I smiled into the phone. 
 
   I spent the remainder of my first day on my own watching television and flipping through some of the screenwriting books Troian had left as an unsubtle hint. I took good notes as I read, and by the time I went to sleep that night, I was starting to feel more confident about what the next day would bring—my first official day on the job.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, the other side of the queen-sized bed looked all wrong. I didn’t have long to reflect on who was missing from the other side of the bed before my bladder started making demands. I was sweaty, sticky, but not from any pleasurable reason. I needed to figure out the temperature controls in this rental apartment.
 
   I was finishing up my breakfast when Troian buzzed to be let into the apartment. She had insisted on bringing me to my first day of work. I was perfectly capable of driving myself—I’d just crossed the country in my trusty car, after all—but it was a nice gesture. I was surprised she didn’t show up with a sack lunch for me, too. She had brought me coffee though.
 
   “This is unacceptable.”
 
   I paused my cereal spoon on its way to my mouth. “Huh?”
 
   “What is this dump?” Troian demanded.
 
   “Be nice.” I had only spent two nights in my new home, but I still felt compelled to defend it. “I thought you’d seen this place already?”
 
   “Hell, no. If I had, you wouldn’t be having breakfast at a glorified card table.”
 
   “What about those notes from you and the stack of screenwriting books?” I asked.
 
   “I had my assistant take care of that for me,” she revealed. “I would have done it myself, but you wouldn’t believe the hoops the network is having me jump through. I haven’t had a moment to myself since I signed my name on the dotted line.”
 
   “I’m glad you had the time to pick me up for work,” I remarked.
 
   “I blocked out the entire day to help you get acclimated. But first I’m talking to Human Resources as soon as we get to the lot. How am I supposed to convince you to give writing a real shot if they put you up in a crack house?”
 
   “It’s really not that bad,” I insisted. “It’ll just be like I’m a poor college student again.”
 
   Troian continued to look cross.
 
   “Let’s give it a week for it to grow on me,” I suggested.
 
   “After a week of living here you might actually have something growing on you,” Troian deadpanned. “What did Hunter think of this place?”
 
   “I’m sure she’d agree with you that it’s a dump,” I observed. “But unlike you, she actually has tact.”
 
   “Whatever,” she snorted. “What was her deal the other day?”
 
   “She was a little intense,” I acknowledged, “but it’s hard—on both of us. We were just finding our rhythm with each other, and now I’m out here.”
 
   “By your own choice,” Troian pointed out.
 
   “I know.” I grabbed my breakfast dishes and deposited them in the kitchen sink for later. “We should probably get going. I’d hate to be late for my first day of work.”
 
   I’d meant for my words to distract Troian from discussing further my situation with Hunter, but they ended up causing my stomach to lurch uncomfortably. Writing for a new television show had been an intangible idea for so many months, but now it was becoming real. It felt like being the new kid on the first day of school.
 
   My mounting anxiety must have been palpable. “Nervous?” Troian asked me as we climbed into her car.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Good.” She slipped on her aviator sunglasses and adjusted the rearview mirror. “If you weren’t, I’d be afraid you weren’t serious about being here.”
 
   “I’m serious about this opportunity,” I said determinedly. “To imagine myself as something more than an English professor? That’s pretty exciting, but terrifying at the same time.”
 
   “For the record, I’m pumped we’re finally doing this. You know I’ve wanted us to work together for a while now. I’m sure Nik is tired of hearing me talk about it.”
 
   “How is Nik?”
 
   “She’s good. She had a really good season and got some serious interest in her business, so that’s keeping her busy during the day.”
 
   “Sounds like everything worked out,” I remarked.
 
   “So far.”
 
   “How’s your house hunting going?” 
 
   “It’s not. We’re sticking it out in our current apartment for the time. I could just see myself committing to a thirty-year mortgage, and then the show gets canceled.”
 
   I sucked in a breath. “Could that really happen?”
 
   “Getting canceled? Yeah. Shows don’t make it every day. The network’s given us a short leash. We’ve got four episodes to find an audience and then they’ll decide if we get a full season run or if they’re pulling the plug on us.”
 
   “Four? I thought they’d ordered twelve episodes?”
 
   “They ordered them, but that doesn’t mean they’ll ever make it on air. I wasn’t naïve enough to think the network would order the full season, but I was hoping for at least a midseason pick-up.”
 
   “Ouch.” I didn’t know what half of those things meant, but it didn’t sound pleasant. 
 
   The pilot wasn’t slated to premier until October. It was late for the new fall season, but since we were a cable show and not on one of the major networks, our shooting schedule didn’t sync up with most of the other new shows.
 
   “I got you one more present,” Troian said.
 
   “Screenwriting for Dummies?” I guessed.
 
   “No. Sonja said the bookstore was sold out of that.”
 
   “Who’s Sonja?”
 
   “My assistant.”
 
   “The one who put all that stuff in my apartment,” I said with a nod.
 
   “That would be the one,” she confirmed. “Check out the glove box,” she said, nodding toward the console in front of me. “Your present should be in there.”
 
   I hesitated with my hand on the release latch. “Nothing’s going to pop out at me, right?”
 
   “Not unless I want to crash my baby.” She lovingly stroked her hand across the car’s dashboard. 
 
   “Does Nik know you’re cheating on her with your car?” I teased.
 
   “We have an open relationship,” she deadpanned.
 
   “Does Nik know that?”
 
   Troian rolled her eyes. “Just look in the glove box, Bookie.”
 
   I unfastened the latch and the compartment swung open. Nothing inside jumped out at me, literally, but I also didn’t see anything that resembled a present. 
 
   “Car manual, an ink pen, and a tire pressure gauge,” I listed off. “Thank you?”
 
   “Sonja must’ve put it in the armrest console.” 
 
   I popped open the center console and retrieved a small device that fit in the palm of my hand. “Vibrator?” I guessed.
 
   “Damn it.” Troian slapped the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
 
   I inspected the electronic gizmo more carefully. “Is this a Bluetooth?”
 
   “Yup. You’re an official Californian now.”
 
   “Or an official douche bag,” I retorted. I tossed the device back into the center console. “I think I’d get more use out of the vibrator.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The drive to the studio was a short one, especially with Troian driving. She rolled through the gated entrance and parked in her own personal parking spot. 
 
   “I trust you looked over those scripts I sent you like a good student?” she said as we got out of her car and walked to her trailer.
 
   “You bet, Teach.”
 
   When I’d agreed to join Troian on this adventure as a staff writer, she’d sent me the pilot scripts from some of the most popular network shows. Affixed to the top copy had been a bright pink post-it note with her hurried handwriting: Read these, young grasshopper, it had said. The fastest way to learn how to write one of these is to read. A lot.
 
   “A career as a TV writer demands hard work and sacrifice,” Troian pontificated when we made it to her office, “so you’d better like what you do.”
 
   A knock at Troian’s trailer door interrupted her lecture. The door tentatively opened and a head popped inside.
 
   “Sonja. Good. Come on in,” Troian said, waving the person in. “I want you to meet the newest addition to the team.”
 
   The girl—a cute redhead with a freckle-specked nose and dark sapphire eyes—stepped into the room. 
 
    “Elle, meet Sonja the intern,” Troian introduced. “Elle’s taking over for Derek on the writing staff.”
 
   “Intern,” I echoed. “Does that mean you’re a student?”
 
   Sonja bobbed her head. “I’m in grad school at UCLA—in their Master’s program for film studies. I’m an aspiring writer, or director, or cinematographer. I haven’t decided yet,” she said with a shrug. “That’s why I’ve got this internship.”
 
   “But not an actress?”
 
   “God, no. Have you seen these freckles?” She crossed her eyes and wrinkled her lightly freckled nose. “They don’t translate well on screen. That’s why I’ll be staying behind the camera. Way behind.”
 
   “Doris Day had a face full of freckles,” I noted, “and she still became one of the biggest movie stars of her generation.”
 
   Sonja blinked once. “Doris who?”
 
   I shook my head and chuckled. “What kind of riffraff did you hire, Troian?”
 
   My friend held up her hands. “Don’t look at me. I don’t get a say; I’m not that high up on the food chain. Which, speaking of food, I’m gonna need blueberries and a coffee refill.”  Troian tapped the side of her ceramic coffee mug with a short, polished nail. “Elle, do you need something?”
 
   “No. I’m good.”
 
   “Coffee and blueberries,” Sonja nodded. “Coming right up.”
 
   “That’s not the same coffee girl as before, is it?” I asked when the perky assistant left through the office door. I distinctly remembered there being a lot more eyeliner on Troian’s assistant from when I’d visited in late spring.
 
   “No. Sonja’s brand new. They’re only around for a year internship and then we get a new one. She’s cute though, right?” 
 
   “I didn’t notice.”
 
   Troian didn’t look up from whatever she was working on. “She’s too old for you anyway.”
 
   “You’re hilarious,” I deadpanned. 
 
   “Glad we’ve got that settled. It’s incestuous enough in this place without you sleeping with the interns.”
 
   “Plus, I have a girlfriend,” I pointed out.
 
   “Semantics,” she dismissed. She reached into a deep drawer in her desk and pulled out a stack of paper.
 
   “‘Girlfriend’ isn’t semantics,” I protested.
 
   “Save your word smarts for the job.” The mountain of paper thumped on the desktop.
 
   “What’s that?” I was almost afraid to ask.
 
   “Your homework. They’re scripts for episodes seven through twelve, and they suck.”
 
   I grabbed one of the top stacks and began to flip through its pages.
 
   “We’ve been writing nonstop since you decided to come out here and we’ve got six solid episodes in the can, but now the other writers are stuck. Tapped out. Everything is derivative. Nothing but clams. I need you to look over what they’ve got and see if you can breathe some new life into it. No pressure, but I need your unbiased eye.”
 
   “Can I take them home or are these top secret and can’t leave this trailer?” I asked.
 
   Troian pushed out a long breath that ruffled the hair framing her thin face. “You can start a bonfire with them for all I care.”
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “They’re not bad, per say, just not very good, which is why we’re slammed with re-writes. They want to go over another table read of episode seven by the end of the next week. Think you can punch up that script by then?”
 
   I picked up the hefty stack of paper. “Yeah, but I’m gonna need a raise.”
 
   As staff writer, I was technically low person on the totem pole. I was expected to do everything that the others on the writing staff did—pitch story ideas, read and make notes on scripts, go to all run-throughs, re-writes, and shooting days—I was just paid less than the other people sitting around the writer’s table.
 
   “Good.” Troian stood from her desk and grabbed her cell phone and some of the script copies. “Now that we’ve got that settled, let’s go meet the rest of the writing rats.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   Walking into the writer’s trailer felt like the first day of school, only this time I wasn’t the teacher at the front of the classroom. The sounds of laughter wouldn’t quiet down when I walked in the room. The voices and the whispers and the curious looks would only intensify; I was the new kid in school. I wouldn’t experience the rush of power and the control that came with writing my name on the chalkboard. There would be no lecturing to a room full of students hastily scribbling down every word that I said. Whereas the classroom had always brought me calm, I now felt disequilibrium.
 
   I’d been in the writer’s room once before when I’d last visited Troian. Only because of her job title had I been allowed into the inner sanctum of the show’s workings. Typically no one except for the writers was allowed in the space: no spouses, no actors, no network executives. 
 
   The walls were still covered with headshots of actors and drawings of the inside of space ships. Originally the program had been slated to be on a space station, but the network hadn’t been prepared to foot the bill for an elaborate set when they’d only guaranteed us four on-air episodes. The show now took place on a utopian planet, sometime in the distant future. If we were a success we could always blow up the planet later and move to a spaceship.
 
   A wooden table, long and functional, dominated the room. It was covered in pads of paper, pencils, script pages, and candy. Lots and lots of candy. Seated around the table were four others who looked vaguely familiar from the one time I’d been in this room. Troian hadn’t introduced me to any of them my first visit around, but now they were my new co-workers. They looked younger than I remembered, though. And more attractive. Sonja was in the room as well, setting up a laptop at a smaller table wedged against one wall. It was her job to record everything said in the writer’s room. One never knew when an unintentional moment of brilliance might happen.
 
   Troian strode confidently into the room with me following behind. My anxiety spiked when we walked through the door. Everyone in the room had been working together for months now, learning the strengths and weaknesses of each other’s writing styles, and meshing professionally and personally. I was replacing one of their colleagues at the table, and I had no idea what had been their relationship with this person. From what Troian had told me, the guy had been dead weight in the writer’s room, but maybe everyone had liked his personality. Moreover, I had no previous experience as a television writer. I hadn’t had an interview or an audition as a freelancer—I’d gotten the job because of Troian, based on the suggestion that the main character in her show be part alien. 
 
   The chatter in the room settled down with Troian’s entrance. Apparently she was the teacher at the front of the classroom. “Guys, you remember Elle,” she said, thumbing in my direction.
 
   A murmur of hellos followed her brief introduction, but one clear voice rose among the mumbling: “Hiya, Elle.” 
 
   The greeting came from a man in a sweater vest and a white Oxford shirt unbuttoned and rolled to his elbows. He had a mop of brown curls on his head and boyish dimples. 
 
   “Hey,” I said back with a brief wave to the room.
 
   I sat down in the only available seat at the table, which was between a tall, angular man—the only person in the room who might have been older than me—and a short, round woman with a cascade of dark hair that ran down the center of her back. Even though she was sitting down I could tell she was close in height to Troian. 
 
   I set my workbag, now heavy with unfinished scripts, on the floor and retrieved a yellow legal pad and pen from my bag. I placed them on the table in front of me, that feeling of being back in school coming over me again. 
 
   The man in the chair next to me introduced himself. “I’m Edward,” he said, thrusting his right hand in my direction.
 
   “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   We shook hands and I could feel the bones of his hand shift beneath the skin. His lips were thin and his nose was long and narrow. He had the same build as a scarecrow and a hawkish look on his face. 
 
   “And I’m Gloria,” the woman on the other side of me piped in.
 
   The first thing I noticed about Gloria was her eyelashes. They were long and lush, and if not for her equally impressive hair, I might have suspected they were fake. “Hi, Gloria. Glad to meet you.”
 
   “I thought you’d have an accent,” she said.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “I thought you were from Minnesota, like Troian.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, catching on. “Troian and I met when we were both living in Minnesota. But I’m originally from Michigan.”
 
   Gloria’s features crunched. “Isn’t that the Midwest, too?”
 
   “Geographically,” I confirmed. “But people in Michigan don’t usually have accents, especially if you’re from a city in the Lower Peninsula.”
 
   Gloria looked more confused than before. “The what?”
 
   At the head of the table, Troian cleared her throat. “Good morning, everyone,” she began, drawing everyone’s attention. Side conversations came to an end, phones were set out of view, and everyone turned in her direction. I was instantly impressed. 
 
   “I trust you all had a nice weekend and are ready for a busy week,” Troian continued in a warm, but serious tone. “Sonja has e-mailed you the schedule for the week, so I’d like you all to familiarize yourself with that sometime this morning. Today we begin filming episode three, so once I get a call from Jackson that they’re ready for us, we’ll head over to the set.”
 
   Gloria tilted in my direction. “Jackson’s the director,” she said quietly.
 
   “Thanks,” I whispered back.
 
   Troian’s gaze flicked in my direction, and I stiffened like I’d been caught talking out of turn. Old habits die hard. “But before we go any further,” she continued. “I’d like to take a moment to formally introduce the new face in the room. As you know, I made the decision to let Derek go a few months ago.”
 
   “Good riddance,” Edward mumbled beside me. I sat up straighter in my chair. Maybe I didn’t have such big shoes to fill.
 
   “I sincerely appreciate all the hard work you’ve done to lessen the impact of his absence while we finalized the details in finding his replacement,” Troian continued. “Dr. Elle Graft is a tenured English and Composition university professor. But she’s not here to correct our spelling and run-on sentences,” she joked. “She’s also a published author who comes to us with high recommendations.”
 
   Troian’s introduction and the heavy gaze of my peers had me squirming uncomfortably. High recommendations? From whom? Troian herself?
 
   “I encourage you to introduce yourself to her throughout the day and to help her feel welcome.” Troian’s words were cut short by the buzz of her cell phone. She glanced at the screen. “That’s Jackson,” she announced. “Let’s head over to the set.”
 
   We gathered our things and followed Troian out of the writer’s trailer. Troian walked ahead of us, talking animatedly on her phone. I lingered behind with the other writers, knowing that I’d need to become acquainted with them if I wanted to eat lunch at the cool kids’ table.
 
   I fell into step with Gloria and Edward. Out of everyone in the room, first impression told me they seemed the most down to earth and the closest to me in age. “How do you like working on Troian’s staff?” I asked.
 
   “Troian’s a good head writer,” Gloria observed with a bob of her head. “You’d never be able to tell this is the first show she’s run.”
 
   “How about the other writers?” I questioned.
 
   “We get along well. When you spend as much time together as television writers do, it’s got to be collegial,” Edward observed.
 
   “Guillen—the guy in the sweater vest—thinks he’s a hot shot because he sold a screenplay,” Gloria noted.
 
   “Anything I’d recognize?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe,” Edward shrugged. “It’s one of those fast cars, big explosions, guys with special-agent skills, kind of movies.”
 
   “Aviva, that tiny thing in the giant emo glasses is the baby of the group,” Gloria continued. “It’s her first time writing for a show, so she’s a little green.”
 
   I looked toward the woman Gloria referenced. She had her head bent toward the screen of her cell phone and texted while she walked. She reminded me of so many of my millennial students, although I suspected she was about a decade older than them.
 
   “I guess that makes me the new baby of the group,” I observed aloud. 
 
   “Guillen’s new to the team, too. The network brought him on to punch up the fight scenes and explosions,” Gloria said.
 
   “Because who needs smart, snappy dialogue when you can just blow things up,” Edward snorted.
 
   “So that’s the entire team?” I asked.
 
   “That’s it for the staff writers,” Gloria confirmed, “but you’ll see a few producers float in and out of our meetings periodically with notes for us.”
 
   “And don’t forget Jane,” Edward noted.
 
   Gloria groaned. “Yes, and then there’s Jane.”
 
   I arched an eyebrow. “Do we not like her?”
 
   “Jane is a creative consultant who sometimes sits in on our brainstorming sessions,” Edward noted.
 
   “She’s pretty useless—doesn’t contribute much of anything,” Gloria complained. “She’s basically a mole from the network who shoots down ideas she thinks would be too expensive to shoot.”
 
   “So watch what you say in front of her,” I guessed.
 
   Edward grinned. “Exactly.”
 
   We reached the set a few minutes later. I sat in a canvas camping chair along with Troian and the other writers and quietly observed all the moving pieces buzzing around me. Technicians dressed all in black tested the lights and perfected shadows, they moved microphone boom stands around, and checked audio levels, and made sure each setup had continuity from the scene that had been shot before.
 
   The pilot had been filmed months ago, but in many ways, episodes two and three were more important to the show’s survival. They needed to orient the first time viewers who had missed the pilot while continuing to progress the storyline to hold onto the people who had watched before. In the world of academic writing, we called it repeating yourself but with a difference.
 
   “I saw you chatting it up with Edward and Gloria,” Troian observed from her chair beside me.
 
   “Yeah, they were catching me up on all the gossip. Good news though, they seem to like you.”
 
   Troian rolled her eyes. “Awesome. Because that keeps me up at night.”
 
   An attractive young woman walked past us and smiled and waved at Troian.
 
   “That’s our Paige,” Troian said, nodding after the retreating woman. “Her real name is Monica. She absolutely loved the addition of making her character not entirely human, by the way. You should introduce yourself as the person who came up with that idea.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” I said, voice wavering. 
 
   Being on set was significantly different than being in Troian’s trailer or even being in the writer’s room. It made me realize that this was a proper television show. My ideas, my words, they would soon be beamed into American living rooms to be absorbed and critiqued. 
 
   “Where are the aliens?” I said under my breath. Everyone on set looked fresh faced and attractive, and I didn’t see Paige’s best friend who was supposed to be a tentacled octopus creature.
 
   “Makeup and prosthetics cost money,” Troian said. “The network completely changed my vision of the show because they’re not willing to sink money into a program that might not even get a half season.”
 
   “So no aliens?”
 
   “They changed the aliens to mutants, kind of like X-Men. You can’t tell the difference between them and the humans now. They’re an invisible minority. But it works,” Troian shrugged. “And actually, it adds another level of intrigue with mutants trying to pass as human because humans are higher up on the food chain.”
 
   “Like the movie Pinky.”
 
   “The what?” 
 
   “Seriously? You’ve never heard of Pinky? Starring Jeanne Crain as a light-skinned African American woman trying to pass as white in a pre-civil rights America?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I shook my head in disapproval. “For people who work in Hollywood, you and your cohort know very little about the movies.”
 
   Troian patted my knee. “I guess it’s a good thing you’re here to educate us.”
 
   “Quiet on the set!” someone yelled.
 
   Troian leaned closer to me. “Okay, so I want you to listen to how the dialogue plays out; we may have to rework the cadence of the scenes,” she quietly instructed. “You should also be observing the chemistry between the actors; think about their strengths and weaknesses that we can highlight or hide in later episodes.”
 
   I nodded. I had no idea what I was doing, but I was determined to do a good job at it.
 
   “Marker. Scene four, Take two. Rolling.”
 
   Jackson, the director, peered into the monitor that showed what the camera was shooting. “Action!” he called out.
 
   I tried to follow the scene as it played out for us on set. Paige was at school, the one place where humans and mutants co-mingled. Much of the rest of the world resembled the Jim Crow South—a world of “separate but equal” where nothing was actually equal. The schools had been recently desegregated, using the language of an earlier time period, but humans and mutants still sat on different sides of the classroom, used different bathrooms, and drank out of separate drinking fountains at school.
 
   My mind began to wander as I considered plot points for future episodes. I thought about the symbolic moment when Paige crossed that interspecies line to sit on the side of the classroom with the other mutants.
 
   “Moving on!” a man with a long beard yelled out, jolting me from my thoughts.
 
   The other writers and even Troian visibly relaxed at his words.
 
   “What does that mean?” I whispered.
 
   “It means we’re one scene closer to going home,” Troian noted. “Hey, do you want to come over for dinner tonight? Nik’s making stuff on the grill.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?” I would never turn down a free meal, but I liked to give my friend a hard time.
 
   “Nope. But I thought I’d pretend to be nice.”
 
   “First time for everything,” I teased back.
 
    
 
    
 
   At the end of the workday, Troian drove us to her apartment, which I had yet to see. The studio had originally hosted Troian and Nikole in a lavish, Beverly Hills mansion when they’d first made the move to California. They’d been able to live on the property rent free, courtesy of the studio, until they’d found something more permanent. I knew Troian had been hoping to buy a house and establish some real roots, but because of the uncertainty of the job, they’d opted for a rental property, also located in the same area as the production lot. 
 
   Even though our apartment complexes weren’t too far away from each other—only a few miles—they might as well have been worlds apart. Unlike my dated, worn apartment village, the high rise where Troian and Nikole lived was sleek and modern and clean. 
 
   A staff member in a crisp polo shirt welcomed us when we entered the ground-level lobby. “Welcome home, Ms. Smith,” he greeted with a pearly veneer smile.
 
   “Thanks, Robert,” Troian returned.
 
   I followed my friend deeper into the belly of the building. Warm sunshine poured unfiltered through the floor-to-ceiling glass, fighting with the central air conditioning for dominance, and a water feature trickled down one wall like a built-in waterfall.
 
   “You basically live in a gated community,” I remarked as we made our way to a bank of elevators.
 
   “It’s to keep riffraff like you out,” she fired back.
 
   We stopped in front of the elevators and Troian pressed the up button. “So this funny metal box is called an elevator.” She spoke slowly as though to a child. “It transports you from one floor to another.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “Did you hit your head?”
 
   “Based on that crack house you call an apartment, I assumed you’d forgotten about modern conveniences.”
 
   “It’s not that bad,” I continued to defend even though I had no reason to. I hadn’t even been the one who’d picked out the apartment. I wondered whom I had to blame for that. “And it’s only three floors,” I added. “An elevator would be overkill.”
 
   “Just say the word and I’ll get you out of there.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you and Nik are in the market for a roommate?” I said, not really meaning it. Co-habitation would be the fastest way to ruin our friendship.
 
   “You wish,” she snorted.
 
   Troian’s apartment was on the ninth floor of the twenty-story complex. It was high enough to provide views of the valley and mountains, but low enough that rent wasn’t astronomical. Like the building itself, her apartment had a modern design covered in stainless steel, polished concrete countertops, and marble floors.
 
   “Hey, babe?” Troian called out as we stood in the foyer.  She waited a moment, but no response came. “She must be on the balcony,” she thought aloud.
 
   My nose was hit with the smoky sweet scent of grilled meat and barbeque sauce when Troian slid open a glass door in the kitchen that led out to a spacious balcony large enough for a patio table, four chairs, and a gas grill.
 
   I saw Nikole from the backside first. Barefoot and dressed in a tank top and cut-off shorts, she swayed to a silent beat, probably the one coming from the headphones attached to her ears. 
 
   Her body jerked to attention and she tugged the earbuds out of her ears when I let loose a piercing wolf whistle. 
 
   “Damn, girl, you’re looking good,” I approved. 
 
   She turned on her heel and rewarded me with a mega-watt smile. “You’re not so bad yourself, Professor.”
 
   Her long arms wrapped around me, and we shared a tight embrace. I hadn’t seen her in months, but the familiarity of the hug was soothing to my soul. 
 
   “You smell like meat and hard work,” I said. “I like it.”
 
   I heard Troian clear her throat after our hug lasted a moment too long. “Okay, you two,” she grunted. “Hands where I can see them.”
 
   I released Nikole from the hug and held up my hands, fingers wiggling. “Sorry, Boss. You know I have a hard time controlling myself around your lady.”
 
   “Boss?” Nicole echoed. “Oh, no. I’m putting an end to that right now.”
 
   “But I am her boss,” Troian said with a slight stomp of her foot. “And as my first official boss declaration, I’m making you come to a work party with me Saturday.”
 
   “I didn’t really pack anything appropriate for a Hollywood party.” My typical work uniform had consisted of blouses and pencil skirts, but I’d left most of those at home; they would be too formal for the t-shirt and jeans lifestyle of a television writer.
 
   “Did you bring a bathing suit?” she asked.
 
   “Yes?” I said with hesitation, not liking where this was headed.
 
   “Then you’re fine,” Troian assured me. “The party’s on a boat.”
 
   “A yacht,” Nikole corrected. “It’s excessive,” she said waving her grilling tools. “You’ll hate it.”
 
   “It belongs to the show’s creative consultant,” Troian added. “She’s loaded—or her husband’s family is, I think.”
 
   “Jane?” I recalled the name from earlier in the day.
 
   “Wow. You’re a quick study,” Troian remarked.
 
   “Or else Gloria’s really gossipy,” I countered. “Do I have to go?” 
 
   “I wish you would; I have to make an appearance,” Troian sighed. “And I would rather not go alone.”
 
   “So take Nik with you,” I said. “Isn’t that what fiancées are for?”
 
   Nikole snorted and returned to the grill. I could hear the meat sizzling over the open flames, and my stomach nearly growled in response.
 
   “She hates that kind of stuff,” Troian noted. “She might look like an angel, but it’s all a front. That girl can only wear a fake smile for so long before she starts knocking heads together.”
 
   Nikole smiled and shrugged because Troian spoke the truth. She’d always been better with plants than with people. She had tolerance for weeds and misplaced flowers, but not so much for stupid people.
 
   “So you expect me to not only make small talk with strangers, but to do that in my bikini?” I deadpanned.
 
   “I said nothing about bikinis,” Troian retorted. “You’re the one so eager to take off your clothes. Geez, Bookie,” she said with mock disapproval. “What would Hunter stay?”
 
   “Speaking of Hunter,” I said, ignoring Troian’s attempt to be funny, “I should probably call her and check in before she goes to work.”
 
   Troian made a noise like a whip cracking, but I was used to her antics. I excused myself and went back inside for privacy. I didn’t venture far though and called Hunter from the kitchen. When she answered the phone, I could hear the sounds of traffic in the background.
 
   “Hey, babe,” she answered cheerfully. “How was your first day at work?”
 
   “Overwhelming,” I admitted, “but I’ll get the hang of it in time.”
 
   “That’s a good attitude,” she remarked.
 
   “I don’t think I have a choice in that.” I leaned against the kitchen countertop. “It’s either sink or swim out here.”
 
   “Do you really think Troian would fire you if you don’t do a good job?”
 
   “Her neck is on the line, too. She’s on a talent contract with the studio, so if this show tanks, she’ll still have a job. But nobody likes to fail even if they have a safety net.” 
 
   I was in the same boat; if script writing didn’t work out for me, my job at the university was waiting for me, along with my girlfriend and my unaffectionate cat. But I wanted to return to my old life knowing I had succeeded at something else, not go back because of failure and necessity.  
 
   “That’s true,” Hunter mused. “Listen, babe, I really wish I could talk more, but I’m just driving up to work right now.”
 
   “I figured that,” I frowned. 
 
   It was two hours later in Minnesota, but because of her unorthodox hours at the hospital she was usually on her way to work just as my day was ending. It hadn’t been a challenge to see each other over the summer because of the flexibility of my schedule, but with me in California, we would have to make a concerted effort to find time to talk if she continued to work second or third shift.
 
   “I’ll call you when I get a break though,” she promised. “I want to hear all about your exciting first day. Every boring detail.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be sure to be extra boring.”
 
   “I can’t wait.” I heard her car turn off and the chime of keys still in the ignition. “I’m glad to hear it went well though. I’m proud of you.”
 
   When I returned out to the balcony, Nikole continued to tend to dinner on the grill and Troian was at the patio table, with her phone inches from her nose. I handed Nikole a bottle of beer that I’d found in the refrigerator.
 
   “You’re an angel,” she smiled. We clicked bottles together.
 
   “How’s Hunter?” Troian asked. “Still wanting to punch me?”
 
   I wrinkled my nose and took a pull from my beer. “You’re not going to let that drop, are you?”
 
   “Nope,” she said, not looking away from her phone.
 
   Ignored by Troian, I returned my attention to Nikole. “How is wedding planning going? I got the save the date right before I left Minnesota.” 
 
   “Slow,” she frowned. “It would be easier if we were having the wedding back in Minnesota because I’d be more familiar with the vendors. But I’ve been informed that we have to have a California wedding because Troi can’t take the time off.”
 
   “Well, if you need help with anything, let me know,” I offered. “I am the Best Woman, after all.”
 
   “Still not a thing,” Troian announced from the table.
 
   I waved a dismissive hand. “You just go back to your phone,” I said. “But speaking of Best Woman duties, do you guys want a joint bachelorette party or do you want your debauchery separate from each other?”
 
   “I do not have time for any of that foolishness,” Troian said stiffly. 
 
   Nikole frowned and shook her grilling tongs at her partner. “You need to take a break, babe. You’re gonna burn yourself out.”
 
   But Troian was too distracted by the text on her phone to respond. 
 
   “She’s completely freaking out,” Nikole said, lowering her voice. “She thinks the show will tank if she takes a moment to enjoy life.”
 
   “So I’ve noticed,” I said with a frown. “Which is why I won’t even suggest we fly home for a weekend and have a bachelorette party at Peggy’s.”
 
   “Thank God for small miracles,” Nikole said with a visible shudder. “I love Peggy’s, but I don’t even want to think about who you’d get as strippers from the local talent.”
 
   “Strippers, huh?” I raised my eyebrows.
 
   “You did say it was a bachelorette party, right?” Nik pointed out.
 
   “Duly noted,” I chuckled. I lowered my voice and leaned conspiratorially toward Nikole. “So how are we going to convince Troian to take a night off for a little mischief?”
 
   A slow smile spread across Nikole’s face. It almost made me feel sorry for Troian. “You leave that part to me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   The day was hot and the sun was at its highest point in the sky, which was the only reason I was happy to be wearing a bikini. Troian similarly wore a bikini top, but she’d paired her swimwear with board shorts in contrast to the long skirt I had wrapped tightly around my waist. I could feel the heat of the pavement through the thin soles of my sandals as we crossed the parking lot and made our way down to the docks. I’d grown up on the Great Lakes, but I’d never seen a harbor like this. Massive boats—bona fide yachts—more expensive than any house I’d ever live in, bobbed up and down on the horizon. The smell of barbeque was in the air, reminding me of a tailgating party.
 
   “Am I ready for this?” I worried aloud, nervously adjusting the knot of the sarong tied snug around my waist.
 
   “I don’t think anyone could be ready for this.” Troian slipped her reflector aviators over her eyes. “By the way,” she noted as we descended a wooden staircase to reach sea level, “if anyone asks—which I doubt they will—you’re twenty-nine years old.”
 
   “Twenty-nine?” I echoed as I continued to follow my friend. “Why?”
 
   “Because no one in this business is older than that.”
 
   I stopped in my tracks and stared when I realized which of the many yachts in the harbor was our final destination. The shadow of the oversized boat was cast across the wooden pier. “Hey, Troi?” I called out. “Is Jane gay?”
 
   Troian regarded me over the top of her sunglasses and smirked. “Whatever gave you that idea?” 
 
   If it hadn’t been late August, I would have thought I’d stumbled onto an MTV Spring Break program. It wasn’t so much the thumping bass pouring from the yacht that gave me pause, but rather the dozens of bikini-clad young women I spied spilling over the sides of the triple-decker boat.
 
   “Jane has a husband. But it’s pretty well known in the creative community that he’s her beard,” she informed me. “I think he’s the one with the money though, so why he puts up with her shenanigans, I’ll never know.”
 
   I continued to hesitate on the dock. I was sure my distress was palpable.
 
   “We won’t stay long,” Troian promised. “I just need to find Jane and say hi and then we can go.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, although her words did nothing to ease the discomfort in my stomach.
 
   A nautical-attired female stood at the end of the dock, holding a clipboard. She wore an altered version of the classic boat captain’s uniform—a white miniskirt that accentuated long, bronzed legs and a white fitted jacket whose gold, polished buttons looked ready to pop off her chest if she inhaled too sharply. Her straight, jet-black hair was tucked under a captain’s hat. I suspected she was only working the party, however, and not part of the board’s actual crew. 
 
   Ruby red lips smiled at us as we approached. “Names, please?”
 
   Troian pulled her sunglasses off. “Troian Smith and guest.”
 
   The woman’s blue eyes scanned over the names on the clipboard. When she found what she was looking for, she nodded her head. “Welcome aboard, Ms. Smith and Guest.”
 
   The music was louder on the boat than it had been on the dock. The entire vessel seemed to hum and vibrate from the omnipresent bass. Cocktail waitresses buzzed around the first deck, teetering on dangerous skyscraper wedges and wielding serving trays of Jell-O shots and test tubes filled with colorful liquid. Everywhere I looked I saw bikinis tops that struggled to cover silicone-enhanced breasts and swimsuit bottoms precariously aloft too thin of hips. Between the bone-rattling bass and the semi-clothed women, my senses were overwhelmed.
 
   “It’s like I’m on an episode of the L-Word,” I spoke directly into Troian’s ear. “Is this real life?”
 
   “No, it’s not. It’s Hollywood,” came her response.
 
   “This is so not my scene,” I muttered under my breath as two women in bikinis walked past us, arm in arm. I did my best not to gawk.
 
   “You think it’s my scene?” Troian said for only my ears.
 
   “Then what are we doing here?”
 
   “It’s the job,” she shrugged. “Kissing up to the network and all that.”
 
   I kept close to Troian’s elbow as we explored the multi-levels of the boat in search of the party’s hostess with no luck. I had no idea what Jane looked like, however, so I wasn’t much help.
 
   “I haven’t heard many good things about this Jane person.” I had been on set the entire week and had yet to meet the creative consultant, giving more credibility to Edward and Gloria’s complaints about her.
 
   “The network means well,” Troian defended. “And I get it; I’ve got lots of experience writing screenplays and television scripts, but I’ve never been a showrunner before. That’s where Jane comes in.”
 
   “I’m sure you’d able to figure it out on your own.”
 
   Troian stood on her tiptoes and tried to see over the heads of the party’s crowd. Most people were taller than her on a regular day, but with her in flip-flops, and the bikini glamazons in high-heels, it was more pronounced than usual.
 
   “Will you be okay for a minute?” she asked. “I can probably find Jane faster on my own.”
 
   I must have looked panicked because she clapped her hand on my shoulder. “Of course you’ll be fine,” she answered for me. “Get yourself a drink and enjoy the free eye candy.”
 
   “Okay,” I reluctantly agreed, “but I’m gonna need a cheeseburger after this. I’m getting hungry just looking at these girls.” Some of them looked like if they ate an ice cube you’d be able to see its rectangular outline through their taut skin.
 
   Once Troian abandoned me to hunt for Jane, I felt even more foreign and awkward. I didn’t know anyone else at the party and I had no need for small talk. In lieu of something to do, I stood near the railing on the second level and looked over the edge at the water.
 
   “It’s a little overwhelming, isn’t it?” 
 
   I turned toward the sound of the voice to see an attractive woman with short brunette hair standing beside me. She wore a bikini top like myself and a loose, flowing maxi skirt that hid the shape of her legs.
 
   I nodded and smiled tightly.
 
   “I had no idea lesbians were so aggressive,” she said, fanning her face. “It’s like a meat market up in here.”
 
   I laughed softly. “Getting hit on a lot?”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, it’s flattering.”
 
   “But you’re straight,” I finished for her.
 
   “Right.” She drank a fruity concoction through a red straw. 
 
   “Well you don’t have to worry about me,” I said. “I’m very much in love with my girlfriend.”
 
   “Shit. You’re gay, too?”
 
   I arched an eyebrow at her reaction. 
 
   “Sorry. That probably sounds super un-evolved.” She shook her head. “Let’s start over.” She passed a hand in front of her face. When her hand cleared her features, her expression had completely changed.  Hi,” she said, sticking out the other hand, chilled from the temperature of her drink. “I’m Lucy. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Hi, Lucy. I’m Elle.”
 
   “So, Elle,” Lucy said, returning to her drink, “What brings you to this fine soiree?” 
 
   “Keeping a friend company. She didn’t want to come alone.”
 
   “I don’t blame her,” Lucy snorted. “My agent told me to come and mingle—network, or whatever, but I’m kind of afraid to make eye contact and make one of these girls think I’m interested.” She cleared her throat. “Sorry. Neanderthal talk again. What do you do?”
 
   “I teach college.” I bit the tip of my tongue when I realized what I’d said. The answer had come as naturally as saying my name. “But, uh, actually I’m writing for a TV show right now.” 
 
   “Jane’s show?”
 
   I bit back my knee-jerk reaction. To me it was Troian’s show, but I kept those comments to myself. It wouldn’t have been good etiquette to complain about Jane at her own party. Plus, I’d never met the woman. 
 
   “Uh huh. I just started on Monday.”
 
   Lucy nodded her head. “Yeah, I was going to call you out, but now it makes sense why I didn’t recognize you.”
 
   “You work for the show, too?” I asked, turning to appraise her. I hadn’t recognized her either, but that didn’t mean much. I was new to staff and there were a lot of moving parts to make the show happen.
 
   “I’m an actor—small supporting role. Not a big deal,” she dismissed.
 
   “Human or mutant?” 
 
   “Mutant,” she laughed. “Apparently I breathe fire if the network ever gives us money for CGI.”
 
   “I hear they’re being pretty tight-fisted with the budget,” I commiserated. Maybe that’s why I was living in a dilapidated apartment.
 
   “Hey, as long as you guys in the writing trailer keep up the good work, we won’t have anything to worry about,” she easy complimented.
 
   I made a face. “But no pressure.”
 
   “Right,” she chuckled. “Listen, it was nice meeting you, but I should probably keep making the rounds.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “If we talk too long, people will say we’re in love.”
 
   I laughed. “Oklahoma, right?”
 
   “Not just a pretty face,” she winked at me. “See you around, Elle.”
 
   I watched Lucy wander away, head down, still chewing on the tip of her red straw. Alone again, I returned to leaning against the boat railing, but instead of looking out over the harbor, I inspected the party more closely. Everywhere I looked, my eyes were assaulted with emaciated, laughing women—an endless sea of reed-thin arms, jutting collarbones, and protruding ribcages. A buffet of food dissected the second level of the yacht’s open deck, but no one was going to actually eat. There wasn’t enough room in their bathing suits.
 
   I approached a bikini-wearing woman holding a serving platter of Pabst Blue Ribbon. It was the only beverage I’d seen that looked remotely familiar in my time aboard. I tapped the girl on her bronzed shoulder. “Excuse me. Could I get one of those?”
 
   The server turned, a bored look on her face. But when our eyes met, she broke into a smile. “Elle!”
 
   I blinked a few times. Even though this was supposedly a work party, I hadn’t expected anyone to recognize me, let alone know my name. I focused harder on the girl’s pretty face, which was obscured by oversized sunglasses. My eyes zoned in on her freckle-covered nose.
 
   “Sonja the intern!”
 
   Her grin split wider. “You can just call me Sonja when we’re off the clock.”
 
   I shook my head, embarrassed by my outburst. “Sorry. That was rude of me.”
 
   “Please, if that was the rudest thing I had to endure today I’d consider myself lucky.” Her button nose crinkled endearingly. 
 
   “How did you end up being a beer wench?” I asked, regaining my composure. “And what happened to your clothes?” I tried to not openly ogle her tight, bare midriff and the silver piercing in her bellybutton.
 
   She laughed harder and looked down at her minimal ensemble. “Yeah, not quite what I pictured for myself when I moved to Hollywood.”
 
   “Don’t tell me this is all part of your internship,” I said in horror.
 
   “Oh, no. I work part-time for a party service. If you’re worried your event won’t have enough pretty girls, we get the call. This is actually one of the few times I’ve been put to work at an event though; usually we just drink and dance and look pretty.”
 
   “You get paid to go to parties?”
 
   She ducked her head. “It’s embarrassing, I know.”
 
   “They don’t like … expect you to, uh, entertain the guests, do they?” I tripped over my question.
 
   Her head dropped even lower. “Some of the girls make extra tips from extra-curricular activities at these things. But I’ve never …” She cleared her throat. “That’s a cute top,” she admired, obviously re-directing the conversation. “That color looks good with your skin tone.”
 
   I self-consciously wrapped my arms around my middle. I considered myself in shape. Years of yoga and Pilates had given me a strong core and lean limbs, but in Hollywood, being in shape looked a lot different than midwestern physical fitness. “Thanks.” 
 
   “Are you here with Troian?” She scanned the upper deck as if looking for my friend.
 
   “Mmhm. I haven’t seen her in a while though. She’s supposed to be saying hi to Jane and then we’re taking off.”
 
   “Well you might as well enjoy some free alcohol before you leave.” She removed one of the beer cans from her serving tray and pressed it into my hands. “I’d join you, but I make it a rule not to drink on the job.”
 
   “I admire your willpower,” I said, cracking open the beer and taking an icy first slug.
 
   “It keeps me safe,” she shrugged. “You wouldn’t believe some of the creeps at the parties I work. But it’s not so bad at the lesbian parties—no dirty old men leering at me, and there’s a lot less groping.”
 
   “Lesbians not groping?” I remarked. “That’s a new one.”
 
   “I said less groping,” Sonja laughed.
 
   I wanted to continue our conversation, but it was a little uncomfortable when she was wearing nothing more than a bikini top and bottom and I was similarly exposed.  
 
   “Well if anyone hassles you, come find Troian and me,” I recommended. “She might not look it, but Troi’s pretty feisty.”
 
   Sonja grinned. “Thanks. I’ll keep you guys in mind. Enjoy the party, Elle.”
 
   While Sonja continued to make the rounds with her tray of beer cans, I left the second floor deck in search of Troian. The faster I tracked her down, the sooner we could leave. With a beer in hand I felt a little more like myself, but I wasn’t eager to linger longer than necessary at this party.
 
   Climbing the stairs to the third deck and upper deck, I found the culprit behind the insistent pulsing base: the open floor had been turned into a dance party, and a female DJ worked two turntables behind a Plexiglas barrier on an elevated platform. I scanned the dance floor of undulating female forms, but wasn’t surprised that Troian wasn’t among the throng of female flesh. 
 
   Behind the DJ’s station was the wheelhouse where the boat’s controls were held. The door was ajar, so I poked my head in. I heard the soft grunt before my eyes came into focus. 
 
   In profile, a woman leaned into a wooden steering wheel. Her back was arched, her bare breasts pressed against the oversized wheel, and her legs were spread shoulder’s length apart. She held onto the wheel, fingers clenched and white-knuckled. Standing directly behind her was a second woman, slightly taller with short, dark hair. Unlike her partner, the room’s second occupant was fully dressed. 
 
   One hand fisted the naked woman’s long hair and the other hand was out of view, but from the noises falling from the first woman’s mouth, I had a pretty good idea where it was.
 
   Both women looked up sharply when the metal hatch door made a noisy complaint.
 
   I backed out of the door from which I’d just come. “S-sorry,” I stuttered. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”
 
   The dark-haired woman slowly licked her lips, and I felt the lingering attention of her stare. “You want in on this, beautiful?”
 
   I slammed the door shut in lieu of a response. A hand clasped on my elbow, and I turned abruptly on my heels. Thankfully, it was only Troian. 
 
   “Where did you go?” 
 
   “I was looking for you,” I explained. “Did you find Jane?” My pulse was racing, but if Troian noticed, she didn’t comment.
 
   “Yes and no.” She rolled her eyes. “She’s blackout drunk so she probably won’t even remember I stopped by. What a waste of a Saturday.”
 
   “I’m sorry. That sucks.”
 
   “Agreed,” she nodded her head. “Now let’s blow this popsicle stand. I’m ready to eat my weight in cheeseburgers.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t believe this party Troian dragged me to today.” I called Hunter’s laptop nearly the moment I returned from burgers with Troian.
 
   “Oh yeah?” came Hunter’s voice. I was afforded a view of my bedroom, but no girlfriend.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Keep talking,” she instructed off-camera. “I’m just finishing getting ready.”
 
   “Oh Lord, no,” I muttered. 
 
   All memories of lesbians in tiny bikinis fell out of my brain when my girlfriend walked across the screen. She wore a nearly neon pink sleeveless-top tucked into a black pencil skirt, creating a long, lean silhouette. 
 
   “What’s the outfit for?” I asked.
 
   “The hospital is having a fundraising dinner tonight,” she said, holding herself steady as she stepped into high heels, “so we’re supposed to dress up.”
 
   “Jesus, you look good,” I practically salivated. “Why would you do this to me?”
 
   “Because I can, obviously. Plus, I think it’s always a good idea to remind you what you have waiting for you back home.”
 
   “I never forget, love.” I licked my lips as I continued to stare, unblinking at my computer screen. “Where has that skirt been all my life?” 
 
   Hunter often wore skirts, but they were generally long and flowing or knee-length and pleated. The skirt she now wore hugged her lean curves, accentuating both her slender waist and her long, toned legs. 
 
   “In your closet, actually. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Mind? The only thing I mind is that I’m not there to take it off of you at the end of the night.”
 
   “I miss you,” she said, painted lips curving into a frown. 
 
   I leaned toward the laptop screen as though I couldn’t get close enough to her. “I miss you so much, Hunt. When do you think you can visit?”
 
   Hunter’s frown deepened. “I depleted all my vacation days on our road trip, so it’ll be a while until I can save up some more time off. Maybe in a month?”
 
   “That sounds like forever.” What I wouldn’t do for someone to have invented teleportation technology so I could beam myself to where she was.
 
   “I’ll keep working on it,” she promised. “But in the meantime, I’ve got to get to this party.”
 
   “Okay. Have fun,” I said. “But if any of those doctors try to get handsy with you, just remember whose girl you are.”
 
   From nearly two thousand miles away, she blew me a kiss. “Like I could ever forget.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I was supposed to be looking over the scripts Troian had given me earlier in the week, tightening up dialogue and making jokes funnier, but it was hard to focus with thoughts of Hunter in that black skirt and high heels parading around in my head.
 
   I jumped to attention when my laptop began to jingle with a video chat request from Hunter. When I accepted the call, my bedroom came into focus, but my girlfriend was absent.
 
   “Hunter?” I called out. “Are you there?” I briefly considered if Sylvia was talented enough to step on the laptop keyboard to have made the call.
 
   “I’m here.” I heard her voice rather than saw her. Her black high heels flew across the screen, and I heard her satisfied sigh. 
 
   “I didn’t expect you home so soon,” I admitted. “Was the party not fun?”
 
   “Not even a little bit, but what do you expect when you cram a bunch of stuffy doctors into one room?”
 
   When she finally appeared on my laptop screen, the pink top she’d worn to the party was gone to reveal a black satiny bra, her bare midriff, and that damn pencil skirt.
 
   “You don’t play fair.” I openly complained.
 
   She sat down in front of the computer screen. “Will you do something for me?”
 
   “Anything,” came my immediate reply.
 
   “I can’t … I haven’t been able to … I’m feeling … frustrated.”
 
   My pulse quickened. “What, um, what do you need me to do?”
 
   She chewed on her lower lip. “Would you have sex with me?”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “On Skype?”
 
   “Would that be weird?”
 
   I hesitated. “What about … over the phone?” I was a word person, not visual. On the rare occasion that I looked at porn, I read erotica rather than watching movies.
 
   “Should I call you or the other way around?” she asked.
 
   “Wow. You weren’t bluffing.”
 
   She ducked her head. “Stop it,” she quietly protested.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie,” I apologized in earnest. “I shouldn’t tease.”
 
   Her chin lifted, and she met my gaze once more. “But I really like it when you do.”
 
   “Call me,” I said. “Right now.”
 
   I had barely signed off on my laptop before my cell phone began to ring.
 
   “Hi,” I answered, feeling a little breathless.
 
   “Hi,” she replied.
 
   An awkward, silent second passed. “So …” I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to start.
 
   “What are you wearing?” she asked me, voice dropping to a low rasp.
 
   I smiled into the phone. We’d only just seen each other on video chat seconds ago, but if she wanted to go this route, I was game.
 
   “A t-shirt and sleep shorts.” 
 
   “No bra or underwear?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m wearing a skirt, underwear, and a bra; I’m feeling a little over dressed.”
 
   I shifted on the mattress, slipping down the headboard to find a more comfortable resting place. “You should do something about that,” I husked.
 
   “Hold on.” I heard a squeaking noise like she was moving around on the bed followed by what sounded like a door closing. “Okay. I’m back.”
 
   “Where did you go?”
 
   “I had to close the bedroom door. I don’t want to risk Sylvia walking in on me.”
 
   “Good thinking,” I chuckled.
 
   “So where were we?” she posed.
 
   “You were just telling me about how you were feeling overdressed, and I had suggested you do something about it.”
 
   “Oh, right. I should probably take this skirt off.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   She was silent for a moment, and I imagined her unzipping the hidden side zipper on the skirt and wiggling her hips to shimmy out of the fitted garment. Even better, I imagined myself removing the clothing from her tight body.
 
   “Okay,” she breathed. “It’s off.”
 
   “Just your underwear and bra left?” I asked.
 
   “Should I take those off, too?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   She made a quiet sound, but I caught the small whimper. It was like she knew what I had planned for her.
 
   “Describe them for me.”
 
   “Pastel pink cheeksters. Cotton with a wide lace border.”
 
   Even without seeing them, I could picture them. They were the cut and style she typically wore. It was just enough material to cover her most intimate places, and the cut in the back perfectly hugged her pert backside.
 
   “And the bra?” I pressed. 
 
   “It’s black. Kind of a shiny satin material. Demi-cups.”
 
   “Padded?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good. I want you to start rubbing your nipples through your bra. Don’t twist or pull on them—just lightly run the pads of your fingers over them.”
 
   She sighed contentedly in my ear as I began my instructions. 
 
   “Rub your fingertips in small circles over your nipples,” I continued. “Can you feel them getting hard?”
 
   “Mmhm.”
 
   “Keep playing with them,” I encouraged. “Flick your nipples through the material, making them harder and longer. Use your nails if you have them.”
 
   “That feels good,” she murmured in my ear.
 
   “Not nearly as good as it’s about to feel,” I promised. “Pull down the cups of your bra so your breasts pop over the top. And keep flicking,” I ordered. “Make your nipples ache.”
 
   Her breath quickened in my ear. “Baby, fuck …”
 
   “Not yet,” I hummed.
 
   She continued to obey my commands. With each subsequent flick of her nails against her sensitive nipples, I knew it stung.
 
   “That’s a good girl,” I purred. “Now stop touching your breasts. They’re off-limits until I say so. I want you to grab the waistband of your underwear and pull them up tight—so tight it feels like they might rip.”
 
   I heard another low sigh through the phone. 
 
   “Did you do it?” I demanded.
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Tighter,” I ordered. “Keep pulling. Make that crotch disappear between your pussy lips. But don’t touch anything else.”
 
   “God, Elle,” she moaned. I knew she liked it when I used coarse language I otherwise avoided. 
 
   Without Hunter’s cornflower blue eyes staring at me, I was able to say and command things of her that I normally couldn’t do. Topping another person was often an out of body experience for me. I never spoke like this in my everyday life. I hardly swore, let alone being this explicit. It brought me back to my graduate school years with Ruby. Our mutual contempt had fueled our short tryst, our egos burning and egging us to push the other person just a little more out of their comfort zone. But those years felt like a lifetime ago, and I was rusty. The commands and assertive growl caught in my throat. 
 
   “Rub yourself over your underwear. But use a light touch,” I said sharply. “I don’t want you cumming yet.”
 
   She made a quiet noise in the phone. I could practically see her in my mind—on my bed, propped up against the headboard with her legs spread wide apart, youthful breasts spilling over the top of her bra. She’d have her bottom teeth digging into her top lip as her hips rose off the bed, rubbing her clit over her underwear, wanting release, but not without my consent.
 
   “Tell me what you’re doing.”
 
   “I’m touching my clit through my underwear,” she breathed. “I’m rubbing it in small circles. God, Elle,” she groaned. “I need more.”
 
   “More? Like what?”
 
   “Fingers,” she panted. “Please.”
 
   “Not yet,” I denied. “Your clit has had enough attention.”
 
   “No, baby. Don’t make me stop,” she pled.
 
   “We’ll come back to that soon enough. For now, your lovely breasts are being neglected. Lick your fingertips. Get them wet with your saliva and go back to your nipples. Pinch and twist and whenever you get dry, get them wet again.”
 
   “What should I use to make them wet?”
 
   Her question gave me pause. “What do you want to use?”
 
   “Please, Ellio,” she whimpered. “I’m throbbing. I just need to cum.”
 
   “And how would you like to cum?”
 
   “From your mouth, preferably.”
 
   This time a groan of my own escaped. “Damn it.”
 
   “I know, baby. But I guess I’ll just have to use my fingers until then.”
 
   “Do it,” I allowed. “Make yourself cum.”
 
   I heard her loud moan of satisfaction. I imagined her finally pulling her underwear off, the crotch reluctantly giving way so that no barrier existed between her nimble fingers and her overheating sex.
 
   “Cum with me, Ellio,” she panted. “Touch yourself.” The sound of her heavy breathing rattling through my phone’s receiver was all the encouragement I needed.
 
   My hand slid beneath the elastic waistband of my sleep shorts. I groaned at the discovery of how wet I was. Without any underwear, my arousal had coated my inner thighs.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked in a breathy voice. “Tell me.”
 
   “My hand is down my shorts.” I bit my lower lip. “God, I’m so fucking wet.”
 
   “For me?”
 
   “Always.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   At the start of the second week of my new, glamorous life, I found a small patio on the studio lot where people ate their lunches. There were no trees and no grass, just a slab of concrete populated with metal furniture that baked under the noon sun, but it was quiet and away from the chaos found elsewhere on the lot.  
 
   I ate my sandwich and the apple I’d bought from a vendor on the lot while I looked over the script for episode seven. The other people at the adjacent tables were either on their phones or working on laptops. If I hadn’t been so focused on getting these revisions in to Troian before the end of the week, I would have had fun making up stories about their lives and imagining what they were doing on their lunch breaks. I hoped that Troian would be able to carve out some time for Top, Bottom, Switch soon. 
 
   “You shouldn’t work so hard,” a deep male voice announced, pulling my attention away from the script. “You’ll make the rest of us look bad.”
 
   I squinted into the sun at the curly-haired man who stood over me. “Oh hey, Guillen,” I greeted. 
 
   “What are you working on?” he asked before taking a sip from a cardboard coffee cup.
 
   I tapped my pen against the stack of papers set in front of me. “Trying to punch up the dialogue in this script for Troian.”
 
   “During lunch? Careful you don’t burn yourself out.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve got some catching up to do.”
 
   He sat down without invitation and slid the script down the table and out of my reach. “So what’s your story?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head and tried to contain my annoyance. I wasn’t above small talk, but I really needed to work. “There’s not much to tell.”
 
   “Of course there is,” he insisted. “We’re writers. It’s how we make our money. So what’s your story, Elle? Comedy? Mystery?” He leaned in a little closer. “Romance?”
 
   I pulled back to reclaim my personal space. “How about a work in progress?” I proposed.
 
   “Fair enough.” His grin was slow and particularly wolfish, I thought. “I never would have pegged you as a writer, you know.” 
 
   I flicked away the hair that had fallen across my forehead, feeling self-conscious. “No?” 
 
   I had never much felt like a real professor until I’d received tenure, and I certainly didn’t think of myself as a television writer yet. I wondered if everyone could see the inexperience writ across my features.
 
   “You’re far too beautiful,” he crooned. 
 
   I relaxed my rigid body. Guillen wasn’t calling me out for my shortcomings as a writer; he was hitting on me. “That’s kind of you to say,” I stated evenly. 
 
   I didn’t take his words seriously. I was toned and long limbed with nice hair and a pretty face, but it was a wholesome Midwestern look that probably translated as plain and uninspired under the bright lights of Hollywood.
 
   “If you’ve ever thought about being an actress, I could probably arrange something,” he continued. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I recently sold a movie screenplay.”
 
   A loud bang interrupted Guillen’s thwarted attempt to make another pass at me. I looked away from my co-worker to see Sonja standing near our table. She’d dropped a stack of binders on the ground, but was in no hurry to pick them up. 
 
   “Whoops. Clumsy me,” she said in a voice absent of remorse. “Guillen, Troian’s looking for you.”
 
   “Uh oh,” I joked. “You must be in trouble.”
 
   Guillen crumpled his cardboard coffee cup in his fist. “That woman,” he grumbled. He shot a quick look in my direction. He’d realized his company just in time before anything more incriminating could slip past his self-censor. 
 
   He stood stiffly from the table and brushed at invisible crumbs on his shirt and vest. “See you later, Elle,” he said in parting. 
 
   I watched Guillen stalk off in the direction of Troian’s trailer while Sonja stooped to retrieve the plastic binders she’d dropped. I got up from the table, episode seven momentarily abandoned, and crouched down to help.
 
   “Thanks,” she said as I helped her collect the scattered files.
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Do you think he gets results with those lines?” Sonja wondered aloud.
 
   I laughed and leaned back on my heels. “You heard all that?”
 
   She smiled as we finished stacking the binders into a tidy pile. “He tried that ‘what’s your story?’ line on me when I first got this internship. He’s been insufferable since he got that movie deal.”
 
   I squinted my eyes at her suspiciously. “Was Troian really looking for him?”
 
   “Nope,” she said with a sly grin. “But you looked like you could use the help. I can spot an unwanted advance from a mile away.”
 
   “You were very subtle,” I teased, as we stood up.
 
   She shrugged and juggled the binders in her arms. “It got the job done.” She gestured to the now empty table. “Mind if I join you?”
 
   “As long as you don’t try to cast me in your next movie,” I chuckled.
 
   “Fair enough,” she smirked. “How are you liking LA so far?” she asked, taking a seat at the table. 
 
   “It’s big. And hot.”
 
   She laughed. “That’s true.”
 
   “Are you originally from the area?” I asked.
 
   “No. Nebraska.”
 
   “Cornhusker.”
 
   Her smile was affable. “Born and raised.”
 
   I rifled my brain for more facts about Nebraska, but came up empty. For all of its proximity to my former home, I knew next to nothing about the flyover state.
 
   “I’ve always wanted to do something in the movies or television, ever since I was a little girl,” she explained. “I got my Bachelor’s degree in Film Studies with a minor in Journalism at Creighton in Omaha, but I knew if I was serious about a career in Hollywood, I would eventually have to move here.”
 
   “And UCLA has one of the best programs for that, too,” I observed. “That’s certainly a credit to all your hard work. Your parents must be proud.”
 
   I’d always had an easy time talking to students, and I found an easy rapport with Sonja as well. Academia was like a world of its own, with a secret language and handshake.
 
   She ducked her head demurely. “Yeah, they like to brag to their friends about their big shot daughter who’s living in California with the movie stars. I’m not sure they’d be so excited if they knew what I did to pay the bills.”
 
   “Hey, we’ve all been there. I worked one summer in college at a strip club.”
 
   Her dark blue eyes widened in surprise. “You did?”
 
   “As a bartender. But I always love the look on people’s faces when I tell them that,” I laughed. “It didn’t last very long though; my girlfriend at the time got jealous. Too much naked female flesh parading around for her comfort.”
 
   “Yeah, my girlfriend didn’t like my job, either. But she’s not the one paying my bills, so our relationship was the thing that didn’t last.”
 
   I tried not to look surprised by her admission. She hadn’t pinged my gaydar, but I had never been very good at identifying family.
 
   “This might be totally unprofessional of me to ask,” I started, “but do you know of a queer-friendly strip club around here?”
 
   “Wow,” Sonja blinked. “Can’t say I expected that question.” 
 
   “It’s for a surprise bachelorette party for Troian and her girlfriend,” I qualified.
 
   “Oh, I was going to say, an attractive woman like yourself shouldn’t have to pay to see girls take off their clothes.”
 
   I didn’t know how to react to Sonja’s words, and she’d said it with such a serious face, I didn’t know if she was teasing me or being overly friendly. “I suppose I can just ask the Internet.”
 
   “You could do that,” she confirmed, “or you could check out a bar called the 323. It’s named after an LA area code. Some of the girls I work with split their time between professional partiers and dancing there. There might be some other gay-friendly clubs around, but I know that the 323 has a weekly ladies’ night with female dancers.”
 
   “323,” I repeated, committing the name to memory. “I’ll check it out. Thanks for the tip.” I glanced once at the screen of my phone and noted the time. “I should probably be getting back. I have a phobia about being late,” I unnecessarily added. 
 
   “And I’ve got to bring these scripts to the casting director,” she said, standing from the table. “They’re auditioning guest spots next week. You know, in case you ever thought about being an actress,” she said with an exaggerated flutter of her eyelashes.
 
    
 
    
 
   After lunch, I stopped off at the bathroom to wash my hands. I was just finishing up when I heard what sounded like sobbing coming from one of the toilet stalls. I bent over to see a single pair of black combat boots in the last stall.
 
   I knocked lightly on the closed door. “Is everything okay in there?”
 
   The crying abruptly stopped. “I’m fine,” a voice sniffled.
 
   The toilet flushed, and I stepped backwards when the door creaked open.
 
   Aviva, one of the writers on my team, stepped out of the bathroom stall. She was a petite woman and only came up to my shoulder; everything about her was small except for the thick-framed glasses perched precariously on her nose. Her stick-straight hair reached the small of her back, and thick black bangs cut across her forehead. 
 
   She walked stiffly towards the row of faucets and began to wash her hands. She avoided her own reflection, but I could tell her brown eyes were red rimmed and swollen.
 
   I lingered in the bathroom, unsure if I should leave her alone, or if I should continue to pry into her well-being. 
 
   She spoke before I could make a decision: “I heard this kind of thing happened; I just never thought it would happen to me.” Her chin and bottom lip trembled with barely contained emotion.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked again.
 
   “A Page One Re-write.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m still new to this; I don’t know what that is.”
 
   Aviva pursed her lips and finally regarded herself in the vanity mirror. “Troian told me to open the script to page one and start re-writing.”
 
   “The only good writing is re-writing,” I routinely replied. It was something I’d always told my students.
 
   “Re-write. Every word,” she said flatly.
 
   “Wait. Every word?” I echoed.
 
   Aviva tore off some paper towel and dried her hands. She crumpled up the waste in her fist and threw it into the trash receptacle with unneeded force. “Welcome to Hollywood.”
 
   I ran into Troian outside of the writer’s trailer. Sonja flanked her side, no longer burdened by the heavy stack of scripts.
 
   “Did you really tell Aviva to re-write her entire script?” I demanded.
 
   Troian’s eyebrows crunched together. “I just told her over lunch. Geez,” she remarked, “I knew gossip traveled fast on set, but I didn’t think it was that fast.”
 
   “I found her crying in the women’s bathroom.”
 
   “Oh.” Troian cleared her throat uncomfortably and threw a furtive glance in Sonja’s direction. To Sonja’s credit, she knew without being asked to make herself scarce. 
 
   “It happens sometimes,” Troian continued when Sonja was out of earshot. “But it’s not personal. You know how it is; you can’t get attached to your writing. They’re just words on a page, not your first born child.”
 
   I loathed the peer editing process. Writing was such a personal and intimate entity that it felt like a personal attack whenever a book editor suggested revisions. “But every single word? There wasn’t anything that could be repurposed?”
 
   “You leave those decisions to me,” Troian instructed. “I’ve got a more important job for you.”
 
   My stomach began to churn uneasily. I hoped she didn’t need me to accompany her to another party. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   “Write an episode.”
 
   “Already?” I squeaked. 
 
   Troian nodded. “Time to start earning your paycheck, Bookie. And since you’re the brain who came up with the idea of making Paige part mutant, I want the reveal to be in your episode.”
 
   I whistled lowly. “Are you sure? That seems like a monumental plot twist to entrust to me. Maybe Edward should take it. Or Gloria. They have loads of experience.”
 
   “I’ve made up my mind about this,” Troian said in a tone that defied further challenge. “It was your idea, so you get to do it. Now all you’ve got to do is figure out how it happens.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s all,” I scoffed. The churning in my stomach had turned into full-on nausea.
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at my apartment, I frowned and tapped my pencil against my notepad. My first real assignment that required me to do more than re-write jokes or tightened up dialogue had me intimidated. It was only my second week on the job, and I was still flailing about, trying to get my footing. 
 
   “Something wrong, hun?” Hunter asked. We were both in for the night and were spending time together with the help of video chat while I stared at my blank notebook, willing inspiration to strike. 
 
   “I’m feeling a little out of my element,” I admitted. “Troian assigned me my first episode today, but I don’t know the first thing about scriptwriting.”
 
   The first step in crafting an episode-long script was the treatment—a narrative that tells what happens in the episode from beginning to end. No scenes. No dialogue. No long descriptions. This was only a two-page document, but eventually when I worked on the full script, I’d have to be director, cinematographer, and writer all rolled into one if I was going to pull it off.
 
   “She must have a lot of faith in you.”
 
   “Or she’s crazier than we thought,” I retorted.
 
   I had warned Troian when she’d first offered me the job that I was no screenwriter. I didn’t know the formatting or shorthand jargon or how much detail to put into the narration. I was an English teacher who wrote short stories.
 
   “Were you always a good teacher? Or did that come with time?” Hunter pointed out.
 
   “No. I know you’re right,” I sighed. “I need to give this some time and I’ll figure it out.” I worried my lower lip. “There’s just so much that’s brand new all at once: new job, new co-workers, new house, new part of the country.”
 
   “It’ll become normal soon enough,” she optimistically remarked.
 
   “Probably,” I hummed in agreement. “And I got hit on today.”
 
   “That sounds encouraging,” she smiled. “Were they at least cute?” She was either really good at hiding her jealousy or she was that confident in our relationship. 
 
   I made a noncommittal noise. “Too much stubble for me.”
 
   “Man or bearded woman at the carnival?” she asked.
 
   “This guy named Guillen. He’s another writer on staff. He’s a little smarmy,” I said, making a face. “The kind of guy who uses the same tired pickup lines on every woman he hits on and then acts like a wounded puppy when it doesn’t get him results. Our intern Sonja told me he used the same lines on her when she first got hired.”
 
   “Sonja, huh?” Hunter repeated. “That’s a pretty name.”
 
   “Pretty name for a pretty girl.”
 
   A pale blonde eyebrow arched on my laptop screen. “Do I have to come out there and mark my territory so this Sonja girl knows you’re not available?”
 
   “I miss you.”
 
   “Don’t distract me,” she scolded.
 
   I laughed. “She’s pretty—everyone out here is pretty. But no one is you, Hunt. You know I would be a fool to cheat on you.”
 
   My words seemed to satisfy her, if only moderately. “As long as you know it.”
 
   “I’m throwing Nik and Troian a bachelorette party. Please tell me you’ll come.”
 
   “When is it?”
 
   “I don’t have an exact date yet. Sonja told me about a strip club that has a night designated for gay ladies every week, so I have to check their schedule.”
 
   “Oh she did, did she?” Hunter remarked. “Is Sonja the local lesbian strip club expert?”
 
   “No, but she works with some women who moonlight as strippers.”
 
   Hunter’s eyebrows crunched in confusion. “Wait, this is the same Sonja who works with you, right? So does that mean you also work with part-time strippers?”
 
   “No, no. She has a second job with a private entertainment company. They’re like paid to be pretty and serve beer. She was telling me how she and her girlfriend broke up because she wasn’t okay with her working with a bunch of strippers in their bikinis.”
 
   “Have you been hanging out with strippers in their bikinis, too?”
 
   “No. Well, I take that back. There was one party, but I didn’t even want to go. I’m not explaining this right,” I grunted. “It doesn’t sound good, but it’s totally innocent, I promise.”
 
   “Relax, Ellio,” Hunter soothed. “You know I trust you. I just like giving you a hard time.”
 
   “Are you sure? I don’t want you to worry.”
 
   “I’m sure,” she insisted.
 
   “So do you think you can make it out for the bachelorette party?” I asked again.
 
   “I’ll do my best, baby; no promises though.”
 
   “Okay,” I conceded. I knew it was a long shot, but I hoped it worked out.
 
   “That reminds me,” she thought out loud. “I need to put in a request to get time off for their wedding. Mid-November, right?”
 
   “I’ll make them get married tomorrow if it means I get to see you,” I smiled.
 
   Her heavy sigh rattled through the speakers of my laptop. “Is it December yet?”
 
   “Almost,” I replied.
 
   It was only August, and December seemed like light years away. I hoped, but also dreaded, that the months would pass by quickly. Before long, the time to make a decision about my future would be upon me. Was I a writer, or was I a teacher? Could I cut it in Hollywood, or did I belong back in Minnesota?
 
   “Come outside with me,” I instructed as an idea came to mind.
 
   “With my laptop?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
   “But I’m in my pajamas,” she protested.
 
   “Then put on a jacket or something. Just trust me.” I grabbed my laptop and brought it out onto my modest balcony. 
 
   The images on the laptop screen momentarily scrambled and froze, and I heard muffled noises like footsteps and doors opening and closing. “Are you outside?” I asked when the picture began to settle. “Do you see the moon?”
 
   “Yes,” came Hunter’s voice.
 
   “What does it look like?”
 
   “It looks like the moon,” she said. “It’s almost full—maybe in another day or two.”
 
   “When I was little, my dad traveled a lot for his job,” I began. “It was probably a big factor in my parents’ divorce: distance didn’t make their hearts grow fonder.”
 
   “I don’t think I like this story,” she murmured.
 
   “Give it a chance,” I implored. My parents had had an amicable divorce, but I honestly couldn’t remember much from it; I’d been too young or they’d shielded my and sister and me from the brunt of the ugliness. “My mom might not have missed my dad, but I did,” I continued. “So when he was on one of those business trips and I was having a bad day, my mom would take me outside and tell me to look at the moon. She’d say that it was the same moon that my dad was looking at, so whenever I felt sad or lonely because he wasn’t there, I could find the moon and know he was looking at that same exact sky.”
 
   “That’s really sweet. I didn’t know your mom had it in her.”
 
   “She stole the idea from a cartoon about a mouse who gets separated from his family when they emigrate to America.”
 
   “Still though, it’s a nice thought.”
 
   I puffed out a deep breath. “Yeah, it is.”
 
   “You never talk about your dad.”
 
   “I used to never talk about my mom either,” I pointed out. “I have a family, but we’re not like yours. You guys are like the Walton’s with all your family dinners and board games.”
 
   “We’re not that bad,” she chuckled in defense.
 
   They were that bad—maybe worse—but I wasn’t going to argue with her about it.
 
   “I’m going to do it,” Hunter said with finality.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Look at the moon whenever I miss you.”
 
   “If I did that, I’d never come inside,” I remarked.
 
   “You’re a sweet talker, Professor Graft.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat down in the chair opposite Troian’s desk and slid a two-page document across the table’s surface. My friend looked over her reading glasses at me. “What’s this?” she asked.
 
   “The treatment for my episode.”
 
   “So soon?” She picked up the paper and held a page in either hand. “This isn’t the kind of thing you can just throw together, you know.”
 
   “I’ve spent every free moment working on that thing,” I defended. “I didn’t ‘throw it together.’”
 
   “Well let’s hope it was worth all that time,” Troian snipped.
 
   “God, you’re in a mood,” I observed. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Jane,” she growled. “Fucking Jane.”
 
   “What did she do this time?” I still hadn’t met the woman, but I was in no hurry to do so.
 
   “She’s demanding a meeting tonight.”
 
   “Tonight?” I practically squeaked. This was going to ruin everything. Nikole and I had planned the surprise bachelorette party for that evening. “Why can’t it wait until morning?”
 
   “Who the hell knows,” Troian scowled. “And she wants to meet at some club, so it’s going to cost the studio an arm and a leg just for a meeting we could have for free tomorrow morning. Valet parking. Overpriced drinks. And then I’m sure she’ll need a taxi to get home.” She made a frustrated noise. “I don’t have the time or the money for this.”
 
   “Where is she meeting you?”
 
   “Some place called the 323. I haven’t looked it up yet. It had better be in the Valley.”
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my grin under control. Nikole was a genius.
 
   “Do you want me to come along?” I offered. 
 
   “To a network meeting at what’s certain to be a trashy club?” Troian gave me a strange look. “Weren’t you the one who said that wasn’t your scene?”
 
   “I admit I was a tad overwhelmed at the party on the boat, but if this is going to be my new life, I should start making more of an effort to make it my scene.”
 
   Troian rubbed her hands over her face. “If I get through this season without Nikole divorcing me for negligence it’ll be a miracle.”
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. Nik’s in it for the long haul.” 
 
   I called Nik as soon as I left Troian’s office. “Your woman is freaking out about having to meet up with Jane tonight. Brilliant idea.”
 
   “Hey, it’s not my first rodeo,” she said with a chuckle. 
 
   “I volunteered to go with her tonight; I can text you when we’re close to the club.”
 
   “Fantastic. Good thinking. You make sure she actually shows up tonight, and I’ll take care of everything else.”
 
   “What is everything else?” I pressed. I had been trying to pull details about the party from Nikole ever since we’d come up with the idea, but she continued to keep me in the dark.
 
   “Don’t you worry your pretty head about it. Just make sure Troian doesn’t suspect anything.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I took off from work a little early that day so I would have time to freshen up and change clothes before it was time to go out. I got Hunter on the phone while I examined my wardrobe for something appropriate to wear to the bachelorette party. I really needed to go shopping soon. My college professor wardrobe was inappropriate for most evening events in Los Angeles.
 
   “I really wish you were going to be there tonight,” I spoke wistfully. “It won’t be the same without you.”
 
   “Me, too, baby. I had hoped it would have worked out, but I just wasn’t able to swing the time off. But hey, we’ll be seeing each other soon enough.”
 
   “Yeah, in like a month,” I sighed in complaint.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ellio.”
 
   “No. It’s not your fault. I know you’ve got a job and responsibilities and can’t just take off on a moment’s notice. Maybe I won’t even go tonight,” I sighed, touching the uninspiring clothing in my closet. “I’m not really in the mood.”
 
   “Not in the mood to see attractive women take off their clothes?” Hunter scoffed. 
 
   “You’re the only woman I wanna see take off her clothes.”
 
   “You’re full of lines these days. I think all of that Hollywood schmoozing is rubbing off on you,” she teased. 
 
   “It’s not a line,” I insisted. “I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you like crazy, Ellio. But I want you to have fun tonight.”
 
   “I’ll be thinking of you the entire time.”
 
   “I’d expect nothing less.” 
 
   I heard a sound in the background, like a muffled voice. Before I could ask what it was, she was hurrying me off the phone. “I’ve got to get going though, sweetie. Call me when you get home tonight?”
 
   “It’ll probably be really late,” I warned.
 
   “I know. But I want to make sure you didn’t go home with a stripper.”
 
   “Fair enough,” I laughed. “I love you. Talk to you soon.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Troian picked me up at my apartment on her way home from the studio. She still wore her outfit from the workday, but I had changed into a pair of dark skinny jeans and a scoop-necked tunic. I would have worn something a little fancier knowing we were on our way to a bachelorette party, but I hadn’t wanted to spike Troian’s curiosity since she didn’t know the real reason we were headed to this specific club.
 
   She complained about Jane and the out-of-the-way meeting our entire drive downtown, and her exasperation continued when she pulled up to the curb in front of the 323. 
 
   “Jesus Christ.” Troian slammed her car door as she got out of the vehicle. “It’s a strip club.”
 
   I exited the passenger-side door with less aggression. “What makes you think that?”
 
   “There’s no windows on the joint, and the bouncers look like Andre the Giant.”
 
   Two men with broad shoulders and no necks flanked the entrance to the club, checking IDs.
 
   “Huh,” I said, feigning ignorance. “You might be right.”
 
   It was still early in the evening, and the sun would be up for a few more hours, but we were plunged into darkness upon walking inside the club. 
 
   “Yep,” I breathed as my eyes adjusted to the light change. “It’s a strip club.”
 
   The 323 wasn’t terribly large. At the center of the club was an elevated stage with three dancer poles. Two minimally-clothed women occupied the stage, spinning and twirling around their respective poles in a choreographed striptease. Sonja had been right to recommend this place; female patrons surrounded the base of the stage area and fed tips into g-strings and thongs.
 
   Surrounding the main stage were small circular tables large enough for only two or three patrons. Cocktail waitresses in white tank tops and tight black boi shorts navigated the floor, serving drinks and connecting dancers to eager patrons. 
 
   It must have been some kind of themed night that evening because all of the staff, even the cocktail waitresses and bartenders, wore Mardi Gras-type masks. Some were elaborately decorated and covered the wearer’s entire face while others only covered the woman’s eyes and nose.
 
   Troian continued to grumble and swear under her breath when we had our IDs checked at the door and had to pay a cover charge. “Let’s find Jane and get this over with,” she mumbled. “I have an understanding partner, but not that understanding.”
 
   “So I take it you won’t be partaking of the local fare?” I teased.
 
   “Are you?” she challenged.
 
   I held up my hands. “Hell no.” 
 
   Troian scanned the bar for the creative consultant, which was a fruitless task because unless Jane coincidentally found herself at the same club as us that night, there would be no meeting.
 
   “I wonder if she’s even here yet,” Troian thought out loud. “Showing up late to a meeting she scheduled seems like a very Jane thing to do.”
 
   A woman who wore tiny shorts and a top that amounted to little more than a bra walked up to us. “Can I interest either of you ladies in a private dance?”
 
   Troian barely acknowledged the woman and continued to look for Jane. “No thank you,” she politely declined
 
   A second woman joined her co-worker. Straight brown hair with blonde highlights framed her delicate facial features. She wore a simple outfit of black halter and black leather micro shorts that looked sexy, but not overly trashy on her thin, athletic frame. With her platform shoes, she was a few inches taller than me, which meant she practically towered over Troian. 
 
   “How about a joint dance?” the second woman proposed. “It’s like a couples massage with less clothing.”
 
   With their shoulders pressed together, the two dancers seemed to form an impenetrable wall. Something about the interaction felt staged, like Nikole had arranged for us to be detained at the entrance.
 
   Not wanting to ogle the woman’s exposed flesh, I looked up and met her startlingly green eyes. Contacts, I assumed. “We’re fine, ladies, but thank you for the offer.”
 
   “We’re just here for a business meeting,” Troian explained.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with mixing a little business with pleasure,” a familiar voice spoke over the club’s sound system.
 
   The women in front of us parted to reveal Nikole standing behind them. She looked practically giddy, and I couldn’t blame her. She’d pulled off a masterful stunt.
 
   The look on Troian’s face was priceless. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Giving you that bachelorette party that you insisted you were too busy for,” Nik said.
 
   I could see the gears churning in Troian’s head as she tried to catch up. “There’s no meeting with Jane.”
 
   “Smart and pretty,” Nikole remarked. “I’m one lucky lady.”
 
   We were greeted with cheers and cat calls as we crossed the strip club to a bank of tables and corner booths near the back of the bar, filled with a few work colleagues and even some friends from Minnesota. I recognized Nikole’s sister, Veronika, who was also Nik’s matron of honor in the wedding. I had met her a few times over the years and we waved and said our hellos. 
 
   Everyone who should have been there had been able to come—everyone but my girlfriend.
 
   Troian continued to look flabbergasted as we sat at one of the corner booths. “Did you know about this?” she asked me.
 
   “I found the club. Nikole did everything else.”
 
   Troian shook her head, but her expression was unreadable. I couldn’t tell if she was upset or impressed. “That woman.”
 
   Nik pushed a well glass across the table toward me. “I got you a drink. You’ve got some catching up to do.”
 
   I picked up the glass and smelled its contents. “Is there alcohol in here?”
 
   Nikole flashed a white smile. “Of course not. That would be against the law.” California law prohibited the mixing of alcohol with complete nudity, so the bar should have only served soda, juice, and energy drinks. 
 
   I took a tentative sip and felt the distinct burn of vodka hit my tongue and the back of my throat. “Yup,” I wheezed. “No alcohol.”
 
   A beautiful, statuesque woman walked up to our table and stood in front of Troian. “Dance?” she offered with a smile.
 
   “Pass.”
 
   The woman’s grin grew larger. “Sorry, sweetie, but I was told you didn’t have a choice.”
 
   Troian sat up straighter in her seat. “By whom?”
 
   The dancer pointed at Nikole. “Your future bride.”
 
   Troian whipped her head in Nik’s direction. “You bought me a dance?” she hissed.
 
   “It wouldn’t be a bachelorette party if you didn’t get a lap dance.” 
 
   Troian, miraculously, allowed the dancer to pull her to her feet. My friend narrowed her eyes at Nikole. “This isn’t over,” she warned as she was dragged away.
 
   Nikole smiled, nonplussed, and continued to sip her mixed drink. “Have fun,” she sing-songed.
 
   I couldn’t help my laugh when Troian was out of earshot. “You know she’s going to get you back.” 
 
   “Don’t think you’re getting off so easily,” Nikole smirked. “I got a dance for you, too.”
 
   “No way.” I wrinkled my nose. “Remember how well that turned out last time?” 
 
   Nearly a year ago I had come out to California with Troian and Nik. Hunter and I had been on a break because I had been acting like an idiot, self-conscious about our nearly decade age difference. My friends had thought a lap dance from a blonde stripper they thought looked like Hunter had been a good idea, but I’d run out mid-performance.
 
   “You were all angsty about Hunter back then,” Nikole excused. “I’m sure this time will have different results.”
 
   As if on cue, a brunette woman approached our table. “I hear you need a dance,” she said to me, hands on slender hips.
 
   “I’m not sure about need,” I said with a shake of my head.
 
   “Go on,” Nikole urged. “It’s my party, and if I say you’re getting a lap dance, then you’re getting a lap dance. Don’t make me turn into Bridezilla,” she threatened.
 
   “Fine, fine,” I grumbled as I stood up and straightened my legs. 
 
   I kept my head down, unwilling to make eye contact with the club’s other patrons, as I followed the brunette down a corridor. We were flanked by a row of closed doors, like an office building or doctor’s office. The woman stopped in front of one of the doors and pushed it open.
 
   I continued to follow her, paying attention to her non-verbal cues for instructions. On the other side of the door was a smaller room, empty except for a chair where I assumed I was supposed to sit.  
 
   “If you’ll have a seat,” the brunette woman instructed, “your entertainment will be in shortly.”
 
   I sat down on the padded chair. “Wait. You’re not ...” I didn’t know how to phrase it. “... for me?”
 
   The woman’s smile was warm and accommodating. “Unfortunately, no, honey. I’m just the hostess. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”
 
   “No. No, thank you.”
 
   “If you change your mind, there’s a call button over there,” she said, nodding toward an illuminated button on the near wall. “Your friends paid for a double song, but if you’d like extended time, you can arrange that with your dancer. As a reminder, there’s no touching,” she continued with the rules. “All the private rooms are monitored for the safety of our dancers.”
 
   I nodded, familiar with the routine. “You don’t have to worry about me,” I promised.
 
   Her smile reappeared. “Have fun.”
 
   Left alone in the private room, I felt out of my element. A feeling of dread settled into my stomach, and I stared at the door that would lead me to freedom. I could leave at anytime, but I knew the razzing I would get from my friends if I ran away from a second lap dance.
 
   Before I could make up my mind to leave or stay, the lights in the room dimmed even more and a bass-heavy song poured from invisible speakers: my dance had begun. The door through which the hostess had exited opened, and a tall, slender woman walked into the room. The lighting in the room was minimal, but I could make out a few details. Her hair was blonde, straight, and fell just below her chin. Behind her mask, which covered most of her face, her eyes flickered like candlelight. She wore a black leather halter top with matching micro shorts that looked like a second skin, and her height was exaggerated with the help of four-inch spiked stilettos. 
 
   Unbidden, my heartbeat quickened in my chest. Damn it. Nikole had done it again. She’d bought me a lap dance with a Hunter doppelganger.
 
   The blonde woman took a step closer and my eyes went to the thinly muscled legs and the delicate curve of defined calf. My eyes flicked towards the exit next, but I remained glued to my seat as the half-naked woman stalked closer.
 
   She remained silent, no idle chitchat or introductions. She straddled my lap, not resting her entire weight on my thighs, and my body stiffened at her intimate proximity. With the mask covering her face, I could read no emotion on her features. Wordlessly, she reached behind her back and unfastened the hooks that kept her barely-there top covering her breasts. As she unhooked the clasps, the material fell away, revealing her naked torso. Her breasts sat high on her chest, a pale creamy color with no sunbathing lines.
 
   Taking me by surprise, the dancer grabbed my hands and placed them on her naked breasts. A strangled noise fell out of my mouth and I jerked my hands away. I clenched and unclenched my hands at my sides. I had only touched her briefly, but it felt like I could still feel the slight heft of the woman’s naked breasts in my palms.
 
   “I have a girlfriend,” I said thickly. 
 
   “I’m sure she won’t mind.”
 
   All the oxygen left my lungs when I realized I recognized the voice. While I had previously jerked away like her skin had burned me, my hands now clamped down on the woman’s naked thighs. If I was mistaken, I would be kicked out of the club, but I wasn’t wrong about this.
 
   I still couldn’t breathe, but I managed a single-worded question: “How?”
 
   Her arms settled around my neck and shoulders, and she pressed forward until her naked breasts were inches from my face. “Surprised?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Nik called a few weeks ago to tell me about the surprise party. When she told me her idea to sneak me in here, I couldn’t pass it up.”
 
   “But what about work?” Why did I have to be so practical? It was a curse. “I thought you couldn’t get the time off.”
 
   “I switched shifts around. I’m on a red-eye flight in the morning.” 
 
   “So soon?” I pouted.
 
   “I know it’s not ideal,” she said, nuzzling her nose against my cheek, “but it’s better than nothing, right?”
 
   “You’re so god damn beautiful,” I breathed reverently.
 
   “Why don’t you do something about it?” She wiggled a little on my lap, making me wish I hadn’t worn jeans. My hands fell to her hips. “Actually, you should probably let go,” she mused.
 
   My grip tightened instead of relaxing. “Why?”
 
   “Because the people watching on those monitors think I’m one of their strippers. I’d hate for you to get hauled away before we even get started.”
 
   “We could go back to my apartment,” I suggested.
 
   “Do you really want to waste time battling traffic?”
 
   Reluctantly I let go. “No.”
 
   “Smart girl,” she approved. Her half-smile turned into a full-wattage, mischievous grin. “Now remember, you can’t touch me, but I get to touch you all I want. Unless you wouldn’t like that …”
 
   I could only manage to shake my head in response.
 
   Hunter stood up, and I immediately missed the heat of her body and the scent of her skin. She started to sway on her stiletto heels in time with the gritty industrial music thrumming through the P.A. system. Her hands ran along her taut abdomen and moved up to cup her breasts. Her eyes closed as her fingers wrapped around her pert chest and she squeezed her own flesh.
 
   I swallowed hard, feeling simultaneously tortured and blessed to watch the show. Hunter’s shin slid over my upper thigh and she settled once again on top of my lap.
 
   “Miss me?” her voice tauntingly asked.
 
   I could only grit my back teeth and clasp my hands against the bottom of the chair. Even though it was killing me not to touch the soft, but firm flesh currently grinding on my lap, there was no way I was willing to potentially cut this ‘dance’ short because I hadn’t had enough willpower.
 
   Hunter ran her palms down my arms and leaned forward as if to kiss me, but took a detour at the last moment to brush her soft lips against my cheek and against the top of my ear. Her warm breath tickled my neck, my hair, and sent a chill down my spine. She quietly moaned and groaned as she worked her hips on my lap.
 
   “Did you practice for this?”
 
   “There wasn’t much time,” she admitted. “I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to make it; I was only able to switch my shifts a few days ago.” 
 
   Her fingers snaked under my shirt and tickled along my abdomen. It wasn’t so much a lap dance anymore—more like pre-paid groping.
 
   “How is it possible to miss another person so much?” she wondered aloud. She ran her fingers through my hair, dragging her short, polished nails across my scalp and pulling a quiet groan from my mouth. 
 
   “I don’t know, baby. But I’m right there with you.”
 
   She swept my hair away from my neck to suckle on my sensitive skin. She bit down gently, but firm enough to cause my head to tilt backwards. My eyes closed and my mouth opened as I sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
   Hunter’s hands wandered over my body as her mouth continued to occupy my neck. Even through the thick denim of my jeans, I could feel her nails scrape their way across the inner part of my thighs. The feeling sent a chill down my spine and promptly warmed my core.
 
   I felt, rather than witnessed, Hunter’s fingertips slither to the outside of my legs and push their way to rest on my waist; it was there that they lingered teasingly. Not long after that, her touch skipped up my ribcage; her thumbs brushed against the underside of my breasts. She dared her fingers to go higher and to expand the boundaries, only stopping short of going through with the act due to the unwelcomed eyes that observed our intimate deed from behind dark lenses.
 
   Hunter grunted in frustration when she pulled her hands out from beneath my shirt. “There’s probably cameras everywhere,” she complained bitterly. “And I’m not about to give anyone a free show.”
 
   She stood once again and settled back on my lap, this time with her naked back facing my front. She held onto the armrests, keeping most of her weight off of my lap. The muscles of her thin runner arms twitched and tensed.
 
   She ground her backside into my lap. Her back pressed solidly against my chest and her head fell back to lean on my shoulder. I could feel the heat pouring off her like a volcano shedding molten lava. She smelled sweet, like lilacs, with just the faint scent of cigar smoke in her blonde hair.
 
   “Do you think anyone would notice if we never came back to the party?” she panted in a whispered breath.
 
   I swallowed hard and nodded. “Probably.” I could practically hear the taunting I’d receive at work the next day. “But who cares?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, enjoying the scent of the salty ocean spray. I wrapped my arms around myself, hugging my body to keep off the chill of oncoming twilight. After Hunter had collected her carry-on bag from Nikole’s SUV and had changed into an outfit that covered more of her body, we drove out to a nearby beach to watch the sunset. Her flight back to Minnesota was in a few hours. I wanted to demand that she extend her stay, but she had work and responsibilities to return to. I would have to be content for now with the surprise visit, regardless of how short it had been.
 
   “I found another blanket in the back of Nik’s car,” Hunter said, breaking through my silent musings. She wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and wiggled underneath the cover as well.
 
   We sat in a comfortable silence, cuddled together and enjoying the calming sounds of crashing waves and even the shrill protests of birds circling the sky. 
 
   “This doesn’t feel real,” I announced to the ocean. 
 
   “I know.” Hunter leaned into my shoulder and I played her hair, the strands of silken gold between my fingers. I heard her long exhale. “I’m going to be dragging tomorrow at work, but it’ll be worth it.”
 
   I squeezed the woman in my arms. “I still can’t believe you flew all the way here for only a couple of hours.”
 
   “Me either,” she admitted. “The things we do for love.” She sat up straight and pulled away, depriving me of the softness of her skin and her intoxicating scent. “Have you decided if you’re going to stay?”
 
   “No. Not yet. It’s still really early. The pilot won’t air until mid-October, and until then, I’ll have no idea if the show itself has a future, regardless of if I want to be a part of it.”
 
   We were silent for a moment before Hunter spoke again. “Well, the trip wasn’t a total loss, I guess.”
 
   I cocked my head to the side and looked quizzically at my girlfriend. 
 
   “If I ever get bored with nursing,” she clarified, “at least I know I could have a future in the adult entertainment industry.”
 
   I smiled knowingly and leaned forward for a soft kiss while I rhythmically brushed the pad of my thumb over her denim-covered knee. I heard my phone jangle from the open windows of Nikole’s car before the kiss could threaten to build into something more.
 
   “I should probably get that,” I said with regret. “I bet Troian’s wondering what happened to us.” I stood up from the blankets and Hunter’s embrace.
 
   She raised her eyes towards me. “Don’t be long.”
 
   I jogged over to Nikole’s vehicle and retrieved my ringing phone through the open driver’s side window. The call was indeed from Troian, and I braced myself as I pressed the answer button.
 
   “Hello?” I could hear the thump of heavy bass in the background and assumed she was still at the 323.
 
   “Where are you?” Troian asked. 
 
   “At the beach.”
 
   “Do you have Nik’s car?”
 
   “Yeah. Didn’t you get my text?” I had messaged her when we’d taken off so she didn’t think we’d been kidnapped or that Nikole’s car had been stolen or towed.
 
   “No. This building is like a black hole,” she complained. “I’m probably missing a mountain of work messages as we speak.”
 
   “They’ll still be there in the morning,” I reminded her. 
 
   “I told you I didn’t have time for a party,” she said crossly. 
 
   “You’re supposed to make time for important things and people in your life.”
 
   I turned and looked longingly at my girlfriend. She remained sitting on the shoreline with her legs crossed and her eyes closed. Her achingly beautiful face was illuminated by the red and orange glow of an extinguishing sun. 
 
   “Enjoy tonight,” I told my friend. “Because tomorrow morning this will have all seemed like a dream.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I sat on set in my canvas camping chair the next morning, waiting for the work day to begin. Jackson, the director, and a small army of technical crew flew around the sound stage, preparing for the next scene, but as a lowly staff writer, I had no responsibilities until Troian came in with notes for the script.
 
   As I read Hunter’s text that had come after she’d messaged me that her flight had safely landed, I bit my lower lip and tried to keep the telling smile from my face: When do I get my dance?
 
   I was exhausted, but the all-nighter had been worth it. We’d stayed out at the beach, talking and watching the sun come up until I had to bring her to the airport for her flight back. It was only a few hours of time together, but it would have to suffice until she could visit later in the month.
 
   Sonja arrived on set and waved when she saw me sitting amongst the grouping of chairs. “Have you seen Troian this morning?” she asked. 
 
   “No, sorry. I haven’t seen her since last night.”
 
   “The bachelorette party. That’s right.” Recognition lit up her face. “How did everything go?”
 
   “Better than expected.” I hoped I wasn’t blushing. “And thank you for the, uh,” I lowered my voice, “the strip club recommendation.”
 
   “Anytime,” she chuckled. “I’m sorry I missed out. I wanted to go, but I had to work another party.”
 
   “That’s too bad. It was a fun night.”
 
   She smirked knowingly. “I bet it was.”
 
   Before I could defend my honor, Troian rushed on set and slid into the vacant chair beside me.
 
   “Sonja, I need twenty copies of the working script for episode nine ASAP,” she barked out.
 
   Sonja crisply bobbed her head. “Right away, Boss.”
 
   “Where have you been?” I demanded of my friend.
 
   “Overslept.”
 
   “Someone must have had a good night,” I teased.
 
   “Whatever,” she mumbled as the director walked the actors through their positions. “Don’t think we all didn’t notice when you never came back from your lap dance.”
 
   I felt a blush settle over my features. “She had a flight to catch.”
 
   “Were you totally surprised?” Troian pressed.
 
   “You have no idea. Here I thought you were the one getting surprised and then suddenly my girlfriend is giving me a lap dance.”
 
   “Nikole is kind of the best, isn’t she?” Troian smiled dreamily.
 
   “Does that mean you actually had fun last night, Miss-I’m-Too-Busy?”
 
   “It wasn’t so bad,” she begrudgingly admitted. “But I’m going to need an IV of caffeine if I’m going to make it through the day.”
 
   “Stay there,” I instructed as I stood from the collapsible chair. “I’ll get you a coffee.”
 
   The Craft Services table was largely unoccupied. Most everyone was busy with a walkthrough of the current scene, but a few of the secondary characters picked at the food spread while they waited for their scenes.
 
   “Someone’s going to eat us into cancelation,” I overheard one of the actors say as I got a cup of coffee for Troian.
 
   “We can’t get canceled if we haven’t even been picked up,” a second woman shot back.
 
   It was the girl from the boat party a few weeks ago. I couldn’t recall her name, but I’d seen her around the production lot in the weeks after Jane’s party. She was a minor character on the show, but I thought just as talented and attractive as the rest of the cast. In her mid- to late-twenties, she was also one of the older actresses on staff besides the actors who played parents on the show.
 
   She looked up from a plate piled high with cheese and crackers, and smiled when she noticed my presence. “Hey. It’s Elle, right?”
 
   I nodded, unable to resist being privately pleased that she remembered my name. “Yeah. And you’re …” 
 
   I frantically racked my brain. As a teacher I was typically good at remembering people’s faces and names, but on top of screenwriting lingo and television shooting schedules, I’d had to learn a lot of information in a short amount of time over the past few weeks. My brain was crammed full.
 
   “Lucy,” she helped me out. “We met on Jane’s boat.”
 
   “Right. Sorry,” I apologized. “That was a weird day.”
 
   “I’ll forgive you this time.”
 
   I wiped my hand across my brow. “Phew,” I grinned.
 
   “Hey, you guys did a nice job on this episode,” she complimented. “The dialogue is really tight; it feels natural.”
 
   I smiled a little wider. “Thanks. I’ll make sure the other writers know.”
 
   “And I had some ideas for my character,” she added. “Maybe I can buy you lunch some time to go over them?”
 
   “Oh, uh, yeah,” I bumbled, unprepared for that kind of request. “I don’t know what my schedule looks like over the next few weeks off the top of my head, but I’m sure we can make it work.”
 
   “Sounds good,” she said. “I should probably be running lines or something right now. I’ll see you around, Elle.”
 
   I returned to Troian with her coffee in hand.
 
   “You making friends with the talent over there?” she observed. She blew across the top of the cup before taking an experimental sip.
 
   “I met Lucy at Jane’s party when you abandoned me. She was complimenting us on the episode. Wasn’t that nice?” I found myself missing not the attention or the compliments, but simply the thoughtfulness of telling someone that they’d done a good job.
 
   “Careful with these actors, especially the supporting-role cast,” Troian warned. “They’ll butter you up so you’ll write them into more scenes.”
 
   The grin fell from my face. “Oh. Really?” 
 
   “I’m not saying you all didn’t do a good job on this episode. I’m just telling you not to let the talent get in your head.”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip and nodded. “Okay. Thanks for the advice, Boss.”
 
   “By the way, I looked over your treatment. It’s solid. I want you to polish it a little bit more and then I you’ll be ready to pitch it to the other writers. Once they get on board, you can get started on the first draft.”
 
   I nodded, taking in the new information. The treatment had been relatively easy—a summary of the main plot points for the episode. Writing the actual script, however, was on a different level all together. “How long do I have from pitch to the shooting script?”
 
   “About six weeks,” she said. “That probably sounds like forever, but trust me, the time will fly between all the edits and meetings and table reads and blocking out the scenes on set.”
 
   I worried my lower lip. “Do you still think I can do this?”
 
   “You hear voices, Bookie. And in this business, that’s a good thing.” She clapped me on the shoulder. “Just be sure to write those voices down when they start talking to you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I called Hunter on my drive home from work, knowing that she’d be leaving soon for the hospital. She’d texted me when her plane had landed, but we hadn’t actually talked. 
 
   “Hey, babe,” she rasped. She sounded like she’d just woken up or had been smoking a pack of cigarettes a day ever since birth.
 
   “Are you okay? Your voice sounds a little rough.” 
 
   “I know,” she croaked.
 
   “Not that it isn’t sexy,” I qualified.
 
   I hear her quiet groan. “I’m feeling far from sexy today. I think I’m getting sick.”
 
   “Oh no,” I deadpanned. “You caught Ebola on the airplane.”
 
   “It was worth it, don’t you think?”
 
   I grinned, unable to banish images of Hunter dancing for me, even if I’d wanted to. “Do want me to come home?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just a little cold.” I heard her blow her nose. “Besides, you have work.”
 
   “I can talk to Troian. It’ll be fine.” It was probably an abuse of our friendship to ask for time off, but I could worry about that wrinkle later.
 
   “No, baby. I don’t want to start a precedent where I get a cold or I miss you too much or, I don’t know, I get a paper cut, and you feel like you have to rush back here to take care of me.”
 
   “It’s not that I think you need someone to take care of you, Hunt. I know you’re perfectly capable. But I want to be there for you when you’re not feeling your best. That’s what good girlfriends do, right?” I smiled into the phone. “I think I read about it once.”
 
   “That sounds really nice, sweetie, but I’ll survive,” she insisted. “Besides, I’ll be there soon enough. You can take care of me then.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Promise.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see you again,” I said as I navigated the sharp turns that led to my apartment complex. “Last night wasn’t close to being long enough.”
 
   “I know, baby. But I don’t think any visit will feel long enough.”
 
   “Are they making you come into work today?” I worried.
 
   “No. I called in. One nice thing about working in the maternity ward is they send you home for the slightest sniffle.”
 
   “Good. Why don’t you grab Sylvia and crawl into bed? Watch some mindless TV or take a nap,” I suggested.
 
   “Already a step ahead of you.” She started to chuckle, but it turned into a cough.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want me there?” I frowned.
 
   “Of course I want you here, Ellio, but we both know that’s not practical.”
 
   “I suppose not.”
 
   “I’m going to get off the phone now, okay, sweetie? All this talking is aggravating my throat.”
 
   “Right. Of course. Call me if you change your mind, okay? I’ll be on the first flight out there.”
 
   It was only a cold, but that didn’t lessen my guilt for not being able to take care of her. She had plenty of friends, and her family was there if she really needed the help. But it was more about what it represented. I couldn’t be there for her at a moment’s notice. If she was having a bad day, there was only so much I could do from a distance. I hadn’t made up my mind if California was my long-term plan or if I would return to teaching in January, but one thing was for certain: wherever I was, I wanted Hunter there, too.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   The next few weeks flew by in a blur. The other writers had signed on to my episode proposal, so when I wasn’t in brainstorming sessions, on set watching scenes being shot, or in other meetings, I was busy working on the first draft of my inaugural script.
 
   Hunter and I similarly fell into a routine, despite the distance and two hour time difference. Most evenings when she didn’t have to work we watched a movie together, syncing up our respective DVD players while we video chatted. I mostly read over scripts or worked on the first draft of my episode instead of actually watching the movie, but it was nice having her there with me even if we didn’t talk much. It was normal, and very much like a typical weeknight for us with me grading papers on the couch with her beside me, only I didn’t have her feet in my lap, and I couldn’t lean over and kiss her whenever I wanted.
 
   It had been three weeks since Troian’s bachelorette party, the last time Hunter and I had been together, but she’d finally saved up time off for a weekend visit. Standing in baggage claim at LAX airport, I was admittedly nervous. It felt like a first date rather than me picking up my girlfriend from the airport. I had debated all morning about my outfit and if I should bring flowers or something.
 
   A new flood of passengers poured down the escalator that led to baggage claim, and I stood on tiptoe to see if Hunter was with them. It was harder to identify her amongst the numerous young, leggy, blondes, but I finally spotted her as she stepped off of the moving staircase. The grin on her face grew wider as the distance between us narrowed. Finally, she dropped the extended handle of her wheeled suitcase and nearly crashed into my arms.
 
   Her face immediately went to the crook of my neck. “I can’t believe I’m finally here,” she said, burying her face against me. “These past few days have been so hard.”
 
   I squeezed her tight. “I’m so happy you’re here. Words cannot do it justice.”
 
   We stood there, wordlessly hugging in the middle of baggage claim, oblivious to the travelers who milled around the busy airport. 
 
   “What do you want to do this weekend?” I asked. I took the handle of Hunter’s luggage from her and wheeled the carry-on behind me. “I could take you on a tour of the studio, we could go to some foodie restaurants, we could take a day trip up Highway 1 and check out some coastal towns, or we could even go to Disneyland if you want.”
 
   “Would it be okay if we just hung out? The trip wiped me, and the thought of doing anything this weekend more rigorous than binging on television is making me even more exhausted.”
 
   I rubbed circles in the small of her back with my free hand and drew her closer to me as we walked to the parking garage. “Anything you want. I only want to spend time with you.”
 
   She slumped into my side and sighed. “Good. Because that commute sucks. Getting to the Minneapolis airport is a disaster and LAX is a zoo. And I feel like I’m still nursing the tail end of this cold from hell. Maybe I did get Ebola.”
 
   I continued to rub her back as we walked toward my car. “I’ll make it up to you this weekend.”
 
   She leaned her head against my shoulder and my arm instinctively wrapped around her waist. “I missed you.”
 
   I pressed my lips against the top of her head. For having been on an airplane for the past four hours, she smelled amazing. She smelled like sunshine. “I miss you all the time.”
 
   A short drive later, I carried her wheeled luggage up the three flights of stairs to my apartment.
 
   “What’s that smell?” she asked as we walked inside.
 
   “Chicken noodle soup.” I’d left the pot simmering on the stovetop. Luckily the apartment hadn’t caught on fire. “I made you my mom’s recipe with the homemade heart-shaped noodles.”
 
   “You’re adorable.”
 
   “I wanted a do-over,” I shrugged. “I still feel bad that I wasn’t able to nurse you back to health.”
 
   “Don’t. You can’t beat yourself up every time something like that happens. It’s all part of having a long-distance relationship.” One hand curled around my waist and the other played with the waves that framed my face. “Besides, I can guarantee that wasn’t the last cold I’ll ever have,” she assured me. “And hopefully when next I’m sick, we’ll be back together.”
 
   I nuzzled my nose against her warm cheek. “Just don’t go running in rainstorms, trying to get sick on purpose, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” she softly agreed. 
 
   “Are you hungry?” I asked, letting my arms fall to her waist. 
 
   “Later,” she husked. She leaned in and ran her nose along the side of my face until she reached my ear. Her wet, warm breath tickled me, and my body temperature immediately spiked. “I promised you could take care of me when I got here, but soup wasn’t what I had in mind.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I had been looking forward to bringing Hunter to the lot and introducing her to some of my work colleagues, but there was no rush. She’d be out here again soon enough. I was content to spend time with her, just the two of us, within the four walls of my bedroom. It wasn’t quite a mountainside cabin, but we did an admirable job of avoiding the outside world.
 
   We periodically tumbled out of bed for bathroom and snack breaks. Troian called on Sunday morning during one of those interludes. My instincts told me to ignore the call, but I answered any way.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “I’m calling an emergency meeting. How quickly can you be at the studio?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I thought everyone had signed off on the next episode, but now the network is asking for major revisions. If I don’t get something back to them today, we won’t be able to have the table read on Monday, and the entire shooting schedule will get pushed back.” 
 
   I flicked my eyes in Hunter’s direction. She stood in front of the open refrigerator door, braless in a tank top and running shorts. “Do you really need me to be there? Hunter’s only here for the weekend.”
 
   “I know. And I’m sorry the timing sucks, but I wouldn’t be calling if this weren’t an emergency.”
 
   “Damn it,” I muttered under my breath. “Give me half an hour.”
 
   “Thank you, Bookie. I owe you big.”
 
   I hung up with Troian and trudged into the kitchen. 
 
   Hunter had pulled some fruit and vegetables from the refrigerator and had begun cutting them up on a wooden cutting board. She paused long enough to pop a slice of sweet, crisp apple into my mouth. “Who was that?”
 
   “Troian,” I said around my bite of apple. “She needs the writers on lot to work through some emergency revisions.”
 
   “She knows I’m here, doesn’t she?” Hunter frowned.
 
   “She does,” I confirmed. “But she still wants me to come in.”
 
   Hunter’s frown deepened. “For how long?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said apologetically. “She didn’t say what the network hated or wants changed, so I have no idea how long it will take.”
 
   “I suppose you don’t have a choice.” Her eyes became downcast.
 
   “Do you want to come with?” I offered. “You’ll probably be bored out of your mind, but at least we’d still be spending time together.” 
 
   Hunter tugged on her ponytail. “I really don’t want to meet your work friends for the first time, looking like this.”
 
   “Why not? You’re beautiful.”
 
   “I feel greasy, and I probably smell like sex,” she complained.
 
   “The other writers aren’t fancy or snobby, I promise.” 
 
   “I’d rather not.” 
 
   I knew it had been a stretch the moment I had asked. If there was one thing I knew about my girlfriend, it was that she needed to look her best, especially when meeting new people. It was a compulsion nearly as strong as my fear of being late.
 
   “Okay,” I conceded, albeit with disappointment. “I won’t force you.”
 
   My mood proceeded to sour as I drove into work half an hour later. Of all the days to be called in to work, why did it have to be this weekend? When I’d originally accepted Troian’s job offer, I’d been naive about how often Hunter and I would get to see each other. My time with her was proving to be precious and rare. I’d been living in California for over a month, but I’d only seen her for a few hours at the bachelorette party, and now even our first full weekend together had been interrupted. I had to figure something else out. This arrangement wasn’t working for either of us.
 
   I was one of the last people to arrive at the writer’s trailer. Troian, Edward, Guillen, Gloria, and Sonja were already seated around the writer’s table when I came into the room. 
 
   I took a vacant seat beside Sonja. She was dressed normally, but her makeup was heavy and her long red hair was more curled than usual. 
 
   “Are you going to Prom after this?” I teased as I settled into my chair and began to unpack my workbag.
 
   “Funny.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m supposed to be working a party later today. Who knows when we’ll be done here, so I figured I’d come ready for job number two just in case.”
 
   “Where’s Aviva?” Edward asked, looking around the writer’s room. 
 
   “She’s Orthodox,” Gloria noted. “She’s not allowed to work or use machines or something.” 
 
   “Christ,” Guillen complained. “Why couldn’t I be Jewish today, too?”
 
   Once everyone finished voicing their complaints about having to come in on a Sunday, we worked efficiently and with more cooperation and focus than usual. Maybe the secret was to only have us work Sundays.
 
   As soon as the changes had been made and Troian dismissed us, the other writers quickly dispersed, not wanting to spend any more time on set than needed. We’d have to return in a handful of hours, anyway.
 
   “Thanks again for coming in today,” Troian said as I packed up my workbag in preparation of going home. “Can I make it up to you guys at dinner tonight?”
 
   “I have to ask Hunter first, but I’ll let you know.”
 
   The sounds of the television greeted me when I returned to my apartment, but I saw and heard no further evidence of my girlfriend’s presence.
 
   “Baby? I called out, closing and locking the apartment door behind me.
 
   Over the noise of the television, I heard a muffled laugh coming from outside. The wide-slatted vertical blinds were partially drawn, but I could see Hunter standing on the balcony, smiling.
 
   I pushed the blinds to the side and slid the balcony door open. “Hey, I’m back,” I greeted. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “Talking to me.”
 
   I twisted my head in the direction of the male voice. A mustached man in jean shorts and a white t-shirt stood on the adjacent balcony, smoking a cigarette and drinking a can of beer. 
 
   “Oh, hey.” I hadn’t met any of my neighbors yet. I didn’t plan on living in this place forever, so I didn’t imagine I’d be making lifelong friends with the other residents in the complex.
 
   “Frank’s been keeping me company,” Hunter stated.  “He’s from Canada, so we were sharing snow stories.”
 
   “Your girlfriend tells me you write for a TV show,” he said. “That’s pretty cool.”
 
   “It is when they’re not calling me in on a Sunday to work,” I complained. I turned my attention back to Hunter. “Troian wants to know if we want to do dinner with her and Nik tonight. I told her it was up to you.”
 
   Hunter looked momentarily thoughtful. “I suppose I could be persuaded.”
 
   “We’d better clean up though if we want to make the reservation time.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I turned back to my neighbor. “It was nice to meet you, Frank.”
 
   He saluted me with his beer can. 
 
   I ushered Hunter back inside with my hand in the small of her back. “You’re too friendly for your own good,” I said, sliding the glass door closed. “This isn’t Minnesota, you know.”
 
   “He’s harmless,” she insisted.
 
   A shared shower later, we were putting on the finishing touches to our makeup and outfits. One of my favorite activities was watching Hunter get ready to go out. I didn’t consider her high maintenance, but her hair required blow-drying and flat-ironing whereas I only needed to let my wavy hair air dry after a shower. 
 
   “You’re looking very edible in that dress,” I admired from the hallway just outside of the open bathroom door.
 
   The green jersey material of her dress clung to her slender curves. I loved the color green on her. It complimented perfectly her skin tone and the color of her hair.
 
   She smiled at me through the mirror as she applied her eyeliner. “I thought about packing that skirt you seemed to like so much.”
 
   I returned her smile and leaned against the doorjamb in the bathroom. “Remember our first double date with Nik and Troi?”
 
   “And the sex hurricane that happened right before they showed up?” she laughed. “No. I don’t remember that at all.”
 
   I left Hunter to finish getting ready so I wouldn’t be tempted to distract her further. While I waited in the living room, my phone rang with a second call of the day from Troian. 
 
   “Hey, where are you?” I asked.
 
   “In your parking lot.”
 
   “Aren’t you guys coming up?”
 
   “No. You live in a crack house; I’m not getting out of the car.”
 
   “Have you always been this overly dramatic, or is Hollywood rubbing off on you?”
 
   “Just hurry up,” Troian ordered. “I don’t like the look of your neighbors.”
 
   We found Nikole’s SUV idling in the parking lot. As we approached, the passenger side window rolled down and I heard the sound of someone clapping. As we got closer, I saw Troian hanging out of the window.
 
   I made a face. “What are you doing, weirdo?” 
 
   “I’m impressed,” she said, continuing her slow clap. “I thought you two would be boning the entire weekend, and we’d never get you out of there.”
 
   “We’ve got to keep up our energy somehow,” Hunter spoke up. “Besides, I heard you were paying for dinner tonight.”
 
   Troian’s hands stopped mid-clap. “I don’t know if I should hug you or punch you,” she quipped.
 
   “Yeah.” Hunter’s gaze dropped to the pavement. “Sorry about that.”
 
   I glared in Troian’s direction. “Was that necessary?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I get it. You miss your girlfriend. I’d probably do the same thing if I’d been in your shoes, with a few more expletives and threats of violence.”
 
   The car horn honked and we collectively jumped. Nikole leaned across her girlfriend and flashed a white, even smile. “Get in the car. You two can make up later. They won’t hold our dinner reservation forever.”
 
   I climbed into the backseat of Nikole’s SUV with Hunter. The air conditioning was on full blast, hitting us with cool, stale air, that even I had to admit was a reprieve from the heat we’d endured just on the short walk from my apartment to the car.
 
   Troian turned in her chair to look at us. “You know, I’m still kind of amazed by you two.”
 
   “In what way?” Hunter asked.
 
   “You put up with a whole lot of grief, some of it from me.”
 
   “Is that your way of apologizing for being an asshole before?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess it is. By the way,” Troian noted, “your woman’s first script has been shaping up quite nicely. You should be proud of this one.”
 
   Hunter’s hand settled on top of mine. She squeezed my fingers and gave me an encouraging smile. “I always am.”
 
    
 
    
 
   We made it an early night knowing that Hunter had a morning flight, and I wanted to squeeze in as much alone time as possible. Dinner had been pleasant, but not where I wanted to be. I always had fun hanging out with Troian and Nik, but there were certain things I couldn’t do with them around.
 
    Back at my apartment, I woke up alone. The covers on Hunter’s side of the bed were pulled back and light from outside showed the empty space where she usually slept. 
 
   I pulled myself out of bed and tumbled the few steps out of the bedroom to investigate. I had yet to completely memorize the lay of the land; I couldn’t navigate the darkened apartment without walking into walls or stubbing my toes on things. 
 
   The television was on in the living room, but there was no sound. An infomercial for a super gadget your life was incomplete without played on the screen. All the lights were off, but I could see Hunter’s silhouette seated at the dining room table. The light from the television had turned her alabaster skin a soft shade of blue. Her head was in her hands, elbows on the table, but she looked up when the weight of my steps creaked the floor beneath the carpeting. 
 
   “Baby? What are you doing out here?” My voice was rough from sleep.  I padded closer. “And why are you sitting in the dark?”
 
   I heard a quiet sound—like a combination of a sob and a whimper.
 
   “Sweetie, are you crying? What’s wrong?” I crossed the room to be near her and steadied her with my palm pressed in the center of her back. 
 
   “Why does it have to be so hard?” came her strangled question.
 
   “I know, baby.” I stroked my hand over her back. “I miss you,” I said in a voice little more than a whisper, “and you haven’t even left yet.”
 
   “I can’t live like this,” she rasped. “My heart can’t take it.”
 
    “What can I do to make this easier?”
 
   “Is there anything you can do? I mean besides come home with me tomorrow?”
 
   “You know I can’t do that,” I said gently as I continued to stroke her back. “I made a commitment to Troian that I’d give her until December.”
 
   “I know.” I felt her body sag beneath my touch. “And I would never ask you to go back on your word or to give up on this opportunity. But I didn’t think it would be like this.”
 
   I couldn’t find the words to take away her pain.  
 
   She turned into me and pressed her lips against mine. I sighed against her closed mouth. Her tongue flicked against my lower lip and ran along the front of my teeth. 
 
   “Make it better, Ellio,” she whispered. “Make me forget that I have to leave you in the morning.”
 
   I couldn’t guarantee that anything I could say or do would make this any easier, but I could try. My hands found the soft flesh of her abdomen. Her tank top had ridden up just enough for me to slip beneath the cotton material. I gripped the sides of her waist and pulled her to her feet. My hands remained at her hips while my mouth continued to explore hers. 
 
   My hands rounded her waist and traveled to the gentle swell of her backside. Barefoot, we were close in height. I pressed the full length of my body against hers, pinning the backs of her thighs against the dining room table. I kissed along the sweet column of her throat, and she arched her back and lifted her chin to provide me better access. I stroked my hand down the center of her chest, between the valley of her bra free breasts. I ran my hands across the rough material of her tank top, feeling her hardened nipples press into my palms.
 
   I wasn’t sure of the table’s durability—Troian hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d called it a glorified card table—but I trusted that Hunter’s slight weight wouldn’t cause it to collapse. I gently bent her backwards on the table. The bottom hem of her tank top crept up with the movement, and I dipped my tongue into the shallow indent of her belly button. 
 
   A hand came to rest on my shoulder, and I felt the firm pressure as she silently urged my kisses to travel lower. I pressed my mouth against her lower stomach and took a detour to her hipbones that peeked above the top of her sleep shorts.
 
   “Yes,” came her quiet hiss when I curled my fingers beneath the elastic waistband. She lifted her backside off the table, helping as I slid the shorts past her slender hips. 
 
   I positioned myself between her parted thighs and settled onto my knees, thankful for the carpeted cushion. With a palm pressed against the tender flesh of both of her inner thighs, I leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss against the tip of her clit.
 
   Her hips jumped at the contact, and I pinned her thighs firmly against the table to keep her from moving. I used two fingers on one hand to separate her outer lips. I stuck my tongue out and wiggled the tip of my tongue against her hairless slit, exerting pressure against her already wet hole, but not penetrating her yet. I licked from the back of her slit, to the front, swirling my tongue around her sensitive clit before suckling the protruding nub in my mouth.
 
   Her hands continued to grip my shoulders, and she maneuvered me to where she needed me the most. 
 
   Eventually, I heard her heavy sigh: “Wait.”
 
   I looked up from my task. “Are you okay?”
 
   The muted television cast strange shadows across her face. “I can’t, baby. I’m feeling too much.”
 
   I kissed the inside of her thigh. “Do you want me to try something different?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. My head is someplace else.”
 
   “Where did it go?” I asked with a gentle smile. “Can I help you find it?” I searched her face for the answer when she made no reply.
 
   She pulled me off of my knees and up to eye-level for a nearly-chaste kiss. My heart lurched when I tasted the saltiness of her tears on her lips. 
 
   She pulled back and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’ll be okay,” she assured me in a voice thick with emotion. “Let’s go back to bed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The tears that had flowed so freely the night before had dried by the time I had to drive her to the airport in the morning. Hunter showed no sign of regret or sorrow; it should have been reassurance that everything was fine, but it only heightened my anxiety. I thought her smile was too aggressive and her tone was too bright.
 
   I pulled the car up to the passenger unloading zone near ticketing. “Do you want me to go in with you and wait for your flight?” I asked. 
 
   She opened the passenger side door. “No, thanks. I’ve got it from here.”
 
   I watched her in the side and rearview mirrors as she stalked to the rear of the vehicle to retrieve her luggage from the trunk. The car radio was off, which made her absence feel more pronounced.
 
   The car was still idling in a no parking zone, but I hopped out of my seat and jogged to the back of the car. We simultaneously reached for her suitcase.
 
   “I’ve got it, Elle,” she insisted.
 
   My hand dropped to my side. It sounded so foreign, so unnatural, for her to call me by my given name. It made me think the worst.
 
   “Are you okay?” I worried aloud.
 
   “Everything’s fine.”
 
   “You don’t sound fine. You’re not acting like everything is fine.”
 
   “I’m probably just stressed, thinking about all the work I have to catch up on when I get back,” she said in a sharp tone. “I wish the world would stop turning when I’m out here, but it doesn’t work like that.”
 
   “I’m sorry coming to see me is so stressful.” I tried to keep the hurt out of my tone, but it had crept in.
 
   “I never said that,” she sighed. “But this trip has made me rethink how we’re going to see each other the next few months.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Now’s not the time to have that conversation. I have a flight to catch.” She touched her hand to my hip and kissed my stunned mouth. “I love you.”
 
   I began to follow her as she walked toward the automatic glass doors. “Hunter …”
 
   A security guard waved me down. “Ma’am, you can’t park there.”
 
   “Just a second,” I said dismissively.
 
   “Ma’am. It’s illegal to park there,” he objected. “If you don’t return to your vehicle, I’ll have no choice but to have it towed.”
 
   “I’m standing right here,” I protested.
 
   The sound of honking cars punctuated our conversation as the cars lined up behind my vehicle.
 
   “Sweetie, you should get back to the car,” Hunter said, eyes scanning over the escalating chaos. 
 
   “I will, but not until we’re okay.”
 
   “Your car might get towed before that happens.”
 
   It was far from the response I’d wanted to hear. “We’re fine, okay?” she said hastily. She kissed me soundly on the mouth. “I’ll call you when I land.”
 
   I bit my lower lip. I felt far from fine, but I wasn’t in any position to do anything about it. “Okay.”
 
   The honking persisted even as I got back into my car. Ignoring my Minnesota manners, I collectively flipped off everyone in the vicinity as I drove away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   We sat around the writer’s table, eating candy and brainstorming ideas for future episodes. Sonja sat at the table with us, her fingers moving rapidly across the laptop’s keyboard, recording everything that came out of our mouths, regardless of the quality of the idea. 
 
   It was a rare moment where Troian had found herself between meetings so she’d been able to join us. I hadn’t seen too much of my friend lately. The majority of our work interactions were the notes she’d periodically give me on the episode I continued to work on. 
 
   “I was thinking we should introduce a secondary love interest for Paige mid- to late- season,” Gloria proposed. “Someone cut from a different cloth than her boyfriend. Those love triangles are awfully popular with the female demographic.”
 
   “Shipper wars.” Guillen grinned and rubbed his hands together. “I love it.”
 
   “Are you thinking male or female?” Edward asked.
 
   Gloria tapped a red twist against her lips in thought. “I’m not sure. Do you think the network would let us slip a gay character into the show, Troi?”
 
   Troian sat at the head of the rectangular table. She scribbled a note for herself on a pad of paper. “Let’s put a pin in that idea for now. I meet with the producer from the network later this week. I’ll run it by him then.”
 
   “What if the secondary love interest is one of the mutants?” I spoke up.
 
   “Oh, that’s good,” Aviva approved. “And she’s not supposed to be into him.”
 
   “Or her,” Edward added.
 
   Guillen nodded his head in agreement. “I can picture it now—very Romeo and Juliet. I like it.”
 
   “What about a name for the character?” Aviva asked.
 
   “We can figure that out later once we determine the love interest’s gender,” Troian noted.
 
   “Hunter,” I blurted out. 
 
   I felt more than a dozen pair of eyes on me. My friend snickered at the end of the table. 
 
   “Hunter.” I cleared my throat and repeated myself. “It could be a gender neutral name and then we don’t have to change it up,” I justified. 
 
   “Hunter is a girl’s name, too?” Edward questioned.
 
   I thought about my own Hunter. “Very much so.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Things had been tense in the days since Hunter had been back in Minnesota. Neither of us had brought up the scene from the night before her flight or even the uncomfortable event at the passenger unloading area at the airport. It wasn’t avoidance, however. I was working longer hours because I needed to finish the first draft of my episode, and her shifts at the hospital had been unpredictable. In order to bookend enough time to visit me, she’d had to take on other people’s hours, and as a result, the double shifts seemed to have no end. 
 
   When we did find time to connect, her temper was uncharacteristically short-fused. She seemed to get angry about the most trivial things, but instead of pointing out that I wasn’t the one she was angry and frustrated with, I tried to be accommodating, understanding, and supportive. We were in the middle of one of those conversations online when she finally broke. Sylvia needed booster shots for her vaccines and Hunter was stressing about finding time to bring her to the veterinarian.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She exhaled loudly, disturbing hair that fell in front of her face. “The last few days have been a nightmare. My hours need to normalize soon, or I’m going to burn myself out.”
 
   I knew too well the annoyance of being a junior staff member. I’d put in my years, however, and had jumped through all the hoops the university had required of me. If I returned to teaching in January, it would start all over again in a few short years as I attempted to climb from Associate Professor to Professor. 
 
   “How can you get more regular hours?” I asked.
 
   “In the short term, stop working so many doubles,” she said with a grimace. “Long term, earn more degrees. Pick a specialization.”
 
   “More specialized than neonatal care?”
 
   “I was actually thinking about getting my Master’s degree and becoming a nurse midwife. Or maybe something in fertility to help people have babies.”
 
   “That sounds like a really great idea, Hunt,” I smiled. “I bet you’d be fantastic at that.”
 
   She looked uncomfortable. The weight of it showed on her youthful features. “I looked into taking some classes part-time at the University of Minnesota to work towards my Master’s. I can do some course work online, but I’d have to be on-the-ground for the clinicals.”
 
   “Minnesota?” I repeated. “What about California?”
 
   “The more I’ve been thinking about it, I don’t think it would make sense for me to move to out there, try to find a job, and get accepted into a master’s program. It would be more efficient and take less time if I went to school here.”
 
   “I could help pay for school in California,” I offered. “You wouldn’t have to find a job. You could be a full-time student and get through the program even more quickly.”
 
   “It wouldn’t help my career to stop nursing while I’m getting an advanced degree in nursing,” she pointed out. “Besides, my parents paid for my undergraduate degree; I want to do this myself. I went from my parents paying my bills to my girlfriend paying them. I’m supposed to struggle and make stupid mistakes that I may or may not learn from. Life is supposed to be messy, and I’ve only ever been neat.”
 
   “What is this really about?” I sensed that this was more than just a rough patch at work or the desire to go back to school and get an advanced degree.
 
   “I’m in a rut,” she admitted. “I feel like my life has lost its spontaneity. I go to work, come back to the house, talk to you on Skype, go to bed, and repeat.”
 
   “That’s what happens when you get old and have a full-time job,” I quipped a little too carelessly. 
 
   She shook her head. “It would be different if you were with me. I can’t remember the last time I went out and had any fun.”
 
   “You don’t have to come straight home after work, Hunt. This isn’t high school when your parents have given you a curfew. And we don’t have to talk all the time if you feel like it’s keeping you from things you’d rather be doing.” My words left a bitter taste in my mouth, but I worked to keep my tone neutral. After a long day at work, I wanted nothing more than to come home to her. “You should go out with your friends, be young, have fun.”
 
   “That’s just it. I am young, but our situation is making me feel like an old, married lady. I want to go on dates. I want to hold hands, and have someone to kiss, and go to sleep with at night. I want romance and surprises and butterflies in my stomach.”
 
   I felt myself unraveling. “This thing we’re doing right now with the distance, it’s not forever. It’s only temporary. Once I figure out if California is right for me, I’ll either come back to Minnesota or—”
 
   “Or you’ll expect me to move to California to be with you,” she interrupted.
 
   “Hold up,” I frowned deeply. “Expect? You’re making it sound like I’m some overbearing brute, forcing you to move against your will. When I first decided I was going to come out here, you wanted to come with me.”
 
   “I know I did. And I should probably thank you for not letting me follow you out there.”
 
   “Would it have been that bad?” 
 
   “Maybe not at first. But you were right. It would have put an unfair strain on our relationship. Nik and Troian can handle it because they’ve been together for so long. But we wouldn’t have.” She exhaled deeply. “I don’t think I can visit you anymore. It’s too hard to see you and then have you taken away.”
 
   Her words gave me pause. “Okay.” I licked at lips that had suddenly gone dry. “I’ll just come see you then.”
 
   Her head dropped and her eye contact disappeared. The next words that came out were little more than a whisper: “Maybe you shouldn’t.”
 
   “So you don’t want to see each other until the end of my sabbatical?” I rapidly worked the muscles in the back of my jaw.
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know.” She exhaled loudly, and her shoulders slumped.
 
   “What are you saying?” 
 
   “I’m saying . . . I’m saying that maybe we should think about hitting the pause button.”
 
   My mouth went dry. “You—you want to break up?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “You want to go on dates with someone who’s actually there and not a face on a computer screen,” I charged. “You said so yourself.”
 
   Her pause was pregnant. “I guess I did.” She drew in a great breath. “I’m not happy, Elle. And I want to be happy again.”
 
   “It sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought,” I stated quietly.
 
   “I have.” She bit her lower lip. “Elle—”
 
   “You’ve said what you wanted to say,” I interrupted. “And unless you want to take it back, I don’t know what else there is to talk about tonight.”
 
   I shut my laptop lid, effectively hanging up on her. It was juvenile, but I couldn’t handle hearing any more words like ‘breaking up’ or ‘needing time’ tonight.
 
   My phone rang and a picture of her face popped up on my cell phone screen, but I sent the call straight to voicemail. She didn’t leave a message. Instead, she called a second time, but I once again forwarded the call to my recorded message. 
 
   I put my phone on silent and stashed it in a bureau drawer. I couldn’t deal with this right now. I couldn’t deal with this ever.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I sat with Troian in her office, looking over the initial edits she’d given me on the first rough draft of my episode’s script. She hadn’t asked me how the rest of my weekend with Hunter had been, and I hadn’t offered up any information, especially not how we were on rocky footing. There was no use bringing in anyone else into my mess, not even my best friend, until I knew what exactly was happening with us.
 
   I had woken up to nearly one hundred missed calls from Hunter, but not a single voicemail or text message. My e-mail inbox was similarly empty. I wondered if she would have had any words for me if I had answered one of her many, many calls or if we would have both been silent, just breathing into the receiver.
 
   Troian’s fingers hit a number of keys on her desktop computer’s keyboard and then she sat back in her office chair. “Well, it’s official.”
 
   “What is?” I asked, looking up from my thick stack of papers.
 
   “I’m getting married.”
 
   I arched an eyebrow. “Was that up for debate before?”
 
   “I just put the rest of the deposit down on the wedding venue.”
 
   “Ah,” I said, catching on. “So I guess there’s no turning back now.”
 
   Troian smiled. “I know this is the part where I’m supposed to get nervous and second-guess getting married, but I’ve never felt so sure or so confident about anything in my life.”
 
   “It helps that you’re marrying an amazing woman,” I pointed out. 
 
   “You don’t have to tell me,” Troian enthused. “I know what I’ve got; I know how fucking lucky I am that she wants to spend the rest of her life with me.”
 
   “So tell me about the venue.” I didn’t really care; I’d never been into wedding planning. It wasn’t me. If I had ever been with someone long enough that marriage came on the table, I doubted I would want a formal ceremony. But to see Hunter in a wedding gown, walking toward me down the aisle, face lit up like it was Christmas morning … yeah, I’d be into that.
 
   “Are you even listening to me?” Troian scowled.
 
   I shook my head and rattled images of Hunter in a white dress out of my head. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”
 
   “It’s a vineyard in Sonoma.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “The place where I’m getting married!” Troian huffed.
 
   “But you don’t drink. You get all red in the face.”
 
   “I know. But everyone else who’ll be there drinks. Plus, Nik always wanted an outdoor farm kind of wedding. Or an orchard or something.”
 
   “Sounds like it’ll be lovely. Where’s the honeymoon? Wait—you’re having a honeymoon, right? Please tell me you’re not coming back into work the day after your wedding.”
 
   “We might not still have jobs by the time my wedding happens, so I’m not worrying about that yet.”
 
   “Are you really worried the studio is going to end your contract if this show flops?”
 
   “I dunno.” Troian shrugged. “If it happens I could always just use my gay card, I suppose. Charge them with discrimination.”
 
   “You never use your gay card; are you even sure you know where it is?”
 
   “It’s probably in the pocket of an old pair of cargo pants.”
 
   “Or an old pair of basketball shorts,” I added with a grin that somehow found its way onto my face despite the foreboding feeling sitting heavy on my chest.
 
   “I’m glad we’re friends,” she smiled.
 
   “Ditto.”
 
    
 
    
 
   When I got home from work that day, I knew I couldn’t avoid Hunter forever. I called her phone, although I wasn’t entirely sure of her work schedule. While she remained low nurse on the totem pole, her hours were wont to change at the last minute.
 
   “You’ve been avoiding me,” she said in lieu of a hello.
 
   “Not without reason,” I countered.
 
   We were both silent for a long moment, each carefully weighing our next words.
 
   Her tone was matter-of-fact when next she spoke: “This isn’t going to go away or be resolved by ignoring it.”
 
   “I know.” I sighed heavily into the phone. I ran my fingers through my hair and tugged in frustration. 
 
   “When you come back—if you come back,” she qualified, “maybe we can try again.” 
 
   A lump caught in my throat. “So you’re serious about this? That you want to break up?”
 
   “I love you, Ellio,” she said. “And that’s why this distance has been so hard. If I loved you any less, I wouldn’t miss you everyday. I wouldn’t want to be with you all the time.”
 
   “So we’re breaking up because you love me too much?” The words got caught in the back of my throat, tangled up in a strangled sob. “There’s not … someone else is there?”
 
   “Of course not,” she immediately dismissed. “I’ve been entirely devoted to you—emotionally and physically.”
 
   In some ways I thought it might have been easier if she’d found somebody new or if her feelings for me had changed because of the distance. I couldn’t understand this need to break up if there wasn’t someone waiting in the wings.
 
   “I’ll still watch Sylvia,” she said, still in that maddeningly practical voice. “You don’t have to worry about finding a new cat sitter. I made a promise to you about that, and I’m not going to break it.”
 
   I bit my tongue. I was bitter, and scathing, aggressive words would do nothing to make this situation any better.
 
   The call ended, and with it, inexplicably, our relationship. I carefully placed my phone down on the countertop as if too much pressure might cause it to shatter. I stared at the screensaver: Hunter’s beautiful, youthful smiling face—naturally. I stared at the image until the phone went to sleep and the picture faded to black. 
 
   I had no idea what to do with myself or how to feel. In the absence of clear action, I got in my car and drove. I didn’t bother typing a destination into my navigation system because I didn’t know where I was going. The only thing I knew was that I had to get away. I kept driving until I had escaped the tall skyscrapers of the city and had found the limitless horizon where I could finally breathe again. 
 
   I pulled my car onto the shoulder of a county highway when I spied the ocean beyond a sand dune. I abandoned my shoes in the sand on my way to the shoreline. The sand was still warm beneath my feet from that day’s sun and it squeaked with each determined step.
 
   I didn’t know where I was or if I’d even found a public swatch of beach, but I didn’t care. It was unlike me; I was a rule follower who got ulcers from the grey areas in life. But maybe being with Hunter had cured me of that; we’d only ever existed in the grey.
 
   It was a calm evening and miniature whitecaps lapped at the edge of the sandy coast. The water was cold against my ankles, but no colder than swimming in the Great Lakes, even in the middle of the summer months. I stood in the shallows and wiggled my toes in the muddy, saturated sand until my feet disappeared from view. Disbelief washed over me like the crashing waves against the shoreline.
 
   As I stood in silence, gazing out along the water’s rippled surface, the tears refused to come; it was like my whole person had become numb, much like my feet in the brisk ocean water. I was only aware of a tiny cut on my lower right leg, which I’d probably nicked in the shower. The saltwater stung, but it was nothing compared to what was happening to my heart.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   What’s the right way to grieve? What’s the appropriate amount of time to feel sorry for yourself? I didn’t know the rules—I’d never been in this situation before—to truly be in love and to have it snatched away with no warning. I spent a lot of time at the beach over the next few days, looking out at the great vastness that was the Pacific Ocean and tried not to feel insignificant. What was one more heartbreak to the world? What was one more salty tear to the ocean? 
 
   My mother had once told me that in every relationship there was a gardener and a flower. It was an unexpected analogy considering my mom’s inability to grow anything, but maybe that’s why it was so appropriate. It also hadn’t escaped my notice that she’d once again borrowed an idea from one of my favorite childhood stories, this time from The Little Prince. I hadn’t thought my mom had played much of an influence on my life, especially not my love life, but as I stood ankle-deep in seawater, feeling the compelling tug of the tide and undertow, I thought about the gardener and the flower. 
 
   If you never give someone the power to love you, they can never take that love away. I’d remained guarded in my adult relationships, keeping partners at arm’s length. I had always prided myself on not crying in front of others, showing no vulnerability or weakness. Only with Hunter had those carefully constructed walls begun to crumble away. I’d fallen in love, but more damaging, I’d fallen in trust. I couldn’t say for sure who had been the gardener and who the flower in our relationship; I’d like to think I’d finally found an equal, someone who tended to me as I had to her. As a writer and English professor, I knew the power of words—and with a few words she had unraveled my world. 
 
   The tears refused to come, even a week divorced from my last conversation with her. I was in denial; it didn’t feel real. None of my life felt authentic or mine since I’d arrived in California. I’d dismissed those feelings, chalking it up to a transitional period, but I still had nightmares about class lectures going poorly, not dreams about showing up to a pitch meeting with nothing prepared.
 
   Because of her busy schedule I didn’t see much of Troian during the work week unless she had time to be in the writer’s room. The network had her tied up in production meetings or scouting new talent for guest appearances on future episodes. Getting picked up for a full season run was on the forefront of everyone’s minds, and until that happened, I wouldn’t get my friend back. 
 
   I knew it wasn’t her fault, but a part of me couldn’t help feeling abandoned by my best friend at the moment I needed her the most. In the absence of Troian, I found myself spending more time with Nikole, helping with wedding preparation while Troian’s days remained monopolized with work. I was sure we both would have rather been spending our free time with a different person, but I was happy for the distraction and she was grateful for the help, even if I was no professional wedding planner. 
 
   It was a bright Sunday afternoon. Troian had to meet with the network’s casting agent, so Nikole and I explored a garden center in the outskirts of Los Angeles.   
 
   “Did Troian put you up to this?”
 
   Nik shook her head. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “It’s Hunter’s birthday.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I’m pretty sure Troian asked you to babysit me today because she’s afraid I’m going to do something reckless and stupid.”
 
   “I wanted someone’s opinion on flower arrangements, and Troian didn’t have time today. But yes, she might have mentioned something about keeping an eye on you.”
 
   “What’s our mission today?” I asked, trying to shake off the gloom that perpetually hovered around me these days like a thick fog bank.
 
   “Bouquets for the brides and centerpieces for the reception tables. I’m thinking something wild and natural looking; not artificially dyed flowers and definitely no gerbera daisies.”
 
   In our small college town, and with Minnesota’s curtailed growing season, Nik would have been limited in her options; she probably would have grown her own flowers, actually, even though her business specialized in landscaping, not bridal bouquets.
 
   “Do you have your dress picked out?” I asked.
 
   She nodded. “Yup.”
 
   “Do I get to see it?”
 
   “Not before I walk down the aisle,” she informed me. “I’m sure you’re a good secret keeper, but if Troi found out that you got to see the dress when I’m making her wait—”
 
   “She’d flip her lid,” I nodded.
 
   “That, or she’d pout and give me puppy dog eyes until I finally caved. Trust me,” she laughed, “it’s better for everyone involved if I keep it a secret until the wedding.”
 
   “Are you getting nervous?”
 
   “Not for the actual ceremony, but I am getting a little anxious that we’ve put off so many details until now. I keep telling Troi we need to finalize these decisions. That wedding day is sneaking up on us.”
 
   “And with Troian in production meetings all the time, I’m sure that makes it even harder to find the time to make those decisions,” I noted.
 
   Nikole nodded thoughtfully as we moved from one greenhouse to the next. “She tells me year two will be easier when all she has to really worry about is the scripts. There’s just been so much front loading with set construction and crew and casting decisions and if the show will even get a full season,” she listed off. “I think I underestimated what her getting this job would mean.”
 
   “I don’t think any of us realized how time consuming it would be for her as showrunner,” I sympathized. 
 
   “Last May was the cruelest month. The pilot had been filmed, the director had finished his cut—which Troi hated, by the way—but there was nothing to do but wait to hear if the network was going to pick up the pilot.”
 
   “And now we wait again,” I observed. The pilot was actually airing in a few days. Everyone was on edge, frazzled, and emotionally exhausted from the stress of not knowing.
 
   “I’m actually kind of glad we have this wedding to plan,” Nikole remarked. “It’s at least been a distraction from all of that.”
 
   “And I’m happy to help.” I stopped in front of a grouping of gardenias and rubbed the soft pedals of the white flower between my thumb and forefinger. “Although I don’t know if this chore was necessarily the best errand to invite me along to. I hated flowers until I met Hunter. Now I can’t seem to see a fresh-cut arrangement without thinking about her.”
 
   “It’ll take some time,” Nik acknowledged, “but you’ll get there.”
 
   I left the flower alone. “Yeah. Maybe,” I sighed, shoulders drooping. 
 
   “You know you can stay in our guest room if you’re feeling overwhelmed or sad or lonely or whatever it is that you’ve been feeling too much of.”
 
   “I’m trying not to feel much at all, honestly,” I said as we continued to walk among the rows and rows of fragrant flowers. “It’s been easier to not feel anything at all. If I don’t acknowledge that I’m capable of emotions, then I can’t get hurt.” 
 
   “That doesn’t sound very healthy,” Nik admonished.
 
   “I know it’s not,” I admitted. “But it’s the best I can do right now.” If I could have removed my heart and buried it in one of these flowered pots to keep from feeling anything, I would have. 
 
   “I’ve got some great women working for me right now. Just your type, too—blonde, legs for days. I could introduce you,” she suggested.
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but I’m no good for anyone right now. I’m not in a mindset where I could jump back into a relationship.”
 
   Nik nudged me playfully in the ribs. “Who said anything about a relationship?”
 
   “You’re as bad as Troian,” I said with a rueful shake of my head.
 
   “When you spend that much time with a person, it’s bound to rub off.”
 
   “I could only hope that some of Hunter’s goodness rubbed off on me and made me a better person,” I sighed.
 
   “I think the fact that you haven’t hopped into bed with the next girl in a skirt is evidence of that,” Nik pointed out. 
 
   “Or I’m really too broken to even pretend to have a libido these days,” I countered.
 
   Nikole frowned. “I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be cheering you up, not saying things that remind you of Hunter.”
 
   “You might as well be a mute then,” I said with a soft laugh. “Because short of a lobotomy, I don’t think anything will stop me from thinking about her.”
 
   Nik looped her arm around my shoulder. We were the same height, which made the gesture easier than if Troian had tried the same move. “How about we just get you a beer instead?”
 
   I nodded vigorously. “Yes, please.”
 
    
 
    
 
   After flower shopping, I returned to my apartment to clean up. An hour or so later, I was letting myself into Nik and Troian’s apartment for a night out with my friends. Agitated voices grew louder when I unlocked the door with the key they’d given me and let myself in. At first I thought the noises were coming from the television, but after a short moment, I realized that the voices belonged to Troian and Nikole, and they were fighting. 
 
   I would have turned on my heel and promptly marched out, not wanting to interrupt or embarrass them that I’d overheard, but then I heard my name: “Elle’s going to lose her shit.”
 
   Curiosity won over propriety, and I moved silently through the house to find them. There weren’t too many places they could be. Unlike the sprawling rental home the studio had lent them when Troian had first accepted the job, their new apartment had similar limited square footage to my apartment.
 
   The narrow entry hallway opened up into a small living room that spilled into the eat-in kitchen with its stainless steel appliances, dark wood cabinets, and grey spackled concrete countertops.
 
   “Elle will be fine,” I heard Nikole’s reasonable tone.
 
   “Yeah,” Troian snapped back, “because we’re gonna stop it from happening.”
 
   “And how exactly do you suggest we do that?” Nikole’s voice rose in volume.
 
   I felt bad for creeping in the hallway while they continued to debate, not knowing I was eavesdropping, but my curiosity demanded I find out what they were talking about.
 
   “Un-invite her.”
 
   “We can’t do that.”
 
   “Why the hell not?” Troian demanded.
 
   “Because it’s rude.”
 
   “Yeah, well it was pretty fucking rude of her to break my best friend’s heart. I can’t believe you sent her an invitation after what she did.”
 
   I inhaled sharply. They were talking about Hunter. 
 
   “You know I mailed out those invites ages ago,” Nikole sharply pointed out. “How was I supposed to know they’d break up?”
 
   “You invited her,” Troian continued to rant, “so you get to un-invite her.”
 
   “Oh, really?” I could hear the heated challenge in Nikole’s voice.
 
   I cleared my throat and scuffled my shoes on the hallway floor. I needed to alert them of my presence before I witnessed an escalated fight. The voices in the kitchen fell silent. I rounded the corner and entered the room. Both Troian and Nikole were huddled conspiratorially around the kitchen island.
 
   Nicole refused to look in my direction, no doubt embarrassed that I’d overheard them. Troian, however, glared at me. “How long have you been standing there?”
 
   I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Pretty long. Guess you want your apartment key back, huh?”
 
   “So you heard about our new addition to the wedding guest list?” Troian asked.
 
   I nodded. “It’s fine. I’ll survive. I’m an adult.” The words felt robotic. I had no other choice, but to let robo-Elle take over.
 
   “See?” Nikole finally turned to me and spoke. “I told you she would be fine.”
 
   Troian scowled. “I call bullshit. I don’t know how any of this can be considered fine.”
 
   “Maybe we won’t even bump into each other. I’ll be busy with Best Woman duties.”
 
   “That’s still not a thing,” Troian grumbled.
 
   “Are we going out tonight?” I asked. “I shaved my legs and I’m wearing a dress. I’d hate for both of those things to go to waste.”
 
   I didn’t feel much like going out and being social after this new revelation about Hunter, but hanging out with my two best friends was always a better option than going home to an empty apartment with only my thoughts and a liquor cabinet to keep me company.
 
   “Yes. We are most definitely going out tonight.” Nikole stood from her stool. “I’ll be right back. My clutch is in the bedroom.” Her high heels clicked down the hallway.
 
   “Okay. Time for real talk,” Troian announced.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “It’s just me and you. How do you really feel about this Hunter thing?”
 
   I winced at the sound of her name from my best friend’s mouth. “Real talk?”
 
   Troian nodded.
 
   “It sucks,” I said in truth.
 
   “Why would she RSVP?” Troian demanded, still sounding annoyed.
 
   I sighed and rubbed at my temples. “Because she’s polite.” 
 
   “You know what I mean; if you two are separated, then why would she even come to my wedding?”
 
   “It’s Nik’s wedding, too,” I reminded her. “And it’s not like she and I don’t have anything to do with each other. She lives in my house and is taking care of my cat. Maybe this is her way of seeing if we can still be friends.”
 
   “So you don’t want me to un-invite her,” Troian guessed.
 
   “No. It’s not necessary. I meant what I said before: I can be an adult about this.”
 
   “I suppose there’s a first time for everything,” Troian smirked.
 
   
 
 
   Batch 19 was a Prohibition Era-themed bar that featured classic cocktails and strong moonshine that was borderline illegal. On weekday nights it played host to local burlesque troupes to draw in a larger crowd. The cocktail waitresses wore bustiers and micro skirts that left little to the imagination. My inner feminist reviled the bar’s uniforms, especially considering the handlebar-mustached bartenders wore full-length pants and long-sleeved dress shirts, but my eyes enjoyed the show the more I plied myself with alcohol.
 
   “Why whenever we go out it’s to places where women are barely wearing any clothes?” 
 
   Nikole’s eyebrows rose. “You sound like you’re complaining.”
 
   “No, never complaining,” I clarified. “Just making an observation.” I took a tentative sip from my brandy Old Fashioned. I tended to shy away from hard liquor in favor of craft beer and wine, but the club had a limited selection of libations.
 
   Along one wall was the tiny bar, crowded with men in tailored suits who looked like they’d come straight from the office. It made me thankful that Troian had reserved a table service booth for us so I didn’t have to fight the suited crowds whenever my beverage ran low.
 
   “Someone just grabbed my ass,” Troian announced.
 
   Nikole leaned closer to her fiancée, looking amused rather than offended. “Can you blame them? It’s pretty grabbable.”
 
   Troian yelped and Nikole smiled broadly. Her hands were out of view, but I was pretty sure she’d just taken firm control of the situation. The interaction instantly made me miss Hunter. Just when I was starting to forget about the heartache, little things or sweet, funny moments had me wishing she was there. It snuck up on me like an unexpected beer buzz.
 
   
 
  

I followed my two friends away from the bar to a bottle service table Troian had called ahead and reserved for us. The VIP table was large enough to accommodate at least eight people, and I felt conspicuously self-important with just the three of us around the table.
 
   “Hey, isn’t that Lucy Denario over there?” Troian called out.
 
   I squinted my eyes to cut through the darkness of the club. I spotted the dark-haired woman to whom Troian had referred. She was smiling and laughing with one of the dime-a-dozen suited men in the bar. There was nothing unique or remarkable about the man. He was attractive, albeit a generic handsomeness that became everyday the longer one lived in California. It was how working at a strip club could desensitize a person to nudity. After a while, you simply stopped noticing all the pretty faces. If we had been back in Minnesota, he probably would have been considered one of the state’s most eligible bachelors, but here in La-La Land he was simply another attractive person.
 
   “Who’s Lucy Denario?” Nikole asked.
 
   “One of the actresses from the show,” I explained.
 
   When Lucy noticed my stare, it took her a moment to recognize my cohorts and me. Not only did the bar’s low lighting make it difficult to recognize facial features, but also I imagined looked different here than in the writer’s trailer.
 
   She said something to the milquetoast man and left his side to cross the club over to our table. 
 
   “Hey you guys,” she greeted with a smile. “Small world. Mind if I join you?” Not waiting for a response, Lucy slid into the table with us. She fanned her hand in front of her face. “God, it’s a sausage-fest here tonight.” I couldn’t tell if she was complaining.
 
   “There was a burlesque show earlier,” Troian said.
 
   “Now it makes sense.” Lucy nodded and brought her drink to her lips. “I suppose guys feel less creepy about burlesque than a straight up strip club. They can explain it off to their wives that it’s historical or art or something,” she laughed.
 
   “And the lesbians, too,” Nikole inserted.
 
   Lucy’s eyes narrowed. “Have we met? Do you work for the show, too?”
 
   Nikole shook her head. “No, I’m just with this one,” she said, jerking her thumb in Troian’s direction.
 
   “Ahhh, the girlfriend.”
 
   “Fiancée,” I corrected.
 
   Lucy laughed. “My bad. When’s the wedding?”
 
   “Middle of November,” Troian noted.
 
   “Getting nervous?” Lucy prodded with a bright, infectious smile. “Have everything planned?”
 
   “The invites are out,” I supplied. 
 
   Troian shot me an exasperated look. “I swear I didn’t know she’d sent her an invitation.”
 
   “I told you it’s okay,” I dismissed. “She was Nik’s friend before we even met.”
 
   Lucy looked back and forth between Troian and me. “What am I missing?”
 
   I took another slug from my drink. “It’s nothing. My ex-girlfriend is coming to their wedding. It’ll be the first time we’ve seen each other since the break up.”
 
   “Awesome,” Lucy exclaimed. “I hope I’m invited to the wedding. I love lesbian drama.”
 
   Nikole leaned toward Troian and whispered something in her ear, and Troian nodded at whatever she’d said. Nikole grabbed her clutch from the tabletop and made a move to stand up.
 
   Lucy noticed the motion. “You guys aren’t leaving already, are you?” she pouted.
 
   “I’ve got to get Nik home,” Troian said. “She has an early meeting with a potential client, and I’ve got production meetings all day.”
 
   Lucy looked to me with large, expressive eyes. “What about you, Elle?”
 
   “I drove, so I should probably be going, too.” Troian’s car didn’t have a backseat and Nikole’s SUV wasn’t ideal for city driving, so we’d taken my car to the downtown Los Angeles club.
 
   “We can take a cab home,” Nikole assured us. “You don’t have to cut your evening short on account of us.”
 
   Lucy turned back to me, waiting my response.
 
   “I don’t have any place to be,” I shrugged. I had a brainstorming session with the other writers in the morning, but it was nothing that required I be presentable or be at the top of my game.
 
   “I’m supposed to meet up with some friends at a club across town,” Lucy said. “Do you want to come with?”
 
   “I don’t know; am I dressed for it?”
 
   She grabbed my elbow and grinned. “You look great.” She hopped up from the table and tugged at the bottom of her fitted dress, which had crawled up her thighs while she’d sat. “Let me just go to the bathroom and then we can go.” 
 
   Troian cleared her throat when Lucy had disappeared for the restroom. “You know what I’d recommend.”
 
   “I never like your ideas.” I tipped my glass and drained the rest of my drink.
 
   “You’re relatively young and attractive.”
 
   I made a face. “And your point is?”
 
   “This is your opportunity to get out there and sample the local fare. I’d stay out of Lucy’s bed,” she qualified, “but I’m sure she’ll introduce you to some interesting people tonight.”
 
   “It’s too soon,” I insisted.
 
   Troian shook her head. “No such thing.”
 
   When Lucy returned tableside, we hugged our goodbyes, and I followed her to the exit. 
 
   “My car’s with the valet,” I said when we stepped outside. “Do you want to give me this place’s address and I’ll meet you there?”
 
   “You’ve still got a lot to learn about LA living,” she laughed, white teeth gleaming. “I’ll drive.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The evening was clear, and Lucy drove with the moon roof of her sporty coupe open. It had been hot in the club, but now the night air chilled my overly stimulated skin. As she zipped around the night traffic, I held tight to the rollover bar. 
 
   “How long have you lived in LA?” I asked, making conversation to fill the silence.
 
   “All my life,” she said. 
 
   “Did you always want to be an actress?”
 
   “Pretty much. I started going on auditions when I turned eighteen. I didn’t think I could balance classes and a career as an aspiring actress, so I didn’t go to college. My parents freaked, but it’s their own fault for raising me in Hollywood.”
 
   We had driven only a few city blocks before Lucy pulled the car to a stop. We could have easily walked from Batch 19, but I kept that observation to myself. Lucy left her car keys with a dark suited man who stood in front of a nondescript building. It was constructed of large grey stones that made the three-story walkup look a little like a castle. The front windows were dark, and I could see no signage that indicated the name or even the existence of a nightclub.
 
   I followed Lucy, feeling a small amount of trepidation. I didn’t know her all that well. We’d worked together at table reads and had exchanged a few words during shooting, but that didn’t mean we were friends.
 
   Instead of walking up a concrete flight of steps, we climbed down another series that led to a dark red door. It looked like the entrance to a garden apartment, the fancy name given to basement rentals. She knocked twice on the door and a small window slid open. The night was too dark and the street poorly illuminated to see who was on the other side of the window.
 
   “Gretchen Von Neumann. And she’s with me,” she said, jerking her thumb in my direction.
 
   The small window slammed shut.
 
   “Is that some kind of password?” I asked.
 
   “Gretchen is my alias,” she explained. “No one uses their real name here. If we did, and the media ever got their hands on the membership roster, more than a few careers would be ruined.”
 
   “Membership?” I echoed. “Like a country club?”
 
   A shadow of a smile found its way onto her lips. “This ain’t your parents’ country club.”
 
   The door opened with a metallic clank like a drawbridge being lowered.
 
   “By the way,” she remarked, “they’ll probably make you leave your phone at coat check and have you sign a confidentiality clause.”
 
   The door opened wider, and I could hear the low thrum of bass. I stared at the dark entryway. It might as well have been a wormhole. “What is this place?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a sex club, silly.” Lucy’s hand was solid in the small of my back, and she urged me to step forward through the darkened door.  “Welcome to Nightshade.”
 
   “You’re meeting friends at a sex club?” I asked incredulously as she pushed me inside.
 
   She shrugged, looking nonplussed. “Security is tighter here than any other club in the city. You can drink, dance, have fun, and never have to worry about waking up to find your picture on TMZ.”
 
   “So you go to a sex club for the privacy,” I said, still in disbelief. 
 
   “And the sex,” she smiled. “It’s hard being a single ingénue in this city. Sleep with the wrong person and your reputation and budding career is ruined. Every member and their guests have to sign a confidentiality clause. What happens at Nightshade stays at Nightshade.”
 
   “Like Vegas, only better,” I remarked.
 
   “Much better,” she purred.
 
   She hadn’t been exaggerating about security. I had to turn my phone over to club staff so I couldn’t record the going-ons in the club, and I had to sign a number of legally binding documents before we were allowed admission.
 
   Beyond the darkened lobby area was the main bar, a circular-shaped room. Padded seating lined the perimeter and couples in various stages of dress were engaged in a plentitude of extracurricular activities. In the center of the large room was a similarly shaped bar, staffed by somber, practically bored-looking bartenders.
 
   Behind the bar staff, inside of the bar’s circle, was an elevated platform that served as a stage. The overhead spotlights shone down on a tall, dark-haired woman whose eyes were obscured by a mask. She wore long red gloves that reached her elbows. In one hand she held a cat of nine tails whip that she rotated between two submissives—one man and one woman.
 
   The man was muscled and oiled so his skin shimmered beneath the spotlights. He wore only a gold Speedo that nearly matched the color of his shaggy, surfer hair. The woman was similarly blonde—a typical California bronzed blonde. She was bent over a sawhorse and the dominatrix flicked her bare back with the light, biting touch of a whip.
 
   “See anything you like?”
 
   I knew I had stared for too long at the bound woman and the ball gag she strained against. “Maybe.”
 
   “So what’s your type?” she asked as we maneuvered deeper into the club. “Stone butch and packing? Studs? Bois? Lipstick? Pillow queen? Someone to train, perhaps?” It surprised me that for someone whom I believed to be straight, she knew the lingo.
 
   My eyes fell to a woman wearing only a pencil skirt and black bra. The corner of her mouth lilted in a small smile as our eyes connected. I felt under a spell like they were pumping aphrodisiac directly into the club.  My gaze followed the shirtless woman as she sauntered away, backside swaying with each step.  
 
   “I’m not picky.” I licked my lips. “I like women.”
 
   Lucy didn’t blink. “I think there’s a few of those here.”
 
   She left me to get us some drinks while I hung back and waited at a corner couch. I ran my hands over the front of my skirt. I felt overdressed, not because I was in a cocktail dress, but because I was wearing anything at all. 
 
   I had no idea where to look. Everywhere my eyes landed, I saw sex. It was like a recovering alcoholic in a liquor store. I had successfully navigated the past few weeks without going on the rebound, but this club was rapidly chipping away at my resolve.
 
   Lucy returned with a tray of shot glasses, each filled with mystery liquids, and two people in tow.
 
   “These are my friends, Jasper and Corinne,” Lucy introduced nodding to the woman and man who flanked her. I assumed the names were aliases. I’d have to remember to refer to Lucy as Gretchen. “Guys, this is …” She trailed off and arched a waiting eyebrow at me. I guessed I was supposed to give myself a new identity.
 
   I said the first name that came to mind: “Sylvia.”
 
   Jasper whispered something in Lucy’s ear. He was an attractive black man with a shiny, bald head and a manicured goatee. He wore tight jeans and an even tighter t-shirt that accentuated his pectoral muscles. 
 
   Lucy giggled at his words and slapped at his bicep. Her face became neutral a split-second later. “Jasper and I are going to make the rounds and see if anyone else we know is here tonight,” she announced. “The only downside of having to leave our phones at the front door is not being able to find each other once we’re here.” Her eyes leveled on me. “Will you be okay on your own?”
 
   I probably wouldn’t, but I wasn’t going to admit that out loud.
 
   Lucy set the tray of shot glasses on a low table. Jasper offered his arm to her, and I watched them disappear in the crowd.
 
   “They’re going to go fuck.”
 
   The voice startled me. I returned to Corinne’s emotionless face. “I guessed that, too.”
 
   Corinne was a small woman with a Mediterranean complexion. Her long dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that sat high on her head. She had impossibly long hair and eyelashes, which I guessed were both fake. Her silver halter dress all but disappeared when she sat down on the plush couch.
 
   “So what’s your story?” She plucked a shot glass from the tray Lucy had left behind and drank the liquid down. “Lucy told me at the bar that you’re a writer.”
 
   “You mean Gretchen told you,” I corrected her. 
 
   “Whatever. You can talk about anything you want inside the club.” Her nose crinkled. “It’s Hollywood, not the CIA.”
 
   “I write for Lucy’s show,” I confirmed. “And since we’re being transparent, my name’s Elle, not Sylvia.”
 
   “I’m Jasmine,” she returned, drinking down another shot. “Like the princess.” She motioned towards the tray of shots. “You’re falling behind, Elle. Keep up.”
 
   I was a beer drinker with the occasional glass of wine or champagne. Hangovers tended to follow me if I drank hard liquor, but I didn’t want to stick out more than I already did. I picked up one of the miniature glasses and inspected its clear contents.
 
   “What’s your flavor of choice?” she asked. “Men, women, or something in between?”
 
   “Women. You?” I drank down the shot and repressed a shudder as the liquid burned down my throat.
 
   “I’m pansexual.” Her lips twisted into a smirk. “But don’t tell my publicist that. Hollywood may boast how open-minded it is, but when it comes down to it, network suits are just as bigoted as the rest of the assholes in this world.”
 
   I studied her face a little longer, trying to place what show she worked for. With her heavy makeup and the club’s dim lighting it was hard to determine her age. She could have been in her mid-twenties and yet playing on one of those teen dramas I didn’t know.
 
   Jasmine scanned the lounge area and yawned. “This place is dead tonight,” she complained. I did a similar cursory scan, but didn’t come to the same conclusion. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what a wild evening at Nightshade looked like.
 
   She grabbed another shot glass and tipped the clear liquid back. It was her third shot in only a handful of minutes. She wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand and tossed the empty glass over her shoulder. “Do you want to get a room?”
 
   “A room?” I repeated, not understanding.
 
   “Yeah. This is all fun out here,” she said, gesturing to the bar scene before us, “but the real action is in the private rooms at the back of the club.”
 
   My eyes widened when I realized what she was asking. “Oh, I ... I’m not ... I’m not here for that.”
 
   Jasmine’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Lucy told me you just got out of a relationship.”
 
   “Lucy seems to have a big mouth.”
 
   Jasmine laughed and threw her head back. I knew I had to do something before the situation escalated any more. It had already gone well beyond my comfort zone.
 
   “You’re very lovely, Jasmine, and I’m very flattered,” I began. “And Lucy’s right—I did just get out of a relationship. But it’s really too soon for me.” I wiped clammy palms against my knees. “I wouldn’t have come tonight if I had known where Lucy was taking me.”
 
   “Really?” She arched an eyebrow. “You’re saying no?”
 
   I sucked in a deep breath through my teeth. “Really.”
 
   “It’s no strings attached.” She flashed me another smile, this one predatory. As she leaned toward me, her breasts nearly fell out of the top of her dress. “Unless you’re into that kind of thing.”
 
   Her hand fell to my bare knee and I leapt up from the couch, mumbling an excuse about early meetings or bedtimes or something equally lame. “I’m sorry. I really have to go. Enjoy your night.”
 
   I would have lingered longer and continued to apologize, but her eyes had already taken on a disinterested look, moving on to scan the club for someone more interesting than me.
 
   
+ + +
 
    
 
   My morning alarm went off and so did an explosion in my head. My stomach was gurgling and my head was pounding, but at least I had woken up in my own bed and alone. After running away from Jasmine and temptation, I’d taken a cab back home and gone straight to bed. My precautions, however, hadn’t saved me from a massive hangover.  
 
   Outside of my apartment, the sun was brutal; not even my largest pair of sunglasses offered me reprieve. And even though the studio was only a few miles away from my apartment, it still tried my patience on the way to work when I got caught at every stoplight on the way. By the time I found a parking spot, I was ready for the day to be over, but it hadn’t even begun.
 
   “God, you look rough,” Gloria bluntly observed when I stumbled into the writer’s trailer that morning. “Late night?”
 
   “Yup,” I rasped.
 
   I slumped down in my usual seat at the writer’s table.  Aviva was in her usual seat, typing away at her tablet and Gloria was reading through one of the trade presses. I winced at the sound of each turn of crisp newspaper. Edward and Guillen were still missing, so I didn’t feel as guilty about my disheveled appearance.
 
   While we waited for the guys to show up, I checked for missed messages on my phone while I waited for the rest of the writing staff to show up. 
 
   I had plans to send Troian a text that she was never allowed to leave me alone again. But when I opened my contact list, I noticed a new entry. Whoever had put it in hadn’t wanted me to miss it: there was an asterisk preceding the person’s name, which had catapulted it alphabetically to the top of my list. 
 
   * Jasmine
 
   “What the?”
 
   “Everything okay over there?” Gloria asked from her chair down the table. Her shrewd gaze fixed on me.
 
   I hadn’t meant to speak out loud. “Uh, yeah. Yeah. I’m good.”
 
   I stared at Jasmine’s contact information that was inexplicably programmed into my phone’s contacts. There was no way, even with all the alcohol I’d had, that I would have forgotten about acquiring her number. Plus, I had been required to leave my phone at Nightshade’s coat check for security reasons. Lucy must have returned to the coat check after she’d disappeared with Jasper and put her friend’s number into my phone. There was no other way to explain it.
 
   I was momentarily pulled from my thoughts when I sensed movement beside me. I looked up to see Sonja setting a chocolate-covered donut and a black coffee in front of me. I had been so fixated on my phone, I hadn’t noticed her arrival.
 
   “Troian might have mentioned this morning that you went out with Lucy Denario last night,” she explained the gift of food and drink.
 
   “I guess I’m not as young as I used to be,” I croaked. “When I woke up this morning, my body made that perfectly clear.”
 
   She seemed to lick her lips. “I think your body is doing just fine.”
 
   I had no idea what to say or how to respond, but luckily I didn’t have to. I’d forgotten to put my phone on silent and its shrill ringtone caused everyone in the room to jump.
 
   I silenced the ring, but when I saw it was Hunter calling, my heart leapt in my throat. I rarely heard from her beyond a random picture text every few days to let me know Sylvia was alive and that my house hadn’t burned down. I secured my phone and hustled outside of the trailer, leaving my donut, coffee, and Sonja behind. Maybe this was the universe rewarding me for good behavior.
 
   “Hey, can you talk?” she asked when I answered the call.
 
   “Sure. What’s up?” I tried to keep my tone casual. I didn’t want to get my hopes up.
 
   “I need to talk to you about something. But I’m not sure how to say it.”
 
   If she had started to date other people already, I was going to lose it. “Just say it.”
 
   “I told you I’d look after Sylvia and your house, and I’ll continue to do that, but I can’t live here anymore. It doesn’t feel right.”
 
   “But I don’t mind. It’s not like anyone else is going to be living there.”
 
   “I mind though. It was different when we were together, but now …” she trailed off. “I can’t continue to take advantage of your generosity.”
 
   “Do you want to pay rent?” I had no intention of keeping her money.
 
   “So you’d go from being my girlfriend to my landlord? No thanks. I’ll figure something out. You don’t have to worry about me.”
 
   “Good morning, Elle!” Edward cheerfully greeted. I covered the receiver with my hand and flashed a smile at my coworker as he walked by, belying my internal emotional struggle. 
 
   “You know that’s not a possibility for me,” I rasped into the phone.
 
   Housing was a challenge in our town. The city was small enough to begin with and the rental market was highly competitive because of the university. Rental agreements followed the cycle of the academic calendar. The only available apartments at this time of year would be those that had been picked over by college students. Troian and Nikole had finally sold their condo, so I couldn’t even suggest she move there.
 
   “I won’t be homeless,” she assured me. “I’ll only move out when I’ve found something more appropriate.”
 
   Maybe that would be never. I reluctantly agreed. “Okay.”
 
   I hung up and clenched my hand around my phone and made a throwing motion, although I didn’t actually throw it. So much for the universe rewarding me for good behavior.
 
   I opened up my hand and glared at my phone. The technology was neutral; it could bring me pain or pleasure. Before I could talk myself out of it, I swiped open my phone’s contacts and began to construct a text message: It’s Elle. Do you still want to get a room?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELve
 
    
 
    
 
   There were few things I could control about my life lately. I’d been disorganized and discombobulated by my new life in California. I hadn’t gotten to choose my apartment, I had little power over if the network picked up our show for a full season, and I hadn’t been able to do anything to convince Hunter to stay with me. But when I was Topping someone, I was in complete control.
 
   I’d worn an unassuming outfit of skinny jeans and a dark top to Nightshade, but I’d changed into a secondary outfit while I’d waited for Jasmine to show up. The bottom hem of my sheer white robe reached mid-thigh and I wore it untied in the front. Beneath the robe I’d opted for a simple pale pink bra and panty set, sexy enough not to be worn on an ordinary day, but sturdy enough for what this night promised. I didn’t have anything in my limited wardrobe that would have been more appropriate, but it wasn’t the clothes that made the Mistress, it was the attitude. The hungry look in Jasmine’s kohl eyes and the slight lilt to her wide mouth when she showed up told me she approved.
 
   “I got you a drink,” I said in greeting.
 
   “That was thoughtful, thank you,” she said, standing before me. “I have to admit, your text was unexpected.”
 
   “Was it?” 
 
   She hummed. “When you took off last night like a scared little church mouse, I didn’t think I’d hear from you again. What changed your mind?”
 
   “Does it really matter?”
 
   “I suppose not.” 
 
   I stood from the couch with the coaxing pull of my arm, but I still hesitated. I hadn’t been nervous showing up at Nightshade; for the first time in a long while, I was taking back control. But now that Jasmine was leading me down the narrow, dimly lit corridors of the club, I was having second thoughts.
 
   We stopped at an unmarked door. Jasmine fished a keycard out from somewhere and swiped it through an electronic card reader. The lock clicked open, and she pushed through the doorway. On the other side of the door was a private room, all in white. The walls were curved like the rest of the club and slightly padded. High vaulted ceilings and minimal furniture decorated the rest of the space. The floors were also white—a solid piece of marble. In the center of the circle-shaped room was a square bed. It was the only angle I had found in the entire club. The bed was covered in red silk sheets, another contrast from the all-white décor found elsewhere in the room. There was no headboard, but four solid-looking bedposts dotted the corners. 
 
   Jasmine crossed the room and her stiletto heels echoed against the floor. “The people who run this place have thought of every detail.” She pressed her hands against a compartment in the wall and a previously hidden drawer slid open. “Pick your poison.”
 
   Sex toys of various size, shape, and color lined the drawer. In an adjacent drawer were other items like eye masks, ball gags, and riding crops.
 
   I absently pulled a leather harness from the drawer. It had been some time since I’d used a strap-on on anybody, but I supposed it was like riding a bicycle—my muscle memory would eventually take over.
 
   “If you’re into something a little less conventional there’s probably a room for that particular kink,” Jasmine noted. “But I tend to shy away from anything that might leave a mark. For us actors and models, our bodies are our paycheck, after all.”
 
   I made a noise and returned the nylon harness back to its drawer.
 
   Jasmine shrugged out of her black sheer robe, and left it to pool at her ankles. A black bra cut across her flawless back. Her breasts threatened to fall out of the demi cups of the flimsy lace undergarment. Her black underwear covered most of her backside and attractively framed the taut globes.
 
   Her body was fit and disciplined. There were no signs of excess or a lack of control written on her figure. There were no visible flaws, no blemishes, as though her body itself had been subjected to a graphic designer’s photoshopping tools. 
 
   It was then that I realized we had collected a group of admirers who watched from a viewing area above. I wondered if completely private rooms existed, but I doubted that I’d become a regular at this club to find out. I wasn’t much of an exhibitionist, but it also didn’t bother me. If anything, it made the moment less intimate, which suited me just fine. This wasn’t about romance or courtship or getting to know you better. 
 
   Jasmine noticed my stare. “When you have to fight to keep your life private for the sake of your career, these semi-public moments are wildly erotic,” she explained.
 
   I could understand the thrill and attraction well.
 
   “So what do you think?” she asked, hands on her hips. “Too out of your comfort zone?”
 
   I sank down on the edge of the mattress. It was surprisingly cushioned. “You might not believe it, but this used to be my comfort zone.” I ran my hand over the silken sheets. “I used to live in this zone.”
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   “I’d have you on hands and knees, and your hands would be bound together in front of you as if prayer.” I released a wistful sigh. “You’d call me Professor, and you wouldn’t cum until I gave you permission to do so.”
 
   “Wow.” Jasmine blinked. “I-I had no idea.”
 
   “Never judge a book by its cover.”
 
   “I guess not,” she said with a rueful shake of her head. “So what happened? What changed?”
 
   “I met a girl.”
 
   “Is this the girl Lucy told me about?”
 
   I nodded. “But we broke up, and now I don’t know what to do with myself.”
 
   “Don’t you think the best way to get over her is to get back on the horse? Metaphorical of course,” she laughed. 
 
   I stood and tugged at the knotted rope at one of the mattress’s bedposts. “Normally that’s exactly what I would do. Find myself someone beautiful and uncomplicated. Something empty and meaningless.” I shot a smile in her direction. “No offense.”
 
   She returned my smile. “None taken.”
 
   “I don’t think this will ever be me anymore.”
 
   “My loss,” Jasmine sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t mean to waste your time.”
 
   “It’s not so bad. No one’s been real with me in a while. It’s kind of refreshing.”
 
   I stuck my hand out in parting. “Thanks for being so understanding, Jasmine. You really are lovely.”
 
   She took my hand and gently squeezed. “I hope you’re able to figure things out soon. And when you do,” she winked, “you have my number. Professor.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The way I saw it, I had two options. I could become that self-destructive person who drank and fucked around too much. Or I could throw myself into work and pour my overflowing emotions into my writing. At least something productive would come from my heartache. But I’d never been very good at doing the sensible thing—not when it came to my heart.
 
   In the weeks that followed, life fell into a routine. Most days I spent within the four walls of the writer’s room except for the occasional coffee breaks or lunch at the studio commissary. Weekends were the worst. Troian and Nikole were busy finalizing wedding details. I’d been invited along to things like cake tastings and picking out paper stock for place settings, but I’d felt like a third wheel even before Hunter had broken up with me. And truth be told, spending so much time with the happy couple made me realize how utterly alone I was.
 
   I was happy for my friends, obviously, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to a modicum of jealousy. I wanted what Troian had—not Nikole specifically—but I wanted to have that stability and unconditional love. I’d thought that’s where Hunter and I had been heading, but now I was back to square one. 
 
   I stood outside of the writer’s trailer, taking a mental break after a particularly aggressive brainstorming session that had split the writing staff. We were introducing the Hunter-mutant character as a love interest in my episode in order to divide the viewing audience and incite fandom, but in the process we had also divided the writers. Unexpectedly, our morning meeting had been spent debating which couple—Paige and her boyfriend, Andrew, or Paige and Hunter— would be End Game. 
 
   I found the whole debate relatively humorous and pointless, especially knowing that my episode might not ever see the light of day. That same night was the premier of the pilot, and depending on how viewers responded to this episode and the following three would determine if our silly little show about humans and mutants in high school would be picked up for a full season.
 
   I leaned against the side of the metal trailer and closed my eyes. Morning sun had warmed the aluminum siding and I felt its reassuring heat on my back through my layers of clothing. The sun was always out in southern California. 
 
   In the Midwest, the grass would be browning and leaves would be changing colors. But in the blacktop jungle of Los Angeles there were no seasons to mark the passage of time. Maybe that was the secret to eternal youth—if you didn’t acknowledge that summer had faded into fall, you had no reason to grow older.
 
   “Hi, Elle.”
 
   I opened my eyes at the call of my voice. The woman wore the costume of one of the mutant characters, but the bright overhead sun had blackened my vision so it took a moment longer for my eyes to readjust enough that I could recognize her face.
 
   “Hey, Lucy.” I hadn’t seen her since our encounter at Batch 19 and then Nightshade. Working on my episode had kept me isolated in the writer’s trailer rather than on the shooting set with the rest of the cast.
 
   “What did you do to Jasmine?”
 
   I pushed off the side of the trailer and straightened. “What?”
 
   Lucy folded her arms across her chest. “She can’t stop talking about you.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” I denied.
 
   “Jasmine is the most jaded, blasé person I know in a city full of cynical assholes,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “You did something.”
 
   In the days after the club, I had received a number of text messages from Jasmine, all asking the same thing: What are you doing tonight, Professor? Hopefully me ;)
 
   Despite the numerous invitations, I hadn’t gone back to the club, and I hadn’t responded to any of Jasmine’s messages. I knew if we ever met up again at Nightshade I would enjoy myself, but I also knew it was dangerous—a slippery slope I’d experienced before.
 
   “Weren’t you the one who said what happens in Nightshade stays in Nightshade?” I countered.
 
   “Oh ho ho,” Lucy chuckled, looking amused. “Is that so?”
 
   “What are you doing on our side of the lot?” I asked, re-directing the conversation. “Aren’t you shooting today?”
 
   Lucy’s eyes never left mine. “We’re taking a break so the technical crew can set up the special effects for the next scene.”
 
   “Have you gotten to breathe fire yet?” I grinned.
 
   “No. Think you can do something about that?” 
 
   I held up my hands. “You should ask Jane; I’m just a lowly writer.”
 
   Lucy snorted. “And owe her a favor? I wanna look cool on screen, but not that badly.”
 
   The network continued to be stingy about expensive computer graphics. I hoped that after the pilot aired and we found an audience, they would open up the coffers.
 
   “Are you watching the pilot tonight?”
 
   “I actually hate watching myself act,” Lucy admitted. “It’s weird, I know.”
 
   “I’m actually the same way, but with my writing,” I empathized. “Once it gets published, I never look at it again.”
 
   “I was thinking about going to Nightshade tonight to keep my mind off the pilot. You wouldn’t want to come along, would you?” Her genial smile turned into a lascivious leer. “I could ask Jasmine to meet up with us.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to have to pass.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” she shrugged. “If you change your mind though, you should come on by.” She glanced once at her phone. “Damn it. I should be getting back on set. See you later.”
 
   Lucy waved as she made her exit just as Troian approached me.
 
   Troian nodded her head in greeting. “She’s been hanging around a lot,” she observed.
 
   I shrugged. “I’m popular these days, what can I say?”
 
   Troian made a noise that let me know my response was inadequate. “And I heard you showed up at the brainstorming session after you went out with her, looking like the walking dead.”
 
   “Has my job performance fallen off, Boss?”
 
   “Don’t get cheeky with me,” Troian scolded. “What’s going on with you?”
 
   “I slipped up, okay?” I scowled.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean I almost had sex with one of Lucy’s friends. I wanted something detached and meaningless even if it meant having to take a scalding shower afterwards to scrub away the memory of it.” 
 
   “An actress?”
 
   I nodded guiltily.
 
   “Do I know her?”
 
   “You’d recognize her, I’m sure, but you don’t know her personally.”
 
   “I told you to be careful with them. They don’t live in the same world as us mortals.”
 
   “No, I know. Which is why you don’t have to worry about this becoming a thing.”
 
   Troian still looked skeptical, but I couldn’t blame her. I’d acted on a foolish impulse and the meeting had left me feeling more empty and despondent than before.
 
   “What pushed you over the edge? You kept saying it was too soon,” she asked.
 
   “Hunter moved out.”
 
   “You’re not together anymore,” she unnecessarily reminded me. “I don’t know why you’d think she’d keep living at your house, surrounded by your stuff.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t think it would happen,” I said, my voice rising in volume and heat. “So it felt like the final nail in the coffin of our relationship.”
 
   The disapproving look on Troian’s face was replaced with sympathy. “I’m sorry, Bookie.”
 
   “I’m sorry, too.” I apologized. “I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”
 
   “You’re forgiven,” she said. “I know this hasn’t been exactly what you expected.”
 
   “Let’s talk about something else,” I pled. “Anything.”
 
   “The pilot’s tonight,” she noted. “Are you going to the afterparty?”
 
   “Do I have to?” I practically pouted. 
 
   “Do you have something better to do tonight?” she pointed out.
 
   “I guess not.”
 
    
 
    
 
   A few hours later, I was pulling a flower garnish and oversized fruit slices out of my drink to get to the actual alcohol. The studio had rented a local tiki bar for a low-key afterparty. The décor was obnoxious, but the drinks were free, so I had no complaints. I recognized most people at the party, but I was still too new on staff to know everyone’s name or what their role was on the show. Most of the party seemed to cling to their own people—the cast in a tight, impenetrable circle, and the crew and writers in another. I stood with Troian and Nikole near the front of the bar.
 
   “How long until we know if people liked the pilot?” I asked. It had been hard to sit through the network premier of our show, even though I had had nothing to do with the content of that episode. I couldn’t imagine how hard it would become when shows I had actually been a part of made it on air—if that ever happened. 
 
   “The screeners went out to everyone from bloggers to the trade presses last week, but the overnights for the rest of the world will be waiting on my desk in the morning,” Troian said grimly. Out of everyone at the bar, she seemed the most anxious, understandably. 
 
   “Wow. So soon?”
 
   “Yeah. But the network won’t make a decision until we’ve been on air for a few weeks.”
 
   Nikole sighed beside me. “Can we talk about something besides the show?” I couldn’t blame her for being bored and frustrated; all we seemed to do lately was talk about work when we were together. It was a safe topic though. When I was thinking about plot lines for future episodes, I wasn’t obsessing about what Hunter was doing at that exact moment and whom she was doing it with.  
 
   My phone had been blowing up all night with congratulatory texts and phone calls about the pilot from everyone whom I’d ever met, except for one person—the only person I really wanted to talk to. But I hadn’t heard from her since she’d told me she was moving out.
 
   “Who’s that woman hitting on your assistant?” Nikole voiced.
 
   Troian’s head swung as if on a swivel. “Who? Where?”
 
   “Older woman in the power suit,” Nik said. “She’s standing by the Easter Island statue.”
 
   Troian stood nearly on tiptoe to get a better view. “Oh, that’s Jane.”
 
   At the mention of the creative consultant’s name, I turned my attention toward the two. I had never seen the woman before, only heard her name spoken. Standing near a giant stone totem that did resemble a bust one might find on Easter Island was a tall, slender woman in a meticulously tailored suit. The grey pinstriped material revealed an almost boyish build, and she wore a white dress shirt unbuttoned at the throat. 
 
   “Someone should rescue that poor girl,” Nikole noted, stirring her vodka tonic with a thin cocktail straw. “I’d do it, but I hardly know her.”
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Troian objected. “I’ve heard horror stories about what happens when Jane doesn’t get her way.”
 
   The fake smile plastered to Sonja’s bright face wasn’t as alarming as the way she kept taking a step back, only for Jane to immediately crowd her personal bubble again. Before long she would be cornered with no escape route. There was something in Sonja’s retreating body language that made me think of Hunter. She clearly didn’t want to be there, but was too polite or too inexperienced to know how to remove herself from this woman’s unwanted advances.
 
   “I’ll do it,” I announced.
 
   “I dunno, Bookie,” Troian hesitated. “Maybe we should mind our own business. Sonja’s a big girl. I’m sure she can take care of herself.”
 
   “What’s Jane going to do? Fire me?” I didn’t wait for my friend’s response. Instead, I strode purposely toward the corner where Jane and Sonja stood.
 
   “There you are!” I exclaimed, using my teacher voice to project my words above the bar’s music. It must have worked because both Jane and Sonja swung their heads in my direction.
 
   I swooped in and slid my arm around Sonja’s waist. “Sweetie, I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”
 
   Sonja’s jewel-colored eyes widened. “You have?”
 
   I tightened my arm around her waist and her hip bumped against mine. “I’m sorry I was so late. You know what traffic is like.”
 
   Sonja continued to look taken aback. An actress she was not. “That’s-that’s true.”
 
   I finally looked in Jane’s direction. Her facial features were sharp and angular, in deep contrast to Sonja’s wholesome softness. Her hair was dark and voluminous—a chaotic mass of untidy curls.
 
   “Thanks for keeping my girlfriend company,” I beamed. 
 
   The older woman’s lips pursed as she observed our interaction. I could see her eyes lingering at my arm, the one possessively around Sonja’s waist. “No problem at all,” she said coolly. “I’m glad to have been of service.”
 
   I gently tugged Sonja away from Jane and back in the direction of my friends. “My hero,” she murmured for only my ears.
 
   “You’re not the only one good at sensing unwanted advances,” I replied as I led her away from the creative consultant.
 
   I was sure Jane’s eyes were at our backs, so I kept my arm firm at Sonja’s waist all the way across the bar until we once again stood beside Troian and Nikole.
 
   “I’m impressed, Bookie,” Troian admired when we returned. “You managed to rescue Sonja without any bloodshed.”
 
   “I just killed her with kindness,” I modestly shrugged. “I could have tried to out-Alpha her, but what’s the point.”
 
   “Damn it.” Nikole snickered. “I would have paid good money to see that.”
 
   “Another time, perhaps,” I laughed, feeling more at ease and more like myself for the first time in a long time.
 
   “Thank you again for the rescue,” Sonja smiled graciously. “You’d think I’d be better at that by now, but I didn’t know how to get out of there.”
 
   “It’s no problem,” I dismissed. “We writers have got to stick together, right?”
 
   “Your drink is getting dangerously low,” Sonja observed. “Let me get you a refill.” She started in the direction of the bar, but I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back.
 
   “You’re not working this party, Sonja,” I said gently, “you’re here as a guest.”
 
   She stared down at my hand, the one still wrapped around her wrist. “O-okay.”
 
   I dropped her arm and ran an anxious hand through my hair, the same hand that had been touching her with such familiarity. “Besides, everyone needs a break from the grind once in a while.”
 
   Sonja nodded and lifted her glass. “Amen to that.” 
 
   I raised my glass in solidarity, and she smashed her drink into mine. The movement was too aggressive, however, and my pint shattered in my hand.
 
   “Oh my God,” Sonja gasped. “Are you okay?”
 
   Somehow I’d managed not to cut myself, but rum punch soaked the bottom right leg of my skinny jeans and had dripped into my ballet flats. I shook out my leg like a dog getting out of water. 
 
   “Well that’s one way to get a girl wet,” Nikole laughed.
 
   Sonja’s jaw dropped open, horrified. “I’ll get you another drink.” 
 
   Before I could insist that I was fine, she’d already scampered off in the direction of the bar.
 
   “You guys are cute,” Nikole murmured. Her dark eyes danced under the neon lights of the gaudy club. “All awkward and overly apologetic.” 
 
   “There’s nothing going on,” I quickly insisted.
 
   “There’d better not be,” Troian grumbled. “Sonja’s an excellent assistant. I can’t have you screwing that up.”
 
   “You need to do something about her stipend,” I deflected. “She needs a raise.”
 
   “I completely agree with you,” Troian said. “But she doesn’t have a salary I can raise.”
 
   “You’re kidding me,” I gaped. “It’s an unpaid internship?”
 
   “Before you get your panties in a wad,” Troian started, “unpaid internships are the norm. They’re working for the experience so they have something to put on their résumé; they’re networking and making career connections. I’d say that’s a pretty good deal.”
 
   “She’s in graduate school, putting in just as many hours as me on the lot, and she has that part-time job as party eye candy. She’s going to burn herself out.”
 
   “While it’s touching that you’ve taken such an interest in this girl’s well-being, there’s nothing I can do,” Troian insisted. “There’s no budget for a paid internship.”
 
   “Then take some of my writer’s salary. I’m not paying for my housing, and I’m getting paid double between the studio and the university.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No? Just no?” I said, my voice verging on shrill.
 
   “Listen, you can pay Sonja out of your personal piggy bank, and I’m not going to interfere. But you have to realize you can’t save every struggling student in this town.” Troian licked her lips, and her voice dropped low. “She’s not Hunter.”
 
   “I never said—.”
 
   “You didn’t have to,” she cut me off. “I know how you work. But this isn’t some liberal arts college in Minnesota. It’s survival of the fittest out here. If you’ve got talent and luck on your side, you’ll make it. And if not …”
 
   I tucked my lower lip into my mouth. “Back to Nebraska.”
 
   I would never admit it to her, but Troian was probably right. I couldn’t turn Sonja into Hunter. But before I could dwell too much on what I’d lost, a cold beer bottle was being pressed into my hands.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Sonja apologized again. “I guess I don’t know my own strength.”
 
   “Remind me not to get on your bad side,” I joked.
 
   She ducked her head in embarrassment. For a go-go girl or whatever she did to pay the bills, she certainly blushed easily. A different time, a different version of myself, would have been all over that. But I still hurt too much, making it easier to ignore my more carnal urges. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at my apartment, I checked my campus e-mail and drank a glass of water. My throat felt hoarse from speaking over loud music all night.
 
   I had been routinely checking my university e-mails all semester. I was on sabbatical, but students still messaged me with questions and requests for letters of recommendation, and I remained on the all-faculty e-mail list for campus announcements.
 
   I scanned down the list of routine messages. One caught my eye—an e-mail from the English departmental assistant, Tricia, with the subject line: Spring Semester. I opened the e-mail and read:
 
    
 
   Dear Professor Graft,
 
    
 
   The Chair would like you to teach the following classes for spring semester:
 
   Freshman Writing Seminar
 
   The Minority Voice in Literature
 
   Bildungsroman Literature in the Contemporary World
 
   Please confirm your availability and any special room or equipment needs.
 
    
 
   I steepled my fingers and stared at the request. It was a routine e-mail; faculty received them once a semester to inform us of what we would be teaching the following academic term, and it gave us a chance to reserve a specific classroom if we needing something special like a smart board in the classroom or a computer lab. 
 
   What wasn’t routine, however, were the courses listed. I typically taught the writing seminar and sometimes creative writing. But two of the courses listed in the e-mail were the classes Dean Merlot had vetoed last spring. Her censoring of my proposed required reading list had been the straw that broke the camel’s back—the final push that had convinced me to request a sabbatical and take this job in California.
 
   It would have been too easy to blame Jessica Merlot for Hunter and I splitting up. She had been a catalyst in my decision to move, but ultimately I had been the one who had decided to go. And more damaging, I had been the one who’d made Hunter stay behind. There was no one to blame but myself.
 
   I would have to eventually respond to the e-mail. In previous years it had been an immediate response: I’d hit the reply function, write a quick note to Tricia, and it would be done. But now I didn’t know. Was there a reason for me to go back to that place? Was that my life anymore? Where did I truly belong?
 
   I went out onto the balcony and stared, unblinking, at the moon. I wanted to cry, but the well was still dry. It was like without Hunter, I’d lost that ability. 
 
   I heard the sound of a sliding glass door opening, followed by the raspy voice of my neighbor, Frank: “Hey, stranger,” he greeted. Haven’t seen you in a while.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, my own voice worn. “Been busy working on the show.”
 
   He fished a cigarette out of a hard pack and cupped his hands around it as he lit one end. “When’s the first episode? I don’t want to miss it.”
 
   “It was actually tonight,” I said. “But there should be a re-run later this week.”
 
   “Awesome. I’ll set my DVR. Is Hunter coming out for another visit soon?”
 
   “No. No more visits,” I said with a shake of my head. “We broke up.”
 
   “Shit. I’m sorry.” The cigarette dangled precariously from his lips. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I allowed. “It’s not something I’ve been advertising.”
 
   “How are you holding up?” 
 
   I hesitated in my answer. Frank didn’t know me. We were neighbors with a common wall, but that was really the only thing we shared. In a way, it was easier to be honest with a stranger than my best friends.
 
   “It blindsided me,” I said in earnest. “I thought things were good. I knew our situation was far from ideal, but I’d believed we could outlast the distance. Turns out I was wrong.”
 
   “So now what? Are you gonna try to get her back or are you moving on?”
 
   I curled my fingers around the ledge of the balcony. The full, pale moon hung heavy in the ink black sky. “I don’t know, Frank. I honestly don’t know.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The Overnights were encouraging—we’d received a generous viewership for the pilot episode and the network was content. Now we had to cross our collective fingers that the subsequent numbers were high enough for the network to continue ordering episodes.
 
   “Pay no attention to the numbers,” Troian had told us. “Just keep writing.”
 
   Despite Troian’s pep talk, some of the other writers were clearly having trouble focusing and working on future plot lines because the show’s own future was still in question. Why expend all of that time and creative energy writing scripts for episodes that might never be aired? I wondered if the rest of the cast and crew felt the same about their shooting schedule as the others did in the writer’s room, or if they were content to be collecting a paycheck for the moment. It was a high-risk, high-stress world. I at least had the luxury of returning to my job if the show didn’t find an audience in those first few weeks. I hadn’t responded to Tricia e-mail yet, but I retained it in my inbox, just in case.
 
   We were in the middle of a brainstorming session when Troian brought the news. “We are a smashing success,” she declared. “The network couldn’t be more pleased. The trade papers are calling our silly little show a revelation and that we’re breathing new life into the genre.”
 
   The room exploded in a panoply of voices and scattered high fives.
 
   “More news, more news.” Troian flailed her arms and raised her voice. “We’re getting an A and B season—twelve consecutive episodes and then the second half will premier sometime in February.”
 
   “What does that mean for our writing schedule?” Aviva asked.
 
   “We’ll keep working as we have been with no major breaks,” Troian said. “That way if we come across any creative differences down the line, we won’t be crunched for time. Same goes for the shooting schedule. We’ll have things wrapped up and go on hiatus in April, hopefully with the good news that we’ve been renewed for a second season.”
 
   A quiet murmur of multiple side conversations filled the room. The hope of a next season was already on people’s minds.
 
   “Shoot,” Troian muttered under her breath. Her reaction went unnoticed by the others, but not by me.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, leaning toward her.
 
   Troian shook her head and chuckled. “I just realized I’d better schedule some time off for my honeymoon.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The timing couldn’t have been less perfect, not that there would have ever been a good time for Hunter to break my heart. We’d been picked up for a full season—a full twenty-four-episode run. It should have been a time to celebrate, but I still felt numb. 
 
   I stood in a room no bigger than a typical bedroom. Only the door that locked behind me and the conjoined bathroom distinguished it as a private room. A double bed dominated the space. The brass bed frame and quaint quilted comforter reminded me of the spare bedroom in my grandmother’s house. A bounty of natural light spilled in through whimsical, white cotton curtains. An antique chest of drawers was the only other furniture in the room; a washbasin and china pitcher sat atop the bureau’s surface. 
 
   “It’ll do, pig,” I said, hefting my oversized suitcase onto the mattress. The bed frame rattled from the extra weight and I half worried my luggage had broken the bed.
 
   Troian ran in behind me and flopped down on the bed, causing it to squeak and protest even more under her slight weight. She bounced on the mattress experimentally. The metal springs noised their complaint. “Guess no sneaky sex for you, Bookie.”
 
   I sat down next to Troian; the bed made its disapproval clear. “I’m not planning on having sex of any kind this weekend, sneaky or otherwise.”
 
   “It’s not exactly the kind of thing you plan to happen, especially at a wedding. Why didn’t you bring a date? Your invite was plus one.”
 
   I shrugged, but stayed silent.
 
   “It’s not like you haven’t caught the attention of a few women on set.”
 
   “Didn’t feel like it.”
 
   “You’d better not be pouty all weekend,” she threatened. “I’ll have some wedding sex flown in, special for you.”
 
   “Are you and Nik staying here, too?” I changed the subject to a more comfortable topic. 
 
   “Just for the night. Tomorrow after the reception I’ve got a car driving us to a bed and breakfast farther up north. But for tonight we have separate rooms in the farmhouse so we don’t jinx the wedding.”
 
   “You really believe that stuff?”
 
   “Not especially, but I’m not taking any chances.” She lightly slapped my knee and hopped to her feet. “I’d better get changed for the rehearsal dinner. I can’t believe I have to get dolled up two days in a row,” she said, making a face.
 
   “Whatever,” I scoffed. “You love getting fancy, and you love the attention.”
 
   Troian stopped at the door to my room. “Do you need a ride to the restaurant? We could carpool.”
 
   “No, I can manage on my own. Besides, you’ll have to stay until the bitter end, and I don’t plan on being out that late.”
 
   “Don’t remind me,” she groaned. “Let’s just hope that Nik’s extended family doesn’t show up tonight. The way they pound down alcohol, I’ll never get them to leave the restaurant.”
 
   “I’ll see you over there.”
 
   As I got ready for the rehearsal and dinner, I thought about Troian’s words about not having brought a date. It surprised me that she hadn’t laid into me any more about it, but she had her own things to worry about—she was getting married in less than twenty-four hours.
 
   Because the wedding and reception were on the rustic side of the spectrum, Nikole and Troian had decided the location for the rehearsal dinner should ooze luxury and elegance. Chez Pignot was a high-end French restaurant that served classic French food and had an expansive patisserie.
 
   Our party had reserved the upper level, which consisted of both indoor and outdoor space. There were three main rooms: one that housed the bar, and two other lounge areas. Restaurant staff circulated amongst the party with trays of heavy hors d’oeuvres and bite-sized desserts.
 
   The rooftop patio offered expansive views of a memorable sunset, and as night descended upon the party, white twinkle lights—strung up and wound around every surface imaginable—illuminated the space. It made the outdoor restaurant look like something out of a fairytale.
 
   Troian, Nikole, and I stood near the rooftop’s edge. I sipped conservatively from a glass of pinot grigio and snatched at appetizers as waiters swooped past. 
 
   “Got your speech ready for tomorrow?” Troian asked. “I fully expect to be dazzled, but no pressure.”
 
   I cocked my head. “Speech? I have to give a speech?”
 
   “Not funny, dude,” she grumbled. 
 
   “Maybe I should just hand over my speech right now, and you can give me notes on how to improve it.”
 
   “Speaking of that,” Troian noted, “have you looked over Jackson’s notes for your script?”
 
   “No, no, no,” Nikole jumped in. “You are not talking about work at my wedding.”
 
   Troian stuck out her lower lip. “But babe, it’s not our wedding day yet.”
 
   “I don’t care,” Nik said. “This is our wedding weekend, and you’re not going to spend it talking shop. I let you invite too many work people as is. Don’t make me regret it.”
 
   I held up a hand in solemn oath. “You have my word, Nik. No …” My brain refused to complete the sentence when a familiar flash of blonde hair caught my attention.
 
   “I’m not ready for this.” The words tumbled out of my mouth, accompanied by a soft gasp.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Troian asked.
 
   “Hunter. She’s here.”
 
   If my friends said anything more, I couldn’t hear them. 
 
   Everything around me blurred, and voices became muffled as I observed her from across the rooftop venue. The night had grown dark and only white twinkle lights and low burning lanterns illuminated the rooftop restaurant, but there was no way I could miss her. She stood off to one side on the rooftop, cradling a glass of white wine. Her hair was pulled back in a charming French braid. The style was purposely loose and slips of hair had worked their way free from the master design to frame her face in soft, airy wisps. She wore a light blue sleeveless dress with a pleated skirt that cut off just at her knee. The overall effect with her alabaster skin, blonde hair, and blue eyes was that of an ice princess, but I knew her blood ran hot.
 
   Time almost seemed to slow down as I watched her interacting with an auburn-haired woman. I remembered her from Minnesota, but I couldn’t recall her name; she’d been Nikole’s second in command at the landscaping company. The warmth Hunter exuded in a simple smile did uncomfortable things to my stomach. 
 
   I didn’t know how long I’d stood in that spot, just staring, until a hand grabbed my wrist, and I found myself being wrestled inside the restaurant and dragged in the direction of the women’s restroom. 
 
   The bathroom door crashed shut behind us. “I can’t believe she came.” There was fury writ across Troian’s face. “That girl has some real nerve.” 
 
   I wished I could have borrowed some of Troian’s indignant anger. My shoulders drooped instead. “You invited her. And she RSVP’d.”
 
   “I know.” Troian’s arms whipped around her head as she talked. “But I didn’t think she’d actually show up!” 
 
   I propped myself up against a wall and folded my arms across my chest. “What do I do? Do I go talk to her?” I asked. “Do I pretend I didn’t see her?”
 
   Troian paced back and forth in front of the row of sinks. “I can make her leave.” Her voice became shrill. “It’s my party. I can do that.”
 
   “Do you really want to make a scene? It’ll only make everyone feel awkward.” 
 
   “I don’t want you talking to her tonight,” Troian said, leveling her gaze on me.
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because I don’t think it’s a good idea. You may not see it, but you’re still really fragile, and I don’t want to see you broken again.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I stubbornly insisted. I sucked in a deep breath and drew myself to my full height. “We’re all adults,” I said with finality. “I can talk to her.”
 
   I exited the bathroom, leaving Troian and her rage behind. When I reached the rooftop again, I scanned the dimly lit space and looked for Hunter. I spotted the landscaping woman again, but Hunter was no longer talking to her. I half contemplated that maybe she had left the party already, until I felt a soft, glancing touch at my elbow.
 
   I turned and froze.
 
   “Hi.” A soft smile reached her lips.
 
   “Hunter,” I breathed. I had restricted myself from saying her name out loud—from even thinking her name—for so long that the syllables felt foreign to my tongue. “I was just looking for you,” I said. “I wanted to get the awkwardness out of the way.”
 
   She tucked her lower lip into her mouth and concern reached cornflower blue eyes. “I don’t want this to be awkward.”
 
   “Me either,” I sighed.
 
   “Then let’s not make it awkward.” She rewarded me with a lopsided grin that made it hard to remember to breathe. “How have you been?” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind one ear—a nervous habit. “How’s the show going?”
 
   “It’s going really well. Our ratings have been solid, so the network is happy.” I ignored her first question because the truth was too uncomfortable. People always ask how you’re doing out of politeness, but they really don’t want to know the truth.  
 
   “I saw the pilot.”
 
   My eyebrows rose. “You did?”
 
   “Yeah. I was incredibly proud when I saw your name in the end credits.”
 
   I ducked my head at the praise. “It’s just a silly TV show. It’s not like I’m curing rare diseases or saving the rain forest.”
 
   “Don’t be so modest,” she chastised. “You should be proud of your work. You’re being brave, Elli—.” She coughed and caught herself—she’d nearly called me Ellio. It broke my heart.
 
   “I should … I should probably get back to the party,” I said, jerking my thumb in the direction of the wedding goers. I’d said my hello and now it was time to stop punishing myself by continuing to talk to her. “Best Woman duties and all.”
 
   “Yeah, and I should go say hi to Nikole.” She smiled wistfully. “I’m guessing Troian doesn’t want to see me though. Luckily she’s too small to throw me off the roof.”
 
   “I wouldn’t let her hear you say that,” I laughed in warning. “She’d probably accept it as a challenge.”
 
   “Good idea,” she chuckled back. “Have fun tonight, Elle. It was really great to see you.”
 
   I flashed her one final smile and spun on my heels to make a hasty, but dignified retreat. I found Troian waiting for me, arms crossed across her chest, near a table of desserts. “I saw the whole thing. You’re a masochist,” she said sourly. 
 
   “I wanted to say hello, that’s all.” I snagged a white wine off the tray of one of the restaurant’s circling waiters and took an overly large drink from the glass. My brief conversation with Hunter had left me parched.
 
   Troian grabbed my wine glass and smelled its contents. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I complained, swiping uselessly to get my alcohol back. 
 
   She handed me the glass back. “Just making sure that’s wine and not something stronger.”
 
   I took another inelegant slug and nearly finished the remaining liquid. “Like what?” I snorted. “Tequila?” I cocked my head to the side in thought. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   Troian’s dark eyes narrowed in warning. 
 
   I held up my hands in retreat. “I’m behaving, Boss, I promise. White wine is like juice to me. There’s no way I could get drunk from it.”
 
   Famous last words.
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up the next morning to the sharp noise of someone knocking on my door. It took me a moment to get my bearings and to remember where I was. Sonoma. Vineyard. Troi and Nik’s wedding. 
 
   It took another moment to realize why my head was pounding. Hunter was here.
 
   The knocking at my door didn’t let up.
 
   “I’m gonna break down this door if you don’t open it,” came Troian’s voice from the other side of the door.
 
   I smacked my lips together. My mouth was dry. “Coming,” I croaked.
 
   I sat up in bed, too fast, and the world began to spin.
 
   “God,” I groaned, pressing my palm firmly against my right temple.
 
   Troian continued to pound on my door. Knowing she would never go away, I threw the covers off my body to discover I’d slept in my dress from the rehearsal dinner. “Awesome,” I muttered to myself.
 
   I padded to the door, and with one firm tug, I wrenched the door open. Troian stood on the other side of the door, her face momentarily comical with surprise. “What the hell are you wearing?”
 
   “A dress,” I grunted. I turned on my heel and slumped back into bed.
 
   Troian took a tentative step into my room. “You do remember I’m getting married today, right? I can’t postpone this thing just because you drank too much.”
 
   I groaned unintelligently. “So much alcohol.”
 
   “Do you remember much from last night?”
 
   “No. Did I embarrass myself?”
 
   “Those tequila shots were probably a bad idea. You got in a very loud and very passionate debate with my little brother about Aaron Rogers being a better quarterback than Brett Favre.”
 
   “Even drunk I make good sense.”
 
   “My brother doesn’t even like football. He was just having fun pushing your buttons.”
 
   “Anything else I should know about?”
 
   “Like how you tried to bite me?”
 
   I felt the color drain from my face. “You’re lying.”
 
   “You said I smelled good and then you bit my shoulder.”
 
   I pulled a pillow over my head to hide my embarrassment. “What is wrong with me?” 
 
   “Can you try to not get blackout drunk tonight?”
 
   I removed the pillow and sat up in bed. “Scouts honor. I’ll do better.”
 
   “Girl, you’d better keep it tight today,” Troian warned. “I only get one chance to get this right.”
 
   I sucked in a deep, sobering breath through my nose. “Don’t worry about me,” I insisted. “I’ll pull myself together with plenty of time to spare.”
 
   “You’d better. Listen, I’m supposed to be having breakfast with my family right now. I want my Best Woman to be there, but I’d prefer if you showered instead.”
 
   I cracked a smile. “So we’re making that a thing now?” 
 
   Troian huffed, realizing she’d slipped up. “Just for today. Tomorrow you go back to being an asshole.”
 
   “I can handle that,” I approved. “I’ll shower and change and be there as soon as I can. I’m sorry about last night.”
 
   “I get it; Hunter’s here and that’s making you act a little crazy. But I’m gonna need you to push all that drama to the side for my drama today. Do you think you can do that?”
 
   I nodded vigorously until I felt lightheaded. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   A shower, hot coffee, and a fresh dress later, I was feeling more like myself. I hiked the short distance to the vineyard’s main building with strappy high heels in hand. Nikole and her sister Veronika, her Matron of Honor, had use of the farmhouse while Troian and I would get ready at a room at the vineyard’s central building. Strategically located between our main house and the farm was the hillside area where the ceremony and later reception would take place, assuring that the brides could get ready without fear of running into each other before the wedding.
 
   I knocked once on the second bridal suite’s door before busting into the room. Troian sat in a chair in a white slip with her thick dark hair set in soda can-sized curlers. As I entered the room, she battled with a makeup artist from the show over her eye makeup. 
 
   “Troi,” I breathed. “You look beautiful. I hardly recognized you.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me, which was all she could do at the moment, surrounded by hairdressers and makeup artists. “Nice of you to show up.”
 
   “There’s plenty of time,” I reassured her.
 
   “The vineyard owners brought champagne if you’re into that,” she said, motioning toward an unopened bottle that sat in a silver bucket of ice.
 
   “Maybe a little later when my stomach stops jumping around.” I hung my garment bag on a full-length mirror and appraised the bridal suite the vineyard had afforded us. Besides the hair and makeup people, Troian and I were the only ones in the room. “Where’s your family?”
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   Troian’s family was very Old World traditional. I had wondered what their participation level was going to be like when their only daughter married another woman.
 
   “Do you want me to go hassle them? They should be in here drinking your champagne and making a fuss about you.”
 
   “It’s fine,” she insisted. “I honestly didn’t expect much from them this weekend. They showed up, that’s all that matters.”
 
   “Who’s walking you down the aisle?”
 
   “I’ve got two legs. I can do it myself.”
 
   “Stop being such a grump,” I complained. “You said it yourself—you’re only getting married once. You’ve got to do it right the first time.”
 
   “Nik’s dad is walking her down, but I don’t want it to be my dad.”
 
   “Then ask your brother,” I suggested. “Where’s your phone? I’ll text him and tell him he has no choice.”
 
   I dug around in her things knowing her phone wouldn’t be too far away, even on her wedding day. Finding the device, I sent a bossy text message to her little brother’s phone, pretending to be Troian.
 
   “There,” I said with finality. “It’s done.”
 
   It didn’t take long for me to slip into my dress and heels and to get my hair and makeup applied by the experts on loan from the studio. 
 
   There was a tentative knock at the door, followed by the wedding planner’s head poking inside.  “Ladies, we’re about to get started if you’re ready.”
 
   I smiled encouragingly at my best friend. “You ready for this?”
 
   She sucked in a deep breath.  “First day of the rest of my life.”
 
   Nikole’s sister, Veronika, was already at the back of the wedding grounds when I arrived.
 
   I kissed her cheek in greeting. “You look lovely,” I complimented. 
 
   “Thanks. I was afraid I wasn’t going to fit into my dress,” she chuckled. She rubbed a hand over her distended belly. “It’s a good thing my boobs didn’t grow any more.”
 
   “When are you due?” I couldn’t recall noticing that Nikole’s sister had been pregnant at the bachelorette party, but I had been more than a little distracted that night.
 
   “Not soon enough,” she laughed. 
 
   The wedding planner, a small man with a thick accent, hustled up beside us. “Okay, ladies, the brides are in position. It’s time to go.”
 
   An understated but classically-trained string quartet began playing as Veronika and I stood at the back of the wedding. On either side of me, Nikole and Troian’s friends and family sat on rows of white chairs. At the end of the long aisle was a small, slightly elevated platform with a wicker arch decorated with multi-colored flowers.   
 
   Standing by himself was the wedding officiant, whom I vaguely remembered as being either Nik or Troi’s cousin. He wore a dark blue suit and rocked back and forth on his heels, looking more nervous than the brides themselves. 
 
   As I walked down the aisle after Veronika, I plastered a smile to my face and kept my eyes forward, careful not to trip over the length of my dress’s long skirt or to get my spiked heels caught in the uneven terrain. The setting was stunning, but the ground was impractical for high-heels.
 
   Veronika and I took our places on the platform on either side of the central arch and waited. I had actually never been to a same-sex wedding before—it only having become legal in Midwestern states in recent years—so I didn’t know what to expect for the brides’ entrance. The musicians changed songs and tempo, and the assembled guests took that as their cue to collectively stand.
 
   While Veronika and I had walked down the central aisle, Nikole and her father stood to the right of the guests and Troian and her brother stood arm-in-arm on the left. I watched both brides and their escorts as they strode down separate aisles towards the central platform. When they reached the end of their respective rows, they hugged their family member and walked the rest of the way on their own, toward each other. 
 
   From my vantage point, I could only see Troian’s face and her reaction to seeing her bride for the first time that day. At weddings, when everyone is standing and watching the bride’s entrance, I always look at the groom’s face. Troian’s face was a mixture of awe and wonderment. I watched her features radiate with love and admiration and then how they crumpled under the weight of too much emotion. Eyes grew watery and her chin quivered, and I forced myself to look away. By the time they reached the center platform together, I knew my makeup was ruined. So much for waterproof mascara.
 
   As the ceremony progressed, I caught myself staring out at the assembled crowd of about fifty of Troian and Nikole’s closest friends and family. All eyes were on the brides as they exchanged tender vows of devotion and togetherness. Without my permission, my gaze gravitated toward a familiar shade of blonde hair. I couldn’t help but stare out at my beautiful ex-girlfriend in the crowd, seated among a sea of foreign faces. I swallowed down a lump in my throat. Ex-girlfriend. I still hated the way that sounded.
 
   For the wedding, Hunter wore a slate grey dress, almost blue in hue. The elaborate French braid from the previous night had been undone, and she wore her hair down in loose curls that framed her face. The sun was just beginning to sink into the horizon, and the sky was filled with vibrant shades of pink, purple, and orange. The sunset bounced off her blonde hair, making it look practically golden. California looked good on her, I decided.
 
   At the end of the ceremony, the wedding party was carted off to various locations on the vineyard property for photos. By the time we returned to the hilltop where Troian and Nikole had been married, staff had torn down the chairs and platform from the wedding and had set up for the reception. The horizon had completely consumed the sun, but the reception area and dance floor were illuminated by lanterns and twinkle lights that hung from surrounding trees. 
 
   The setting was amazing. Long tables were lined up in neat rows over the uneven terrain. The meal was even more magnificent: roasted Cornish hen and heirloom root vegetables. I tried to maintain a conversation with Veronika at the head table, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to glancing in Hunter’s direction every now and again. Troian had made it her mission to seat her with the wedding’s most boring and least attractive attendees, a kind of punishment she had reasoned, but probably also as safeguard that Hunter wouldn’t find her next girlfriend at the wedding.
 
   The meal itself passed with limited anxiety. I had my Best Woman speech to give, but I wasn’t nervous. As a teacher, I had no problem speaking in front of large groups. 
 
   I stood and smoothed down the shimmery fabric of my dress’s long skirt. As I stood at the center of the head table, directly behind the newly married couple, the mingled voices of dinner and the sound of forks and knives striking chinaware quieted. 
 
   “Hey, everyone,” I spoke into the microphone the DJ had provided me. “I want to thank everyone for coming out tonight to celebrate the love of my two best friends. For those of you whom I’ve yet to meet, my name is Elle and I’m Troian’s Best Woman.” I paused briefly to turn in Nikole’s direction. “Well, second only to her blushing bride,” I qualified with a bright smile. “And those of you who do know me,” I continued, “probably know that I used to be an English professor before Troian convinced me to give up that glamorous life to be a TV writer.”
 
   Someone in the crowd unleashed a piercing wolf whistle. “Hot for teacher!” I didn’t recognize the voice, but I was keenly aware of where Hunter was seated, being intimately familiar with the seating charts, and I made a point to not look in her direction. “Uh, anyway,” I continued, clearing my throat, “I feel it would be a disservice if I didn’t have something literary and profound to say about love. Perhaps Oscar Wilde said it best, ‘Women are meant to be loved, not to be understood.’”
 
   I paused as an approving chuckle moved through Nik and Troian’s friends and family. 
 
   “So if you’ll all raise your glasses and join me in toasting my friends.” I waited for the seated guests to grab their respective drinks. I leveled my gaze on the brides before continuing. “My greatest wish for the two of you is that through the years your love for each other will deepen and grow, so that you look back on this day—your wedding day—as the day you loved each other the least.” I stumbled over the final words as a swelling of emotion washed over me. I hiked my drink higher in the air and cheered them on with a watery smile. “To the brides!”
 
   “To the brides!” the guests echoed. 
 
   After the rest of the speeches had been made and dinner plates had been taken away, only Troian and I remained at the head table.
 
    “I don’t know if you were aware of this, but you’re at a party,” she remarked, “specifically the wedding of your two best friends.”
 
   “No, I know.”
 
   “Then why do you look like this is the worst day of your life?” she challenged.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I guess I’m not in party mode tonight.”
 
   “You know what you should do?”
 
   “I’m sure I’m going to regret you finishing that thought.”
 
   “Sonja the intern.”
 
   “What about her?” I asked.
 
   “You should do her.”
 
   “Jesus, Troi.” I whipped my head around to see if anyone had overheard.
 
   “What?” She looked at me with wide eyes. “Anyone with eyes can tell she’s into you. She’s been looking at you like a love-sick puppy ever since you saved her from Jane at the tiki bar.”
 
   “You’re imagining things,” I mumbled. 
 
   “I know I discouraged you from hanging out with actresses, but Sonja’s not in that crowd. And as my present to you, my Best Woman, I’m giving you my blessings.”
 
   I silently regarded the white tablecloth instead of responding, but I let Troian’s words run around in my brain.
 
   “It would serve Hunter right,” she mumbled.
 
   I looked up sharply. “This has nothing to do with her.”
 
   Troian held up her hands, immediately retreating. “I only want to see you happy, Bookie. You know that.”
 
   I took another slug of my beer. “I’ll take it under consideration.”
 
   “That’s all I can ask for.” Troian stood and brushed at the skirt of her wedding gown. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I think my wife is beckoning me to cut a cake with her.”
 
   This time, Troian’s words made me smile. “You’re gonna call her ‘wife’ all the time now, eh?”
 
   “You’d better believe it,” she grinned.
 
   I left the head table as well and made my way to the makeshift bar, which was little more than a tall, wooden crate set up on the hillside. Even though Troian didn’t drink, she’d insisted that everything at her wedding have an open bar; there’d be no tacky cash bar on her special weekend. 
 
   My beer glass was empty, but I was nowhere drunk enough to seriously consider Troian’s proposal of taking Sonja back to my room that night. I tapped at my empty pint. “I’m gonna need another one of these,” I informed the tuxedoed man who was tending bar. I was going to need a whole lot more. 
 
   I leaned against the makeshift bar and stared out over the rim of my glass at the wedding party, a sea of familiar and foreign faces, as I drank deeply from my pint. More people had shown up for the reception than had been present at the wedding itself. In addition to anonymous crew like myself, a few of the actors were in attendance, but the show was still too new along with their careers that the Minnesota crowd didn’t appear particularly star-struck.
 
   Nik and Troi had successfully cut their cake and hovered near the dessert area, thanking and hugging more guests. I spotted a table of work friends, mostly other writers. With the exception of the party to celebrate getting picked up for a full season, I rarely saw them outside of jeans and stained t-shirts. Seated between Edward and Gloria, I saw Sonja. Seated and with a table positioned between us, I couldn’t see the bottom half of her burgundy dress, but the asymmetrical top cut a diagonal line across her chest. I hadn’t seen her at the rehearsal dinner, so I imagined she’d carpooled up the coastline just for the day. And it made me wonder if she had a place to sleep that night.
 
   I hazarded another glance in the direction of Hunter’s table. I didn’t see her seated there, however, and wondered if she had bailed early. I didn’t have to wonder for long. Halfway through my beer, I spied her and her slate dress standing beside Nikole, engaged in conversation. 
 
   I stared, indulgent, until she looked in my direction and our eyes connected. She cocked her head to the side and a small, wistful smile played on her lips. I lifted my glass to her in returned salute, sure that the same sad smile I saw on her face had taken residency on my mouth as well. 
 
   I should have looked away, should have finished my beer and called it a night. But instead, I watched her stride purposefully in my direction. 
 
   “I liked your speech,” she approved when she reached my side. 
 
   “You look beautiful.” I bit my lip as soon as the words tumbled out. I wasn’t supposed to be complimenting her. I wasn’t supposed to be sticking around long enough to have any kind of conversation with her.
 
   She ducked her head and tucked a soft lock of blonde hair behind one ear. Her cheeks flushed an attractive shade of pink. “I, uh, I forgot to thank you earlier for the birthday flowers. They were lovely.”
 
   I swallowed hard. Neither Nikole nor Troian knew that while at the flower shop with Nikole, I had ordered a bouquet of wildflowers for Hunter’s birthday. I hadn’t heard from her about them, so I’d assumed she’d thrown them away or had re-gifted them to a patient at the hospital. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said roughly. “I hope it wasn’t a big deal that I sent them to the hospital. I didn’t know where I should send them, since, um, since I assumed you’d moved out of my house.”
 
   She smiled evenly. “Some of the nurses teased me about them, but they were just jealous.”
 
   “Where are you living these days?” Hunter’s messages to me were always about the cat or my house, nothing about the details of her life—if she’d moved out, how her job was going, if she’d gone back to school, or whom she was dating. I tried not to think too much about the latter question.
 
   “I’m actually back at my old apartment,” she revealed. “I called Loryssa to see if she was still living there and if she had an extra room. She and Eric are still together, but just scraping by each month with rent, so I moved into my old bedroom since they weren’t using it.” 
 
   I hid my face with my pint glass, not wanting my expression to relay more emotion than it should. When we’d first started dating, Hunter had been living in a two-bedroom apartment with Sara, a friend of hers from high school. Sara and I had never really bonded even though she too had once been one of my students, but I’d preferred her to Hunter’s second roommate, Loryssa—a model-beautiful woman who’d slipped into Hunter’s bed after a night of heavy drinking. To say I had been upset would be an understatement. 
 
   I could feel her curious eyes on me, waiting for a reaction. I only responded when I reached the end of my beer. “I’m glad it all worked out.”
 
   She nodded and chewed on the inside of her lip, and her eyes dropped to her own glassware. It was a curious reaction—almost as if she was disappointed I hadn’t said or done something more when she’d mentioned Loryssa’s name. I didn’t trust the girl, but I had no claim over Hunter anymore.
 
   “I think Troian’s trying to get my attention,” I announced. She wasn’t, but I needed an excuse to extradite myself from the conversation.
 
   Hunter nodded and awarded me a soft, wistful smile. The smile had me wanting to stay; who knew the next time I’d get to talk to her again like this? But self-preservation had me walking away with my willpower and dignity still intact.
 
   I found Troian sitting by herself at the head table, surrounded by an assortment of empty wine glasses. Nik wasn’t in sight, but I assumed she was making the rounds and being her warm, welcoming self.
 
   I flopped down beside my best friend. “Why so glum?” I had an excuse to be in a sour mood, but she looked too serious for the occasion. 
 
   “I paid for a DJ and no one’s dancing,” she complained. “I could have set up a laptop and saved myself the money.”
 
   “I don’t see you dancing either,” I pointed out. “Who wants to dance if even the bride’s not out there? Shouldn’t you be dancing with Nik or at least a toddler and giving the photographer some photo ops?”
 
   Troian drank from a water glass. She’d successfully avoided alcohol so far; quite the feat when your wedding and reception were being hosted at a vineyard. “Nik’s around here somewhere,” she said, waving a hand.
 
   “Are you really worried about the money?” Troian was notoriously sensible when it came to dollars and cents. She wasn’t cheap, but she was frugal. The only time I’d seen her make an unreasonable purchase had been her sports car in Minnesota.
 
   “No. But why isn’t anyone dancing? This is a nightmare.”
 
   “No one’s drunk enough and all of your California friends are too cool for school. If we were back in the Midwest—”
 
   “People would be doing the polka or the Macarena,” Troian cut me off. “Please, I don’t need that visual.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said, patting her hand. “The Best Woman is on it.” I stood from the table and crossed over to the table where our friends from the studio—an unorthodox combination of writers, techies, and actors—sat.
 
   “Guys, I have a huge favor to ask.” I lowered my voice and leaned in conspiratorially and they all did the same. “The brides are concerned that no one’s dancing. Can I trust you guys to remedy this problem?”
 
   Sonja leaned forward and flashed an eager grin. “You’ve got it, Professor.”
 
   I snapped my head in Lucy’s direction. She shrugged and smiled sheepishly. Apparently what happened in Nightshade didn’t necessary stay there.
 
   The dancing was contagious. Once I convinced the young, attractive people at the party to let go of their inhibitions, others followed. I didn’t particularly enjoy dancing unless a beautiful woman was attached to my hip, but even I joined the mob after a while. Nik and Troian came out to dance as well, and I was happy to see that the deep concern had disappeared from Troian’s face.
 
   I mostly danced with people from work—I didn’t know many of Nik’s friends or family and Troian’s traditional family scared me. But after a few songs, I recognized someone else in our group—Hunter.
 
   We smiled and acknowledged each other’s presence, but I was sure to maintain a respectable distance between us at all times, always positioning at least a few random bodies between us as a buffer. I didn’t trust myself. But as the night wore on and the drink count increased, the buffer zone dwindled, along with my reservations.
 
   Our eyes locked and her mouth curled into a shrewd look. She curled her finger in a come hither motion. By now the warning voice inside my head had become flashes of one color—red.
 
   I didn’t know who touched whom first, but at some point I realized that my hands were at her hips and her arms were thrown around my neck. I dug my thumbs into her hipbones, which had her eyelashes fluttering and her seeking out her lower lip for something to bite. It was simultaneously too much and not enough. Thankfully we both wore dresses with full, crinoline skirts so a generous bolt of fabric separated our lower bodies. But that didn’t mean we didn’t try to get closer than was appropriate.
 
   She leaned in, lips nearly brushing against my ear. “You still owe me a dance.”
 
   I pulled back. Her blue eyes bore into mine, her eye contact unwavering. I should have separated from her. Drank some water. Let my emotions and my body cool down. But instead I found myself asking her the question that could change everything: “Do you want to get out of here?”
 
   I wasn’t blind to her hesitation. We both knew this was a bad idea. If Troian hadn’t been busy falling even deeper in love with her new bride, she would have been pulling us apart and reminding me to be careful with my heart. Alcohol could only numb the emotions for too long. But Troian was too distracted to talk or at least shake some sense into me.
 
   Hunter nodded, looking as flushed as I felt.
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   My heels sank into damp grass, hindering my already wobbly progress. It took all of my concentration not to walk out of my shoes as we picked our way through the dark. Hunter tiptoed behind me through the soggy dirt, laughing as she too was sucked into the soft earth. She reached for me in the darkness to steady her steps. Her warm hand slipped through mine, but we managed to lock pinkies and jointly hopped the rest of the way to the guesthouse.
 
   All of the windows in the farmhouse were dark. Everyone staying in the property was still at the reception. A solitary lamp—a mason jar with a miniature light bulb inside—illuminated the front porch, which was little more than a succession of wooden pallets. I reached for the front door, but Hunter’s hand at my elbow stopped me. I turned to her, worried that maybe she’d realized this was a bad idea. Maybe she had changed her mind. 
 
   My eyes searched her beautiful face for some sign as to what she was thinking, but her face was unreadable. She took a quick step and slid into my space. Surprisingly steady hands fell to my hips. One hand left my hip and slid up my body to cup the side of my face. Her fingertips brushed my cheekbone and temple. I closed my eyes and turned my face into her touch to press my lips against her palm. 
 
   Her fingertips guided me back and she leaned towards me, erasing the breath between us. My hand went to the side of her face—perfect mirror images of each other. It felt like the first night we’d spent together; I had known there would be consequences when I’d kissed her a full year ago. She’d stood in her bare feet in my front foyer, ready to flee the embarrassment of rejection, but I’d kissed her and had led her upstairs to my bedroom. And I was about to do it again.
 
   I pulled my room key out of my clutch purse. It was an actual key on a plastic key ring, not a card. It promptly fell out of my hand and collided with the worn floorboards. I took a deep, steadying breath as I bent to retrieve the key. The night was crisp, and the blast of cool air that reached me was welcomed and sobering. I hadn’t had so much to drink to dismiss the knowledge that this was a bad idea. But I’d had just enough not to care. I tried the key again, this time with success, and unlocked the door.
 
    
 
    
 
   Moonlight streamed through the thin white curtains, providing just enough light that I wouldn’t have to turn on a lamp and risk breaking the moment we had worked our up way to. Her dress zipped down the center of her back. I slowly lowered it, each tooth reluctantly relinquishing its hold until I reached the small of her back and the end of the zipper. I peeled away the edges of her dress and exposed even more of her pale, flawless back. I pressed my mouth against her gently curving shoulder blade. While my lips kept busy, my hands rounded her hips and inched up the skirt of her dress. More and more of her nylon-free thighs came into view.
 
   I wanted to be patient, but my willpower momentarily wavered. Beneath the bunched skirt of her dress, I slipped my hand down the front of her underwear and sought out her clit with the tip of my middle finger. My hand ran over downy soft hair, closely cropped, and dipped between even softer folds. I could feel the early signs of her arousal against my fingertips, and when I heard the change in her breathing, I pulled my hand away.
 
   Her hand reached for my face. Long, feminine fingers twisted around the hair that had fallen out of my updo, and she cradled one side of my face in her palm.
 
   It felt like love. I pushed down the sob that bubbled up my throat.
 
   I pressed my mouth to her fragrant skin where the elegant stretch of her neck met shoulder and moved my hands down the smooth roundness of her bare shoulders to slip the capped sleeves of her dress off her arms. With no zipper or straps holding up her dress, I was able to shimmy the gown past her hips until gravity finished the job and the garment pooled at her ankles. She stepped out of the dress, looking radiant in a simple nude strapless bra and a high-cut thong.
 
   Mindful of the elegant dress, I retrieved it from the ground and laid it across the top of the wooden bureau. While I took care of her gown, she busied herself with the task of removing my dress. Confident, capable hands found the hidden side-zipper of my strapless dress and began to work it down, careful not to let the material get caught in the retreating zipper.
 
   I turned into her touch and cupped her face in both hands to pull her in for another kiss. My lips moved over her slightly parted mouth, and I shuddered when the tip of her tongue darted into my mouth.
 
   When my zipper had been dealt with, I stepped out of my dress as it fell away and stood before her in only my own strapless bra and underwear. Her hands reached for the back fastening on my bra, but I set my hands on her wrists to stop her. I knew she was just as impatient as I was, but we were going to do this my way.
 
   I guided her onto the mattress with a hand cradling the back of her head as she gracefully fell onto the bed. Before she could get acclimated to the new position, I crawled onto the bed above her. I kissed the tip of her nose and pressed equally soft, butterfly kisses across the sweep of her cheekbone.
 
   Her creamy pale skin glowed beneath the moonlight. I didn’t want the sun to ever come up. I kissed and licked and nibbled every bend and curve and hollow. I mapped my hands over her familiar curves, relearning her body and committing it to memory.
 
   “Please,” she whispered. I didn’t know what she was asking for, but I would gladly give her all I had.
 
   She sat up so I could deal with the bra clasp in the center of her back. Without the metal fasten, the nude strapless relaxed against her skin and she peeled it away, rendering her naked from the waist up.
 
   I took my time worshipping her newly exposed breasts. They were soft and perfumed like the rest of her. I stroked the underside of each breast before running my thumbs over her dusky rose nipples, coaxing them to full attention. I bent my head closer and flicked my tongue against hardened nubs. I took each into my mouth and scraped my teeth against the tender buds until she whimpered.
 
   My hands moved from her breasts to her hips where Hunter wasted no time in lifting her backside off the mattress so I could hook my fingers beneath the elastic waistband of her underwear and slide them off her legs. She remained seated with her back against the headboard while I settled on my knees between her parted thighs.
 
   I kissed my way up the insides of her legs, starting at her knees, leaving a wet trail in my wake. I breathed in her familiar scent, and we both groaned when I finally tasted her appreciation for my attentions between her thighs. Her fingers went to the back of my head and the dozens of bobby pins that held my hair together dug into the back of my scalp. But I’d come this far. There was no way I was going to stop.
 
   The soft plane of her stomach flexed and twitched as my mouth traveled achingly closer to the spot we both needed me to be. I pressed gentle kisses to her outer lips and fluttered my tongue against her clit, grinning into her thighs when her hips jerked off the mattress.
 
   I swirled the sensitive nub in tight circles before moving lower and licking along her slit, exploring each fold with the length of my tongue. I searched for the spots that I knew would make her sigh and tremble and gasp for more.
 
   I heard the sharp intake of air as my tongue entered her velvety sex. I stroked in and out of her slick channel, swirling the tip of my tongue against her opening each time I pushed inside. Her hips jerked off the mattress to meet my mouth and the steady rhythm I had set.
 
   “Come here,” she urged in a voice verging on breathless. She pulled me up to share a kiss with the taste of her arousal still heavy on my tongue. I wedged my thigh between her legs and pressed into her. I could feel her wetness, and it made me lean into her harder.
 
   Her hands fumbled at the center of my back as she blindly worked to unfasten my strapless bra. After a few attempts she succeeded in loosening the eyelets from their hooks, and my bra fell free to be tossed out of the way and onto the floor.
 
   She broke off our kiss to wrap her lips around my aching nipples. I held myself up by my forearms above her while she nipped and bit and sucked at my breasts. Firm hands at my hips had us switching positions and before I could utter a single syllable of complaint, she straddled my hips and ground her naked sex into me. We shared a groan when our centers met and hardened nipples brushed against the other’s flesh.
 
   Her palm pressed against the center of my chest and she pushed me onto my back. I continued to reach for her, not satisfied with my brief turn, until she grabbed my wrists and pinned them at my sides. 
 
   “No touching,” she husked into my ear. “It’s my turn.”
 
   I reached my arms over my head and clenched onto the brass spindles of the headboard as Hunter slowly worked her way down my nearly naked body. She teased me with polished fingernails trailing down my twitching thighs. Her fingers hooked under the waistband of my underwear, the last piece of clothing that remained, and she slowly pulled them down my legs. 
 
   She pressed her palms against the tender inner flesh of my thighs, forcing my legs to bend open for her. She leaned her head close and breathed warm, wet air against my waiting sex. I groaned loudly at the first touch of her tongue against my clit. She fluttered lightly against the sensitive nub, and I arched into the gentle touch. Her tongue was warm and soft and wet, and the barely-there touch had me moaning for more. Her tongue flattened and she licked the full length of my slit, avoiding my clit on each successive pass.
 
   Just when I thought I might break from the teasing, she drew my clit into her mouth and suckled me, achingly slow and tender. I threw my head back and clawed at the fitted sheets. 
 
   “More,” I openly begged. “I need your fingers.”
 
   My legs were thrown over her shoulders so my heels touched against her lower back. She trailed the tips of her fingers through my folds, collecting my arousal. First one finger and then a second. My breath hitched in my throat at the delicious stretch.
 
   I lifted my backside off the bed and thrust myself harder against her mouth and fingers. She grunted at my impatience, but lapped harder at my clit instead of stopping. Her lips locked around my clit and she tugged. My stomach tightened and clenched with an impending orgasm. 
 
   “So close, baby,” I unabashedly whimpered. My intense need for her had me shedding the guarded walls I’d put up to keep from feeling too much.
 
   My words had her redoubling her efforts. Her knuckles bumped roughly against my pelvic bone. I knew I’d be feeling her in the morning.
 
   
 
  

I gripped onto the back of her head. “So good,” I cried. “So fucking good.”
 
   Her fingers curled inside me and a strangled cry stumbled out. I felt a flood between my thighs, warm and wet. “Fuck, I’m cumming, Hunter. I’m cumming.” 
 
   As my orgasm crested, she kissed my inner thighs and gently tongued my clit. When my hips had stopped rolling and the expletives and celestial praises no longer fell from my gasping mouth, she crawled up the bed to lie beside me. I rearranged the sheets so both our naked forms were beneath the covers. She lay with her head on my breast, and I stared up at the ceiling with one arm propped beneath my head like a pillow.  
 
   In the morning I knew we’d have to talk about what had happened and what it meant for us. But for now I was content to just exist in this space with her and ignore reality for a few more hours.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The shower turned on in the adjoining bathroom. I rolled over, head pounding from another morning after. My liver would need some time to recover from the past two days. I hefted myself up in bed on one elbow and drank greedily from a glass of water I found on the bedside table. 
 
   Early morning California sunshine invaded the room around closed curtains. Across the room I spied my dress thrown over the back of a chair. Hunter’s dress was laid out on top of the wardrobe and our shoes and undergarments from the previous night were strewn across the floor. I flopped back onto my pillow and closed my eyes. My sinuses were clogged and my stomach churned uncomfortably, but the delicious ache between my thighs helped me dismiss the severity of my hangover.
 
   In the adjoining bathroom the shower turned off, and I heard the sound of a plastic shower curtain being thrown back. I pictured a naked Hunter in my mind, her hair wet from the shower and droplets of water dripping off her bare skin as she stepped onto the shower mat. I was tempted to leap from bed and offer to help towel her dry, but I didn’t want to smother her. 
 
   A few moments later, she emerged from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her hair and head. She paused in the bathroom doorway when she saw me sitting up in bed.
 
   “Oh hey, you’re awake.” She smiled, too tightly and looking apologetic. “I tried to be quiet so you could keep sleeping.”
 
   “It’s okay. I’m good. Did you sleep okay?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” she confirmed. “When I woke up I nearly forgot where I was.” 
 
   She tiptoed around the room and picked up her discarded underwear. I watched her with a frown as she pulled her underwear back on but kept her towel wrapped tight around her torso as if she no longer wanted me to see her naked body.
 
   “I thought we could have a late brunch in town, and maybe do some sight-seeing. We could take a road trip down the coast; there’s an amazing aquarium in Monterey that I’m sure has plenty of cuttlefish for you. And the town is amazing; it’s like being a character in a John Steinbeck novel.” I clamped my mouth shut. “I’m sorry. I’m rambling aren’t I? And I’m probably overwhelming you with all these plans, and you haven’t even had coffee yet.”
 
   Hunter pulled the towel from her head and gave her damp hair a brisk rub. “My flight is this afternoon.”
 
   My stomach dropped. “You can’t you push it back?”
 
   “I really shouldn’t.”
 
   “I can pay the penalty fees,” I offered.
 
   “Money’s not the issue, Elle. We are.”
 
   I scrunched up my face. “But I thought—”
 
   “Nothing has changed,” Hunter cut me off. “We’re still two people living separate lives in different parts of the country. I never meant for us to …” She sighed and trailed off. “It was selfish of me to even come out here for the wedding.”
 
   “Troi and Nik are your friends, too. You shouldn’t have to avoid them because of me.” The words tumbled out without thought or emotion. I was running on autopilot.
 
   Hunter dropped the final towel and covered her breasts from view as she stepped back into the dress she’d worn the previous night. She struggled with the zipper at the back of her dress that I had so efficiently dealt with the previous night. I still had two very capable hands, but she was being too stubborn and too proud to ask for my help. I would have done the same thing. In her place, I would have rather made my walk of shame down the hotel corridor naked, rather than ask for help.
 
   “Can I at least give you a ride to the airport?”
 
   She pulled on one strappy heel and then the second. “I’ve got a rental car I have to return to the airport.”
 
   There was nothing else I could do or say to make her linger longer in this fantasy. The moment she left these four walls, we’d go back to being overly polite strangers. I pulled the sheets over my head and burrowed into the pillows to avoid having to watch her leave, but the bed smelled like her, making my torture complete.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I was like a zombie in the days after the wedding. Troian and Nik were on their honeymoon so at least I didn’t have to worry about bumming them out. There was a park in my neighborhood I frequented when trips to the ocean weren’t practical. It wasn’t a very large green space, but there were enough trees and grass to suit my purposes. I poured my heart out to my journal, something I hadn’t taken the time to do in years. I would sit on the lawn with a notebook and write for hours until my brain ran out of words. Some people work out, some people drink to forget, but I wrote until I had exhausted my brain and had become too fatigued to dwell on all the bad relationship choices I’d made that had gotten me to this place.
 
   I observed couples with dogs and baby strollers and wrote about their perfect lives. Mothers who tried to have it all ran through the park in brightly colored neon outfits while small children with boundless energy ran behind them. Elderly men shuffled along with well-groomed dogs whose hair cuts probably cost more than my own. Attractive parades of joggers ran by while others sat in the park with their laptops, no doubt working on spec scripts that might one day get them the job that I no longer wanted. My episode—number thirteen of season one—was nearly complete, but I’d run out of inspiration and motivation to finish the last round of edits. If script writing was a marathon, I was stumbling on the final steps before I crossed the finish line.
 
   Despite my writer’s block, the first half of the show’s season ended with continued rave reviews. We had been so successful in Season A among our demographic and with the media that the network had ordered a complete second season so we could continue to write and shoot without interruption. 
 
   In early December, the network threw us a big, fancy party not long after it had been announced that we’d been renewed for a second season. The celebration was being held on the top floor of an art deco hotel, which offered uninterrupted vistas of the Los Angeles skyline. Everyone, including myself, had dressed for the occasion in tuxedos and evening gowns. Waitstaff in crisp white suits maneuvered around the conversing groups holding silver platters crowded with flutes of bubbling champagne. 
 
   From the size of the event it looked like the network had been expecting the show to be a hit all along and had been planning the party for months. Nothing about the spread or the venue or the guest list looked like it had been thrown together last minute. I wasn’t feeling much like celebrating these days, and I continued to owe Troian the final draft of my script, but I went to the party anyway, if only for the free food and alcohol. 
 
   I raised my champagne glass to my friend. “Congratulations on getting a second season.”
 
   Troian clinked her glassware into mine. “Thanks. Congratulations to you, too.”
 
   It was my first time seeing Troian since the night of their wedding. We hadn’t been in communication because Nikole had confiscated her phone for the duration of their honeymoon. It hadn’t been a full-blown vacation because Troian couldn’t be away from the production lot for that long, but there would be time for an extended trip when the show went on hiatus in April.
 
   “How was the honeymoon?” I asked.
 
   “How do you think it was?” she said, arching an eyebrow.
 
   “I’m not asking for details. An answer of ‘fine’ or ‘good’ or ‘great’ will suffice.”
 
   “It was great, thanks for asking.”
 
   “Speaking of your better half, is Nik coming tonight? Or did she wiggle out of attending yet another work party?”
 
   “She’ll be here soon,” Troian said. “She had a late meeting with a client.”
 
   “You two are a match made in heaven—both work-a-holics.”
 
   “Year one has been killer for both of us,” Troian confirmed. “Me with the show and her re-establishing her business. But things will slow down for us now that we’ve got a season two.”
 
   “I bet you’re looking forward to hiatus,” I remarked.
 
   “I am, but I need your edits first.”
 
   I frowned at the mention of my unfinished episode. “I know,” I said guiltily. “My Muse has been stubborn lately.”
 
   Despite throwing myself into work, and spending upwards to fourteen hours a day on set, I had fallen behind on my episode. It wasn’t like me; I had never been a procrastinator or one to miss due dates. At first Troian had allowed me extended deadlines and made excuses for me to the director and to the other network producers, but she wouldn’t be able to protect me forever.
 
   “Jackson’s breathing down my neck to get the finalized shooting script.”
 
   “I can’t force it,” I resisted. “That’s not how I work.” Nearly every night I’d been pouring my heart out to my journal, writing pages upon pages until I exhausted my brain, but I hadn’t been able to turn any of those words into anything for my episode.
 
   “I know you’ve been having a tough couple of weeks, but I need you to suck it up and finish that episode.”
 
   I snorted into my champagne flute. She didn’t know the half of it. I hadn’t told her about Hunter and I hooking up the night of her wedding. There was no need to dig up that memory, and I already knew Troian’s lecture by heart.
 
   “If we don’t know how that episode ends,” she continued. “Aviva can’t finish her episode either and then Edward won’t be able to do his, and then Guillen, and then Gloria.”
 
   “I know how this works,” I frowned. “Everything bottlenecks. I’m holding up the show.”
 
   Troian’s phone buzzed in her clutch, interrupting our conversation. “That’s probably Nik,” she said, digging around in her purse for the phone. “She said she’d call when she was on her way.”
 
   “Go ahead and take the call,” I mumbled. “I’m used to being abandoned by now.”
 
   Troian made no response; she was already on her phone and hadn’t heard my words. While she presumably talked to her wife, I grabbed two champagne glasses from the closest server. I drained the first one quickly and took my time with the second. 
 
   I wandered around the ballroom on my own without a word to my friend. I spotted Edward and Aviva and some other cast and crew, but I didn’t stop to talk. It was turning out to be the kind of night where I wanted to lose myself to melancholy feelings and be on my own where I wouldn’t be expected to make eye contact or hold a conversation with anyone but myself.
 
   A twelve-piece orchestra set on an elevated stage began to play classical music and some people coupled up and began to waltz around the ballroom. I observed the dancing from a safe distance; it felt like I’d slipped into a time warp that had me back in the early decades of the 1900’s.
 
   I finished off the remainder of my drink—my third in a relatively short amount of time—and grabbed a fourth to take outside with me. I found the doorway that led to a small, rooftop terrace. I breathed out a sigh of relief to discover myself alone. It was cold that night for Los Angeles, so everyone else enjoyed the warmth of the ballroom. 
 
   It was a clear, cool evening and the pale moon hung in a starless sky. I absently rubbed at my bare arms as I took in the view. My dress was sleeveless and my jacket was with the coat check, but I was from the upper Midwest and the multiple glasses of champagne had warmed my blood.
 
   In Minnesota, the weather would already have taken a turn for the worst. Sweaters and scarves and knee-high leather boots had been replaced with knit hats and puffy jackets, mittens and snow boots. The change in season inevitably reminded me of Hunter and her resilient stubbornness to keep her jacket on during class. At least no one in Los Angeles ever had need of a winter jacket. I didn’t need that extra incentive to have her on my mind. 
 
   I was spending a lot of time lately on balconies these days. The view from the balcony at my apartment was far from picturesque and sirens seemed to howl non-stop, but it was better than adjusting to the quiet found within my apartment walls. My eyes began to sting with the first signs of tears. But before I could completely lose myself to the sadness, I heard a voice behind me.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   I recognized the voice, even though she’d only spoken one word.
 
   “Sonja, hi.” I hastily wiped my hands across my face to remove any traitorous tears.
 
   “What are you doing out here by yourself?” She jerked her thumb towards the doors I had fled through. “You’re missing out on quite the party in there.”
 
   “I know. I just needed to get some air.”
 
   She walked closer and rubbed at her bare arms. “It’s nice out here.”
 
   “You’d better keep your distance with that glassware,” I joked uneasily. “This dress is dry clean only.”
 
   “You should wear more dresses,” she observed. “You’ve got the legs for it.”
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath. Sonja was clearly flirting, and I had no good reason to deflect her advances. 
 
   “This is pretty,” she said, touching her fingers to the silver bracelet that wrapped around my wrist. Her hand was damp from the condensation that had formed on the outside of her glass. It was an unnecessary touch. It was the kind of move a person made to let you know they were interested. 
 
   “Thanks. My mom got it for me on one of her many vacations to the Caribbean.”
 
   Her hand fell away from my arm, but she lingered in my personal space. 
 
   “I’m glad I found you,” she continued in that same quiet, serious tone. “I was hoping to get to talk to you at Troian’s wedding, but you disappeared at the reception.” 
 
   “Yeah, uh, too much alcohol. I called it an early night.”
 
   “How are you feeling now?” she asked, her sapphire eyes piercing into me.
 
   Sonja was a beautiful girl, and in her cocktail attire, she was more stunning than usual. The full moon shone against her pale skin and strawberry hair. I wondered what she tasted like. 
 
   I didn’t have to wonder for long. While distracted by the moon and the graceful curve of her lips, I found myself pinned against the balcony’s ledge when her mouth pressed hard against mine. It was an aggressive move, and the force of the kiss reminded me of when she’d shattered my glass the night of the pilot premier.
 
   I closed my eyes and forced myself to kiss her back. I didn’t have a reason not to, I reminded myself. Her free hand slid up my arm and beneath the curtain of my hair. Her fingertips pressed solidly at the base of my skull. She tasted like citrus.
 
   Her hands wandered, eager and aggressive. They rounded my breasts, traveled across the flat plane of my abdomen, and toyed with the bottom hem of my cocktail dress. Her fingers were warm and dry. My knees wobbled and my right hand lashed out to brace myself against something. 
 
   When we broke apart for air, her bright blue eyes beamed up at me from beneath heavy eyelashes. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do that,” she breathed. She licked her lips, no doubt tasting my previous drink as I had hers.
 
   I had been drinking all night, but not so much that I could mistake who I really wanted. Her eyes were the wrong shade of blue. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” My hands covered hers, stopping her from doing anything else. I swallowed, my mouth having suddenly gone dry. “I can’t.”
 
   I heard her call after me as I rushed out the door. “Elle, wait.”
 
   But I couldn’t wait. I couldn’t stop and go back. I had wanted my exit to take place without anyone’s notice, but Nikole spotted my frantic escape and followed me to the valet stand. “Nice Irish goodbye, Graft,” she chuckled. 
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair. “I know. Not exactly the best etiquette. My Minnesota Nice must be slipping. Will you say goodbye to Troian for me?”
 
   Nikole sipped her drink. “Sure, but why the early exit? The night’s just getting started.”
 
   “I know, but I’ve got a script to finish.”
 
   “And your lipstick is smudged,” she pointed out.
 
   My hand immediately went to my mouth.
 
   “Who’s the lucky lady?” Nik pressed.
 
   “Sonja the intern.” There was no use denying or lying. “But we only kissed. I stopped her before anything else happened.”
 
   “Why?” Nikole wasn’t one to tiptoe around feelings or beat around the bush.
 
   “You know why.”
 
   She nodded knowingly. “Hunter.”
 
   I licked my lips. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   “Everything happens for a reason, my friend.”
 
   “How long until I figure out the reasoning behind this though?”
 
   She shrugged. “Are you going to be okay getting home?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded. “I’m gonna catch a cab.”
 
   “No drunk dialing anyone tonight, okay?” she sternly warned me.
 
   “I’ll be good,” I promised. “Plus it’s like three in the morning back home.”
 
   Nikole gave me a wistful smile. “Home.”
 
   I, too, realized my choice of words. “Yeah. I caught that, too.” I sucked in a long breath. “Do you miss it?”
 
   “Sometimes,” she admitted. “But then I think about how awful winters are back there, and how perfect the weather is here. Plus, this is where Troian is.”
 
   “And home is where Troian is,” I said nodding.
 
   The sad, wistful smile she gave me was too much. I hated the sympathetic look.
 
   A yellow taxi pulled up to the hotel’s curb. “I should grab this,” I said. “When you tell Troian I said goodnight, can you not tell her about Sonja?”
 
   “And rob her of an opportunity to tease you forever?” Nik laughed, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Your secret is safe with me, Elle. Have a good night.”
 
   I waved once more before climbing into the back of the taxi. I gave the driver my address, and we pulled out into the busy Los Angeles city life.
 
   I flipped through my phone on the ride back to my apartment. A part of me felt obligated to tell Hunter that I’d kissed a girl, but I realized it was unnecessary. We weren’t together anymore. She’d been the one who’d broken up with me, and she’d made it explicitly clear that while I remained in California, we had no future together. 
 
   I sagely put my phone away so it couldn’t get me in trouble that night.
 
    
 
    
 
   I arrived back at my apartment, feeling restless and unhinged. My laptop sat on the dining room table, but I couldn’t focus long enough to write. There was no way I’d be able to fall asleep and nothing on television captured my interest. In the absence of something to do, I cleaned.
 
   I took everything out of my refrigerator and scrubbed out its insides. I wiped down every surface, dusted every belonging that wasn’t tied down, and scrubbed at the stubborn grout in the shower. I cleaned out my closet and made a pile of clothes I intended to donate. 
 
   I hadn’t completely unpacked my luggage from Troian and Nikole’s wedding, worried about the memories that might re-surface, so I tackled that next. I put away travel-sized shampoo and conditioner and unpacked the clothes I never got around to wearing.
 
   Tucked inside the inside zipper where I typically packed socks and underwear, I found a folded up piece of white computer paper. My heart dropped into my stomach when I unfolded the paper and realized what it was: a colored-pencil drawing of a cuttlefish and the red hermit crab from the children’s picture book Hunter had given me. Someone—presumably Hunter—had created a mock page for the story whose illustrations and dialogue matched the pacing and repetition of the real book.
 
   Black printed words jumped off the page: “In January, Hermit Crab came across a cuttlefish hovering above the ocean floor. ‘How lovely you are!’ exclaimed Hermit Crab. ‘Would you like to live in my house?’ ‘Oh yes, thank you,’ said the cuttlefish. And the Hermit Crab and the cuttlefish were happy together for a very long time.”
 
   When had she put the drawing in my luggage? Had it been at the wedding, or had it been there for much longer, and I hadn’t noticed it before? And more importantly, why hadn’t she said anything about it? 
 
   I found myself out on my second balcony of the long night. A light had burned out in the parking lot below, leaving my balcony darker than usual. I stared out at the neon signs that seemed to float in the sky, and above them, my constant companion, the moon. A siren called out in the distance. There were always sirens and alarms and the constant din of moving traffic.
 
   I held the folded up piece of paper clenched in one fist. Tears—real tears—the first in what felt like a lifetime, silently fell down my cheeks. My heart felt like it was breaking all over again. If this continued, the pieces would soon be too small for me to ever reconstruct it.
 
   A few short months ago I had had everything I could ever want. My career was stable, but still provided me with challenges to keep me from going stagnant, I had a nice home in a quaint little city, I’d repaired a relationship with my mother, and I had love. I was loved, and I had returned that love with every available fiber of my soul. But it hadn’t been enough.
 
   A tortured sob bubbled up my throat.
 
   I heard a short cough, and I instantly straightened. “That you, Frank?” I hastily wiped at my face. I slipped Hunter’s drawing into my pocket, out of sight, but not out of mind.
 
   “Yup.” I could see the red ember glow of my neighbor’s cigarette. I was sure he’d heard me crying, but we didn’t know each other well enough for him to ask me what was wrong.
 
   “Mind if I bum one of those?”
 
   Frank’s shoes dragged on the balcony platform as he shuffled toward me. He produced a pack of cigarettes from the front pocket of his denim shirt and flipped the cardboard lid open. His arm stretched over the balcony’s edge so I could take one of the proffered cigarettes. I hadn’t smoked since graduate school—I hadn’t had need to. 
 
   He handed me a lighter from the open pack and cupped his hands around mine to block out the wind long enough for me to light up. I took a long drag from the cigarette and let the acrid smoke fill my lungs before exhaling in one long, grey plume.
 
   “Long night?” he asked. 
 
   “Yeah. And it’s not over yet.”
 
   We smoked in silent solidarity until I reached the end of my cigarette. I dropped the butt onto my balcony and crushed the dying embers with the toe of my shoe. “Thanks for the cigarette.” 
 
   “Any time.”
 
   I let myself back into my apartment through the sliding glass doors. I fished a bottle of beer out of the back of my refrigerator and sat down at the dining room table with my laptop.
 
   I lifted the lid, and the laptop whirred back to life, opening to my unfinished episode. With one last fleeting glance towards the moon, I took a deep breath and began to write.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I dropped the thick stack of paper on Troian’s desk. “It’s done.”
 
   Troian looked up from whatever she’d been working on and flipped through the first few pages of the script for my episode. “You took care of all of those changes Jackson wanted, too?”
 
   “Uh huh,” I confirmed.
 
   “Did you work nonstop this weekend or something?”
 
   “Yeah. Something like that. I need to talk to you.”
 
   Troian sighed and removed her reading glasses to rub at the bridge of her nose. “You’re breaking up with me.”
 
   I sat down in the chair opposite her desk and leaned forward. “I don’t belong out here.”
 
   “I’m sorry you’ve been unhappy.”
 
   “I haven’t been unhappy.” I was, but not because of the TV show.
 
   “Do you blame me for Hunter?”
 
   “Of course not,” I insisted. “There’s no one to blame for that but myself.”
 
   “Are you sure? Because I don’t want our working together to have ruined our friendship.”
 
   “No, I know. And I don’t want that either. Which is why I’ve got to resign.”
 
   Troian’s mouth curved down. “You were never a fish out of water in the writer’s room, you know.”
 
   “Thanks. But everything else about this gig has been completely disorienting. These aren’t my people out here. This isn’t my life.” I had been writing about a make-believe world while living in a make-believe city.
 
   “One could argue you didn’t give it long enough for it to be your life.” She immediately held up her hands. “One could argue. But not me.”
 
   “Are you going to have a hard time replacing me?”
 
   “Don’t have such an ego. You’re not that great.”
 
   “Thanks, Boss.”
 
   “Plus, since we’ve gotten the full season run, the Writer’s Guild requires that I give out two freelance assignments to non-staff writers. Maybe I’ll see if Sonja the intern wants to sit at the big kid’s table. Give her an audition.”
 
   I hoped I wasn’t blushing and I hoped Nikole had kept her promise. “I bet she’d love that. Good thinking.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not head writer just because I’m a pretty face.”
 
   I turned to leave, but paused at the doorway when Troian spoke again: “Are you going back for Hunter?”
 
   “No,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “I’m going back for me.”

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I left Los Angeles at the end of December, feeling hopeful and encouraged. I was leaving on a high note, after all; the show had been picked up for a second season and I’d held my own among veteran television writers. It was a triumphant return, not a retreat from a life I couldn’t hack. 
 
   But by the time I reached Colorado, I began to have doubts. Traveling through the state reminded me of the mountain cabin where it could be argued Hunter and I had spent our last happy days. Worry began to build that I might never be able to recreate that. Had we become too broken? Had too much time past? Maybe our night together at Troian and Nikole’s wedding had been the closure she needed. What if she had moved on? 
 
   I’d told Troian I was coming back for myself, not for Hunter. But that wasn’t entirely true—Hunter was here and it was Hunter whom I wanted. She made me want to be the best version of myself I could be. Pure physical attraction and curiosity was what had initially drawn me to her, but I had quickly confirmed the depth of her maturity and of her heart.
 
   I returned to Minnesota, exhausted from the long road trip. Hunter and I had taken our time crossing the country with a multi-day detour in Colorado, but we’d dallied because neither of us had had any urgency to reach Los Angeles. On this return trip, however, I had driven non-stop with barely a full night’s sleep midway to see me through the trip. I couldn’t wait to be home.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to expect when I pulled my car into the alley behind my house and parked in the detached garage. I had only sent Hunter a single text: I’ll be back in town on Friday. I’d left it purposefully vague, hoping she’d reply, but she hadn’t responded. I’d considered sending a second text to clarify that it wasn’t a visit—it was an indefinite stay—but I decided against it. I’d see her when I got back to town. I could tell her I was back for good when we were finally face to face again.
 
   Sylvia was at the front door when I let myself in. I wondered how much human interaction she’d gotten since Hunter had moved out. I scooped her up and gave her a hug, burying my face in her fur. She must not have been too desperate for human contact, however, because she promptly wiggled away, looking offended by the show of emotion.
 
   I didn’t bother to unpack anything. There was plenty of time to do that later. I practically ran up the stairs and flopped down on my bed. The flowery fragrance of my fabric softener pillowed up around me. My eyes fluttered shut and I wiggled deeper into the blankets.
 
   My eyes snapped open when I realized something. I pressed my nose to the comforter and my pillows and inhaled. Everything had been freshly laundered. There was only one reason why my bed smelled so clean and welcoming:  Someone had recently washed my things.
 
   I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and pulled up Hunter’s number from my list of contacts. With the exception of my text to tell her I was coming back, we hadn’t talked since Troian and Nikole’s wedding weekend.
 
   My thumb hovered over her number. I should have deleted it from my phone when she’d ended things. I was probably reading too much into the bedding situation. Like my still-packed luggage, there would be time to reach out to Hunter later when I felt more like myself. For now, I slept.
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up to the sound of shovels scraping against hard concrete outside. It must have snowed overnight. But Los Angeles didn’t have snow, I remembered. 
 
   Sylvia was curled up at the bottom of the bed and I lay in bed watching the steady rise and fall of her furry back. It surprised me that she had slept there all night; maybe she’d missed me, after all.
 
   Downstairs in the kitchen, the refrigerator should have been empty except for a random bottle of ketchup. I opened the door out of habit and found the shelves stocked. I swallowed down the cresting emotions. My sheets should have been stale and musty. My favorite ground coffee shouldn’t have been sitting on the countertop beside the coffeepot.
 
   After breakfast, I bundled up for the task of shoveling my driveway and the walkway that led to my front door. 
 
   “Hi, neighbor!”
 
   The woman who lived alone in the house next to mine, Mrs. Grace, waved at me from her three-season room. She slid one of the screen windows down farther.
 
   “How was California?” she asked. “Are you glad to be back? I bet you had no shoveling to do in California.”
 
   I had no idea how she knew I’d been gone or where I had been. We rarely talked or even saw each other, and in the winter it wasn’t unusual to go entire months without seeing my neighbors. It was just too cold to linger outside.
 
   “It’s not so bad. Just trying to get back into the swing of things.”
 
   “Where’s Hunter these days? I haven’t seen her around lately.”
 
   My emotions went unschooled and my face no doubt showed my surprise that my neighbor knew of Hunter and knew her name.
 
   “Such a nice girl,” Mrs. Grace approved. “Did she tell you she shoveled my driveway for me all last month?”
 
   “No. She didn’t.”
 
   “I had surgery on my hip. It wasn’t a big deal, but it limited my mobility for a few weeks. Somehow Hunter found out and she shoveled the sidewalk and driveway without me ever asking.” She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and shook her head. “I tried to pay her, but she wasn’t having any of that. Refused to take my money.”
 
   “That sounds about right.” It didn’t surprise me to hear of Hunter’s thoughtfulness.
 
   “Next time you see her, tell her not to be a stranger. I know she’s not watching your house anymore now that you’re back, but that doesn’t mean she can’t visit.”
 
   Mrs. Grace would never know how much her words made me ache with regret. “I’ll give her your message the next time I see her, Mrs. Grace.”
 
   My neighbor shuffled back into her house and I resumed shoveling the front walkway. First my cat, and now my next-door neighbor liked Hunter more than me. But I couldn’t blame them. She was easy to fall for.
 
   After I finished shoveling the sidewalk, I warmed up with a hot shower. The bathroom was filled with steam by the time I was ready to step out onto the bathmat. The vanity mirror was foggy, which made the writing on the mirrored plane more pronounced: Welcome Home.
 
   The fresh linens on my bed, the groceries and Del Sol coffee in the refrigerator, and now this greeting—it was endearing and tender and so confusing. A sob surprised me, bubbling and catching in my throat, coming out like a choking noise. 
 
   All of these thoughtful gestures gave me hope, but I didn’t want that. I’d gone over it again and again in my head during the drive from southern California.
 
   Despite my misgivings, I called Hunter before I could get too inside of my head. I held my breath in anticipation, not even sure what I would say if she answered, but the phone rang and rang and rang until her voicemail picked up. I ended the call; I wanted to talk to her, not her recorded voice.
 
    
 
    
 
   I spent the remainder of the afternoon in the living room prepping syllabi and assignments for the upcoming semester. In a few weeks I would be back on campus and at the front of a classroom, once again commanding the attention of eighteen to twenty-one year olds. With two new classes that I’d never taught before, there would be a lot more work in addition to the never-ending stream of paper grading, but this is what I had wanted when I’d first proposed the new courses to my departmental chair, Bob.
 
   Sylvia hopped onto the couch beside me and took a tentative step onto my lap. I held my breath and my body still; she had never curled up on my lap before. She kneaded her paws on my legs and stomach, looking for internal weaknesses, no doubt. Unsatisfied, she curled her lip at me and whined.
 
   “What do you want from me?” 
 
   She sat on her haunches and the fur along her back stuck up like a wolverine’s.
 
   “Are you having a bad hair day? Is that why you’re being so bitchy?”
 
   She made a noise between a purr and a chirp and hopped up to the top of the couch.
 
   “And, I’m talking to the cat,” I sighed. I really needed to get out of the house.
 
   The sound of the front doorbell had me leaping over the couch and all other obstacles in my way. Hunter must have seen the missed calls, but she wanted to see for herself that I was really back. I slowed my step as I reached the front door. I ran my fingers through my hair, took a deep breath, and opened the door.
 
   Hunter, however, was not on the other side.
 
   “Dean Merlot?” I clutched onto the door’s edge. “What are you, um, I mean, hello?”
 
   “I heard you were back in town,” she smiled, looking every bit of confident as I felt taken aback. “I wanted to see for myself.”
 
   “I’m not exactly dressed to entertain,” I said awkwardly.
 
   “I think you look great,” she beamed charmingly.
 
   I looked down at my outfit—yoga pants and a track jacket over a tank top. I was comfortable, not attractive.
 
   “Can I come in?” she pressed.
 
   “Oh, um, sure.” I took two steps back and she stepped inside smelling like gardenias.
 
   She walked straight to my kitchen and I was nearly startled at her familiarity with the layout of my home until I remembered she had been over last spring for the English department’s end-of-the year party.
 
   “Glasses?” she asked, wiggling a bottle of red wine in her hands.
 
   “Top cabinet, left of the refrigerator,” I said.
 
   She opened the built-in and pulled two long-stemmed glasses from their cubby.
 
   “Corkscrew?”
 
   “Oh. Right.” I pulled out a drawer and fished around for the utensil.
 
   Jessica poured two full glasses of wine, and instead of remaining in the kitchen, made her way to the living room. I had no choice but to follow. 
 
   The television was on in the background, slicing through an otherwise awkward silence. I swirled the wine around in its stemmed glass. “What is this? A merlot?”
 
   Jessica smirked. “I do believe that’s the first time I’ve heard that joke.”
 
   I took a small sip from my glass. “I’m sure.”
 
   “How was California?”
 
   My face must have revealed my surprise. I couldn’t even begin to speculate who had revealed the reason behind my semester-long sabbatical. I had worked hard to keep that to myself knowing how the university rumor mill worked overtime. I hadn’t told the Chair of the English department or even my colleague and mentor, Emily.
 
   Dean Merlot—I mean, Jessica—laughed, but not unkindly. “Don’t look so surprised. You of all people should know that people here love to gossip. The past few months I’ve heard nothing but how I’m going to lose one of the English department’s rising stars to Hollywood, and that I’d better start advertising for your replacement.” She took a measured sip from her glass. “I had a feeling you’d be back though.”
 
   I repositioned myself on the couch. “That was pretty presumptuous, don’t you think?”
 
   Her emerald eyes practically glittered. “Showing up uninvited on your doorstep is presumptuous, Elle. Not predicting your return. I’ve looked over your student evaluations. You’re an excellent educator. That’s not something you can phone in. You either love to teach or you don’t.”
 
   “Thanks.” I didn’t know if it was a compliment, but I’d take it as such.
 
   Jessica swirled the liquid in her glass. “I guess I’m just curious why you left us in the first place.”
 
   “You could always look in the mirror.”
 
   She looked up sharply from her wine glass. I hadn’t had nearly enough wine to blame the alcohol for my words.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “You rule the faculty with an iron fist, Dean Merlot.” I purposely switched back to the more formal title. “I became a college professor because I love teaching, but I love the academic freedom we’re usually afforded even more.  If I wanted someone censoring my syllabi, I would teach high school.”
 
   She sat erect on the couch. “The Board of Trustees is concerned we became too liberal under Dean Kraus. Several generous alumni have become less generous in recent years because of it. They brought me on to change the culture of the school.”
 
   “Is that why you’re closeted?” She had said as much during our meeting when I’d basically demanded I be granted a sabbatical, so I didn’t think it an outrageous guess.
 
   “Now who’s being presumptuous,” she murmured. Her gaze was focused on the top of my coffee table.
 
   I felt the change in the room; the power dynamic had reversed. “You showed up at my house, uninvited, and with a bottle of wine.” A peculiar smile settled on my lips. “You said it yourself, Dean. People like to talk.”
 
   She practically blanched before my eyes. “You wouldn’t.”
 
   I sat back in the couch. “No. I wouldn’t. Because I know better than to use someone’s sexuality to control them.”
 
   The conversation had taken an abrupt turn. We might have been sipping wine in my living room like civilized people, but we better resembled sharks circling in a tank. Whoever smelled blood first would attack. 
 
   Her eyes remained locked with mine, but when she reached for her wine, her fingertips bumped against the bell of the glass, knocking it over. We both watched helplessly as the glass tipped onto its side and poured its contents onto the floor. The empty glass rolled off the end table and shattered when it hit the ground. 
 
   I heard the quiet expletive: “Damn it.”
 
   “I’ve got it.” I hopped up from the couch, almost relieved to have something to do instead of verbally sparring even if it meant my white surface rug was ruined.
 
   I swiftly took the few steps to the kitchen and grabbed a roll of paper towels from the countertop and a spray bottle of cleaning solvent from beneath the kitchen sink. When I returned to the living room, Jessica was on her hands and knees, picking up pieces of broken wine glass and putting them on the coffee table.
 
   “Let me do that,” I implored. “Jessica.” I said her name with more volume. “Stop. You’re going to cut yourself.”
 
   She didn’t acknowledge me. Her head was downcast and her eyes remained locked on the floor as she picked up the largest glass pieces.
 
   Rather than continue to protest her help, I knelt beside her and busied myself with the task of cleaning up red wine from a white rug as best as I could.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she murmured, still refusing to make eye contact. “I’m normally not so clumsy.” She tucked a lock of highlighted brunette hair behind one ear, and I saw the vulnerability and uncertainty in her eyes. Her battle armor had weakened, shifted, and had left her exposed. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I allowed. “It was only a matter of time before I regretted having a white rug in here.”
 
   As I blotted at a stubborn spot on the cream-colored rug, I was acutely aware of Jessica’s presence beside me. She didn’t have the cleaning supplies I had and I hadn’t offered her any, yet she continued to pick at the glass shards that remained.
 
   As I focused on my task, a hand fell to my hip and a warm nose slid along the side of my own. My eyes crossed as I followed the trajectory of the nose until I felt the soft brush of something against my top lip. It took a second too long for me to realize that the brush had been caused by Jessica’s mouth.
 
   “Dean Merlot!” I scrambled backwards, but there was no place for me to escape to. My shoulder blades struck against the couch with nearly the force to leave me breathless. 
 
   “It’s still just Jessica.” She sat back on her heels. Her face looked unreasonably calm. “In addition to the information about you writing for a television show in Los Angeles, I also heard you and your girlfriend broke up,” she explained in a soft voice. “Was that information wrong?”
 
   “I’m not … I didn’t …” My mouth moved, forming words that never came out. 
 
   Jessica stood in one fluid motion. My eyes followed her figure as it came to tower over me. “I should be going; I’ve probably overstayed my welcome.” She brushed at the front of her dress pants. “Thank you for your hospitality, Professor Graft.” Whatever vulnerability or softness I had spied earlier was gone. “My apologies again for the damage to your rug. Feel free to send me the bill if you have it professionally cleaned.”
 
   She left the remnants of our shared wine bottle on the coffee table. Having come over with nothing else, she strode swiftly for the front door, high-heeled boots clicking on the wooden floor.
 
   I remained on my backside, mutely gaping and stunned as she left through the front door, leaving me to deal with the fallout. 
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
    “Dean Merlot kissed me.”
 
   I heard the long yawn on the phone. “Good morning to you, too, dear.”
 
   “Sorry, Mom.”
 
   “I’d almost forgotten what your voice sounded like,” she remarked. “But I know you’re a fancy TV writer now. Can’t be bothered to call your mother.”
 
   I laughed; I couldn’t help it. She was far too predictable. “I know it’s been a while,” I said in apology. “I got busy.”
 
   “But now you’re not busy, and someone named Dean is kissing you.”
 
   “No. Not named Dean. The Dean of Faculty at my college.”
 
   “Wait.” The sleep seemed to shake off of her voice. “You don’t mean that horrible woman who harassed you out of the state?”
 
   “That would be the one,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “I’m still confused; I haven’t had my coffee yet. Did that woman follow you to California? And why is she kissing you?”
 
   “I don’t have the answer to the second question, but I’m not in California anymore. I’m back in Minnesota.”
 
   “I really am behind.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she dismissed. “We both know you’re a horrible daughter, but it’s not as though I’m winning mother of the year awards. So you’re home, back to teaching, and a horrible woman kissed you. Is there anything else I’ve missed?”
 
   I chewed on my bottom lip. “Hunter and I broke up.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   I held the phone away from my ear and winced.
 
   “What did you do?” she demanded.
 
   I should have been offended that she assumed I had been responsible for the break-up, but I was. If I hadn’t made the overnight decision to move to California, we would probably still be living in domestic bliss.
 
   “The distance was just too hard on us.”
 
   “But you’re back now,” she rightfully pointed out. “Can’t you fix it?”
 
   I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “I’m gonna try, Mom.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   It rained on my first day back at school, but I didn’t consider that a sign that I’d made the wrong decision. Coming back to campus was harder than I thought it would be, however. I never expected to be haunted by every willowy blonde I spotted as I crossed the campus grounds. Each time I caught a glimpse of that familiar shade of hair as I went along with my day gave me heart palpitations. I knew she’d graduated. I knew I’d find her at the hospital, not on campus. But that didn’t stop me from imagining I saw her in every similarly silhouetted girl.
 
   Returning to the front of the classroom made all the false sightings worth it though. It felt good to be back. The weather sucked, but watching the bustle around me as students rushed from one class to the next made me smile. I had missed it all—even the gross feeling of dirty hands covered in chalk dust after a long day of discussion. It wouldn’t be long before the luster of being back in the classroom wore off—students would soon be complaining about paper grades and the length of reading assignments—but for now I was thrilled to be back at the front of a classroom.
 
   I found myself in need of company at the end of my first day back on campus. There were few people in my life that I considered close friends, and even fewer of those people lived in the town where I lived. I had several work colleagues with whom I was friendly, but I realized I routinely kept people at a distance, even Emily, my mentor and work colleague with whom I was the closest. 
 
   I considered contacting Hunter despite not knowing her work schedule, but I decided to put off the call for another night in favor of going to Peggy’s, the lone lesbian haunt in town. If Hunter didn’t have to work I knew there was a chance we might run into each other at the gay bar. I threw caution to the wind, however, put on my favorite pair of skinny jeans and fitted plaid shirt, and went to the bar by myself. 
 
   Something folksy with a female lead vocalist played on the jukebox. I smiled at the familiar short-haired blonde behind the bar as I settled onto a vacant stool.
 
   “Well, well,” Leah smiled deeply. “Look who the cat dragged in. Are you back for good, or is this only a visit to tease us?”
 
   “I’m back,” I acknowledged.
 
   She grabbed a pint glass and filled it with a local craft IPA on tap before setting it in front of me. “On the house. We don’t get too many celebrities in here.”
 
   “Why don’t you pour one of those for yourself so I don’t have to drink alone?” I suggested.
 
   “Yeah, okay.” She pulled a second glass from beneath the bar and filled it with an amber beer on tap.
 
   I raised my pint. “Prost.”
 
   She smiled and clicked her glass against mine. I had a flashback of Sonja’s overly aggressive cheers that had shattered both of our glasses.
 
   “Kind of quiet tonight, isn’t it?” I observed.
 
   Peggy’s was nearly empty despite school being back in session. The first weekend after winter break would bring in the patrons. That night—a Monday night—few people sat at the bar or the tables scattered around the floor space.
 
   “Yeah, but I kind of like the calm before the storm; it’ll pick up this weekend. How was Hollywood? Or are you tired of answering that question?”
 
   I took a sip of the bitter, hoppy beer. “Hot weather. Lots of people. Not my scene,” I vaguely revealed. “What’s new around here?”
 
   Leah shook her head. “Not much. Same old faces; same old songs on the jukebox. But I don’t mind.”
 
   I was tempted to ask her if she’d seen much of Hunter over the past few months. Besides online dating, Peggy’s was practically the only local source for finding other queer women. But if Leah wasn’t going to bring her up, neither was I.
 
   “Don’t look now,” Leah murmured under her breath, “but your ex just walked in with her flavor of the week.”
 
   My stomach dropped, and with it, nearly my pint glass.
 
   I slowly spun on my barstool, mentally readying myself for the worse case scenario. I’d known when I’d decided to go to Peggy’s that night that there was a possibility of running into Hunter.
 
   “Better not let Peggy see you drinking all her profits, Leah,” a familiar voice teased.
 
   “Cady,” I breathed. I’d never been so happy to see my ex-girlfriend.
 
   “Elle, hi.” Cady had a deer in headlights look on her face. “I didn’t recognize you for a second. You’re tan as hell.”
 
   I looked down at my bare arm as if to confirm her observation. “Yeah, I just got back from California.”
 
   I turned my attention to the curly-haired woman who stood beside her. “Hi, I’m Elle.”
 
   Cady shook herself. “Oh, sorry. This is Marissa.”
 
   The girl wiggled her fingers at me. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”
 
   Cady turned her head, scanning the sparsely populated bar. “Where’s your pupil tonight?” She turned to Marissa. “Elle’s a professor at the university. She’s been dating a former student, how long has it been?” she asked, returning her attention to me.
 
   I squirmed uncomfortably on the barstool. “Oh, um, a little over a year.”
 
   “Wow. That’s got to be some kind of record,” Cady admired with surprisingly no malice in her tone.
 
   “It might be.”
 
   Cady had been my longest relationship before Hunter. We’d had fun, but it wasn’t love—not for me at least. The words I’d so readily given up for Hunter had never come for Cady no matter how endearing, kind, and patient she’d been. To use my mother’s metaphor, I’d always been the flower—selfish, preening, holding my own needs above everyone else’s. Perhaps all I’d been through with Hunter had been karma for all the rotten things I’d put my previous girlfriends through.
 
   “It was good to see you, Elle.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Marissa called out as Cady tugged her to a different part of the bar.
 
   “Have you seen her since you got back?” I heard Leah ask.
 
   “Who?” I continued to stare after Cady and her female friend.
 
   “Hunter,” Leah clarified.
 
   I spun back around, my focus entirely on the woman behind the bar.  “How did you know? Did Hunter say something?”
 
   “No. I guessed.” Leah smiled sheepishly. “She showed up here one night a while back looking more nervous than ever. I’ve been keeping bar long enough to recognize that look—first timers and newly single women.”
 
   I had no words of response, and I didn’t press Leah for more details about what she’d observed. The damage had been done. It would have been naive of me to think Hunter was staying home and biding her time until I came back, but having verbal confrontation still felt like a sucker punch below the belt. 
 
   I didn’t stay much longer at Peggy’s that night. I thanked Leah for the beer and left a generous tip on the bar before collecting myself and my belongings to leave.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “Guess where I am?”
 
   “It had better be the emergency room or jail. Do you know what time it is in on the West Coast?”
 
   “I’m at Del Sol. But you’re not here to play Top, Bottom, or Switch with me,” I complained.
 
   “I’m going back to bed.”
 
   “You’re not fun.”
 
   “It’s 6:00 a.m. No one is fun at that hour.”
 
   “How about we play remotely?” I proposed. “I can take a picture of the next person to come through the door and then you tell me their life story.”
 
   “Geez, Bookie. Desperate much?”
 
   “Weren’t you the one who promised me that if I quit my job and moved to California that we would get to play Top, Bottom, Switch all the time?” I lightly protested. “We didn’t play it once while I was out there.”
 
   “Fine,” Troian sighed. “Who’s my first victim?”
 
   My gaze trained on the front door as I waited for a new customer. The muscles in my jaw clenched when I recognized the next person to enter Del Sol. “Shit. She’s here.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Hunter.”
 
   I watched her step into line at the front counter. Her attention was focused on the chalkboard behind the baristas, which announced that morning’s special coffee blends. Her hair was in its usual ponytail, and she wore salmon-colored scrubs. 
 
   Troian audibly yawned. “Did you really expect to avoid her until the end of time?”
 
   “No. But I at least hoped to not look like I just rolled out of bed when I saw her,” I said tersely. I tugged my hair free from its bun and raked my fingers through my damp hair. Luckily I’d at least showered that morning, but I hadn’t done much beyond that.
 
   “Are you going to acknowledge her or pretend you didn’t see her?” Troian asked.
 
   I didn’t have time to make a decision. Hunter was walking pointedly in my direction. I clutched onto my phone like a lifeline.
 
   “What’s going on?” Troian complained in my ear. “You wake me up just to make me listen to your breathing, Darth Vader?”
 
   Hunter stopped in front of me, a cardboard cup of coffee in her hands. “Hi,” she greeted.
 
   “Hi,” came my unoriginal response.
 
   “Shit son,” I heard Troian’s voice. “Nice response.”
 
   “You don’t look surprised to see me,” I remarked.
 
   “I heard you were back,” she said. “For good, apparently.”
 
   “You did? From who?”
 
   “Leah. She said you were in the bar the other night.”
 
   “Yeah. I was thirsty.”
 
   Leah’s words about seeing Hunter at the bar nagged at my insecurities, but I remained silent. 
 
   “The new semester just started, didn’t it?” she asked.
 
   “Uh huh,” I confirmed.
 
   “How was your first day back?” 
 
   “It was good, thanks.” 
 
   I could hear the dull, uninspired words coming out of my mouth, but there was nothing I could do. If we had been characters on the show and I’d been writing the dialogue, Troian would have scolded me and assigned me a Page One Re-write.
 
   “I’m glad.” She tugged on her ponytail and looked toward the exit. “I should get going or I’ll be late. It was nice to see you though.”
 
   “Yeah,” I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “You, too.”
 
   In my ear, Troian echoed my brain’s response: “You blew it!”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I might not have been prepared to see Hunter that morning at Del Sol, but I was determined to do better the next time I saw her. The deli in the quaint downtown area, steps from campus, made the best Italian sandwich I’d ever had. I also happened to know that it was a favorite of Hunter’s, too. What I didn’t know was if she would have time to take a lunch break, but even if not, she could always have the sandwich later. I only wanted her to know that I was thinking about her.
 
   I drummed my fingers on the top of the reception desk in the central lobby of the hospital and forced a tight smile to my lips. 
 
   “Is she expecting you?” the woman seated behind the nurse’s desk asked.
 
   “No. Does that matter?” I worked to keep my tone light. 
 
   I recognized the woman as one of Hunter’s friends from the university’s nursing program, but I couldn’t remember her name. What I did remember, however, was that she had an unrequited crush on Hunter, not that I could blame her. I wondered if she remembered me from the house party, the only other time we’d met. She’d been completely wasted and nearly incoherent by the time I’d shown up to the party.
 
   I looked toward a set of opening double doors and spotted Hunter in her nurse’s uniform. Her steps paused when she saw me at the reception desk. “Twice in one day,” she remarked, head tilted to one side. “How did I get so lucky?”
 
   I pushed aside my nerves and misgivings. I didn’t want to appear too pushy or eager even though she was right—we’d just seen each other a few hours ago. 
 
   I held up the distinctive wax deli bag. “Have time for lunch?”
 
   A small smile appeared on her kissable mouth, and any earlier doubts I’d had about showing up unannounced disappeared.
 
   The hospital’s cafeteria was a large room with high ceilings and abundant natural light. Although it was just after the lunch hour, few people populated the room. Hunter and I sat at one of the empty round tables in yellow plastic chairs with our sandwiches and deli chips spread out in front of us.
 
   “You look good,” she said.
 
   “No,” I deflected. “You do.”
 
   She smiled and shook her head. “I’m a mess. I’ve been running around all shift.”
 
   “You still look good,” I shrugged. 
 
   She reached across the table and touched the ends of my hair. “Did you get highlights? You look more blonde than usual.”
 
   I had fussed all afternoon trying to get my waves to behave. “No. It’s just from the sun.”
 
   She made a thoughtful noise and pulled back her hand. “Hmm. Well, California looks good on you.”
 
   “Thanks.” I felt encouraged. She had always been polite, to a fault, but she was being touchier than I could recall.
 
   “Mrs. Grace next door says hello, by the way.” 
 
   “Oh, that’s sweet.”
 
   “You made quite the impression on her.”
 
   “I wanted to help out,” she shrugged. “If I were in her situation, I know I’d wish for the same.”
 
   It wasn’t fair. She said and did all the right things. She was beautiful and kind and humble and gracious. I didn’t know what I’d ever done to deserve her once upon a time. Maybe I could never recreate that magic, and we’d remain like this with me wistfully pining to be a part of her life again.
 
   I took a large bite of my sandwich, and its insides spilled out the sides of the Italian bakery roll.
 
   “You’re a mess,” she laughed. She swiped the pad of her thumb at the corner of my mouth. Her hand froze there as though she’d been acting on reflex and hadn’t intended to be so hands on. Her hand fell away from my mouth and returned to her lap. I averted my gaze, unwilling to witness the discomfort on her face. 
 
   “What are you doing right now?” she asked. “Do you have to run off right away?”
 
   I wiped my mouth with a paper napkin. I had lesson plans to work on for my new classes, but they could wait. “I’ve got time.”
 
   She rose from her chair. “Are you finished with that?” Not waiting for my answer, she cleared the table of napkins and the remnants of our sandwiches.
 
   When she’d bussed the table and had thrown everything away, she grabbed my hand. “There’s something I want to show you.”
 
   I let her lead me out of the cafeteria and down a wide corridor. I lost track of the directions because she was holding my hand. It hurt my heart how well our fingers locked together.
 
   “What is it that you want to show me?”
 
   She didn’t answer me. Instead, she held her identification card in front of a built-in access panel on the wall. I heard a lock click open and the red light in the electronic panel flashed green. She opened the heavy, windowless door and pulled me inside with her. 
 
   An overhead light flashed on, triggered by the movement of our arrival. I quickly took in our surroundings. There were wall shelves stocked with bottles of rubbing alcohol and iodine and boxes of other hospital supplies like gauze and athletic tape. A utility sink was attached to one wall and a mop in a yellow, wheeled bucket was propped up in the corner. I couldn’t imagine what she wanted to show me in a supply closet. I opened my mouth to say as much, but her hands fisted the front of my shirt, and she kissed me before I could get out the first questioning syllable.
 
   I didn’t pause to think about what was happening or to question why. Instead, I cupped her face in my hands and returned her kiss. She immediately accepted my tongue in her mouth and a quiet moan vibrated in her throat. When she bit down on my lower lip, I tried to focus on the feeling of her pinching teeth instead of the knowledge that anyone with a hospital identification card could walk in on us. I sensed the storage closet wasn’t in a high traffic area, however, or she never would have brought me there. 
 
   She had made the first assertive move, but I soon switched positions, pinning her against a wall and shoving her shirt up to expose her stomach and breasts. I ran my palm over her flat abdomen and lightly scratched down her stomach. Her pale, flawless stomach begged for attention, but I had something else in mind.
 
   I slipped my hands beneath the underwire of her bra and rolled her nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. She gasped at my aggressive lead. I pushed up the cups of her bra, and her breasts fell free. I hefted their equal weight in my hands, brushing the pad of my thumbs against her hardening rosy nipples.
 
   With me in heeled boots and she in her nurse’s flats, I was a few inches taller than her. I dipped my head and took a pebbled nipple between my lips. Her fingers tangled in my hair and she held me tight to her chest.
 
   “God, I missed this,” she sighed. Not releasing her breast, I grunted in agreement.
 
   I pulled at the drawstring that held her scrubs aloft her hips and watched with mounting anticipation as the knot unraveled. I hooked my fingers under the waistband and shimmied her cotton pants and underwear past her hips.
 
   She made no attempt to stop me or make me slow down when I fell to my knees in front of her. I typically used more finesse or at least employed a modicum of foreplay, but I didn’t have the patience for that. I wanted to taste her.
 
   I grabbed onto her upper thighs and parted her pussy lips with my tongue. The hand that had held me tight against her breasts as I had toyed with her nipples now pressed me into her sex as I flicked the tip of my tongue against her clit. I grabbed onto the back of her knee and repositioned her leg so it was thrown over one of my shoulders. I sat up on my knees, lengthening my torso, forcing her leg into the air, and opening her more to me.
 
   I teased her dripping hole with the tip of my middle finger, collecting her arousal and spreading it along her hairless slit. I pushed up, sliding my finger inside to the first knuckle. I stopped licking and sucking on her clit long enough to watch my finger as it sank the rest of the way inside.
 
   A beeping alarm of some kind went off in the closet, close to my ear.
 
   “No, no, no,” she growled at the noise. “Someone’s paging me.”
 
   “We have time.”
 
   “Are you su—oh, God,” she groaned when I bottomed out and curled my finger against her spongy g-spot.
 
   “I can be quick,” I promised. 
 
   I set a deliberately measured pace, slowly drawing my middle finger all the way in and all the way out. My words said one thing, but my pace indicated something else.
 
   She quietly whimpered and gripped the top of my shoulder. “Please.”
 
   I continued the slow, arduous attack, nuzzling my nose against her clit. “Please what?” I asked with mock innocence.
 
   Her nostrils flared with irritation. “You of all people should appreciate my need to not be late.”
 
   “You’re right.” I knew the ignored page was weighing heavily on her mind.
 
   I should have stopped and used the interruption as a guarantee that I’d see her later in the day, but my ego got in the way. I wasn’t going to start something I couldn’t finish. I emptied my brain of curiosities about if I was the only person she’d ever done this with. If I wasn’t though, I was going to make for damn sure that I was at least the best.
 
   I sucked her clit into my mouth and thrust faster and harder into her. Her insides were warm and wet, and I quickened my pace.
 
   “Oh, God,” she moaned. Memory of the page slipped from her mind or she no longer cared. “Just like that,” she encouraged.
 
   My bicep burned and my knees ached from kneeling on the solid floor, but I continued to push her closer to orgasm knowing that it wouldn’t be much longer.
 
   The hand on my shoulder tightened and her mouth fell open. “Fuck,” came the strangled curse. Her pussy clenched around my single finger. “I’m almost there.”
 
   When I dug my canines into the tender flesh of her inner thigh, she gasped in a mix of surprise and pain. “I’m cumming.” 
 
   I slowed my pace, but I returned to gently licking her outer lips while she rode out her orgasm. I used the insides of her quaking thighs to wipe the arousal and saliva from my cheeks. Only when her body had stopped shaking did I finally withdraw my finger.
 
   I looked up at the woman I’d efficiently dismantled. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips were parted. Her pants and underwear remained around her ankles and her shirt and bra had been shoved out of the way without being properly removed. I grinned at my handiwork. She looked perfect, even disheveled.
 
   Hunter rearranged her bra beneath her nurse’s top. “Well that was unexpected.” 
 
   “Was it?” I helped pull her underwear up and kissed her clit through the material, which caused her hips to jerk forward. “I can’t imagine what other reason you had for kissing me in a supply closet.”
 
   I had her scrubs halfway up her legs before she grabbed the waistband and pulled them the rest of the way up. “I don’t think I expected it to go that far though. Not that I’m complaining.”
 
   Despite the words that had tumbled from her lips, pre-orgasm, she now looked mildly embarrassed by what had transpired.
 
   I stood up on unsteady legs. My knees were sore and would probably be bruised later. “Do you want to get dinner later?” I asked. “Maybe a movie?”
 
   With capable hands, Hunter carefully re-tied the drawstring tight around her waist. “I don’t want you to think I only used you for sex, but I’m not ready to start dating again. I’m kind of enjoying being single.”
 
   “Is that so?” A cold chill shot up my spine. 
 
   “I love you, Ellio. That hasn’t changed.”
 
   I felt my face crumple and a lump formed in my throat, too large for me to swallow down. Don’t cry, I told myself. Don’t you fucking cry.
 
   “But …” I knew there had to be a But.
 
   “But,” she continued, “maybe you were right about us meeting too soon. We got so serious so fast, and you were my first relationship with a woman.”
 
   “And you don’t want me to be your last,” I guessed.
 
   “I never said that,” she frowned deeply.
 
   “So sex is fine, but dinner is off-limits?” I couldn’t help the sudden edge to my voice. This was the second time she’d done this to me—had sex but then rejected my attempts to reestablish a relationship.
 
   “Please don’t be angry,” she bargained. “You have to understand that I never expected you to come back. I thought I’d lost you to Hollywood, and I had to get used to that reality.”
 
   “But I’m back,” I declared.
 
   “For how long? Until you get bored of teaching again and start looking for your next adventure across the country?”
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to do,” I huffed in mutual annoyance and despair. “I’m back. I’m here. And I want you, Hunter.”
 
   “I need time,” she said.
 
   I didn’t want to fight, especially not in a hospital utility closet. 
 
   “I’ll give you time,” I said. “But don’t expect me to wait around forever.”
 
   The words were an empty threat. The hand-drawn picture of a red hermit crab and a cuttlefish on the ocean floor felt heavy in the back pocket of my jeans.
 
   I’d wait.
 
    
 
    
 
   When I returned home later that afternoon, I drew myself a hot bath, fully intending to sulk and feel sorry for myself. When Troian called mid-soak, I didn’t feel like talking to anyone, not even my best friend, but despite my misgivings, I answered the phone.
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” I asked.
 
   “We wrapped up shooting your episode today.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? How did it turn out?”
 
   “Jackson and I still have to cut it together, but I’m feeling pretty good about it.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad.” 
 
   Even though I still believed leaving California had been the right thing to do, I couldn’t help the nagging guilt that I’d left before my episode had wrapped. But I’d told Troian I would give her until December, and I’d followed through on that promise.
 
   “Do you want me to send you the director’s cut when we finish it?” she offered. 
 
   “No. I can wait until it airs. I like surprises.” Besides the pilot, I hadn’t watched any other episodes. 
 
   “Why do you sound so echo-y?”
 
   “You’re on speaker phone, and I’m in the bathtub.”
 
   “Gross.”
 
   “Don’t start with me,” I sighed. I poked at the reddish-purple marks on my knees.
 
   “What’s got you in a mood? 
 
   I bit out the name that still gave me butterflies: “Hunter.”
 
   “Are you still mooning about what happened at the coffee shop?”
 
   “No. We … I went to see her at the hospital for lunch. We sort of hooked up.”
 
   “How do you ‘sort of’ hook up?”
 
   “Well, it was one sided. And in a hospital supply closet.”
 
   “Kinky,” Troian remarked. “So why are you pissed?”
 
   “Because that’s all it was—a hook up. She doesn’t want anything more from me. When we finished, and I asked if she wanted to go out to dinner or see a movie later, she said no. That she’s enjoying being single.” Even now the words left a bitter taste in my mouth.
 
   “Didn’t your mom ever teach you about the cow who gives away her milk for free? She’s jerking you around. I thought you were smarter and stronger than that,” Troian scolded. 
 
   Troian’s words stung because they were true. “I’m not going to visit her anymore,” I said with stubborn resolve. “She knows how to find me, and she knows I want a relationship. The ball’s in her court now.”
 
   “She knows she can have all the fun she wants and you’ll still be waiting around for her when she gets bored of the single scene,” Troian countered.
 
   “I’m not waiting around,” I bristled.
 
   “Have you been on a date since you guys broke up?”
 
   “No. But that doesn’t mean anything. I’ve been busy—first at the studio and then planning your wedding and now transitioning back to life here and getting into a teaching groove.”
 
   “I’m hearing a lot of excuses.”
 
   “Okay, so I haven’t been on a date.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   “Because that means I’m trying to move on. I don’t want to move on. I want Hunter.”
 
   “I know you do. And I’m not suggesting you move on, Bookie. Not exactly.”
 
   “I’m not having a one-night stand.”
 
   Troian’s laughter rattled through my phone’s microphone. “You’re assuming you have any game left to even accomplish that.”
 
   “I haven’t been out of the game for that long,” I sulked.
 
   “Before your little closet rendezvous, when was the last time you got laid?”
 
   “Your wedding night.”
 
   “Gross. Don’t go there.”
 
   “I’m serious,” I laughed despite the context of our conversation. “Hunter came back to my hotel room with me.”
 
   “How am I just hearing about this now?” she exclaimed. 
 
   “There wasn’t time. You were on your honeymoon.”
 
   “You still should have told me.”
 
   “It wasn’t important at the time.”
 
   “If you want Hunter back sooner, rather than later, you’ve got to let her know you won’t wait around forever, that you’re not some chick to be at her beckon call who’ll jump back into a relationship with her when she’s finally ready to be a couple again.”
 
   I rubbed at the bridge of my nose. “And how do you propose I do that?” I could pretty much guarantee that I wasn’t going to like her idea.
 
   “Jealousy, my friend. Parade around some young hot thing where Hunter will be sure to see you.”
 
   Yup. I was right. Troian’s ideas were the worst.
 
   “I’m not going to drag someone else into this. Plus, it’s totally manipulative and someone’s bound to get hurt.”
 
   “When did you turn into a responsible adult?” Troian chuckled. 
 
   “Who knows.”
 
   “Don’t you have some hot friends you can buy a drink for at the bar, or go for a walk with in front of the hospital where Hunter works or her apartment?”
 
   “On the off-chance that Hunter sees us and then assumes it’s a date? This sounds like a lot of planning and a lot of stalking.”
 
   “Are you saying Hunter’s not worth a little bit of effort? Don’t get lazy on me now, Bookie.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The e-mail address in my inbox was a name I didn’t immediately recognize, but the message inside was from Dean Merlot. Her administrative assistant had sent out an invitation to a start-of-the-semester dinner hosted at the Dean’s house. After what had happened in my living room, I wasn’t anxious to see Jessica Merlot again, but I couldn’t avoid her forever; there would be faculty meetings and even just the random run-in on campus. Better to get the awkwardness out of the way right away.
 
   I RSVP’d to the event and bought a bottle of merlot to dinner—a detail that I hoped would unravel any early evening tension. I had thought about reaching out to Emily or even to Thad, a fellow associate professor in the English department, to see if they wanted to carpool to the Dean’s house, but more so than my concern for the ozone layer, I simply didn’t want to show up by myself. There was strength in numbers.
 
   It turned out that Dean Merlot didn’t live very far from me. I had purposely bought a house within walking distance from campus and she had done the same. Her house, however, looked far more extravagant and elegant than my bungalow. The red brick home with white columns and shutters was a colonial revival so large that I couldn’t imagine only one person lived there. A holiday wreath with a red bow still hung from the front door. The evergreen hedges at the front of the house, situated beneath twin picture windows, were perfectly manicured. The ground was still covered in snow, but the walkway up to the house had been cleared with a layer of rock salt to take care of any lingering ice. 
 
   The lights were ablaze inside Dean Merlot’s house, but as I stood out on the front stoop, I couldn’t hear the sound of voices mingling beyond the closed door. I pulled up the invitation on my phone to make sure I’d gotten the time right, but I’d arrived right at the time indicated on the e-mail. Not even the hurry up and waiting of Hollywood had been able to break me of my discomfort over being late. I knocked on the front door and waited, clutching the bottle of wine in my free hand.
 
   The door swung open and Jessica stood on the other side of the threshold. “Elle,” she greeted with a warm smile. “Welcome.” She leaned in, and I momentarily froze. Her lips brushed the side of my face in cordial greeting. “Come on in,” she said, leaning back. 
 
   “Thank you.” I stepped across the threshold and into the warmth of her home. 
 
   The front foyer was small for how large the rest of the house was. We stood in a confined space. Directly in front of me was a painted white wooden staircase. To the left was a formal living room with stiff-looking antique furniture. Just beyond that was a formal dining room, complete with a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. 
 
   “Your house is pretty fancy,” I remarked. 
 
   “It’s actually the university’s. It’s a little much, I know,” she smiled tightly. “Work has been too busy for me to find someplace of my own yet.”
 
   “Hasn’t it been a year already?”
 
   “Like I said, work keeps me busy.”
 
   “Am I early?” I openly worried. Soft music filtered through the air, but conspicuously missing was the sound of other people. 
 
   “No, you’re right on time—a trait I hold in high esteem.”
 
   “But where’s everyone else?”
 
   Jessica’s features scrunched in confusion. “Who?”
 
   “Everyone else,” I repeated. “Where are the other professors?”
 
   “The other …” Jessica trailed off. “You thought this was a dinner for all faculty?”
 
   “The e-mail came from your secretary. There was an RSVP date.”
 
   Jessica’s cheeks hollowed. “I’m probably too formal for my own good. It’s fine,” she dismissed, her body becoming rigid. “You don’t have to stay.” She turned on her heel and click-clacked away in her stilettos, leaving me standing in the foyer, still in my winter coat and with a bottle of wine in my hands.
 
   “Jessica,” I called after her.
 
   She disappeared through a white swinging door, giving me no other option but to follow after her.
 
   On the other side of the door was a gourmet kitchen. Beyond the appliances and countertops and cabinets was a sunken informal dining area.
 
   Jessica was pulling a glass casserole dish out of the oven when I walked into the kitchen.
 
   I announced my presence with a question whose answer was obvious: “You made dinner?”
 
   Her head snapped up. “I’m not a terribly good cook, but there’s a few things I can make well.” She tossed the casserole dish onto an empty countertop. Two skinless, boneless chicken breasts were inside and looked like they’d been stuffed with something creamy.
 
   I lingered in the doorway. Various pots and saucepans cluttered the stovetop. Guilt overwhelmed every other emotion; she’d obviously gone to a lot of trouble. “I’d hate for all this food to go to waste.”
 
   “I won’t throw it away. It’ll keep as leftovers.” 
 
   “Are you rescinding my invitation?”
 
   Jessica wiped her hands on a tea towel. “Of course not. But you shouldn’t stay if you think I lured you here under false pretenses.”
 
   I honestly didn’t know what to think about the e-mail invitation. I’d have to look it over again when I got home. 
 
   “Glasses?” I asked instead.
 
   She smiled mildly. “Why don’t you hang up your jacket in the front closet and I’ll take care of the wine.”
 
   When I returned to the kitchen, Jessica had moved the stuffed chicken breasts to plates and had begun to serve out portions of the sides.
 
   “That’s a lovely dress,” she noted.
 
   I self-consciously ran my palms down the front of the skirt of my dress.  I’d traded yoga pants that night for a black cocktail dress even though the weather report suggested I should wear a snowsuit. 
 
   “Thanks. You look nice, too.”  Jessica wore a sleeveless navy dress that buttoned up the middle, and her hair had been pulled back in a ponytail, accentuating her high cheekbones. “And the food looks really good, too,” I remarked.
 
   “Hopefully it tastes just as good,” she said. She grabbed the two plates. “Grab the wine and glasses for me?”
 
   Always happy to have a task that would keep my awkward hands busy, I grabbed the open bottle and stemmed glasses from the countertop and followed her into the sunken dining area.
 
   Dinner was pleasant, if not overly formal. There were long stretches of silence, punctuated by the scrape of forks and knives across plates. The stuffed chicken breast, wild rice, and garden green beans were satisfying and familiar. We talked about the new semester and mundane details like budgets and course offerings. Safe topics.
 
   The stains had come out of my carpeting and my pantry was one wine glass lighter. Jessica Merlot had tried to kiss me, and I needed to know why.
 
   “Why did you kiss me?”
 
   “You’re an attractive woman, Elle. And single if I’m not mistaken. I didn’t see the harm.”
 
   “And dinner tonight?”
 
   “I realized afterwards that it was unfair of me to surprise you like that. I wanted to make amends. But you don’t get to be where I am in your career,” she continued, “without knowing what you want and how to get it.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure whatever you’re suggesting is against university rules.”
 
   “You’re a tenured professor, Elle. Nothing I do or say can impact your job security. Besides,” she said with a particularly smug smile, “we both know you’ve had no problems ignoring school policy in the past.”
 
   “Hunter and I never—”
 
   “I know,” she hastily cut me off. “You never engaged in sexual congress with one of your students,” she said robotically. “We’re both healthy, consenting adults, Elle. It doesn’t have to be a big deal.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that. 
 
   “I’ll make this easy for you. I’m going to go upstairs to my bedroom. If you want to join me up there, fantastic. If not, all you have to do is leave. No hard feelings. No consequences.”
 
   She stood from the table, leaving her plate and half-finished food. I remained seated and watched her disappear towards the front of the house. The white divider door swung back and forth with her exit. After a long moment, I too left the dining room table. My steps creaked across the house until I reached the bottom of the staircase. The front door and my escape was directly behind me.
 
   I stared up the staircase to the silent second floor. My hand rested on the handrail and my palm immediately became clammy. Jessica Merlot was incredibly attractive. Anyone with eyeballs could see that. She was also technically my boss and a bit of a bitch. But I knew from my experiences with my old graduate school colleague, Ruby, that sometimes hate sex was the best kind of sex. But beyond hot and tawdry sex, could I envision anything else happening with her? Could I see a future with her beyond the four walls of her bedroom?
 
   If I had never met Hunter, this would have been a no-brainer. I would be bounding up the stairs, two at a time. But I had had Hunter in my life, if only for a bright, brief moment, and she had changed me. Nothing good could come of me climbing those stairs. That wasn’t who I was anymore.
 
   I lifted my hand from the banister and silently let myself out of Dean Merlot’s house.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day, I watched my inbox and sat by my phone with trepidation. Jessica had promised no consequences if I left, but I really didn’t believe it. I imagined she would be embarrassed about what had nearly transpired, and that it couldn’t go unpunished. But the day came and went without a phone call or text message or e-mail from the office of Dean Merlot.
 
   I had nearly pushed the memory of the previous night from my head entirely when my colleague Emily knocked on my open office door.
 
   “I thought you’d already be there, knowing how much you hate being late.”
 
   “Be where?”
 
   Emily arched an eyebrow. “Faculty meeting?”
 
   “Shoot. That’s today?”
 
   My friend chuckled, not unkindly. “Taking a little while to get back into the swing of things, huh?”
 
   I hastily jammed a stack of papers into my workbag and hustled to follow Emily out the door.
 
   The entire faculty met once a semester in the largest classroom on campus, a lecturer hall in the science building typically reserved for intro courses. The purpose of such campus-wide meetings were murky to me as they usually turned into a platform for each department to brag about their individual accomplishments, which I felt could have been satisfied by a mass e-mail. I loved teaching, but I found the administrative responsibilities of my job tedious.
 
   Emily and I skirted into the room, clearly some of the final faculty to arrive from the size of the assembled crowd. I slumped down in my chair and avoided eye contact with the woman at the podium at the bottom of the stacked rows of chairs, Dean Merlot. She began the meeting moments later, and I remained focused on the paper agenda for the meeting that had been passed out.
 
   All around me, the other faculty were as bad as the undergraduates they taught, phones out and texting or updating social media while others spoke about new programs and initiatives meant to highlight the college and foster personal growth for our students. I tried to stay interested in what my fellow teachers were saying, but my attention was periodically drawn to Jessica at the front of the room. Always the picture of perfection, she sat with one leg crossed over the other, leaning slightly forward and looking keenly interested in everything each department head had to say.
 
   Near the end of the meeting, just about the time my legs started to fall asleep, Doug Witlan from the biology department took the microphone.
 
   “I wanted to share the good news that a generous alumnus donated money for the campus green initiative. I’m looking for volunteers from the faculty to help build above ground garden boxes on Saturday morning.”
 
   He gazed around the room expectantly, and when no one volunteered, Jessica took the microphone.
 
   “I will be at the garden construction site Saturday morning,” she announced. Her pointed stare flashed around the large room. “I hope to see most of you there supporting this worthy cause, especially any assistant professors looking for opportunities to build your service portfolios towards achieving tenure.”
 
   I had to smile when a number of shaky hands, most of them belonging to junior faculty members, raised in the air. Jessica Merlot certainly knew which buttons to push to get results.
 
   At the conclusion of the meeting, I hopped out of my chair, eager to make an escape without a confrontation with Jessica. But the aisles were too narrow and the other faculty too slow. I was midway down the stadium seating when I heard Jessica calling my name.
 
   “Dr. Graft.” She spoke into the microphone in the built-in podium, but didn’t look in my direction. “Would you mind sticking around a little longer?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve got a class to teach soon, and I’m supposed to be meeting with a student,” I said, struggling to find an excuse. I really didn’t; the rest of my afternoon was free.
 
   “I promise it won’t take long.”
 
   “Good luck,” Emily whispered before abandoning me.
 
   My escape foiled, I sat back down until the other faculty had filed out of the room. When the last of my colleagues left, Jessica closed the door to the lecture hall, shutting us inside. Her back was toward me, positioned between the exit and me when I heard the audible click. It sounded like someone had disengaged the safety on a handgun.
 
   “Thank you for staying, Elle,” she said, turning on her heels. “I know you have a busy schedule, but there’s something I wanted to discuss with you.”
 
   I glanced uneasily at the shut door. “Are you sure it can’t wait? I really should be going.”
 
   She ignored my last ditch effort to flee. “I need to apologize for my conduct last night. I know I put you in an uncomfortable situation.”
 
   Understatement of the year. I remained silent because I sensed she wasn’t finished talking yet.
 
   “I’m hoping you can overlook that little slip up and that we can continue our professional relationship. I know things haven’t been easy between us, and I’d really hate if what transpired last night made us take a step back.”
 
   “It’s water under the bridge, Dean.”
 
   “Jessica,” she lightly corrected.
 
   “Right. Jessica,” I nodded.
 
   She breathed out deeply. “So I guess you have to be running off now?”
 
   I rubbed the back of my neck. “Actually, I’m free the rest of the day.”
 
   Jessica laughed heartily. “Wow.”
 
   I winced, feeling guilty for the made-up excuses. “Yeah.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d want to get coffee?” she proposed.
 
   A smile reached my mouth. “I’d actually really like that. And I know just the place.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
   
“Tall guy with glasses,” I challenged.
 
   “Basketball player.”
 
   “And what else?”
 
   Jessica and I sat in the bank of easy chairs at Del Sol where Troian and I habitually hung out before she had moved away. I was attempting to teach the Dean the format and guidelines of Top, Bottom, Switch, but she was being resistant. 
 
   Jessica gave me an exasperated look. “What’s the point of this game again?”
 
   “It’s more of an activity or exercise, not a game. There’s no winners or losers.”
 
   “Then what’s the point?”
 
   “We make up stories about stranger’s lives,” I said. “It’s fun. It’s creative.”
 
   “I’m a university administrator,” she deadpanned, “not a writer.”
 
   “Did you always want to be a dean of faculty?”
 
   “No. I had no idea what that even was until I got to graduate school.”
 
   “What did you go to school for?” I asked.
 
   “Economics. I was always good with numbers.” Jessica fiddled with the wooden stir-stick in her coffee. “College administration just kind of happened.”
 
   “Do you think you’ll stick with it?”
 
   “Well I’m certainly not running off to Hollywood any time soon if that’s what you’re asking,” she said, smirking.
 
   “That makes two of us.”
 
   “So you’re staying?”
 
   I nodded. “That’s the plan at least.”
 
   Jessica pursed her lips in thought. “Something came up in a recent trustee meeting I’ve been meaning to talk to you about, but I wasn’t sure if it was worth pursuing if you were running back to Los Angeles next semester.”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   She nodded. “Word got out about what you were doing on your sabbatical and the trustees caught wind of it. Secrets don’t stay secrets for very long around here.”
 
   “Understatement of my career,” I grumbled. “Am I in trouble?”
 
   “Just the opposite. I’ve never seen a bunch of white haired, rich old men more excited. They’re talking about creating an endowed chair for you.”
 
   I nearly spit out my coffee. “They’re what?”
 
   “I know. One semester away and they’re ready to give you the keys to the kingdom,” she snorted.
 
   “How, I mean, what are they thinking?” I practically hissed. It was just about the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard of. 
 
   “They want our little liberal arts college to become a destination school for screenwriting degrees in the Midwest. They want us to compete with Iowa University’s creative writing program.”
 
   “I wrote television for a semester, Jessica,” I said, shaking my head hard. “I’m not remotely qualified to build a program like that. Maybe my friend Troian, but not me.”
 
   “Is she in the market for a job?”
 
   “Not really. The show is still doing really well, and the money she makes as showrunner obviously trumps a professor’s salary.”
 
   “The trustees are like a dog with a bone,” Jessica said with wistful regret. “They want this thing to happen.”
 
   “And these are the same trustees who don’t like that I’m gay, right? The same people who thought the culture of campus had become too liberal?” I said for clarification. “I’m not going back into the closet for a raise and the title of full professor.”
 
   “I wouldn’t expect you to.”
 
   
 
  

“If you’re so confident the trustees wouldn’t push me back in the closet, then what’s keeping you buried in there?”
 
   Jessica’s feature’s pinched. “Careful, Graft. Let’s not ruin this perfectly pleasant day.”
 
   “I think it’s a perfectly reasonable question,” I defended. 
 
   “I don’t see the point of dealing with that headache if I don’t even have a girlfriend,” she interjected.
 
   “Then let’s find you a girlfriend,” I reasoned. “Have you ever been to Peggy’s bar?”
 
   “That dive that’s literally on the other side of the tracks?”
 
   “It’s fun,” I defended. “We should go there sometime.”
 
   “Whatever for?”
 
   “To find you a nice lesbian, obviously. And they’ve got great craft beer on draft—although I imagine you’re a wine or cocktail kind of woman.” 
 
   “You image correctly.” 
 
   “You’d also be overdressed,” I noted with a sardonic smile. “Do you even own any T-shirts or jeans?” 
 
   “Spend more time with me off campus, and maybe you’ll find out,” she challenged.
 
   I laughed and shook my head. “You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”
 
   “Just the opposite, Dr. Graft,” she smirked. “I’m making it very easy for you.”
 
   Lord. I was going to have to rethink a casual friendship with this woman. I was single, and she was sexy and willing. There was no good reason we shouldn’t be taking this dangerous banter back to my place and up to my bedroom. Except there was a reason I was exhibiting uncharacteristic willpower and restraint—a leggy blonde who wore the hell out of nursing scrubs. She hadn’t said as much, but common sense told me I would never work my way back into Hunter’s life if I resumed my promiscuous habits.
 
   My laughter stopped when I spotted a familiar flash of blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. 
 
   “Hunter’s here,” I mumbled. We hadn’t spoken or seen each other since my visit to the hospital.
 
   “What was that, dear?” Jessica asked.
 
   Before I could repeat myself, Hunter was striding across the coffee shop in our direction. “Hey,” she said brightly as she came to a stop in front of me. “Fancy running into you here.”
 
   “Hey you,” I returned, a too eager smile on my lips. “What are you up to today?” 
 
   She held up a traveling coffee mug. “Grabbing some caffeine between shifts. I’m working a double today.” The salmon-colored scrubs should have given it away, but I couldn’t be blamed for not noticing her clothes when her eyes continually drew my attention. 
 
   “That sounds brutal,” I sympathized.
 
   “Not any worse than that stack of papers you have to grade,” she noted, nodding at the mountain of writing assignments on the table beside my easy chair.
 
   “They don’t have coffee at the hospital?” Jessica inserted herself into the conversation.
 
   Hunter’s gaze left me briefly and fell to the woman seated to my right. “They do, but Del Sol’s breakfast blend is worth the trip.” Her clear, blue eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I jumped back into the conversation. “You two haven’t been properly introduced. Hunter, this is Jessica Merlot, the Dean of Faculty.”
 
   “Dean?” Hunter echoed. “Wait. You’re Dean Merlot?” She rapidly blinked. I could tell she was nearly as blindsided as I had been at the realization that the problematic Dean of Faculty was also young and beautiful. And knowing how much the Dean and I had butted heads before, it was no doubt a shock to see us having coffee together.
 
   Jessica wiggled her fingers in greeting. “Guilty as charged.”
 
   Hunter’s posture straightened as she recovered from the initial surprise. “It’s nice to meet you.” I noticed she hadn’t added the word “finally,” but I shouldn’t have been surprised. Hunter was always polite, especially in awkward situations.
 
   “Hunter is my, uh …” I struggled with the label.
 
   “Ex-girlfriend, I know.” Jessica smiled benignly. “I recognized the name.”
 
   Ex-girlfriend. I still hated how that sounded.
 
   Hunter clasped her travel mug in both hands. “I should get back to the hospital. It was good seeing you again, Elle. And Dean Merlot, it was nice meeting you.”
 
   “You as well,” Jessica nodded. “I always enjoy getting to chat with young alumnus.”
 
   Hunter hustled out the front door either to escape the uncomfortable interaction or because she was going to be late getting back to the hospital. I watched her retreating form until the front door closed behind her, obscuring my view.
 
   “She’s charming, Elle,” Jessica murmured over her coffee mug.
 
   “I know,” I said, eyes still trained on the door as if I willed it, she might reappear.
 
   “Why haven’t you resumed a relationship with her now that you’re back in town?”
 
   I returned my attention to Jessica. “She’s enjoying the single life,” I shrugged, trying to keep my tone even and disinterested.
 
   Her eyebrow arched. “Is that so?”
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” I growled. “I will murder you dead, Jessica Merlot.”
 
   Jessica laughed musically in response. I had to admit, she had a lovely laugh; it was infectious. “I wouldn’t dream of it, dear.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
    
 
   I was running late. My morning class had run long, and the students in my minority literature class had a rough draft due soon, so they were naturally panicking and had inundated me with questions in the moments after I’d dismissed class.
 
   I had my first committee meeting since coming back with the Women’s and Gender Studies. There wasn’t much on the agenda, but that didn’t make the need to be on time any less. I hustled down to the library basement to the conference room, simultaneously checking the time on my phone and pulling folders out of my workbag. If I hadn’t been so frazzled and distracted, I might have noticed the balloons and the banner hanging in the conference room.
 
   “Surprise!”
 
   I jerked my head up. “What?”
 
   Emily Sullivan, my mentor and friend from the English department snickered. “I told them it wasn’t a surprise party, but you know how stubborn women can be.”
 
   Everyone from the interdepartmental committee was already there: Penny the chair, Suzanne Jay from History, Betsy Martinez from Theology, Kathy Wagner from Sociology, and Emily from English, like myself.
 
   A cake sat in the center of the conference room table.
 
   “Welcome back, Elle!” Penny, the grey-haired matriarch of our group enveloped me in a surprisingly hard hug.
 
   “Are we just going to stare at this cake?” Kathy from Sociology complained.
 
   Peggy moved quickly through the limited agenda, which consisted mostly of the typical griping about insufficient funding and a new freshman class ill-prepared for the rigueur of college coursework. When business had been conducted, the committee turned their attention to their next order of business—me.
 
   I stood beside Emily as everyone hovered around the remnants of a half-eaten chocolate cake. “We didn’t do this when you came back from sabbatical,” I pointed out.
 
   “I didn’t do anything glamorous during my break,” she countered.
 
   I opened my mouth to protest.
 
   “And before you go stringing together a complicated web of lies,” Emily interrupted me, “everybody knows.”
 
   My mouth snapped shut, and with it, all of my ready excuses. “How?”
 
   “You really should have used a penname, my friend,” she laughed. “Turns out, it’s Bob’s daughter’s favorite new show. I’m supposing she’ll want an autograph or an invitation on set soon.”
 
   Bob, my Cosby-sweatered colleague was currently chair of the English department.
 
   “I think he was a little annoyed that you didn’t tell us. I know I was annoyed.”
 
   I felt myself shrinking, even though as far as confrontations went, this was mild. “I, uh, I had to keep it a secret,” I floundered. “I didn’t want it getting back to Dean Merlot.”
 
   “Oh. That woman.”
 
   I teetered uncomfortably in my high-heeled boots. I had spoken the truth, but that didn’t mean I didn’t felt guilty for making Jessica my scapegoat.
 
   “I get it,” Emily said, nodding her head thoughtfully. “She breaths down our collective necks enough without giving her another excuse to put you under the microscope.”
 
   I scooped a bite of cake into my mouth. It was a little dry, like it had been sitting out for too long. “Yeah,” I mumbled around the mouthful.
 
   “Well now I’m definitely making you and your sweetie come over for dinner so you can tell me all about your glamorous life in Hollywood.”
 
   I swallowed roughly. I had been under the impression that if everyone had known about my sabbatical, they’d also known that Hunter and I had broken up.
 
   I could have told Emily the truth—that Hunter and I were no longer dating—but I kept those details to myself. I hoped our relationship status of “It’s Complicated” would be changing soon.
 
    
 
    
 
   On the walk back to my campus office, I looked at the messages I had missed during my meeting. One text message from an unknown caller popped up on my phone’s screen: Peggy’s? Tonight?
 
   I didn’t recognize the number or even the area code. Who is this?  I typed as I walked across the campus green. 
 
   I mentally rifled through a list of possible callers as I waited for a response. Had Cady gotten a new number? Was it Leah or maybe Megan from the bar? But I didn’t know how either of them would have gotten my number.
 
   My phone chirped with a new text: It’s Jessica Merlot.
 
   My curiosity had me texting back. How did you get this number? 
 
   I realized she probably had access to all of my personal information or at least was intimidating enough to bully it out of human resources. I knew firsthand how difficult it was to challenge the formidable dean of faculty.
 
   Would you have preferred another e-mail from my assistant?
 
   I’ll pick you up at 9, I wrote. Don’t make me wait.
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite my texted warning, Jessica wasn’t ready when I pulled up to the curb in front of her house. She answered the door, looking flushed and unraveled. 
 
   “I can’t decide what to wear,” she complained. “All of my clothes are ridiculous.”
 
   “It can’t be that bad.”
 
   I’d never seen her in the same outfit twice, and I imagined her walk-in closet was probably the size of my bedroom.
 
   “Come in and see for yourself,” she huffed.
 
   She let me in and immediately headed for the staircase that presumably led to her wardrobe. I hesitated on the bottom step and watched her ascend the staircase. Her backside flexed beneath grey dress slacks with every step.
 
   “This is no time to play coy,” she called down to me. “This is a fashion emergency.”
 
   I took a deep breath and, grabbing the wooden banister to ground me, I began the uneasy climb to Dean Merlot’s bedroom.
 
   Clothing spilled out of a generous closet and covered nearly every available surface in the large master bedroom. A king-sized bed was situated in the center of the room. The bed frame was wooden and oversized with sturdy-looking bedposts that had me biting my lower lip. It was a bed built for expert knots and tying your lover spread eagle. Being alone in a room with Jessica was dangerous enough without the giant sex bed distracting me.
 
   Jessica walked out of the closet holding onto two sheer white blouses. “What do you think?” She held each one in front of her torso for my inspection.
 
   “Those aren’t the same shirt?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You really are gay.”
 
   “Hey!” I protested. “There’s nothing wrong with my fashion sense. I only meant that I didn’t think it makes a difference. Both shirts look fine.”
 
   Jessica sighed and the blouses joined the other clothes strewn on the mattress. “I’m not looking for fine. I’m looking for fuckable.” Her rounded shoulders slumped forward. 
 
   “You don’t have anything like this?” I gestured to my own outfit of skinny jeans, knee-high leather boots, and a fitted flannel shirt whose sleeves I’d rolled up to three-quarter length.
 
   “If I did, do you think I’d be having this crisis?” she snapped.
 
   I held up my hands like a shield against her words.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her fingers into her temples. “I’m nervous. And when I get nervous, everything has to be perfect. I have a hard time letting go of control.”
 
   I could think of a number of exercises that could break her of that habit—that could break her, period. I shook my head and pushed the lusty thoughts from my mind. We were too alike, which was probably why we’d clashed so often: two alpha women who refused to give up control. 
 
   “What’s wrong with the shirt you’ve got on?” I asked, leaning back against a bedpost.
 
   Jessica looked down at her red shirt and scowled. “This is Dean-wear, not ‘I’m looking-for-a-girlfriend-wear.’”
 
   “Are you really in the market for a girlfriend or are you just looking for some fun?”
 
   She bit her lower lip. “I don’t know. I’d like a relationship, but with campus being the way it is, whoever I dated would have to be okay with being a secret.”
 
   “Yuck,” I said without thinking.
 
   Jessica’s body language crumpled even more. “Maybe this was a bad idea. I’m not ready for this.”
 
   This entire situation was foreign and uncomfortable. I was used to the formidable, confident Dean Merlot. I didn’t know how to deal with the vulnerability of Jessica Merlot.
 
   “Well the pants aren’t horrible,” I remarked. “At least they don’t have those awful ironed creases.”
 
   The grey slacks were made from a textured heather grey wool. They were expensive looking—too expensive for a hole like Peggy’s, but I doubted Jessica owned anything that hadn’t cost at least a hundred dollars.
 
   I walked past her and stepped into her closet. Everything was color-coded and organized. It was unsurprising. Jessica was a very particular woman. I grabbed a simple black top from its hanger and held it up. It was collarless and dipped demurely in the center in a way that was conservative, but would show enough skin to keep the locals interested. 
 
   “What about accessories?” Jessica opened the lid of a wooden jewelry box on top of her dresser drawer. 
 
   “Leave the pearls at home, June Cleaver. Peggy’s is a dive,” I noted. “This isn’t dinner with the Board of Trustees.”
 
   I reached past her and fished out a leather thong with a charcoal grey disc attached to one end.  “I will allow stilettos, but only because you clomp around in those things like a frickin’ dominatrix. They’re like your super power.”
 
   “And your kryptonite?” she joked. 
 
   “Don’t get cocky on me, Merlot.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Peggy’s was typically empty midweek, but for a Friday night it was surprisingly quiet. I got a beer for myself and a mixed drink for the Dean, and we sat at an elevated cocktail table along a wall near the dance floor. Peggy only splurged for a proper DJ on Saturday nights, so the jukebox filled the spaces between conversations that night.
 
   Jessica poked at the floating ice cubes in her drink with a cocktail straw. “So are there any creative story games you play here that I should know about?”
 
   “Only the international lesbian bar sport of foosball,” I remarked taking a quick swig of my drink.
 
   “This place is pretty tame,” she observed, eyes scanning the room. “It’s not at all what I expected.”
 
   “What did you think it was going to be like? Unicorns and rainbows and a private concert by the Indigo Girls? Actually,” I laughed, “that sounds a lot like the parties I went to in California.”
 
   Jessica stared shrewdly at me. “Did you really take up writing for TV because I’m such a bitch?”
 
   “You were a factor in my decision,” I admitted, “but not the entire reason. An opportunity to write professionally came my way, so I took it.”
 
   “What went wrong?”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “You’re back here. I assume something didn’t work out.”
 
   “I liked the work fine, but it wasn’t home,” I said. “I didn’t belong there.”
 
   “I felt like that my first semester at the university,” Jessica said, taking a sip of her drink. “I didn’t know anyone, and the job itself was overwhelming. I don’t know how many times I thought about quitting,” she revealed. “It’s gotten moderately better though.”
 
   “I can introduce you to some people if you want,” I offered. I knew the entire bar staff, and I recognized a few other patrons that night.
 
   “No, no. That won’t be necessary,” she readily dismissed. She sounded almost agitated by the offer. “I think tonight I’ll sit back and observe.”
 
   “Didn’t peg you for a wallflower,” I poked.
 
   “You don’t exactly look on the prowl yourself, Graft.”
 
   “I have my reasons,” I deflected.
 
   Jessica batted her eyelashes at me. “It wouldn’t happen to be a lovely young blonde who looks dynamite in pink scrubs, would it?”
 
   “They’re not pink; they’re salmon,” I grumbled. 
 
   In truth, it was probably good for the both of us to get out. Jessica needed to bust out of her closet and meet some queer ladies that weren’t me, and I needed to stop hiding out in my house—the only place where I couldn’t accidentally bump into Hunter. And even then, my heart leapt into my throat whenever the doorbell rang. It was pathetic.
 
   “By the way, what’s your type?” I asked.
 
   “Smart. Funny. Beautiful,” she listed off. “Age appropriate.”
 
   “Funny,” I said, making a face. I proceeded to fray the cocktail napkin that had come with my beer. It shredded easily in my fidgeting hands.
 
   “You look more nervous than me,” Jessica remarked above the music. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t want to see Hunter.”
 
   “Why not? You two seemed civil enough the other day at Del Sol,” she observed.
 
   “I don’t want to see her here with anyone,” I clarified.
 
   Jessica’s eyes noticeably widened and she nodded her head. “I get it. Well, if she’s here with someone, you could always pretend I’m your date.”
 
   I smirked. “That’s awfully big of you.”
 
   Jessica held up her hands. “It’s not another one of my tricks,” she promised. “I’m only saying that if it’ll make you feel better, or if you think it’ll make her jealous …”
 
   I stopped her before she could continue. “I told Hunter I’d wait.”
 
   The shrewd look on Jessica’s face softened. “I think I underestimated you and this relationship. You really like her.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   I nodded glumly. “I’ve never been one to believe in soulmates or ‘The One.’”
 
   “But,” Jessica pressed.
 
   “But, Hunter’s different. There’s never been anyone like her, and I’d venture to guess that there never will be anyone like her again. And it’s not because being together was easy,” I said with a rueful shake of my head. “It was nothing but a challenge from the moment we decided to give a relationship a chance.”
 
   “But the heart wants what the heart wants,” Jessica noted with a wistful sigh.
 
   I nodded and took another slug from my beer. “Ain’t that the truth.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Hunter never showed up that night. In hindsight it was foolish for me to have ever worried about it in the first place. She had strange, unorthodox hours at the hospital and was probably watching over a preemie in the maternity ward while I had an emotional freak out about her showing up at the gay bar with a date.
 
   Jessica chatted up a few women whom I recognized as regulars, but if numbers were exchanged, I never knew. We made it an early night, and I dropped her back off at her house before midnight. As my car idled in front of her darkened house, she invited me in for a nightcap. I still had the good sense to politely decline. Someday we’d get to the point where late night drinks were innocent gestures, but we weren’t there yet.
 
   She leaned against the driver’s side door. “I’ll see you in the morning for Doug’s garden thing, right?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes.”
 
   “Be nice,” she chastised. “Doug is a colleague, and it’s collegial to support your co-workers’ projects.”
 
   I crinkled my nose, but kept my non-collegial thoughts to myself. “Do you want me to pick you up and we can go together?” I asked.
 
   “That would be lovely,” Jessica agreed. “I’ll treat you to brunch afterwards.”
 
   “And I’ll let you,” I laughed.
 
   I watched her make the trek back up to her house and waited until she was safely inside before driving home myself. 
 
    
 
   
I had changed into pajamas and was reading a book in bed when my phone buzzed with an incoming text: Are you awake? 
 
   It was from Hunter.
 
   I am, I replied. What’s up?
 
   I just got home from the hospital. I’m winding down with a glass of wine.
 
   That sounds nice. I would have preferred a night in too, if Jessica hadn’t been so insistent that we go to Peggy’s. It wouldn’t have kept me from worrying about what Hunter was up to, but it would have been easier to avoid those unsavory thoughts when I wasn’t jumping to attention every time the front door opened with the arrival of a new bar patron.
 
   My phone chirped again with another text message: Do you want to come over?
 
   I stared at the words on my phone’s screen. The words were so innocent, so innocuous, yet they were heavy with innuendos and consequences. I’d said I was waiting for her, but that didn’t mean I was waiting around for a booty call.
 
   It’s late, I replied. I probably shouldn’t.
 
   Ok.
 
   My fingers flexed and twitched as I looked at her one-word response. There was no way to interpret the tone of her text. Was she angry? Disappointed? Indifferent? I wanted to take my refusal back or at least to apologize, but I kept those sentiments to myself and went to sleep instead.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I let my car idle in front of Jessica’s house. While I waited for her to come out, I looked over my last text conversation with Hunter. I hadn’t received any more texts the rest of the night, and my phone had remained silent in the morning as well. It made me worry that her invitation had been innocent and that I’d hurt her feelings when I’d rebuked her request. But it had been late—well after bar time. If not for sex, what other reason would she have had for asking me to come over?
 
   It had bothered me that she’d texted me at all, not that I didn’t want to talk to her, but because it was so uncharacteristic of her. If she had wanted to talk, why hadn’t she called me? She normally eschewed that kind of impersonal technology; she didn’t even have a Facebook page. She was an old soul in the body of a twenty-two year old.
 
   I looked away from my phone and shook off more somber, confusing thoughts when I heard a house door open and close. Jessica paused at her front door to lock up, affording me an unobstructed view of her denim-clad backside. Along with the fitted skinny jeans, she wore tan leather moccasins and a long-sleeved t-shirt.
 
   I rolled down the car window. “So you do own jeans.”
 
   “I told you, Dr. Graft,” she called out as she walked down the front walkway, hips swaying with each light step, “spend enough time with me and you’ll learn all of my secrets.”
 
   I gave her a purposefully lascivious grin as she crossed in front of my car. “Looking good, Dean.”
 
   “Thank you, dear,” she said, sliding into the passenger seat. 
 
   I nodded at two cardboard cups snug in their cup holders. “I stopped at Del Sol and got us coffee.” 
 
   “That was thoughtful,” she observed. “Or maybe you were hoping to have another run-in with a pretty young nurse,” she grinned.
 
   “Maybe,” I grunted. 
 
   “I see right through you, Graft.” 
 
   Pulling up to the plot of land that was soon to be the new community garden, I was immediately impressed by the turnout of thirty or so volunteers, especially considering the ground was still frozen and old snow banks hadn’t entirely melted yet. It was the awkward time of year, no longer winter, but not quite spring. The earth was saturated with ground water and crusty, dirty snow banks dotted the landscape. Even the air smelled unpleasant, like wet dog. None of that mattered for today, however, as the gardens we were constructing were above ground boxes.
 
   I parked my car on the street and began pulling rakes and shovels and other gardening tools out of the back of my hatchback. Jessica walked up beside me, rubbing her arms. “Building gardens when there’s still snow on the ground. What were we thinking?”
 
   “Do you want my sweatshirt?” I offered.
 
   “But then you’ll be cold,” she protested.
 
   “I’ll be fine. I grew up in this weather. And I wasn’t in California so long that it thinned my blood.” 
 
   “So chivalrous,” she teased.
 
   I grabbed the bottom hem of my sweatshirt and pulled the garment over my head. The neck got stuck around my ears, and I flailed my arms uselessly above my head.
 
   “Jessica,” I mumbled. “Little help? I’m stuck.”
 
   Strong hands grabbed the sides of my sweatshirt and tugged me free. I was momentarily blinded by the dark crimson of the sweatshirt as it passed over my eyes, but when my vision returned, I discovered Hunter: standing directly in front of me.
 
   I was stunned by her presence and her proximity, but I managed to remember my manners. “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Good morning, Hunter,” Jessica spoke before I could offer my own greeting.
 
   Hunter looked between Jessica and me. “Hey.”
 
   “I swear I didn’t know you’d be here,” I blurted out. I didn’t know why I felt compelled to make that clear.
 
   “It’s a campus-sponsored event, Elle,” she gently smiled. “Maybe I’m the one doing the stalking.”
 
   “Oh.” I hadn’t considered that. “Are you?”
 
   She smiled again and returned my sweatshirt, but didn’t answer my question. Before I could press her for a more revealing response, Doug Witlan—the reason why I was there that morning—was gathering the other volunteers around him for instructions. Hunter moved closer to the assembling crowd, and Jessica and I did the same, lingering a few steps back.
 
   Jessica bumped her hip into mine as we walked closer to Doug and the others. “Smooth moves, Graft. Now I get why all the co-eds want a piece.”
 
   “Shut up,” I hissed under my breath. I shoved my sweatshirt into her arms.
 
   “Eloquent as always.”  She grinned and pulled on my sweatshirt over her other shirt. “Did you really not know she was volunteering for this?” 
 
   “I didn’t,” I answered honestly. “But I probably should have; she likes gardening, and she’s got a big heart.”
 
   Doug Witlan began to address the volunteers, putting an end to our conversation. “I want to thank everyone for coming out this morning. Our task today is to construct this community garden space, but our goal later this spring is to build five hundred gardens for business and organizations around the city. We’re going to turn grass into fresh food, and with your help, I’m confident that we can exceed our goals.” He thrust his clenched fist in the air, and the assembled group cheered around me.
 
   Doug Witlan was a funny guy. It was obvious from his corduroy pants and long-sleeved plaid shirt that he wore buttoned to the top button that he taught in the sciences. His monotone voice had lulled me to sleep at more than one faculty meeting, but he was passionate about sustainability and food justice, and his energy for the cause was contagious that morning.
 
   “A special shout out this morning to our esteemed Dean of Faculty, Dr. Jessica Merlot,” Doug continued. “I see quite a few of my campus colleagues in attendance, and I suspect her gentle cajoling is the reason for so many familiar faces.”
 
   Doug’s words were followed by good natured cheers and applause aimed at Jessica. I discretely nudged her, and she elbowed me back. It was nice to see the other faculty finally warming up to her, myself included. We certainly hadn’t started out on the right foot.
 
   “I’d also like to give a special thank you to Troian Smith and Nikole Pendergast who donated the materials to build our garden beds,” Doug continued. “It’s because of their generosity that we’re able to be here today.”
 
   The familiar names caught my attention, and I immediately became suspicious. It felt like a set-up.
 
   “Did you know Hunter was going to be here?” I whispered to Jessica while Doug continued his speech. “Did Troian and Nik put you up to this?”
 
   “Who?” she whispered back.
 
   “The people who donated the dirt—they’re my best friends.”
 
   Jessica shook her head. “I had no idea.”
 
   I knew it was a stretch to think that somehow Jessica and my friends had conspired to make this meet up happen, but I had a harder time believing the universe was finally on my side.
 
   At the conclusion of Doug’s rally speech, the crowd dispersed and was assigned various tasks. It was still too early to plant seedlings, but the ground needed to be cleared of brush, and the above ground beds needed to be built and filled with topsoil in preparation of warmer months. 
 
   With no previous construction skills to speak of, Jessica and I were assigned cleanup duty with half a dozen other volunteers. We raked away old brush and leaves from the fall and picked up garbage that had been trapped in snowdrifts during the winter months.
 
   Across the field, a few yards away, Hunter wielded a hammer. On hands and knees, she set to the task of building the garden beds, hammering construction nails into weather-treated four-by-fours. 
 
   “Are you going to stare all day or are you going to go over there and talk to her?” Jessica demanded.
 
   “What would I even say?” I lamented. 
 
   “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Isn’t the English language your specialty?”
 
   “She texted me last night,” I revealed, eyes still trained on Hunter. “Wanted me to come over.”
 
   “After you got home from Peggy’s?” 
 
   “Yeah.” I nodded. “But I said no.”
 
   Jessica joined my gaze, and we jointly stared at my ex-girlfriend, too dedicated to her assigned job to notice our obvious attentions. “I don’t know why.”
 
   “Me either,” I admitted.
 
   Jessica nudged me with the handle of her rake. “If you don’t go over there and talk to her, I will.”
 
   “You wouldn’t,” I practically growled.
 
   “I would,” she countered, “if that’s the only way to build a fire under your ass.”
 
   My feet began to move in Hunter’s direction, and the rest of my body had no choice but to follow. I shoved my hands into the front pockets of my jeans and stopped when I stood in her near vicinity.
 
   “I didn’t know you were so good with a hammer,” I remarked.
 
   She didn’t look in my direction. “I spent Spring Break building houses for Habitat for Humanity my sophomore year of college.” 
 
   Of course she had.
 
   “How have you been?” I asked.
 
   “Good.” 
 
   When she didn’t elaborate and remained disconcerting silent, I became nervous. Each nail she drove into the wooden beams sounded like a gunshot, each one louder than the next.
 
   She finally spoke again after an intensely quiet moment: “I didn’t expect you to be here.”
 
   “Doug announced he was doing this at a recent faculty meeting, and Dean Merlot guilted some of the faculty into volunteering.”
 
   Hunter hummed. “She’s pretty.”
 
   “I guess,” I said, noncommittally.
 
   She paused long enough to wipe away the beaded sweat from her forehead. “Don’t play coy. You’ve got eyes.”
 
   I glanced back at Jessica. She was leaning against her rake and talking with some of the other faculty volunteers. She looked like a politician, holding court with her admirers. “Yeah, she’s pretty,” I agreed.
 
   “For someone who was practically your arch-nemesis last spring,” she observed, “you two seem to be spending a lot of time together.” 
 
   “I know. It’s still a little surreal to me, too. But with Nik and Troian gone, it’s been nice to have a new friend in town.”
 
   “And you’re even sharing clothes.” Hunter stabbed the claw of her hammer into the ground and made a frustrated noise. “Are you sleeping with her?”
 
   My eyebrows furrowed at the unexpected question. “With Jessica?”
 
   “Oh, it’s Jessica now, is it?” she snapped, her voice rising in volume and heat.
 
   “Whoa.” I held up my hands. “Calm down.”
 
   Hunter rose to her feet, but refused to look at me. “I am calm.”
 
   Before I could say anything in response, she was storming away, leaving her tools and me behind. We were probably causing a scene in front of half of the faculty on my campus, but I didn’t care about their prying eyes and the firestorm of rumors that were certain to follow.
 
   “Hunter, wait,” I called.
 
   But she didn’t wait. She didn’t stop walking away until she had reached a mountain of oversized plastic bags filled with topsoil on the far side of the open plot. She bent and reached for the corner of the closest bag and began tugging to pull it free from the rest of the pile. 
 
   “Let me help you with that,” I said gently.
 
   She continued to ignore me and tugged and jerked at a stubborn bag.
 
   “Hunter,” I tried again. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”
 
   “That’s funny coming from you,” she huffed.
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   She gave up on the bag of dirt. “You said you’d wait.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She worked the muscles in her jaw. “At the hospital. In the supply closet,” she grit out. “You said you’d wait.”
 
   “Oh.” My eyes widened with recognition. “I-I am.”
 
   She looked unconvinced. “You’re not … not with that woman?”
 
   “No, I’m not. Not with Jessica or with anyone else. I told you I’d wait, and that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.”
 
   Hunter pushed out a deep breath and brushed away the stands of hair that had fallen loose from her ponytail. The action caused her to smudge dirt under one eye. “I’m sorry. I … that was ugly and not like me at all.”
 
   “I kind of liked it,” I admitted with a small smile. “You should get jealous more often.”
 
   I reached out and gently wiped away the dirt smudge under her eye. My fingers lingered on her cheekbone, but she didn’t pull away. It was torture talking so honestly and openly with her when all I wanted to do was kiss her.
 
   She bit her lower lip. “Do you maybe want to get coffee after we’re done here?”
 
   “Yes.” Damn it. “I mean, I would love to, but I made plans with Jessica. She’s supposed to treat me to brunch as payoff for her dragging me out here on a Saturday morning.” My brain buzzed with activity. I could cancel on Jessica; she’d understand.
 
   Hunter’s face remained neutral, almost stoical. “Some other time then.”
 
   “What about tomorrow?” I quickly proposed.
 
   “I have to work.”
 
   “All day?”
 
   “No. Second shift.”
 
   I sucked in a breath, summoning my courage. The first time around, Hunter had been the one to put herself on the line. She had kissed me outside of Peggy’s bar and had shown up on my front stoop in the middle of a rainstorm. Now it was my turn for grand gestures and being brave.
 
   “Why don’t you let me make you dinner? Come over after work tomorrow, and I’ll have everything ready.”
 
   Hunter tugged her lower lip into her mouth. My eyes were drawn to the movement and her mouth. She had only proposed coffee, and maybe it was presumptuous to ask her to come over for dinner, but I didn’t want to let this opportunity slip us by.
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The next evening, around 8:00 p.m., my doorbell rang. Hunter stood on the other side of the door, holding a six-pack of one of my favorite beers. “For the hostess.”
 
   “Thank you.” I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. Her hair was down, and it brushed against my face as I lingered probably a moment too long. Her hair was slightly damp from the shower she’d taken after work before coming over; she smelled delicious, and it made my knees buckle. I could do this. We could have dinner without me wanting to leap across the table and take her. My brain formed a mental picture of her hips arching off the dining room table to meet my eager mouth.
 
   Stop it, I silently chastised myself.
 
   Hunter stared beyond me to the kitchen. “Am I early?”
 
   “I know I said I’d have dinner ready when you got here, but I was hoping you might want to tag-team in the kitchen.”
 
   Her mouth quirked. “That’s an interesting choice of words.”
 
   “You know what I mean,” I dismissed, a light blush coming to my cheeks.
 
   “Sure, I can help,” she agreed. “What’s on the menu?”
 
   “How do you feel about breakfast for dinner? I’ve been missing your pancakes.”
 
   “Is that what the kids are calling it nowadays?” she said straight faced.
 
   I didn’t know why everything out of my mouth sounded like a sexual innuendo, or at least she was twisting my words to make it seem that way. We were both nervous and unsure of boundaries, that much was clear. 
 
   Hunter oversaw the electric griddle while I handled the rest of the meal: hash browns, turkey sausage, and sliced fruit. She told me about her day at the hospital, and I caught her up on the latest from school, careful to leave the name Dean Merlot out of my vocabulary, even though I was curious if I could get her jealousy to flare up again. By the time we had finished preparing the meal, I was feeling more at ease, but that could have had more to do with the pale ale I’d been sipping while cooking.
 
   We loaded up plates and traveled to the dining room to finish the meal. I had wanted dinner to be perfect and comfortable, but it was clear we both had residual nerves. And even though she was sitting directly across the table from me, it made me miss her even more. 
 
   I pushed the food around on my plate with my fork. “How are you liking apartment living again?”
 
   “That’s not really the question you want to ask, is it?”
 
   A small smile curled onto my lips. She saw right through my petty jealousy. Her roommate, Loryssa, was beautiful, age appropriate, and bi-curious. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why not ask me what you really want to know?”
 
   “Because I have no right,” I said, stabbing a chunk of watermelon with my fork. “We’re not together. You’re free to do whatever you want with whomever you want.”
 
   “I asked about you and Dean Merlot,” she pointed out.
 
   “You can call her Jessica.”
 
   “I’d rather not.”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. Hunter’s features were schooled, her emotions nearly checked, except for the burning intensity I couldn’t ignore in her grey-blue eyes.
 
   “Okay,” I let the syllables roll around on my tongue. “Have you had sex with Loryssa?” 
 
   I could practically see the words sitting on the table, forming a barrier as seemingly impenetrable as the Berlin Wall. I wanted to tear down the remaining obstacles and everything that was keeping us too polite, too rigid, and too careful with our words.
 
   Her lips pursed. “No. There hasn’t been a repeat performance of that night.” 
 
   “Have you slept with anyone else?” The question tumbled out without my permission. I wanted to know with certainty, but I also feared her response. I didn’t think I could handle the idea of someone else touching her.
 
   Instead of answering, she turned the question around on me. “Have you?” 
 
   I looked down at my hands. Hunter been the one to break up with me; I shouldn’t have felt guilty about my evening at Nightshade, but I did.  Even though nothing had happened between Jasmine and me, I had gone there for the purpose of having sex. “Almost.”
 
   “Almost?” The word got stuck in her throat and sounded more like a hiccup than a question.
 
   “You’d called and told me you were moving out of my house. I was angry and sad. There was a girl …” I trailed off. She didn’t need to know the extreme details. “But I realized that it would be a mistake. And Sonja, the girl from work, she kissed me the night I decided to come back here.”
 
   I watched her mouth twitch as she chewed on the inside of her lip. “It’s late; I should probably go.”
 
   I reached across the table and grabbed her hand. “Please don’t.”
 
   “I can’t do this right now.”
 
   “I need to know if we have a chance,” I implored. I rubbed the pad of my thumb across her knuckles when she didn’t remove her hand from my hold. “You changed me; for better or for worse, I’m a different person because of you. In the past, if I had had my heart broken, I would have jumped into bed with the closest skirt I could find. But I didn’t. There were opportunities, and yes, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to being tempted, but the important thing is that I didn’t.” 
 
   Her eyes dropped to her place setting, and I immediately expected the worst. I let go of her hand, and she set it on her lap. Maybe I’d said too much. Maybe I’d ruined everything with my honesty when dinner had been so nice.
 
   “After we first broke up, I went to Peggy’s a few times,” she started. “I don’t know if word got out that you and I weren’t together anymore or what, but the women at the bar seemed a little more aggressive than usual. I had opportunities, too, but … I never went through with it. I thought that if I did this thing—if I had sex with someone that wasn’t you—I guess it meant that you and I were really over.” 
 
   “Anyone I know?” I asked in my most controlled voice. Privately, however, I was ready to construct a list of lesbians I’d have to threaten. 
 
   “No. I wouldn’t do that to you.” She finally looked back up at me with that unwavering eye contact that had first drawn me in nearly two years ago. “I never wanted to break up with you, but I think I had to do it to reassure myself that I could survive without you.”
 
   “I get that.” My voice lowered. “I wish it never had to happen, but I get it.”
 
   “My mom thinks I’m a fool.”
 
   “You told her what happened?”
 
   Hunter’s mother and I had gotten off to a rough start, but we’d eventually reconciled. I didn’t envision us ever having comfortable family dinners or celebrating joint holidays, but I’d wanted Hunter to at least have that relationship back.
 
   “I went back to live with my parents for a few weeks after we broke up,” she revealed. “It felt like you’d died. I was surrounded by your things, your scent, sleeping in your bed. They still had my old bedroom waiting for me.” She played with the stem of her wine glass. “It was a lot of ‘I told you so’s’ in the beginning—that I should have known better to date someone in a different place in her life, which I think was just her tactful way of pointing out our age difference.”
 
   I frowned at the half-eaten food on my plate. 
 
   “It was short lived though,” she continued. “After she saw how miserable I was, the snide comments stopped. I’ve broken up with people before, but this hit me harder than I expected, probably because I’d never really loved anyone until I met you. I think I loved you from the moment you stood in front of our classroom and wrote your name on the blackboard.” She looked down at the table. “I’ve probably said too much,” she stated quietly.
 
   “No. You’ve said just enough,” I said. “Thank you.”
 
   I didn’t know what else to say. Did this mean she wanted to get back together? I didn’t know how to ask her without sounding obtuse. The ticking of the grandfather clock pounded in my head.
 
   We finished the meal with no additional talk of temptations or how to fix a broken heart. She was quiet and reserved, but at least she remained seated across the table from me. It was a step in the right direction.
 
   When the rest of the food had been eaten or packed in tupperwear and dishes had been hidden away in the dishwasher, we lingered in my front foyer. “Thank you for tonight,” she said as we stood, facing each other. “It was really nice.”
 
   “Thank you for coming over,” I returned. 
 
   A small smile curled the corners of her wide, expressive mouth. She touched the side of my face and my eyes fluttered close. “I’m glad you’re back, Elle.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said, eyes still closed.
 
   I felt the light brush of her lips against mine.
 
   I wanted to ask her to spend the night, but I knew that would have been jumping back into things too quickly. And I reminded myself about the cow who gave away her milk for free. This was for the best. 
 
   You can do slow, I told myself. You can wait.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWenty-two
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t hear from Hunter in the days after dinner. I kept myself busy with papers to grade and lectures to plan and the mounting anxiety of knowing that my episode of the series was soon to air. The show had been on break since the twelfth episode had aired in mid-December. My episode, the thirteenth of the season, was the mid-February return.  
 
   It was later in the evening when my phone rang with a call from the woman whom I’d thought had been avoiding me. I’d taken Hunter’s picture off of my phone wallpaper and the picture of her face squished against Sylvia’s no longer popped up when she called me. Things were different between us now, and I was enough of a masochist to deem the change necessary as a reminder.
 
   “Hey,” I answered. I had expected to hear from her sooner, and I now tried to keep a neutral tone rather than come across as too eager.
 
   “What are you doing right now?” she questioned.
 
   “Not much. Watching TV, staring at a stack of dirty dishes in the sink.”
 
   I hated the sound I heard next. It was a sob.
 
   “Hunter? Baby, what’s wrong?”
 
   I bit the end of my tongue for having let the endearment slide so reflexively out of my mouth.
 
   “Today wasn’t a good day. Oscar didn’t …” Her words cut off as she stifled another sob.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked.
 
   “At home.”
 
   “Wait there. I’m coming over.” The dishes could wait another few hours. They could wait forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   Hunter was still in her scrubs when she answered the front door. Her bright blue eyes were swollen and red around the edges.
 
   “Hi,” she greeted.
 
   “Hey.” I grabbed her forearm and pulled her into my embrace. I didn’t know the full story, and I wasn’t sure she’d even want to talk about whatever had happened at work that day, but for now I wanted to just be there for her. 
 
   The Hunter the rest of the world saw was polished, refined, and deliberate. She was afraid of making mistakes and letting anyone see her unkempt, physically or emotionally. For all of our differences, in that we were alike. Tears were reserved for only those we trusted. Vulnerability was weakness that few were allowed to witness. But the girl I loved wore sweatpants and messy ponytails. She sang off-key in the shower and could coax snuggles out of the most aloof of cats. I needed to find that girl again, or rather I needed to be allowed to see her again. I needed to earn that right.
 
   Her tears were silent for now, but I held her tightly as her body shook. I rubbed my hands across her shoulder blades and down the center of her back. I had never considered myself a natural nurturer. I was awkward around children and the sight of tears typically made me want to run in the opposite direction.
 
   “It’s going to be okay,” I murmured into her sweet smelling hair. “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”
 
   My arms felt her rigid body release its tension. She began to speak, but she kept her face buried in the crook of my neck: “The past few days I’ve been taking shifts, watching over a preemie named Oscar.”
 
   Oscar. Oh no. The name she’d sobbed on the phone.
 
   “When his parents couldn’t be there, I sat with him, talking and reading and touching his little hand. He was so small,” she noted. “It’s hard to believe anything that small could ever grow into an adult.” Her final words wobbled with watery emotion.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Hunter.”
 
   “I’m not naive,” she mumbled, still refusing to look at me, but allowing herself to be held. “People die every day; you can’t have life without death. And I knew when I chose this specialty that it was one of the hazards of the job.”
 
   I rubbed my palms up and down her shoulders. “But that doesn’t make it any easier,” I soothed.
 
   She finally, gingerly, pulled away. Her mouth tilted up on one side, and she slowly shook her head. “No. It doesn’t.”
 
   “Have you eaten?”
 
   “I haven’t had much of an appetite since I got home.”
 
   “How about Chinese?” I proposed. “And while we wait for the food to get here, why don’t you hop in the shower and wash off the day.”
 
   She nodded, eyes tearing up again. “Okay.”
 
   “Take however long you need. When you get out of the shower, I’ll be here.”
 
   The walls of Hunter’s apartment weren’t so thick that I couldn’t hear her tears in the bathroom. It was something I’d done countless times—crying in the shower until I’d exhausted myself with no sense of if the wetness on my face was from tears or from water.
 
   I stood just on the otherwise of the closed bathroom door and listened to her cry. I wanted to be in there with her, but instead of barging in and throwing unhelpful words at her, I gave her the privacy to simply fall apart. I’d be there for her when she was ready to be put back together.
 
   When Hunter reemerged from the bathroom, scrubbed pink and clean from the shower, the delivery food had just arrived. We set up the spread on her bed and ate noodles and egg-fried rice while watching a mindless comedy on her laptop.
 
   “Thank you for this.”
 
   I smiled at her. “You don’t have to thank me.”
 
   “I know. But my parents taught me to be polite.”
 
   I wasn’t sure when it had happened, but at some point during the movie, Hunter had fallen asleep. Her eyes were closed and her chest rhythmically rose and fell with each deep inhalation.
 
   I didn’t want to move, but I didn’t want to risk falling asleep on her bed with her. It would be too much, too soon.
 
   When I shifted on the mattress, Hunter’s eyes fluttered open.
 
   “Is the movie over?” She stretched her arms above her head and made an adorable noise that made me want to cuddle her closer.
 
   “No, but I should probably be getting home.”
 
   The sleepy, content look on her face crunched into disappointment. “You’re leaving?”
 
   I stood from the bed. “Yeah, I probably should go before it gets worse out there.”
 
   She looked in the direction of her bedroom window. The soft patter of falling rain striking the windows that had first lulled Hunter to sleep had become more aggressive. Heavy rain beat against the storm window, nearly sounding like hail. The sky lit up with a flash of bright light, followed immediately by a deep rumble.
 
   “Wow. It’s really coming down,” she remarked. “Maybe you should stay the night.”
 
   “It’s only a little rain.”
 
   Gods, why had I said that? Hunter was inviting me to spend the night. The obvious answer was yes.
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   The weather had been unpredictable lately, sunshine and chirping birds one moment, and cloudy and stormy the next with unrelenting rain and whipping wind.
 
   The lights in the room flickered and then went out. Hunter’s eyes went to the ceiling and the blacked-out lights. The room periodically filled with white light as the thunderstorm continued outside. “I think a greater power thinks you should stay,” she mused.
 
   “Maybe, um, maybe I should stay.”
 
   “I’d like that,” Hunter quietly replied. “If it’s okay with you, I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I said, not wanting to sound too willing. “Can I borrow something to sleep in?”
 
   “Of course. Feel free to dig around in my things for whatever you need. I’m just going to go brush my teeth.”
 
   Hunter lit a few candles before she left the bedroom again to finish getting ready for bed. The atmosphere was dangerous—her bedroom, lighted candles, surrounded by her things and her scent.
 
   I stood from her bed to find something more suitable to sleep in. I opened the top drawer—socks and underwear. I opened the second drawer and pulled out a long sleeved t-shirt she’d gotten from running a half marathon. Unable to help myself, I pressed my nose against the material and inhaled the scent of her fabric softener. 
 
   Underneath the shirt I discovered a metal object, silver and smooth. The silver cylinder was small, no larger than a tube of lipstick. It came to life when I pressed down on the rubber button on one end. It was relatively conservative as far as sex toys went, but I was sure it still got the job done.
 
   Hunter returned to the room, unnoticed. “Oh my God,” she panicked. “I forgot that was in there.”
 
   I dropped the vibrator back into the top drawer as though it had scalded me. It bounced around amongst her t-shirts until I retrieved it and hastily turned it off. I was embarrassed she’d caught me with it, but probably no more so than she was that I’d found it. 
 
   “So it’s yours then?” I said smoothly. 
 
   “I can’t really lie and say I’m holding onto it for a friend.”
 
   “No,” I quietly laughed. “I suppose not.”
 
   The ground had become very interesting. “I’ve been waiting, too,” she murmured, “but a girl still has needs.”
 
   “Oh, I know.”
 
   “We should, um, probably get to sleep.”
 
   “I’m going to sleep on the couch,” I announced.
 
   “Are you sure? It’s not very comfortable,” she warned. “I don’t even like sitting on it.”
 
   “I don’t want to … uh, take advantage.”
 
   Her long, pale eyelashes fluttered. “You’d be tempted?”
 
   I breathed out roughly through my nose. It felt like the temperature in the room had spiked. “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ll get you some blankets.”
 
    
 
    
 
   That night was one of the most torturous sleeps I’ve ever had to endure. I tried to quiet my brain, to be lulled to sleep by the rhythmic pitter-patter of rain against glass windowpanes, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Hunter sleeping in just the next room and the sex toy in her second drawer.
 
   At some point I did fall asleep, but not for very long. The living room was dark, but a streetlamp in front of Hunter’s apartment complex provided just enough light to realize that I wasn’t alone in the living room. The power had come back on sometime in the night, and the rainstorm had quieted to barely a mist. 
 
   I could see Hunter’s silhouette standing next to the couch and that she wore only an oversized t-shirt that hit the top of her thighs.
 
   “Hunter?” I sat to attention, but my sleep-addled brain couldn’t compute what she was doing out in the living room at that hour. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Shhh,” she hushed me. “You don’t have to say anything.”
 
   She took one of my hands and pulled it towards her. My hand immediately slipped beneath the bottom hem of the long t-shirt and rounded the pert globes of her backside, feeling the dual softness of her skin and her cotton underwear. 
 
   I pulled her closer to me and pressed my forehead against her abdomen and inhaled her scent. I closed my eyes from the surging sensations; she was warm and soft and perfect, and I couldn’t imagine loving a person more than what I felt for her.
 
   She climbed onto my lap, straddling me between her parted thighs, and lightly resting her full weight on me. As she settled onto my lap, positioning me between her thinly muscled thighs, her long t-shirt slid higher up her thighs and backside. My gaze dropped to my lap and the space between her parted legs. My hands slid up her naked thighs and beneath her long shirt. I ran my palms along the smooth expanse of her bare back. 
 
   She cupped my face in her hands and drew me in for a soft kiss. Her lips pressed lightly against my own, barely there, like a ghost of a kiss while her fingertips slid across my cheekbones and wound themselves in my loose hair. 
 
   I could feel her deepening the kiss. The fingers at my temples tightened their grip on my hair, increasing the intensity of my feelings when she tugged. Stiff fingers pressed against my breastbone urged me to fall backwards, but I resisted. I wanted her. I always wanted her. But we couldn’t keep doing this. 
 
   “Wait,” I whispered. “We shouldn’t. Not tonight. Not like this.”
 
   I didn’t need to give her additional reasons or elaborate. She exhaled deeply and dropped her head to my chest.
 
   “Lay with me for a little while?” I proposed instead.
 
   I felt her nod her consent against my breastbone.
 
   The couch wasn’t very wide or long, but with some skilled maneuvering and shifting, we were able to resituate ourselves into a somewhat comfortable position. We both lay on our sides with her backside pressed against my stomach and one of my arms draped over the dip of her hip and waist. I could feel the heat radiating from her body.
 
   When I next came into consciousness, I could hear the distinct sound of canned laughter, and I could feel sunshine warm on my face. I slowly opened one eye and then the other followed. 
 
   The television was on. Loryssa, a former student and Hunter’s roommate, sat in an adjacent easy chair, eating cereal out of a giant ceramic bowl. 
 
   “Good morning, Professor.” She sounded far too casual to have woken up to find the two of us on her couch.
 
   “Morning, Loryssa,” my voice croaked out.
 
   I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t. I also couldn’t feel my left arm; Hunter had used it as her pillow during the night. Not only that, but she had one arm flung over my chest and beneath the covers was a long leg pinning me down. I gave up trying to extricate myself. She was a notoriously heavy sleeper. I’d once joked to her that I could die in my sleep and she wouldn’t notice until morning; she hadn’t found that very funny.
 
   “I take it you guys are back together?” Loryssa said, gesturing toward us with her spoon.
 
   I glanced down at Hunter, still sound asleep. “I, uh. You’ll have to ask her about that.”
 
   Her spoon scraped the bottom of the cereal bowl. “Well, I’d better get to class.”
 
   “You graduate this semester, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   In a more conventional setting I might have continued by asking what she planned on doing after graduation, but I was currently spooning her roommate on their living room couch. There would be time for real-world conversations another time.
 
   “Have a nice day,” I said instead.
 
   “Thanks,” she replied, standing from the easy chair and turning off the television. “See you later, Professor.”
 
   I heard the heels of Loryssa’s shoes click down the hallway, followed by the sound of her putting her breakfast dishes in the kitchen sink. The front door unlocked and opened next, and I heard it shut seconds later. 
 
   With Loryssa gone and the television turned off, the apartment was once again cloaked in silence. Through the old single-pane glass windows, I could hear the faint chirping of birds outside. With nothing else to do until Hunter woke up, I studied the pattern on the forest green wallpaper in the living room. Old wallpaper always reminded me of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper”–a short story about a woman who has become a kind of domestic prisoner and slowly grows mad from intellectual inactivity. The walls of the woman’s bedroom—her prison—had been covered in an old, peeling wallpaper that causes her to hallucinate.
 
   As the minutes passed and Hunter continued to sleep, I came to the conclusion that I needed to slip out from beneath her. We had only had one dinner and had watched a movie together. That didn’t add up to morning spooning, and there would definitely be no forking. But before I could do anything to remove my arm from beneath Hunter’s head, I heard the rhythm of her breathing change. Instead of the even inhalations that came with easy sleep, it came now in short, staccato bursts. It reminded me of when Sylvia had dreams and her entire body twitched all over.
 
   I touched my fingers first against the arm thrown across my chest. “Hunter,” I whispered. 
 
   Her eyes shifted beneath her eyelids, but she didn’t wake up. 
 
   I gripped her shoulder and gently shook her awake. “Hunter,” I said more loudly.
 
   Her eyes flipped open and she gasped for air like she’d been submerged in water and oxygen starved.
 
   “Hey.” My brow creased with concern. “Are you okay?”
 
   She shifted on the couch, putting a little more space between us. “Yeah. Just a bad dream.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “No. It’s okay. I’m fine.” She looked discombobulated, as though she couldn’t recall how she’d come to be on the living room couch. I hoped my presence didn’t add to her confusion. “Sorry if I was smothering you.”
 
   “I didn’t mind,” I dismissed. “What time do you have to be at work today?”
 
   “I don’t. After what happened yesterday, Michelle, the head nurse, gave me the day off.”
 
   “That was really kind,” I observed. I liked her employer and supervisors even more after hearing that.
 
   “Mmhm,” she hummed in agreement. “Do you have any place you need to be today?”
 
   At some point I’d have to go home and feed Sylvia, but I was in no hurry to leave. “Nope.”
 
   She turned over in my arms to face me. “I don’t think I’m ready to be awake yet. Could we move this to my bedroom? This couch is brutal.”
 
   “Anything you need.” I leaned in and pressed my lips against her forehead. Her skin was soft and sweet smelling from the recent shower. It was an intimately familiar action, but after spending the night together, I felt safe in expressing myself like that. 
 
   The blanket came off and Hunter rose from the couch. It took me a little longer and with a little less elegance to do the same. I wasn’t a young co-ed anymore who could get a good night’s sleep on any surface. My body demanded proper mattresses and pillows. 
 
   Hunter headed straight for her side of the bed, and I routinely slid beneath the covers on the other side. Our thighs touched beneath the sheets and she pulled away, not quickly like I had a disease she didn’t want to catch, but the retreat was noticeable and it stung more than I liked to admit. It was a strange reaction; we’d spent the night draped over each other and now she wanted distance?
 
   “We need to stop apologizing and being awkward around each other,” I announced. “I know we’re not back to being girlfriends, but that doesn’t mean we have to flinch every time we unintentionally touch.”
 
   She exhaled deeply. “I know. And you’re right. It’s just tricky, you know? I don’t know what the rules or boundaries should be.”
 
   “Well I think we’ve agreed to no sex.” I wiggled my eyebrows playfully. “Unless that’s back on the table.”
 
   Her pensive look turned into a laugh. “No. No sex.”
 
   I couldn’t be disappointed. Sex would only complicate things. We were steadily rebuilding that which had been lost while I’d been in California. And as much as I loved sex, I loved her more. I didn’t want to ruin our progress.
 
   “But we’re at least dating, right?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And people who date get to cuddle,” I reasoned.
 
   “In bed though?”
 
   “I don’t know. Is that against the rules?”
 
   “Why don’t we give it a try?” She pulled on my arm and played with my fingers. “Thank you for last night. For being there when I needed you, and for not taking advantage of the situation.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “I miss you.” She chewed on the inside of her lip. “I miss us.”
 
   “You mean you’ve had enough sowing your wild oats?”
 
   Her features pinched. “I deserve that.”
 
   “No. No, you don’t,” I said quickly. I thought about Jasmine and Sonja, and even Jessica. I wasn’t above reproach.
 
   “You were my first girlfriend, and if I was going to have a significant other, I wanted her here,” she started. “I wanted to sleep in the same bed with her, to have someone to watch movies with on a weekday night, someone to hold hands with, and I wanted that someone to be you. I was just getting used to having a girlfriend and being in a relationship, and I loved it. But then you took that away when you moved to California.”
 
   “We could have that again,” I stated carefully. I watched as she continued to absently fiddle with my fingers. The way she had spoken before, it was like she was trying to work something out for herself rather than her words being aimed at me.
 
   “Can we?” she questioned. “Or do you think things have changed too much for us to go back to how things used to be?”
 
   I wanted to reassure her that we could get back to that place, but I wasn’t sure myself.
 
   “Come here,” she beckoned to me.
 
   I scooted closer in bed and my hand fell to her hipbone. I instinctively rolled her onto her back, and my mouth found the hollow of her pale throat. She tipped her head back and her body arched into mine with the motion. My knee wedged between hers and my upper thigh pressed against her panty-covered crotch. Her arms rounded me and her hands grabbed onto my backside to pull me harder against her core.
 
   She arched into me and the breathy noises happening close to my ear made me grind harder into her. Even though I only wore sleep shorts and a t-shirt, I could feel the sweat accumulating in the small of my back. Things had quickly escalated from innocent snuggling.
 
   I felt like a teenager with my first girlfriend, practically dry humping in Hunter’s bed. With Loryssa at school, we had the apartment to ourselves. The sensible part of my brain told me to go slow, to behave, but my body was on fire. I’d never been able to exercise caution when it came to this woman.
 
   “Are we sure about that no sex rule?” I asked, feeling breathless. I was only half joking. I wanted to be good, to utilize a little willpower, but she was making it difficult.
 
   Her mouth had fallen lax and her eyes were wide. I wanted to kiss her senseless, but she nodded before I could change her mind.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   It rained all the next day. Normally I hated the cold, dreary drizzle of early spring, but it was necessary to help erase the last signs of winter. Gone were the final, crusted snow banks more grey than white. Gone was the heavy layer of rock salt that ruined freshly washed cars and leather boots. 
 
   I had been staring out a kitchen window at my backyard where the young green shoots of tulips Hunter had once helped me plant were just starting to poke up out of the black earth. Spring in the Midwest never failed to amaze me. Winters were harsh and without mercy. Spring was a time for hope and renewal and rebirth—the perfect time perhaps for Hunter and me to have another chance.
 
   A phone call from Troian pulled me from my thoughts. “Hey, what’s up?” I said in greeting.
 
   “Your episode is on tonight. Are you having a viewing party with all your dorky friends?”
 
   “It’s just me and Sylvia,” I admitted. “But I’m not sure I’ll even watch.”
 
   “What? Why not?” Troian demanded.
 
   “I don’t know.” I rubbed at the back of my neck. “It feels kind of egotistical.”
 
   “Don’t you read your books when you get a first printing from the publisher?”
 
   “No. I cringe reading my own stuff once it’s in print. I like to pretend it doesn’t exist once it’s out there.”
 
   “How are we friends when you’re so weird?” Troian wondered aloud.
 
   “Good question.”
 
   I was proud of the work I had put into my episode from pitch to finished shooting script, but in truth I was considering not watching the episode because of what it represented. If I had never been blinded by ambition to the things that really mattered, it would have saved me an ocean of heartache. A large part of me wanted to entirely forget that part of my life so I could move forward, hopefully towards a future that included Hunter. 
 
   “I want you to give yourself a pass tonight from being modest or humble or whatever it is you think you’re doing,” Troian instructed. Watch your episode. You deserve it.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” I said unconvincingly. 
 
   “I’m calling you after the episode, and I expect a detailed report.”
 
   I laughed at that. “Okay, okay,” I finally conceded. “I’ll watch.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “How’s work been lately?” I asked. Troian and I had probably talked more since I’d been back than when I’d worked for her, but we hadn’t talked much about her job since I’d been so preoccupied with all things Hunter. “It’s almost time for the show to go on hiatus, right?”
 
   “Uh huh. I’m set on scripts for the rest of the season, so we just have to finish shooting the few final episodes. And then I get two glorious months of just me and Nik time.”
 
   “That’s awesome. I hope you’re actually planning on taking the time off.”
 
   “Nik’s already informed me that she’s limiting my electronic gadget time. She’ll make sure I take it easy.”
 
   “Good. You both deserve a break.”
 
   “Hey, speaking of which, we’re thinking of coming back to town for a week or so during hiatus. Know of anyone with a second bedroom where we could crash?”
 
   “I might, as long as you guys don’t use my guest room for a second honeymoon,” I teased.
 
   “Whatever,” Troian scoffed. “Nik told me to ask, but I’d rather stay at a hotel so we don’t have to listen to you and Hunter.”
 
   I made a noise into the phone’s receiver, a mix between a cough and a grumble.
 
   “What?” Troian challenged. “I know you two are screwing again.”
 
   “We’re not,” I insisted. 
 
   “You had sex with her in a closet a few weeks ago. Are you back to ‘taking it slow’ now?” she snorted.
 
   “What if we are?” I bristled.
 
   “Hey, it’s your life,” Troian backed down. “You know I’m only ever looking out for your happiness.
 
   “I know. But you’ve still got a lot of opinions for someone just interested in my happiness.” 
 
   “Oh, and you’ll be happy to hear that Sonja the intern just turned in a spec script for a future episode of the show.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Good for her.” It was an odd transition from Hunter to Sonja; it made me wonder if Nik had said something to Troian about the night of the network party. Troian wasn’t the type to not needle me about kissing a student intern though, so I suspected Nik had kept my secret.
 
   “I haven’t given her any notes yet, but it looks solid, especially for her first try. You might be easier to replace than I thought.”
 
   “Thanks,” I snorted.
 
   “But, seriously, Bookie. Your episode turned out really well. It might be my favorite from the entire season. And that’s saying something considering I wrote half the scripts. I want you to grab yourself a beer, get comfy on the couch, and allow yourself to feel proud about this thing you did.”
 
   “You’re awfully persuasive.”
 
   “You’re all just lucky I decide to use my powers for Good,” she chuckled. “Now remember, I expect you to have good notes when I call back.”
 
   “Sure thing, Boss.”
 
   We ended the call and I went in search of something to drink. When I made it to the couch with the cat tucked under one arm and a bottle of beer in the other, the opening theme song for the show was playing. In the previous episode, Paige’s father had just died, only she’d discovered that he wasn’t her birth father. In this dystopian world, humans and mutants reportedly co-existed, but it better resembled a cast system with humans in the top tier and mutants below them. Interspecies relationships were officially forbidden, and children that resulted from those unions were considered mutants, despite their human lineage. It could have been considered too heavy topically for our target demographic, but we could get away with it because of the sci-fi genre. I’d suggested we could also get away with having a bisexual lead character, but the network wasn’t convinced.
 
   Angry and confused at the beginning of the episode, Paige runs off to the mutant quarters—a place she isn’t supposed to be. There, she runs into Hunter who consoles her about her father’s death. In a poignant scene late in the episode, the two end up talking about the moon. 
 
   I drained the rest of my beer. I’d forgotten about this scene. 
 
   My episode, lucky number thirteen in the season, wasn’t the introduction of the Hunter character, but it was the introduction of him as a potential romance for Paige. The network had decided for us that Hunter’s character would be male. They’d thought it was too risky to introduce a queer storyline in the first season. They had conceded, however, that a gay best friend character could be introduced later in the series.
 
   At the end of the episode, the two are attacked by desperate, mutant thugs; Hunter tries to fight them off and protect Paige, but she ends up protecting them both when an aspect of her mutant powers makes itself known. The remainder of the season would follow Paige as she tried to figure out what was happening to her and how to control and hide her new abilities from others. In the season finale her mother discovers Paige’s secret and reveals that her birth father was actually a mutant.
 
   Troian had asked me to write the episode because I’d been the one who’d come up with the idea to make Paige part mutant, but she’d also charged me with the task of introducing the secondary romance subplot. Guillen couldn’t be trusted; he’d only cause things to explode or catch on fire. Edward was a man—which Troian said meant he couldn’t write a love story, Aviva was too young, and Gloria was walking a thin line based on her inability to write anything that Troian remotely liked. Part of me had wondered at the time if it had all been a ruse to reboot my emotional system and to do away with the robotic, unfeeling part of me.
 
   Lightning illuminated the living room, followed immediately by a crack of thunder. From the couch cushion beside me, Sylvia jerked to attention and scampered out of the room. 
 
   “It’s just a little weather, you baby,” I called after her.
 
   The overhead lights dimmed momentarily before shutting off entirely along with all the other electrical devices in my house.
 
   “Great.”
 
   I used the flashlight app on my cell phone to dig around the kitchen drawers for candles and matches or at least a flashlight that wouldn’t drain my phone’s battery. Before I could find anything, there was a brisk knock on my front door.
 
   I momentarily abandoned my search to see who it might be. Wearing a slightly damp hooded sweatshirt and hair curling at her temples, Hunter looked more beautiful than ever.
 
   “I think your doorbell’s broken,” she observed.
 
   “The power went out again. Is everything okay?” I looked beyond her and saw her car parked out front. At least she’d had the sense to drive instead of running in a monsoon this time. 
 
   “I saw tonight’s episode.”
 
   My eyes widened. “Oh.”
 
   She walked through the open front door. “Hunter’s a boy.”
 
   “And a mutant,” I added, shutting the door behind her.
 
   She turned on her heel to face me. “I caught that bit,” she said, lips ever so slightly lilting. “And the part about the moon. That was you, wasn’t it?”
 
   In the original pitch meeting for my episode, Paige’s secondary love interest hadn’t existed yet—in the original script, Paige had been on her own when the mutants attacked. Hunter and the reference to the moon had been later additions as the episode’s script had evolved.
 
   I swallowed at the lump that had risen in my throat. “I didn’t know you watched the show.” She had mentioned at Troi and Nik’s wedding that she’d seen the pilot, but she wasn’t in the show’s targeted demographic. 
 
   “I’ve watched every episode,” she admitted. “I watched when Paige’s boyfriend took her to an aquarium. I watched when a secret admirer set up a scavenger hunt for her birthday. And don’t think I didn’t notice that Paige’s best friend, Ajax, refuses to take off his winter jacket.”
 
   As she listed off the contributions I’d made to specific episodes, it occurred to me how I’d unintentionally written our relationship into the show. I’d often said it was dangerous to date a writer. 
 
   “All coincidences,” I said weakly.
 
   “You don’t know how many times I wanted to call you afterwards; I didn’t know if I should be angry or flattered.” She shook her head. “It felt like the show was one giant love letter. And then tonight … tonight with the moon …”
 
   I didn’t know if I should apologize. I couldn’t read her tone or her body language.
 
   “I knew you’d do well out there,” she continued. “You exceed at everything you do. But I think a part of me wanted you to fail.”
 
   I blinked rapidly. “Why would you want that?”
 
   “So you’d come back to me without any regrets. You would have given this writing thing a shot and you’d come back, satisfied that you’d given it a chance, but that ultimately it wasn’t for you.”
 
   “That’s what I did though. That’s where I am right now. I told you when we were in that closet—”
 
   “I was afraid,” she cut me off. “I knew I wanted to have you back in my life, but I couldn’t do that if I was just waiting for you to leave me again when you were feeling restless.”
 
   “If it meant giving you up, it wouldn’t be worth it. I know that now.”
 
   “I don’t want you to resent me—to see me as the reason why you didn’t do something bigger and better than teaching. Why you didn’t become rich and famous.”
 
   “There’s still time for that,” I gently smiled. “But if that ever became an option again, I’d want us to make that decision together. I know you said it was for the best that I made you stay in Minnesota, but I was wrong to ever make that decision for you. You tell me all the time that you want a partnership. I thought at the time I knew what was best for you and me, but it wasn’t the best decision for us.”
 
   “Damn it. How do you always know exactly what I need to hear?” She grabbed the front of my shirt and tugged me close until our mouths were only a breath’s length away.
 
   “I think-I think this is against the rules,” I stuttered.
 
   Her fingers remained curled around the neckline of my t-shirt. “We’ve never been very good at following rules, you and me.”
 
   Hunter slammed her mouth against my lips, and I had no choice but to lose myself to the urgency of her crushing embrace and the light touch that toyed over my shirt. I felt her nails carve a path directly to my shoulders and rake down my back. When her eager hands slid up the front of my top, hot fingers burning my flesh, I grabbed onto her wrists and pulled away. 
 
   Everything was moving too fast. I closed my eyes and shook my head.  The room spun from her scent and desperate kisses.
 
   “I don’t care what the rules are. This feels right,” Hunter proclaimed. “We didn’t break up because we fell out of love. We broke up because I wasn’t mature enough to handle a long distance relationship.”
 
   Before I could object, she continued: “I’ve been selfish. I encouraged you to pursue your writing opportunity, and then when the distance got too hard, I quit on us.”
 
   “I don’t blame you for any of that,” I protested. “It’s never been easy for us. In fact, I’ve wondered these past few months if maybe the universe was trying to tell us something.”
 
   “Like we’re not supposed to be together?”
 
   I shrugged. It would have hurt too much to say the words or to acknowledge hers. “I don’t know; isn’t there some saying about how the only things worth having or doing are the things that challenge us?” I said instead.
 
   Her lips quirked up in a small smile. “If not, there should be.”
 
   My phone rang with Troian’s distinctive ring tone. I fished my phone out of my back pocket and silenced its jarring tone. “Sorry,” I apologized. “Troian said she’d call after the episode.”
 
   “Oh. You can answer if you have to.”
 
   “She’ll be fine. It’s not the first time I’ve ignored one of her calls and it certainly won’t be the last.” 
 
   “I miss you.” 
 
   “Hunter, I—.”
 
   My phone buzzed to life again with a second call from Troian, and I immediately sent it to voicemail. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I apologized again. “Where were we?”
 
   A small smile played on her kissable mouth. She was so god damn beautiful. I would never get tired of looking at her. “I was just telling you that I missed you.”
 
   “I miss you, too.”
 
   As if on cue, my phone began to ring again. I stared at the device, annoyed, but unsure if I should answer the call or let it go to voicemail. 
 
   “Why don’t you answer that,” she suggested. “I’m guessing she’s not going to stop calling.”
 
   “This shouldn’t take long,” I promised, “and we can talk more after I get off the phone.”
 
   Her long eyelashes fluttered. “Do you really want to talk?” 
 
   “No,” I admitted. 
 
   She kissed me again. I couldn’t control my body’s reaction this time, and I moaned throatily into her mouth. I tightened my hands on her hips, and Troian’s call went unanswered again. 
 
   She slipped her tongue slipped between my lips and caressed my tongue with her own. She stroked along the top of my bottom teeth before sucking my lower lip into her mouth. She gently nibbled at the captive lip, playfully gliding her tongue against the brim between each delicate bite. 
 
   As the kiss deepened, her fingers entwined themselves in my hair. She tugged, balling one hand into a fist, while her other hand journeyed its way down my shirt to simply clutch onto my lower abs.
 
   I pushed her back against the banister. Pinned between our bodies, my phone jangled to life again, surprising us both. This time I didn’t send the call to voicemail. “Hello,” I bit out in an exasperated voice that Troian didn’t deserve. She had no way to know that she’d been interrupting something. 
 
   “Why are you ignoring my calls?” Troian pouted. “Don’t tell me you fell asleep. You’re not that old yet.”
 
   “Hunter came over,” I said, licking my lips and tasting her on them. “She saw tonight’s episode.”
 
   “Ohhh.”
 
   I cleared my throat.
 
   “She’s still there, isn’t she?” Troian asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up to my hairline as I watched Hunter leave my side and begin to climb up the staircase towards the second floor. If she was headed for my bedroom, we’d never actually have that talk.
 
   Troian was silent for a moment, clearly weighing this new information. “Good for you,” she decided on.
 
   “As long as she doesn’t have some kind of gay panic in the morning.” I had been wrong about her intentions before, like the morning after Troi and Nik’s wedding, but it felt different this time. 
 
   “Ya’ll need a good slap in the head is what you need,” Troian pronounced. “Both of you. Too stubborn and too proud to let yourselves be happy.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   “I always am,” she quipped.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you and Nik donated money to the campus green initiative?”
 
   “It was only a few thousand dollars,” Troian dismissed. “Tax write-off. Why?”
 
   “Hunter was at the construction of the community garden.”
 
   “She was?”
 
   I arched an eyebrow even though she couldn’t see me. “So you expect me to believe that you had nothing to do with that coincidence? You didn’t tell Jessica to make me go because you knew Hunter would be there?”
 
   “I don’t expect you to believe anything. But I didn’t do anything except front the money for some top soil.” Normally Troian would never miss an opportunity to brag about her cleverness and deception, so I had no choice but to believe her.
 
   I worried my bottom lip. “I think she got jealous about Jessica.”
 
   “Hell, even I’m jealous about Jessica,” Troian noted. “I didn’t know I was so replaceable, Bookie.”
 
   “You’re ridiculous. And also irreplaceable.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad we’ve got that settled.”
 
   Troian and I cut our call short with a promise that I’d contact her the next day. Apparently she had been serious about wanting notes on the episode. 
 
   I left my phone downstairs to be sure we wouldn’t be interrupted again and climbed up the staircase, one hand firm on the banister. I didn’t want my steps to sound too rushed or too eager despite how my heart thumped at the realization of who awaited me in my bedroom.
 
   Upstairs, my room was blanketed in darkness except for the light emitted, appropriately, by the pale moon outside. The power still hadn’t come back on in my house or elsewhere in the neighborhood.
 
   As I padded closer to my bed, I spied two figures on the mattress. Hunter was on top of the covers, and Sylvia was curled on the pillow beside her head. The cat was lightly snoring, and Hunter’s chest swelled and fell with each inhalation and exhale. They were both asleep. 
 
   I pulled an afghan out of the cedar trunk at the end of my bed and gingerly placed it over her body, careful not to wake either of them.
 
   When I slipped into bed, Hunter rolled over, still asleep. Her fingers curled around the waistband of my yoga pants as she’d done so many times before. I was sure there would be more conversations and over-analysis of what any of this meant in the morning, but for now, I lay on my back and smiled at the ceiling. 
 
   After months of trying to figure out who I was supposed to be and where it was that I belonged, I was finally home.
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