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    Chapter one 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they reached the front entrance of the dormitory, Allison stopped.  She pushed out a deep breath from her lungs.  “Maybe I should just go back to Providence,” she said. 
 
    Reagan’s eyes grew wide. “Tonight? It’s after midnight,” she pointed out. “I don’t even think there’s trains leaving the city anymore.” 
 
    Allison looked away. “It’s … I’m not feeling very well.” 
 
    Not buying Allison’s excuse, Reagan gathered her courage. “Can we talk about your total Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde act from the party now?” 
 
    Allison’s features were stoical. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said with equal passivity. 
 
    “Don’t give me that. We were having such a good time, or so I thought,” Reagan said, exasperated.  “What happened to trigger High-School-Allison? I thought we were through with her.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Allison said in a quiet voice. The sidewalk was suddenly very interesting, and her gaze remained downcast. 
 
    Reagan continued to stare at the uncomfortable girl before her. Something Ashley had said at the party poked at her brain—Are you sure you two hated each other in high school? 
 
    She repeated her original answer: “It’s complicated,” she whispered. 
 
    Allison looked back up, not having heard Reagan clearly. “What’d you say?” 
 
    “Don’t move,” Reagan husked.  She took a step forward. 
 
    “Huh?” Allison’s eyes widened in alarm as she followed the trajectory of Reagan’s mouth.  She watched her momentarily hesitate.  Reagan bit down on her lower lip before pressing her mouth fully against Allison’s own. 
 
    Allison’s eyes remained open for a second before she felt Reagan press harder against her. Her eyes fluttered shut and she released an involuntary groan. She was startled by how soft and pliable Reagan’s mouth was. Although she’d often found herself staring at her thick, dimpled lips (although she’d always told herself that it wasn’t unusual for one girl to admire another pretty girl), she’d never imagined a kiss could feel so tender. It was a far cry from the chapped lips and rough stubble of a man’s kiss. 
 
    I rubbed at the back of my neck to find it hot to the touch. The temperature in my bedroom felt impossibly warm, even though I knew my parents kept the thermostat at a reliable 72 degrees, no matter the weather outside. I continued to read: 
 
    She felt something gnaw at the pit of her stomach. At first she thought it was dread, but when Reagan’s teeth softly nipped at her bottom lip, she realized what the feeling truly was—desire. With their lips moving freely against each other’s, Allison threw caution to the wind, shut her eyes, and threw herself eagerly into the embrace. 
 
    I turned my book to the next page before glancing toward my closed bedroom door. Had I remembered to lock the door? 
 
    No sooner had the question formed in my head when the door swung open and my mom’s head popped into my room. “Dinner’s ready,” she chirped. 
 
    Despite how my heart hammered, I shut my book as unobtrusively as possible. I sought shelter from a nearby pillow, wiggling the text underneath. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    My mom lingered in the open doorway. “What are you reading?” 
 
    I pushed the book deeper beneath my pillow. “Something for school.” 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    “Homework and the semester hasn’t even started?” She sounded impressed. 
 
    “Some professors have assignments due the first day of classes,” I explained. “Something about the semester not being long enough.” 
 
    That part wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t true for me this semester. 
 
    Instead of leaving to finish preparing dinner, my mom seemed to get more comfortable. She crossed one leg over the other and leaned against my door frame. “I’ll be sad to see you go back tomorrow. I know you were only home for a month, but I got used to you being around.” 
 
    We had the same conversation every time a school break ended and I had to go back.  
 
    “It’s not that far away. And I’ll be back for spring break and summer,” I reminded her.  
 
    “I know; but it’s not the same,” my mom said, looking wistful. “And soon enough you’ll be graduating, and then I’ll really never see you.” 
 
    “I’ve still got another year and a half of school, Mom.” 
 
    “It’ll go by fast. You’ll see. The past twenty years flew by.” 
 
    “Mom,” I sighed. 
 
    She held up her hands. “I know, I know. Children grow up. They fly the coop. That’s how these things work. I just don’t know what I’m going to do with myself when you’re gone for good.” 
 
    I made a face. Her dramatics could be exhausting. “You make it sound like I’m dying, Mom. Besides, you still have Brian,” I pointed out. My brother had a few more years before he would leave for college. 
 
    “It’s not the same. You’re my daughter.” She passed her hand in front of her face to brush away imaginary hair. Instead, her fingers stopped to flick at newly-forming tears.  
 
    “I’m okay, I’m okay,” she proclaimed. She forced a tight smile to her lips—brave but watery.  
 
    She looked like she needed a hug, but I didn’t want to provoke waterworks any more than our brief conversation had already caused. I kept my body planted on my bedspread.  
 
    “I’ll be right down for dinner,” I promised. 
 
    Confusion momentarily passed over her features as if she’d forgotten the reason why she’d stopped by my bedroom. She nodded her head. “Okay.” 
 
    When my mom disappeared from the doorway, I waited to make sure she’d really gone before retrieving my reading material from under my pillow. Fear and guilt had caused me to hide it.  The book’s cover and title were innocuous enough—far more innocent than some of the other covers I’d seen with their leggy heroines and bodice-bursting breasts.  
 
    The book belonged to the public library, but I hadn’t been brave enough to properly check it out. Instead, I’d tucked it into my backpack and had hustled out the front doors. The local branch was too small and old fashioned to have electronic sensors in their books. The librarian would stamp a small note card in the front of the book with a return date and recorded your name in her desktop computer. It was only a book, but I didn’t want my name associated with the novel. I lived in a small suburban town, and like any other city of similar size, gossip was the lifeblood of my community. I figured I would be back to college before anyone noticed the lesbian novel section was one book short.  
 
    I’d never stolen anything in my life. I’d never caught the kleptomania bug like some of my friends did in middle school—a pack of gum, a tube of chapstick, a pack of batteries slipped into an oversized coat pocket. My stomach had twisted itself into knots just having the knowledge that my friends had stolen something, petty or not. 
 
    I got out of bed to join my family for dinner downstairs. I put the book under my pillow again, but thinking better of it, I shoved the book under my mattress. The symbolism wasn’t entirely lost on me: I was literally sleeping on a bed of lies. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    “Hey, ugly,” my brother greeted as I descended the staircase.  
 
    “Hey, smelly,” I returned. 
 
    He curled his lip. “Takes one to know one.” 
 
    “So you’re admitting that you stink?” I teased.  
 
    “Why can’t you two behave?” my mom called from the kitchen. “I thought you’d have grown out of that by now.” 
 
    I couldn’t help one more quip: “Sure, once Brian learns how to use deodorant.”  
 
    My brother pressed his hands over his heart as though injured.  
 
    “That’s enough,” my mom admonished, exiting the kitchen. She held a ceramic casserole dish in her oven-mittened hands. “Some day when your dad and I are gone, you’ll be all each other has, and you’ll be glad for the company.” 
 
    “Yeah, just me, Hunter, and her sixteen cats,” Brian crowed. 
 
    My brother was quite the comedian.  
 
      I hovered near my chair and fished a cherry tomato out of the large wooden salad bowl. “Is Dad home yet?”  
 
    My mom’s mouth formed a hard line: “No.” 
 
    Dinner at the Dyson household followed a strict routine. We sat in the same chairs and ate off the same dishes we’d had for as long as I could remember. My mom cooked all day and had dinner on the table promptly at 6:00 p.m. while my dad tended to breeze home a reliable half an hour to forty-five minutes late. I could probably count on two hands how many times he’d made it home on time. I’d once asked my mom why she didn’t postpone the meal at least half an hour, but she’d looked at me like I was from another planet, so I’d never made the suggestion again. 
 
    “Brian, go wash your hands,” my mom instructed. 
 
    My brother, already seated, held his hands in the air like a surrendering criminal. “They’re clean.” 
 
    “Wash your hands,” she insisted, this time more sternly. 
 
    With the grumble that only a teenaged boy could muster, Brian slunk out of his seat and obediently left for the first floor bathroom. He moved as if he had no bones in his body.  
 
    My mom had a lot of rules at the table—no TV or music in the background. No hats, no phones, no reading. No elbows, no talking with your mouth full, no talking about unpleasant topics. Finish the food on your plate. Beverage choices were limited to two—water or skim milk. But at least she didn’t make us wait until my dad got home to eat. It was rude to let one’s food grow cold, she’d said.  
 
    The three of us ate in slow silence. A polite request for food to be passed around the table filled the quiet. We continued to eat even when the front door opened and closed, half an hour later, with my dad’s arrival.  
 
    “Sorry I’m late!” I heard him call from the front of the house. “There was an accident on 94.” 
 
    There always seemed to be a lot of accidents on the highway. 
 
    My dad walked directly from the foyer to the dining room after leaving his leather briefcase by the front door. He loosened his tie and surveyed the dining room. “Hello, family,” he cheerfully greeted. “How was everyone’s day?” 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, he kissed my mom on the cheek before he sat down. Unlike Brian, he didn’t have to wash his hands before dinner. My mom’s rules typically didn’t apply to him. “Smells great—what are we having?” 
 
    “Lasagna,” my mom answered. “If yours is cold, I can put it back in the oven.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” my dad replied. 
 
    I chewed my food with silent resentment. I hated how my mom catered to him. He was the one always late to dinner; he knew how to work a microwave. I loved my parents, but these small, everyday, mundane interactions made me hate them—he for not working harder to be on time for once, and she for letting him get away with it.  
 
    “What’s new with everyone?” my dad opened, as if we hadn’t seen each other just that morning at breakfast. 
 
    “I bought mulch today to go in the flower beds,” my mom announced. 
 
    My dad drank the majority of his water in one, giant gulp. “Isn’t that a little early? We just packed up the Christmas decorations.” 
 
    “It was on sale at the garden store,” my mom defended. “And once I get you to sell that snowmobile that you never use, there’ll be plenty of room in the garage.” 
 
    “The cedar or the cocoa shells?” he asked. 
 
    “I went with cedar this year. The cocoa shells always blow around when you first lay them out.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve got to wet them down with the hose,” my dad said. “I tell you that every year.” 
 
    “I know, but it seems like such a waste and expense,” she sighed. “I’m already paying more for the mulch, but then I have to spend money on water to make it last?” 
 
    “We could always have one of those yards like folks do in Arizona,” my dad said between mouthfuls. “I wouldn’t mind not having to cut grass anymore.” 
 
    “We are not going to have a cactus yard.” 
 
    My parents’ inane conversation faded in the background to an indistinguishable murmur as I tried to follow their back-and-forth volley.  
 
    Did they still love each other? I wondered. They were still together, unlike the majority of my friends’ parents, but that didn’t mean their relationship hadn’t lost its spark. But maybe it was unreasonable to expect anything more than housekeeping conversations after being together for over twenty years. When my parents had gotten married all those years ago, was this what they imagined their life would look like, two decades in the future? What had filled their dinner conversations before they’d had kids? 
 
    “Do you think we’ve seen the last of the snow?” my dad thought aloud. “I’m almost at the end of a tank of gas in the snowblower, but I don’t want to put more in if I’m just going to have to siphon it out in the spring.” 
 
    “God, you guys are boring,” Brian blurted out. 
 
    “Brian.” My mom shot my brother a look of warning.  
 
    “Well, it’s true!” he exclaimed. “Don’t blame me when I pass out in my lasagna from boredom.” 
 
    “Show some respect,” my dad growled. 
 
    “You think they’re boring, too, Hunter.” My brother flailed for some backup. 
 
    I bent my head down, eyes focused on the little flowered pattern at the edges of my dinner plate. I knew better than to get involved. I’d be going back to school the next day, and morning couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    I tucked my chin to my chest as a particularly brutal gust of wind whipped around me. Why had I decided to stay in Minnesota? I asked myself for the billionth time. Calling this spring semester was a cruel joke. We had at least three more months of winter.  
 
    My college campus was compact, but cute—not necessarily at that moment when the trees looked dead and everything was covered in snow and ice; but in April the trees would be green and the scent of lilacs would float in the wind.  For now, however, the stiff wind caused my body to seize and my already brisk step to quicken as I made my way to my first class of the day: English 111. I didn’t know much about the professor. A basic online search revealed that she was a tough grader—one of the many reasons I’d been hesitant to enroll, but it was required that all students take the class before they graduated, and it was the only section of the course that fit into my very proscribed nursing curriculum. 
 
    I tended to enjoy my classes, but writing and composition was a general education requirement that I considered a waste of my time and my parents’ money. I was going to be a nurse. When would I need to write an entire essay? I would be composing a few paragraphs at most about patients for their charts. My time would have been better utilized taking another public health or science class instead of learning about fragments and run-on sentences. Computers had grammar and spell checkers, after all. The only consolation was I only had to skate by with a C- for the class to count; I was fully prepared to do just enough to pass. I was a consistent A-/B+ student in my other general education classes, always on the cusp, not struggling yet not thriving either. I did what was expected of me, but nothing above and beyond, especially if it wasn’t a class directly associated with my major. 
 
    I hustled up a short series of steps when I reached the humanities building, not wanting to be late on the first day of classes. As much as I didn’t want to take the English course, I feared being late even more. I couldn’t handle all of those eyes on me if I interrupted the start of class. No matter what you did the rest of the semester, you’d be forever known as the student who’d shown up late on the first day.  
 
    With a few minutes to spare, I claimed an empty seat in a corner of the classroom. A quick scan of the other students confirmed that I didn’t know anyone in the class. I estimated about a dozen and a half students in the room. My college was small, but just big enough not to know everyone, especially if they were in a different major. Everyone in my nursing cohort had taken the required writing class earlier in their college careers, but I’d delayed it for as long as my academic advisor would allow.  
 
    The college had been founded in the late 1800s, but the buildings that housed the STEM disciplines were upgraded and provided students with cutting-edge facilities. The humanities, however, were apparently the red-headed stepchild of the college. It was like a time capsule from my parents’ generation—maybe even older. The classroom was small, just large enough for the horseshoe configuration of desks around the perimeter of the room. The thin, beige carpet looked older than me. An actual chalkboard, not a smartboard, hung on the wall at the front of the classroom. It had been cleaned over winter break and awaited the first chalk marks of the new semester.  
 
    I had just pulled a new notebook out of my backpack when a professionally-dressed woman entered the room. She slipped out of her wool jacket, set a leather satchel on top of the desk at the front of the class, and—still without acknowledging the class—strode toward the chalkboard. She plucked a piece of white chalk from the railing and began to write. Beneath her navy blue dress, her backside slightly swayed as she wrote her name and the title of the class: Dr. Graft. English 111. 
 
    She turned and smiled, and my body instinctively sat at attention. 
The first thing that struck me was her youth. I hadn’t read anything in her online reviews about her being so young. She didn’t look like a professor—not the professors I’d had, at least. Her skin was unlined, with high, dramatic cheekbones made all the more prominent when she smiled. Nearly all of my previous instructors had been older than my parents by a few decades. I had expected my English professor to be an elderly woman who liked to knit and had a menagerie of cats at home.  
 
    She wore a three-quarter length cardigan over her navy blue dress. I could just make out the slightest hint of feminine muscle in her biceps when she crossed her arms in front of her chest. The knee-high skirt billowed out slightly like the pedals of a flower and exaggerated the slenderness of her long legs. She touched the short string of pearls that hung around her neck. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone.” 
 
    A few students returned a half-hearted greeting.  
 
    She set her hands on her slender hips. “Let’s try that again. Good morning, everyone.” 
 
    This time, the majority of the class repeated her good morning, myself included. 
 
    “Better,” she clipped. “Good morning and welcome to English 111: Writing Seminar. Hopefully you’re all in the right class.” She paused. “Hopefully I’m in the right class. That’s always my greatest fear on the first day of a new semester—that I’ll get in front of a room of students and start lecturing until they tell me the class is actually Intro to Accounting.” 
 
    A quiet murmur of giggles broke across the room. It wasn’t much of a reaction, but Dr. Graft smiled brighter, undeterred.  
 
    “Let’s take a look at the syllabus so you can mentally prepare for my expectations of you in this class.” 
 
    Her smile was blinding. Her chestnut-colored hair fell past her shoulders in soft waves. It looked to be the product of natural curl rather than a high-maintenance morning routine. She scanned the room with dark blue eyes, the color of rich sapphires. 
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
    The girl sitting in the next desk dropped a pile of stapled papers onto my desk, pulling my attention away from the woman at the front of the classroom. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured. 
 
    While she waited for everyone to get a copy of the syllabus, Professor Graft took a seat. She sat not in a chair, but on top of the desk. Her feet crossed at her ankles, and her legs began to slightly swing back and forth. 
 
    “All of my contact information is at the top of the first page,” she began. “That’s where you’ll find my email, office location, and office hours. The second page is the schedule of assignments, readings, and due dates.” 
 
    And that’s when I stopped listening. I didn’t register anything else. Her legs—bare, tan, and smooth—acted like a hypnotist’s pendulum, swinging back and forth, back and forth. I couldn’t blame my lack of focus on academic fatigue; the new semester had only started a few minutes prior. 
 
    I roused when I realized everyone around me was packing up their textbooks and putting laptops and notebooks back into their bags. At the front of the classroom, Professor Graft was erasing her name from the blackboard.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I slowly stood from my chair and tucked my notebook into my backpack. I hadn’t written down a single thing. 
 
    “Do we have homework for next time?” I asked the girl who’d sat to my right.   
 
    She gave me a bewildered look. “Yeah. Reading chapter one in the textbook and a short written response. It’s on the syllabus.” 
 
    I gave her a tight smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    At the front of the classroom, a few students surrounded Professor Graft. I knew from my other classes that some students liked to single themselves out right away by introducing themselves at the end of the first class. I had never felt compelled to do the same, even in my nursing classes, yet my legs were carrying me to the front of the classroom. 
 
    I didn’t have time to reconsider my decision as the rest of my classmates had cleared out. Professor Graft and I stood alone in the room.  
 
    She was even more striking up close. She wore a minimal amount of makeup because she didn’t need it. 
 
    I stuck my hand out like I’d seen the others do. “Hunter Dyson.”  
 
    She clasped my hand in hers. Her skin felt warm and dry against mine.  
 
    “Elle Graft. It’s very nice to meet you, Hunter.” Her voice took on an even more velvety-soft tone now that she didn’t have to project to an entire classroom. “What’s your major?” 
 
    “Nursing.” 
 
    She smiled shrewdly. “I’ve had quite a few nursing students before. I hope I don’t have to convince you of the import of this class.” 
 
    My eyes widened. She could see right through me; only moments before, I’d resented having to take the required class.  
 
    “N-no,” I stumbled on the denial. “Of course not. Writing is important.” 
 
    Her smile broadened. “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
    + + +  
 
    
Writing is important. I scolded myself as I crossed campus to make it to my next class. Writing is important.  
 
    What an idiot. 
 
    Frustration had me quickening my step and maneuvering around other students who were similarly trafficking from one class to the next.  
 
    Why had I stuck around to introduce myself? I never did that, not even in classes I needed for my major. There was absolutely no reason to be teacher’s pet in the writing seminar; I only needed to get through the semester with a C- so the class counted for my general education requirements. All I had to do was keep my head low and turn in my assignments on time.  
 
    Spanish for Nursing was next on my schedule. We were only given ten minutes between classes, and since I’d stayed behind in English, I skated into my next classroom with only moments to spare. I slipped into an empty desk just as the instructor—a round woman with thick glasses and short curly hair—began the class. 
 
    “Hola!” she greeted.  
 
    “Hola,” we returned with far less enthusiasm.  
 
    Professor Kilbourn rattled off instructions in Spanish. She was bubbly and high energy, and bounced around the classroom as if her legs were pogo-sticks. I let my body and my mind relax; I was in no danger of being distracted in this class—unless I let my thoughts drift back to the previous period.  
 
    And I definitely wasn’t going to let myself do that. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
    
On the first day of classes of the new semester, I practically had the college library to myself. In a few weeks time it would be harder to claim a study table, but for now I was tucked away in a quiet corner of the library. I chewed on the end of my pen as I examined the question written at the top of my notebook page. It was the short response Professor Graft required for our next class: How did you choose your major?  
 
    The answer was pretty straightforward. I’d long wanted to choose a career that had purpose. And my parents had encouraged nursing since there was a state-wide shortage. It was the ideal combination of purpose and practicality. After graduation I would have no problem finding a job. It wasn’t a poetic answer, but it was the truth. I considered embellishing—drawing out some over-the-top, heartfelt response that would make me standout among my peers—but I banished the thought the moment it appeared. I had no reason why I should want Professor Graft to notice me.  
 
    I touched pen to paper, but before I could write anything, the table where I worked trembled from the weight of heavy books.  
 
    I looked up from my work to see my friend Meghan, to whom the stack of textbooks belonged.  
 
    “Don’t tell me that’s all for one class?”  
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “A & P.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I deadpanned, setting down my pen.  
 
    I was in the same class—Anatomy and Physiology—but I hadn’t bought my books yet.  
 
    Meghan sat in one of the empty chairs. She leaned back, balancing on the two rear legs. I could almost predict she’d fall if she tipped back any farther. It made me anxious, but I kept my worries to myself. 
 
    “What are you working on?” she asked.  
 
    “English.” 
 
    “Damn. Homework on the first day? Who’s the professor?” 
 
    I tried to school my features. “Graft.” I said the surname with as much nonchalance as I could muster.  
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard about her.” 
 
    “I know. She’s supposed to be a tough grader. But it was the only section that fit in my schedule,” I explained, “and I didn’t want to wait until next year to take it.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know what she’s like as a teacher,” Meghan amended as she returned all four chair legs to the ground. “I only heard that she’s gay.” 
 
    My friend’s words affected me more than I wanted to admit. “Who’d you hear that from?” 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “I dunno. It’s, like, common knowledge. Like, everyone knows.” 
 
    I hadn’t.  
 
    “She’s pretty though,” Meghan mused. “You can’t even tell.” 
 
    My fists clenched beneath the table, out of sight. “I didn’t know there was an official uniform.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. 
 
    I changed the subject. “Are we still doing study group this semester?”   
 
    A small group of our nursing cohort regularly met in the library, at least once a week, to help each other out. We were largely in the same classes, and it was nice to have study partners for collaboration and moral support. 
 
    “I hope so. I haven’t talked to the others, but if you’re in, so am I. It’s, like, the only reason I survived last semester.” Meghan drummed her fingers on the library table. “Do you think she’s easier on girls?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Graft.” 
 
    I didn’t want to keep talking about her. 
 
    “Is Dr. Witlan easier on girls?” I countered. 
 
    “I don’t know. Why?” 
 
    “Because I assume he’s straight.” 
 
    “I guess you have a point,” Meghan agreed. “I cried in his office once.” 
 
    I cracked a smile. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “As a heart attack,” she solemnly confirmed. “It was the first paper I’d written in college. He gave me a C+. I freaked; I thought it was the end of the world.” 
 
    “Did he change your grade?” 
 
    “Nope. He got super uncomfortable. Threw some tissues at me and made some excuse about having to get to a meeting.” 
 
    “Well, that’s awkward.” 
 
    Meghan smiled. “He remembered my name after that though. If we passed him on campus today I bet he’d still remember me.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I want my professors to know my name because of that,” I observed. 
 
    “I’m not picky; I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    The chat program on my open laptop chirped with a new incoming message: How was the first day back? 
 
    The message wasn’t unexpected. There was a seven-hour time difference between Minnesota and France, but Colette kept unorthodox hours. She was in art school, which seemed like a very French thing to do. She was also a procrastinator and often stayed up all night to finish art projects the day before they were due.  
 
    We had never met in real life, but that had never mattered. 
 
    In the fourth grade, my teacher, Mrs. Hudson, had assigned every student in class a pen pal. We’d been paired based on gender and age as part of a cultural exchange between my elementary school and a similar school in France. The program hadn’t lasted very long; most students lost interest in their French pen pal before we started fifth grade. This was before the popularization of e-mail, and postal mail across the Atlantic Ocean was expensive and took a long time in transit. Few fourth graders, regardless of their country of origin, had the patience to wait for letters that showed up every other week. 
 
    Colette and my friendship, however—through stubbornness or willpower—had stood the test of time. She had been there for me through every embarrassing moment and for every first, from my first kiss to my first heartbreak. She’d been my only friend when my dad’s new job had moved us to a house in the suburbs and I’d had to change schools. We’d gotten our drivers licenses together, our periods, and now we were both experiencing a taste of independence at our respective colleges. 
 
    Our letters had started out as handwritten. They’d graduated to typewritten and then eventually e-mail, which meant we could write and receive letters everyday if we’d had time for that. With the invention of instant messenger, we could chat in real time. If I had had a smartphone we could have spoken throughout the day, even when I was away from my laptop, but I’d never felt compelled to upgrade my phone. I knew my friends thought it strange, but I didn’t need to be connected all of the time.  
 
    I typed off a brief reply: I already have homework. 
 
    Isn’t that the point? she returned.  
 
    Sure, but professors on day one are only supposed to go over the syllabus. It’s like an unwritten rule. They’re supposed to ease us back into the swing of things. 
 
    In truth, only Professor Graft had assigned any work, and the short writing assignment wouldn’t take much time if I could stop over-thinking it. Writing is important. Thinking about our brief interaction, even hours afterwards, still made me flush with embarrassment. She must have thought I was a slack-jawed mouth breather. 
 
    I congratulate your professors who are making the most of your college education. 
 
    Colette was a creative, but she was also no-nonsense; she often checked me on my American privilege. 
 
    You sound like my parents. 
 
    Someone’s got to keep you in line when they’re not around. 
 
    Who’s keeping you in line? I countered.  
 
    I’m self-taught. 
 
    I swung around in my desk chair when I heard a knock on my open bedroom door. My roommate, Sara, stood in the doorway. 
 
    “How was your break?”  
 
    “They should really re-think calling it a ‘break,’” I quipped. 
 
    “Parent troubles?” she guessed. 
 
    “They’re okay,” I conceded. “They just insist on treating me like I’m still in high school when I’m home.” 
 
    Sara nodded sagely. “All the more reason not to go back.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your family guilt trip you for not coming home?” I posed. 
 
    “First, it’s not my home anymore,” she counted on her fingers. “Second, I’m sure they try, which is why I’ve stopped answering my phone.” 
 
    I shook my head. “If I stopped, so would the rent checks.” 
 
    “All the more reason to get a part-time job,” she replied. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” I admired.  
 
    Sara had an off-campus job and was overloading on her courses so she could graduate a semester early, all while staying on the Dean’s List. 
 
    “It’s called not having a life,” she noted wistfully. 
 
    “It’s not like I have one,” I protested. 
 
    “You’ve got your nursing friends,” she countered. 
 
    “A study group that sometimes stumbles upon a bottle of peppermint schnapps,” I retorted with an eye roll. “Yeah, we’re a wild bunch.” 
 
    Sara shrugged. “Better than what I’ve got.” 
 
    I had no real response. Sara and I had been better friends in high school when our houses were on the same cul de sac. But sharing an apartment hadn’t made us any closer; if anything, we’d grown apart as we’d ventured out and forged new connections. Maybe it had only ever been a friendship of convenience in high school. 
 
    My laptop’s speakers chirped, and I looked over my shoulder at the sound. Colette’s message blinked back at me: Still there? 
 
    I had intended on ignoring Colette until my conversation with Sara had run its course, but my roommate had other plans.  
 
    “Say hello to Colette for me,” she said before walking away. 
 
    My eyes remained on my empty, open bedroom doorway. I felt bad for how our friendship had slowly deteriorated, but I also felt helpless to fix it. We were different people now with different priorities.  
 
    I spun back around in my chair with a heavy sigh. My fingers moved across the keyboard. Yeah. Sara says hi. 
 
    How’s that shut-in doing? 
 
    Be nice, I admonished.  
 
    This is me being nice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a loud knock on the bathroom door. Sara called to me through the closed door: “Are you almost done in there?”  
 
    “Just a second,” I called back. 
 
    “Why can’t you go to school in pajamas like a normal person?”  
 
    My voice pitched in frustration. “I’m almost done, Sara,” I repeated.  
 
    It had been the same complaint nearly every morning since we’d started living together. She questioned my habit of showering daily and of actually doing something with my hair instead of tossing it up into a messy top bun. I had to flat-iron my hair; if I only used a blow dryer, my hair stuck out in all directions. Without it, I couldn’t even get a ponytail to behave. She teased me whenever she caught me ironing my clothes. I wasn’t doing college right, according to her—a sentiment usually echoed by my nursing friends. 
 
    Why can’t you be like everyone else? Why can’t you be normal? 
 
    My expressionless face stared back at me from the mirror hanging over the bathroom sink. Blue eyes. Pale eyelashes. Generic blonde hair. Pale skin that sunburned more easily than tanned.  
 
    Meghan’s words from the previous day had been rattling around in my head since she’d uttered them. 
 
    She’s pretty though; you can’t even tell. 
 
    She’d been talking about Professor Graft, but I couldn’t help applying them to me. I wouldn’t have described myself as pretty. Certainly not sexy. Not quite beautiful. Subjectively attractive, perhaps. Cute, even.  
 
    My eyes were located in the right spot on my face, but I thought my nose was a little too big and my mouth was a little too wide. My limbs were long and thin, which I appreciated now, but I’d felt like a scarecrow in high school before my curves had started to fill out. 
 
    The bathroom door rattled again. 
 
    “Seriously, Hunter,” Sara called. “Enough with the primping.” 
 
    “I’m almost done!” I hollered through the closed door. 
 
    I hastily unplugged my flat-iron and wrapped its long cord around the handle. I left the bathroom with only a fleeting glance toward the vanity mirror. 
 
    Sara had continued to stand directly behind the bathroom door. We nearly bumped noses on my way out of the bathroom.  
 
    “What were you doing in there?” she accused. 
 
    I hugged my flat-iron to my chest. “Getting ready for school.” 
 
    “I knew we should have sprung for two bathrooms,” she grumbled. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I defended.  
 
    Sara didn’t respond. The bathroom door closed with her inside. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    My early morning interaction with Sara left me in a sour mood. I was even less eager to go to my English class than the day before. Normally classes occupied a 50-minute Monday, Wednesday, Friday pattern or ran for 75-minutes on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The writing seminar had made itself even more obnoxious by running four days a week, with the exception of Fridays. 
 
    I shuffled into the classroom and claimed the same desk as the day before. There were no assigned seats, but we’re creatures of habit and most everyone else occupied the same space as well. I thought about introducing myself to the people who sat in the desks around me, but conversations came to a stop when Professor Graft entered the room.  
 
    She removed her wool jacket, tossed her bag on the front desk, and grabbed a piece of chalk like she had on our first day. The classroom waited in silence while she wrote a question on the board: Why did I choose my major?  
 
    It was the question from the prompt we’d been responsible for completing for that day. 
 
    Her dark blue eyes regarded the room while she rubbed the white, chalky residue off her hands. “Who wants to share their response?” she asked. 
 
    No one took the bait. 
 
    Professor Graft smiled despite the lack of activity. She leaned back against the desk at the front of the classroom and seemed to settle in.  
 
    “I’d prefer volunteers,” she sing-songed pleasantly. 
 
    The silence continued and eventually became oppressive, like a standoff between the classroom and our professor. Who would crack first? I stared down at my own prepared response, but there was nothing special about it—nothing that warranted me raising my hand, at least. I couldn’t look up at Professor Graft without feeling guilty. I hated that no one was responding and that she’d been put in this awkward situation. 
 
    “I’m majoring in criminal justice,” a boy on one side of the room announced.  
 
    The classroom seemed to release a collective breath that someone had finally spoken.  
 
    “My grandpa and my dad were both cops,” he continued, “so I guess it’s in my blood.” 
 
    Professor Graft rewarded the student’s bravery with an affable smile. “Thanks for sharing, Dan. Anyone else?” 
 
    A girl sitting near me raised her hand. “I’m a journalism major. I like to write, and I’ve always wanted to work for a newspaper or magazine.” 
 
    Another response, another personalized smile. It almost made me want to volunteer my answer if only to earn that smile. But before I could consider raising my hand, we were moving on.  
 
    “Looking ahead on the syllabus,” Professor Graft stated, “when next we meet you’ll be responsible for having read chapter two. There’s no written assignment due for next time, but remember that you’ve got your first rough draft due in two weeks, so don’t let that sneak up on you. We’re going to start today with a discussion of chapter one, but before we do that, I’ll come around and collect the assignment due for today.” 
 
    The sound of rustling papers filled the room as my classmates pulled out their typewritten assignments. I took a moment to review my own response, looking for typos, even though there’d be no opportunity make changes before she picked up my paper. 
 
    I didn’t dwell long on my word choice or spelling before watching Professor Graft make the rounds as she picked up our first writing assignment. She’d worn a pencil skirt, tucked-in blouse, and high heels that day. It was snowing outside. Why couldn’t she wear pants or at least boots like my other professors? 
 
    I considered it a personal victory when I somehow managed to tear my attention away from her legs long enough to make eye contact with her. She gave me a quick smile as she collected my piece of paper. 
 
    “Thanks, Hunter.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised that she knew my name already; she’d called on two of my classmates earlier without having to consult a seating chart or roster. But I was still impressed. Most professors took a few weeks to learn names if they bothered at all. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I mindlessly replied. 
 
    I mentally cursed my stupidity. You’re welcome?! For the second time in two days I’d been rendered unintelligible in front of this woman.  
 
    Professor Graft collected my homework and moved on to the next student. As soon as she took my sheet of paper, I couldn’t resist another peek at the definition in her calves. It was going to be a challenging semester if she continued to wear skirts.  
 
      
 
      
 
    For the remainder of the class period, my eyes involuntarily followed my professor as she stalked around the room. The students sitting around me were more interested their laptop screens while my attention was torn between the content of Professor Graft’s lecture and the way her calf muscles flexed with each step. I marveled at the impeccable tailoring of her outfit. It didn’t bunch or gather awkwardly where her shirt met the high-waist of her fitted skirt. Her wavy hair didn’t require a flat-iron, but I bet she ironed her clothes.  
 
    We ended the class period with a worksheet on identifying sentence fragments and run-ons. We were given a few minutes to work on our own before we would share our responses with the rest of the class. I normally loathed mandatory class participation. It was particularly anxiety inducing because I didn’t know anyone in the class. I could picture nothing more horrifying than raising my hand and getting the answer wrong in a room full of strangers.  
 
    Professor Graft stood at the front of the classroom and rubbed her hands together. “Who’s got the answer for question number one?” 
 
    Unlike the beginning of class, hands popped into the air. I felt a kind of implicit peer pressure to participate as well. I didn’t want to look lazy or uninterested, plus twenty percent of our final grade was class participation. A few questions into the worksheet, my hand reluctantly went in the air. 
 
    Professor Graft called on me when she saw my raised hand: “Hunter.” 
 
    “Sentence?” I guessed. 
 
    “No, actually that one’s a fragment,” she said. “It’s a tricky one though.”  
 
    She jumped onto the next question rather than dwell on my mistake. “Who’s got the next one?” 
 
    She moved on so quickly, so fluidly, I didn’t have the opportunity to be embarrassed about getting the question wrong. I’d sat in many classes where the instructor made a big deal about errors. Professor Graft, however, had been matter-of-fact and swift in her correction. She’d almost been gentle.  
 
    I raised my hand again, and she came right back to me. 
 
    “Hunter.” 
 
    “Run-on,” I answered.  
 
    She smiled brightly, as brilliant as the absent sun. “Right. Good job.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the final moments before class let out, Professor Graft returned our graded prompts. She’d presumably read over them while we’d worked on our grammar worksheets. Her response was scrawled across the top of the first page: Thanks for sharing, Hunter! Nursing is a very noble profession. 
 
    Her handwriting was fluid and legible and decidedly feminine. Most of my professors, especially in the sciences, were men and you needed a decoder ring to decipher their chicken scratch.  
 
    I sat at my desk, holding onto my assignment while my classmates packed up their textbooks and notebooks. At the front of the classroom, Professor Graft was collecting her things as well.  
 
    I wanted to talk to her. I wanted to explain why I hadn’t raised my hand at the start of class. I wanted to apologize on behalf of my classmates who hadn’t participated either. But I had another class to get to and only ten minutes to get there. I put my books into my backpack and left the room, practicality winning out. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    The first week of classes passed by in a blur, which wasn’t unusual for the start of a new term. Each new semester came with growing pains—learning a new course schedule, discovering which classes and professors were going to demand the most time, and figuring out when I was going to find time in my week to get everything done.  
 
    The saving grace in my schedule was a free period on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons where I met with other junior-year nursing students to study for tests, share notes, and commiserate about our chaotic schedules. We came from various backgrounds, but our position in the nursing program had brought us together. We’d been assigned to each other during summer orientation in the months before our freshmen year at college, and we’d been meeting religiously ever since. I valued the group for keeping my GPA stable, but more than that, the people in my cohort had become my closest friends at school.  
 
    My friend Cheryl, a farm girl from central Wisconsin, flopped down in an empty chair at the library table, joining me and the rest of our study group. She tossed her book bag onto the table with a solid thud. “A & P is going to be the death of me,” she sighed. “Why do we even have to take it? If I wanted to memorize all the parts of the body, I would have become a doctor.” 
 
    “It’ll come in handy some day,” I assured her. “Don’t you want to do more than take temperatures and blood pressures?” 
 
    She curled her lip. “Not really.” 
 
    “At least A&P has something to do with medicine,” my friend Erica pointed out. She was the most academically focused of our group, with dark, serious eyes and black hair that she typically wore in a braid down the center of her back. “I don’t know why I have to take an art class in order to graduate. When am I ever going to use anything I learned in art history as a nurse?” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll let you pick out the art on the walls at your doctor’s office,” Meghan encouraged. 
 
    “Nothing but inspirational kittens hanging from trees,” Cheryl chimed in. 
 
    “I don’t know, I kind of like the required classes,” Taylor, a blonde as sunny as her hair color, piped up. “I had a lot of fun in ceramics last semester. Free Christmas presents for everyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I forgot to thank you for that ashtray,” I laughed. 
 
    “It could be a jewelry holder, too!” Taylor protested. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt that Professor Katz is a total dream boat,” Meghan purred. “I tried to get into that class, but it fills up right away.” 
 
    “All those girls wanting to recreate that scene from Ghost,” Cheryl snickered.  
 
    “And probably some of the boys, too,” Erica chimed in with a laugh. 
 
    “I should only sign up for classes with hot professors,” Meghan noted wistfully. “I might actually stay awake then.” 
 
    “Nothing but dinosaurs for me this semester,” Cheryl complained.  
 
    Meghan and Erica murmured their agreement. 
 
    “What about you, Hunter?” Taylor asked. “Do you have any cute professors?” 
 
    I blinked a few times. “Oh, uh, they’re all women.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” she commiserated with a sympathetic frown.  
 
    “I think I prefer male professors,” Meghan announced. 
 
    “That’s very anti-feminist of you,” Erica countered. 
 
    “I know. But guy teachers are easier,” Meghan opined. “They don’t expect as much, especially in Gen Ed classes. All of my women professors have been hard asses.” 
 
    “Like who?” Cheryl pressed. 
 
    “Sandberg in Public Health. Gordon in Epidemiology. Diaz in World Lit,” she listed off. “I’m pretty sure Diaz hated me.” 
 
    “Maybe if you had turned in your essays on time,” I prompted with a knowing grin. 
 
    “Well, if she hadn’t assigned so many papers, maybe I could have kept up. It’s like these profs don’t realize we’ve got other classes to take and we’ve got lives outside of school,” Meghan complained. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Erica grumbled. “Outside of you guys, I have no social life. 
 
    “I hear that,” Cheryl agreed. 
 
    “We’re a disappointment to liberated women everywhere,” Taylor sighed. 
 
    “Next year, when all we have left is the internship,” Meghan vowed, “all of our hard work will have paid off.” 
 
    “But then we’ll be working forty hours a week at our internship,” I noted. “And then we’ll graduate, and we won’t have time for fun anymore.” I frowned when I realized I was starting to sound like my mom.  
 
    Our quibbling conversation continued until a staff librarian approached our small group. She was an older woman who wore her reading glasses on a chain around her neck. “Ladies, I’m going to have to ask you to keep it down,” she said in a harsh whisper. “More studying and less socializing.” 
 
    Everyone around the table murmured an immediate apology, myself included. 
 
    When the librarian was out of earshot, Meghan leaned forward in her seat. “What’d I tell you?” she murmured. “Nothing but hard asses.” 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    My bedroom door didn’t have a lock, but Sara wasn’t the type to bust into my room if the door was closed. Unlike my mom, she respected boundaries. Even with this knowledge, however, I still moved an empty suitcase in front of my closed door if only to provide a false sense of security. 
 
    I plugged earbuds into the headphone jack on my laptop and tucked them into my ears. I opened up a browser window and paused with my fingers flexing over the keyboard. Beyond the lesbian novel I’d taken from the public library, I’d never actively sought out lesbian forms of mass entertainment. I’d never gone to a lesbian movie, I’d never participated in Pride, I’d never gone to a gay bar, and I most definitely had never looked up girl-on-girl porn.  
 
    I typed the word “lesbian” into my browser window and clicked the search function. The top results were surprisingly tame: A wikipedia entry. Local Pride events. A queer dating website.  
 
    Farther down the list one entry attracted my attention: “Take the Online Quiz: Am I a lesbian?” 
 
    The title reminded me of those quizzes in women’s magazines that my high school classmates had been into: Does your crush like you back?  
 
    I clicked on the hyperlink and continued to read: a quiz designed to help girls who are questioning their sexuality figure things out. 
 
    I was skeptical, but I was willing to try just about anything for more clarity. 
 
    Question One: Who have most of your male crushes been?  
 
    A. Celebrities  
 
    B. The bad-boy, popular kid at your school  
 
    C. The boy-next-door 
 
    D. I’ve never had a crush on a man. 
 
    I couldn’t think of any boys I’d known in real life who I’d been genuinely attracted to. I remembered one time in high school a boy that all of my friends had had a crush on had walked by, and I had experimentally checked out his butt. I wanted to know what was the big deal. Another girl whom I didn’t know very well had seen what I’d done and had called me out on it, and I’d never looked at another boy in high school again. 
 
    I clicked the celebrity response and read on. 
 
    Question Two: When you think about having sex with a man, how does it make you feel?  
 
    
    	 Sounds good 
 
    	 Repulsive 
 
    	 I’m not sure. 
 
   
 
    In all of my twenty years, I had only kissed a few boys before. I hadn’t particularly enjoyed myself, but each time I’d also been in a situation where I’d thought we were going to get in trouble. P.D.A.s hadn’t been allowed at my high school, so I’d always worried someone might see us. The dread of being caught had haunted me more than being able to enjoy myself.  
 
    I clicked on “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Question Three: Are your hand bones relatively long for your height? 
 
    
    	 Yes, I have trouble finding gloves. 
 
    	 My hands are just right. 
 
    	 No, my hands are short.  
 
   
 
    What? 
 
    The remainder of the quiz’s questions were equally unhelpful. Most had to deal with men and one’s attraction to the opposite sex. The questions frustrated me. If I wasn’t interested in dating a man, by default did that mean I was a lesbian?  
 
    I closed the browser window without finishing the rest of the quiz. I didn’t need an online test to tell me if I was gay or not. I already knew the answer. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you crack open that window?” Taylor pressed her hands to her stomach. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have eaten so much at lunch,” Meghan replied, yet did as she was asked. 
 
    The eleven-passenger school van that provided transportation to our off-site practicum site bumped and jostled down the street. Because my friends and I sat in the back, it felt like the driver—our practicum professor—was purposefully hitting every pothole. 
 
    “But it was chicken nugget day,” Taylor defended. “You know I have no willpower when nuggets are in play.” 
 
    “Big lunches on practicum days are a bad idea,” Erica muttered, not looking up from a stack of note cards. “Hey!” she yelled when Cheryl snatched them out of her hands. 
 
    “What are you even studying?” Cheryl asked, flipping through the cards. “It’s only bedside manner today.” 
 
    Erica grabbed her note cards back and held them to her chest. “There’s no only anything. All the practicums are weighted equally. One bad test and the entire semester is a bust.” 
 
    “But how do you study for bedside manner?” Cheryl challenged. “Just smile and nod, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Professor Brick hasn’t told us where we’re going today,” Erica stated. “How can we properly prepare if we don’t even know who our patients will be today?” 
 
    “That is pretty weird,” I chimed in my agreement. “Normally she’s really transparent about what to expect.” 
 
    Meghan gazed out the window as our small city passed by outside. “Where do you think she’s taking us?” 
 
    “Oh, God. I hope it’s not a children’s cancer ward,” Taylor worried. “I’m gonna cry, and be sick.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine,” I assured everyone. “We’re all going to do fine.” 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Hunter,” Meghan opined. “You’ll hit them with your Minnesota Nice and you’ll ace the damn thing.” 
 
    “You’re from Minnesota, too,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m from the Twin Cities. It’s not the same kind of nice.” 
 
    “What about me?” Erica exclaimed. “I’m a Masshole from Massachusetts. I’m totally screwed.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine, Erica,” I said. “Just remember to smile every once in a while. And breathe. That’s important, too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Coach,” Erica grimaced.  
 
    “I think I’m really going to be sick,” Taylor groaned. 
 
    I cast a furtive eye to Professor Brick in the driver’s seat. She seemed to not hear my friends’ complaints or was ignoring them.  
 
    We perked up in our seats when the van slowed and Professor Brick activated her turning signal. 
 
    “She’s not going in there, is she?” Cheryl panicked.  
 
    “You’re shitting me,” Meghan cursed.  
 
    “Dear God, no,” Erica muttered. 
 
    Cheryl shuddered beside me. “Old people. Anything but old people.” 
 
    The van pulled to a stop and Professor Brick turned off the engine. She turned around in the driver’s seat to address us. “Listen up, everybody. Today’s bedside manner test will take place at Evergreen Landings. Evergreen Landings accommodates seniors who require assistance in their day-to-day lives, but who can’t afford or don’t have access to an in-home caregiver. The residents will have just finished with their lunches, so you’ll be spending an hour or so with them in their rooms. We’re not asking that you do any heavy lifting today. If your patient requires going to the bathroom, for instance, leave that to the trained on-site staff. Your task today is simply to be a decent human being. Think you’re up to the task?” 
 
    Her question was responded to with a murmured affirmation from the vehicle’s ten passengers. 
 
    We filed out of the van and, walking two-by-two, followed Professor Brick into the residential building. She led us down a wide hallway. Bulletin boards announced daily recreational programming and the cafeteria’s offerings. It almost reminded me of a college dorm.  
 
    “It smells like diapers in here,” Cheryl complained under her breath. 
 
    “Don’t tell your patient that,” I returned. 
 
    As we traveled down the hallway, Professor Brick assigned each of us to a specific room. I covertly waved to each of my friends as one-by-one they disappeared into a new room. I didn’t want to be nervous about the practicum, but I still was. Bedside manner should have been innate for someone whose chosen career was to be a caregiver—far easier than finding a vein in someone’s arm, at least. The elderly didn’t make me uncomfortable. I’d spent a lot of time with both sets of my grandparents before they’d passed. And I typically got along with people, regardless of their age.  
 
    My patient’s room was nearly at the end of the hallway. The furniture was spartan—an elevated twin bed, a rocking chair, a side table, and a dressing bureau.  
 
    A small woman sat in the rocking chair in a corner of the room. Her short white hair was in tight curls, close to her head. Her dress was more like a shapeless shift, paired with thick beige nylons and white tennis shoes. She looked breakable, fragile—like a strong wind might carry her away. 
 
    I spied no electronics, save for the digital alarm clock that doubled as a radio. No TV, no computer, very few reading materials. The artwork on the walls didn’t look like it belonged to her; it reminded me instead of the art in a generic chain hotel. The room smelled strongly of dying flowers, which I attributed to the vase of withered carnations in a vase on her dressing bureau.  
 
    Professor Brick consulted a piece of paper before initiating introductions. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mrs. Grange. How are you today?” 
 
    She pronounced the woman’s last name like Grand, but with a G instead of a D at the end. The woman briefly cast her eyes on us, but then returned her gaze outside.  
 
    “Mrs. Grange, this is Hunter,” Professor Brick announced. “She’s from the local college, and she’ll be keeping you company this afternoon.” 
 
    Still, there came no response.  
 
    “Mrs. Grange will be scoring your performance today,” Professor Brick informed me.  
 
    “You’re not going to observe us?”  
 
    Professor Brick shook her head. “It’s a bedside manner test. If the patient is dissatisfied, she’ll tell you herself, not me.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected that curveball. Normally we were closely scrutinized by our instructor who then provided feedback on our performance. 
 
    “Have fun, you two.” 
 
    I wanted to beg to be reassigned, but that wouldn’t have looked good in front of my instructor. Instead, I gave Professor Brick a brave smile as she left the room. 
 
    There was no place for me to sit. Mrs. Grange occupied the only chair, and I wasn’t going to sit on her bed. I remained standing near the doorway, feeling even more uncomfortable than what was typical for me.  
 
    I rocked back and forth in my white tennis shoes. “The weather’s been so strange this week, don’t you think? Snowing one day and warm and sunny the next.” 
 
    Mrs. Grange sighed loudly and continued to ignore me. 
 
    I tried again to initiate a conversation. “Your room gets a good amount of natural light though; that must be nice in winter.” 
 
    “What are you wearing?” Mrs. Grange’s voice was loud and clear. 
 
    I looked down at my white scrubs with the school’s mascot embroidered on the shirt pocket. “It’s a nursing uniform,” I said. “My school’s nursing program makes us wear it on days we do visits.” 
 
    “You look like a sailor,” she said. 
 
    I cracked a small smile. “You’re absolutely correct.” 
 
    The color was impractical for the kind of duties required of us, but the white set us apart as different from certified nurses; beyond practicums where we performed basic tasks like practicing our bed-side manner and setting patients up with IV fluids, we were new and inexperienced. We would eventually graduate from the white scrubs to traditional blue in the fall when we started our year-long hospital internship. And in our final semester we would get to pick whatever color or pattern we wanted for our specific internship locale.  
 
    I could still remember my first day of practicum as a freshman when we’d been given our scrubs. I’d liked the look of the all-white uniform until I’d actually put it on. We looked more like sailors on leave than medical professionals. To make matters worse, the outfits were mandatory on days we had a practicum test. Even if the test was off-campus, we had to wear the clothes during the entire school day. We stood out like giant marshmallows among the general population of students. Luckily, my winter jacket covered most of it so I could almost blend in.  
 
     “Did that woman really say your name was Hunter?” Mrs. Grange asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She sighed again. She was doing a lot of sighing. I could feel my A slipping away with each disgruntled burst of air.  
 
    “I suppose it’s a good thing I’m trapped in here,” she remarked. “I don’t belong to this world anymore. You have children, raise them up, sacrifice for them, feed and clothe them and provide them with a better like than you ever had. And for what? So they can hide you away in a nursing home when you’ve become an inconvenience.” 
 
    Mrs. Grange’s speech reminded me of my own mother and her complaints about my brother and me. I never knew how to respond to my mom when she went on one of her tirades, and I similarly didn’t know what to say to Mrs. Grange. 
 
    Mrs. Grange broke into my distracted musing. “You find that funny?” 
 
    I banished the nervous smile from my lips. “No, ma’am. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s bad enough that parents today give their daughters boy’s names and name their sons after girls. Can’t hardly tell the difference between boys and girls anymore. It’s all pants-wearing and short hair and tattoos.” She regarded me with an intense look. “Do you have any tattoos?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    Mrs. Grange grunted. “It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “Things aren’t so bad nowadays,” I tried gently. “Think of all the technological advantages we have. All of the medical advancements,” I listed off. “And women have made great advances in the past fifty years.” 
 
    “And yet you still want to be a nurse,” she challenged. 
 
    “I like helping people.” 
 
    “Then why not be a doctor?” 
 
    I opened my mouth and closed it, having no ready response. My parents had been ecstatic that I’d decided on such a practical career choice, and they’d never questioned why I’d chosen nursing over studying to be a medical doctor. Maybe I was taking the easy route. Maybe I doubted my ability to succeed in a medical school.  
 
    “As a nurse I get to spend more time with my patients.” I replied. “I’m treating the person and not the disease.” 
 
    Mrs. Grange grunted again. “Are you going to stand there all day? You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    I helplessly looked around the room. I still wasn’t going to sit on her bed. There was always the floor, but that felt unprofessional. Thinking quickly, I peeked into the hallway and found a hard plastic chair to carry into her room. Mrs. Grange watched me with sharp blue eyes as I maneuvered the chair past her bed and set it down a few feet from her own chair. 
 
    For the rest of our time together, I floundered to maintain any semblance of a conversation. Mrs. Grange ignored the majority of my questions in favor of whatever was happening outside—which, admittedly, wasn’t much in the month of February. The trees were barren and few birds had stuck around. Only the most desperate of squirrels scurried around in search of a forgotten acorn cap. 
 
    A gentle knock on the open door alerted me that our time was up. Professor Brick stood in the doorway. 
 
    She smiled, looking between us. “How’d it go?”  
 
    Mrs. Grange snorted, and her attention returned to the squirrels wrestling each other outside.   
 
    I picked up my chair so I could return it to the hallway. I swallowed hard and regarded the woman responsible for my grade. “It was nice to meet you, Mrs. Grange,” I said stiffly. “I hope the rest of your day is pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    
I fought back tears of frustration as I retreated down the nursing home hallway. I’d completely failed the exercise. The most basic of nursing practicums, and I’d crashed and burned.  
 
    Someone grabbed my elbow as soon as I stepped outside. I swiveled my head to see Meghan beside me. She linked our arms and we walked together to the parked van. 
 
    “How did it go?” she asked. 
 
    I gave her a thumbs down with my free hand. 
 
    Meghan’s wide eyes showed her surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “She hated me.” 
 
    “You’re your own worse critic. I’m sure it was fine.” 
 
    “She only wanted to talk about how tragic it was that my parents gave me a boy’s name and about her ungrateful kids who put her in a nursing home.” 
 
    Meghan made a face. “Ouch.” 
 
    “How was your person?” I asked. 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “Fine. She showed me pictures of her grandkids the whole time. Easiest practicum I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Lucky,” I muttered.  
 
    Professor Brick was already in the front seat when we piled back into the school van. “Did today’s practicum inspire any of you to work with seniors next year?” she asked. 
 
    Erica—always ready with a response if she believed her grade depended on it—spoke up: “I have a lot more respect for nurses who choose that career path, but I don’t think it’s for me.” 
 
    Professor Brick observed the rest of us through the rearview mirror as she drove us back to campus. “Anyone else? Any takers?” 
 
    The rest of the group was conspicuously silent, which indicated their experience had probably been a lot like mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in the hallway outside of Professor Graft’s office, with my rough draft pinched in my hands. Her door was ajar, and I could hear the feminine murmur of voices, punctuated by laughter, coming from inside. She was still in a meeting with another student when I’d arrived nearly ten minutes before our scheduled conference time. It wasn’t that I was eager to be alone in a room with my professor; I just hated the commotion of being late. 
 
    “Okay, well let me know if you have any questions about the paper between now and the due date,” I heard her say. 
 
    A moment later the door swung all the way open, and the student with whom Professor Graft had been meeting walked out. We exchanged smiles as she left. I recognized her from class, but even though we were in the same writing seminar, I hadn’t paid close enough attention to know her name yet. 
 
    There were fifteen other students in my class, and Professor Graft probably taught several more sections of the writing seminar. These conference days must have been like a marathon for her. 
 
    I waited a moment longer in the hallway before announcing my presence. I knocked with a light touch on Professor Graft’s door and poked my head inside her office. “Hi. Are you ready for me?” 
 
    She looked up briefly before returning her attention to a yellow legal pad on her desk. “Yep. Come on in, Hunter.” 
 
    I sat down in the empty chair opposite her desk. The meeting was only scheduled for fifteen to twenty minutes, so I didn’t bother taking off my jacket. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized, not looking up. “Just writing down an idea for a book I’m working on.” 
 
    That would have been the part of the conversation where I—being a normal human being—should have asked a follow-up question about what her book was about, but instead I sat like a statue while she scribbled down notes on her pad of paper.  
 
    I scanned her office while I waited for her to finish. Some professor’s offices were a chaotic mess of book piles, exam booklets, and old graded student papers, but Professor Graft’s office was missing all of those. The room was windowless with no art on the walls. There were no framed advanced degrees or pictures of friends or family or significant others on her desk or filing cabinets. Nothing in her office provided a window into who she was outside of her teaching responsibilities. It looked like she hadn’t moved in or had no intention of staying. 
 
    When she’d finished writing down her notes, she slid the pad of paper into the top drawer of her desk. She finally looked up, giving me her undivided attention. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” she repeated her apology. “I learned early on that I’ve got to write down ideas when they first come, otherwise I’ll totally forget about them.”  
 
    The window to talk about her book wasn’t completely closed, yet I stupidly remained mute. I had so many questions—I’d never known anyone who had written a book—but I couldn’t formulate a single one. Instead, I stared at her beautiful face with its high cheekbones, visible even without a smile. Her hair was pulled up for the first time of the semester, which allowed me to appreciate the slender lines of her neck, which then drew my eyes down farther to the hint of visible collarbone revealed at the open neck of her button-up blouse. Even though she was seated with a desk between our bodies, I knew instinctively that she was wearing a skirt. 
 
    She folded her hands on top of her desk. “How’s your semester going?”  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You’re a junior, right?” 
 
    I bobbed my head. “Uh huh.” 
 
    “How do you like your other classes so far?” 
 
    “They’re fine.” 
 
    She continued to make phatic conversation, but my words got caught in my throat. I could only muster simple, terse responses. I felt terrible for being so tight-lipped; it was like my bedside manner practicum with Mrs. Grange, but the roles had been reversed. 
 
    Say something funny, an inner voice prompted me. Why had she been laughing with the student before me? What was wrong that she couldn’t joke around with me? 
 
    “Okay, so you’ve got a strong start on your paper. The introduction starts with a solid attention grabber, but I want you to take another look at your thesis.” 
 
    The opportunity for casual conversation had passed. She scooted her chair closer to her desk, and I picked up the nonverbal cue to do the same.  
 
    We bent our heads together to look over my assignment. Being in such close proximity, I was granted unadulterated access to how good she smelled. Her scent was sweet and sugary without being too heavy or childish. Instead, it felt familiar and comfortable. 
 
    She discussed the strengths and weaknesses of my rough draft, but as usual, I was having a hard time staying focused. Her instructions were intended to help me improve on the final essay, but all I could do was watch her hands as she wrote suggestions in the margins of my draft. 
 
    Her fingernails were trimmed down to small, white crescent moons. Her long fingers, curled around a pen, were smudged with blue ink as if she’d been doing a lot of writing that day. Were her hand bones proportionate to her height? I wondered. What did that even mean? Did lesbians have longer hands than straight women? Is that why they didn’t need a man in the relationship? Oh God, stop thinking about sex! 
 
    Every once in a while she would brush hair that had escaped her bun away from her eyes. The action turned my attention to her unlined forehead and the smooth skin around her dark sapphire eyes. How old was she? I wondered. She was obviously older than me, but it couldn’t have been by much, yet she had a PhD, and I knew those took time to achieve.  
 
    Professor Graft straightened and leaned back from my paper. “Any questions?” she asked. 
 
    I’d zoned out for at least the past five minutes. I squinted at the comments she’d written in the margins of the essay. It was in the same flowery handwriting that she’d written at the top of my homework on the second day of class. “No-no questions,” I fumbled.  
 
    “Well if any do come up between now and when the paper is due,” she said routinely, “let me know.” 
 
    I gathered my wits as I collected my things. It didn’t take long since I hadn’t removed my jacket, and I only had my backpack with me. I didn’t bother returning my rough draft to the English folder in my bag. With my luck, I’d unzip my backpack and my life would spill out on her office floor.  
 
    I hovered near her office door and held my essay loosely in my hands. “Thank you for taking the time to look at my paper.” 
 
    I hadn’t been able to hold a conversation, but at least I hadn’t entirely forgotten my manners. My mom would have been proud. 
 
    The sight of her smile caused a knot to form in my stomach. “It’s no problem at all,” she dismissed. “It’s what I get paid the big bucks for.” 
 
    


I left the humanities building, feeling only mildly annoyed with myself, and crossed campus to the cafeteria. As a small college we only had one dining option. It reminded me more of my high school than actually being at a university. There was something to be said for being a name and not a number in the classroom, but there were other times when I wished I’d chosen to go to a bigger school.  
 
    I paid for my hot lunch and held the plastic tray close to my body. The cafeteria was crowded at that hour, but I knew exactly where my friends would be seated without having to scour the crowd. We’d sat at the same table, in the same chairs, since freshman year.  
 
    “Hey,” Meghan greeted when I approached the group. “I thought you were standing us up.” 
 
    I set my tray on the table and hung my backpack on the back of my chair. “I had a meeting with Professor Graft.” 
 
    “In trouble already?” Cheryl teased. 
 
    “No,” I bristled. “She meets with everybody one-on-one before papers are due.” 
 
    “Dang, she has less of a life than even us,” Meghan quipped. 
 
    “Or, she’s dedicated to her job and goes above and beyond expectations because she wants her students to succeed,” Erica opined, “unlike a male professor.” 
 
    Meghan held up her hands. “Okay, okay,” she demurred. “I’m sorry I ever said anything.” 
 
    “Michael Davis at ten o’clock,” Taylor warned in a panicked whisper. 
 
    All conversation subsided, and my friends seemed to hold a collective breath as the First Team All-American, Division III basketball player lumbered by. I personally didn’t think there was anything special about Michael Davis. But as a star athlete with moderately attractive features, people on campus tended to treat him like a celebrity. A chorus of Nice Game! or Good Luck Tonight! tended to follow him wherever he went.  
 
    It wasn’t only Michael Davis, however. My nursing friends were a little boy crazy, but they were all talk and no action. Since I’d known them, not one of them had ever had a serious boyfriend, or even something that resembled a date. No one, including myself, ever ventured beyond the protective nest that our lunch table or library study sessions provided.  
 
    “Okay ladies, I’ve got something very serious to discuss with you,” Cheryl announced. “It involves two words.” She grinned as she held us in suspense. “Spring. Break.” 
 
    Erica wrinkled her nose. “No.” 
 
    Cheryl threw her hands up in despair. “You haven’t even heard my pitch!” 
 
    “Because I don’t have to,” Erica said. “It’s the same every year.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Erica on this one,” Meghan concurred. “What’s the fun of spring break in Florida if we can’t drink?”  
 
    “Someone will buy us drinks,” Cheryl insisted. “Alcohol flows down there like the Mississippi.” 
 
    “No way,” Erica dismissed. “I’m not spending my one break from school begging frat boys to buy me beer.” 
 
    “What about Canada?” Taylor proposed. “The drinking age is only 19 in Ontario.” 
 
    Meghan snorted at the suggestion. “Spring break in Canada? I’m not that desperate.” 
 
    “You don’t go some place colder for spring break,” Cheryl agreed. “That defeats the purpose.” 
 
    “Why is spring break so important anyway?” I finally chimed in. “Who decided that our one week of freedom in March should be filled with alcohol and one-night stands?” 
 
    “MTV?” Taylor shrugged. 
 
    “We can’t all be perfect like you, Hunt, and build houses for Habitat,” Megan said. 
 
    I couldn’t help rolling my eyes. I’d spent the previous vacation in North Carolina on an alternative spring break experience, and Meghan had been salty ever since, like I’d abandoned her and made a decision without consulting her first.  
 
    “It was fun, and I learned a lot,” I defended. 
 
    “Are you going again this year?” Taylor asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “I haven’t really thought about it.” 
 
    My parents—my mom mostly—had been uncomfortable with me being so far away even if on a school-sanctioned trip. The only way I’d convinced them to let me go was a reminder of how good it would look on a resume. I doubted I’d be able to convince them to let me go again that year. 
 
    “So what I’m hearing is no spring break again,” Cheryl complained. 
 
    “We have the rest of our lives to go on spring break,” Erica reasoned. “But we only have one shot at passing our boards.” 
 
    “I thought you could take the NCLEX eight times a year,” Taylor stated. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Erica scowled. “I don’t want to leave it to the last moment.” 
 
    “You’ve got to at least promise me that when all of this is over and we’re all gainfully employed that we take vacations together—Girls Getaways,” Cheryl proposed. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll have to check with my future husband, Michael Davis, before I can make a commitment like that,” Meghan said. 
 
    Her pronouncement was met with a balled-up napkin to the face. 
 
    

At the end of lunch, we dumped our empty trays off near the exit. Erica continued to complain about her art history class, which she was convinced was going to ruin her G.P.A., while Cheryl tried to assure her that no hospital was ever going to look at our course transcripts as long as we passed our state board nursing exams.  
 
    My friends’ conversation faded into the background while I hesitated in front of the To Go station. The cafeteria kiosk provided students rushing between classes pre-made sandwiches and snacks.  
 
    I thought about Professor Graft, trapped in her office all day. I hadn’t seen any food around her desk—not even a bottled water or coffee mug. Maybe I should get her something to eat. It wouldn’t mean anything, I tried to reason to myself—just a person being concerned about another person. It would be the altruistic thing to do, not an excuse to make her smile. 
 
    “You coming, Hunt?” Taylor called to me.  
 
    My friends stood a few feet ahead of me, waiting. After lunch, we always walked to our next class together—organic chemistry. 
 
    With a final glance at the deli sandwiches, I shouldered the strap on my backpack. Practicality won again.  
 
    “Yeah. Coming.” 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    The books lived in the basement, which is where I met my professor. She’d agreed to meet me outside of her regular office hours to help me compose the rough draft of my upcoming paper. The campus library was empty at that hour, or at least it felt that way. I heard only the low humming noise of the overhead halogen lighting and the nervous pace of my heart, which I was sure she could hear as well.  
 
    The large wooden table was better suited for group study like my Tuesday and Thursday study sessions with my friends. In a one-on-one setting, the table was too large to sit across from each other, so we sat next to each other so we could both access my latest draft.  
 
    Professor Graft was wearing another skirt. I thought that maybe with the library table hiding her legs that I would finally be able to concentrate, but I found other things to distract me instead. Musty hardcover books surrounded us, yet her light perfume was enough to banish the old book scent. Whenever she leaned her head forward, her hair slipped in front of her face, forcing her to push it behind her ears. Even under the unflattering lights of the library, her glossy hair shone like a model’s in a shampoo commercial.  
 
    “So remember, your thesis should be a response to the author’s argument,” she instructed. “Essentially you’re going to agree with him, disagree, or something in between. The rest of the essay will support your argument with evidence from the text.” 
 
    Her voice in a one-on-one setting took on a round, silky-smooth register. I let the syllables slip over me like warm liquid.  
 
    “I’m not sure I understand the author’s argument enough to know if I agree with it or not,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, what do you think he’s saying?” she challenged me. 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip in thought. “Uh, that we shouldn’t blame people who have health complications from eating too much fast food because they have a lack of nutritional options?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she acknowledged. “And food deserts—a lack of grocery stores, particularly in low-income neighborhoods—exacerbate the issue.” 
 
    “But couldn’t the fast food industry provide healthier choices?” I questioned. 
 
    “That’s a good point; how do you think the author would respond to that argument?” 
 
    I tapped my pen on the table. “That … that people will still choose fries over the apple slices if given a choice?” 
 
    Professor Graft beamed. Her high cheekbones became even more accentuated when she smiled. “Exactly. See? You’ve got this.” 
 
    “It must be the teacher,” I demurred. 
 
    Our eyes locked for a brief, intense moment before she cleared her throat and broke eye contact. “Your topic sentences work well, but I want to challenge you to find evidence from the text that better supports what you’re trying to argue. Body paragraph one needs a little rethinking.”  
 
    She bent forward to get a closer view of the text, and once again her hair escaped its previous confinement behind her ear. After watching her stubborn chestnut waves defy her one too many times, I moved without thinking. My fingertips grazed her temple, gathering the chaos, to tuck it neatly behind her ear.  
 
    When I realized what I’d done, the words of apology caught in my throat, much like my frozen fingers still touching her soft curls. I resisted the urge to fully run my fingers through her hair, but only barely. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I dropped my bold hand to my lap and averted my eyes. “I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    I watched Professor Graft’s lower lip disappear as she tucked it into her mouth. “I think you do.” 
 
    She swept her arm across the library table, clearing the surface but also knocking my assignment and textbook onto the floor. The noise rattled in my head, made all the more loud in the silent library. 
 
    She took advantage of my disequilibrium by grabbing onto the front of my shirt. With one determined tug, our mouths crashed together.  
 
    I jerked awake and found myself in my bedroom, not the campus library.  
 
    My breath came in short bursts, and my heart thumped rapidly in my chest. Erotic dreams about study sessions? That was a new low, even for me.  
 
    At some point in my fitful sleep I’d torn the sheets loose, and the top blanket was twisted around my legs like a hangman’s noose. The radiator in my room burned hot, but my skin was more enflamed than usual. An experimental dip down the front waistband of my sleep shorts found me wetter than usual there, too. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I muttered as my fingers slid through wetness I couldn’t blame on the room’s temperature. 
 
    I shouldn’t have my professor’s scent memorized. I shouldn’t want to run my fingers through her hair. I shouldn’t want to touch her bare knee. I shouldn’t want to feel her full lips against mine. I should have taken my hands out of my pajama pants. 
 
    I was so turned on, it hurt.  
 
    My fingers traveled lower as I thought about those skirts. Those long, lean legs. Her sapphire, stormy eyes. Full, soft breasts contained under a button-up blouse. I wanted to unfasten the top button for a view of whatever undergarments she hid underneath. I wanted to bury my hand beneath the fabric of her skirt. I wanted to tease her clit through her underwear. I wanted to make her as wet as I now found myself. 
 
    There was only one name on my lips when my orgasm consumed me: Elle. 
 
    When I finally removed my hand from my pants, I felt no blissful afterglow or satisfaction. I felt only unadulterated guilt. It was bad enough to be lusting after another woman. I should respect my professor, not objectify her. 
 
    I couldn’t continue like this. 
 
    I threw off my sheets and got out of bed. It took only a moment for my laptop to wake up and to open my school’s e-mail server. I was pretty blind without my contacts, but I could see just enough to compose a brief email: 
 
      
 
    Hi Professor, 
 
      
 
    Are you available to meet either today or tomorrow?   
 
      
 
    Thanks, 
 
      
 
    Hunter

My laptop speakers confirmed when the message had been sent. I felt moderately better that I’d taken the first step to solving my problem. 
 
    Instead of going back to bed, I sat a moment longer at my desk. It would be around nine in the morning in France. Colette might have been around, but I couldn’t talk to her about this. I didn’t even know what I’d say. The realization of that fact didn’t sit well in my gut or in my brain. I’d always told Colette everything.  
 
    I shut the lid on my laptop and the machine went to bed. I exhaled, long and exhausted, into the room. If only I could do the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    
The next morning, I sat in the empty chair across from my professor’s desk. I’d woken up to an e-mail from her confirming I could drop by her office before my first class of the day. I’d only achieved a few more hours of sleep after my abrupt awakening and was feeling the fatigue.  
 
    “Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice,” I said.  
 
    “It’s no problem,” my professor said. “I figured it was pretty urgent since you sent the e-mail at 2:00 a.m.” 
 
    I’d taken several courses with Professor Nancy Bills.  She was chair of the nursing program and my academic advisor. Late each semester we would meet to pick out my courses for the following semester to make sure I was on track to graduate on time. I’d never met with her so early in the semester though. 
 
    There was no sense tiptoeing around the issue. “I need to drop English 111.” 
 
    Professor Bills leaned forward, looking concerned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I’m attracted to the professor. I can’t pay attention in her class, and it’s going to ruin my G.P.A. I started having sex dreams about her. I masturbated a few hours ago with her in mind. Oh, and I’m probably a lesbian.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good fit for me right now.” 
 
    She knit her eyebrows together. “Why not? You’re not overloading; you’ve got just as many courses as you’ve had in previous semesters.” 
 
    “A&P is going to be a lot of work this semester,” I tried to explain. In the absence of sleep, I’d prepared a litany of excuses as to why I could no longer take Professor Graft’s course. “I’ll need the extra time to focus on doing well in that.” 
 
    “It’s not unusual for students to be worried about A&P, Hunter. But you’ve never gotten anything lower than a B. You’ve always put in the work. I think you’re going to do fine.” 
 
    As much as I appreciated the supportive pept-alk, I wanted even more for Professor Bills to take my complaint at face value and withdraw me from the class.  
 
    “I just don’t think I can do this class,” I pled. “I’m feeling overwhelmed.” 
 
    Please don’t make me tell you the truth.  
 
    Professor Bills steepled her fingers in thought. “I want you to give it another week,” she decided. “We still have some time before the add/drop deadline. If your schedule hasn’t gotten better by then, come see me, and we’ll get the drop paperwork started.” 
 
    I could have protested; I could have yelled and thrown a tantrum—this was my life and my course schedule and my parents were paying a lot of money for me to go here. But instead I bit down on my lower lip and nodded. 
 
    “By the way,” she caught me as I stood to leave, “have you narrowed down your nursing specialty yet?” 
 
    I slung my backpack over my shoulder. “No. Not yet.” 
 
    “Keep thinking about it and let me know when you do. I’d like to get started on finding you an appropriate internship for next year.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised.  
 
    I dragged my feet out of my advisor’s campus office. I would give it a week like she suggested, but I knew nothing was going to change. I wasn’t going to magically stop being attracted to Professor Graft, and I sensed that wouldn’t be the last time she starred in one of my dreams.  
 
    Realistically, my desire to drop the class would cause more problems than if I stayed enrolled. I could retake it with a different professor over the summer, but then my parents would have to pay more, and I personally didn’t have that kind of money to foot the bill. I could overload my senior year, but that would still mean more tuition money and a super stressed-out year when I needed to be focusing on my internship at the hospital.  
 
    When my dad had gotten a new job before my senior year of high school, the mantra that summer had been Adjust. There would be no complaining that I’d have to go to a new school where I knew no one. Everyone had been affected, and we’d all had to make changes. That was just the way life worked. I would have to approach this class and my attraction to Professor Graft in the same way. Stiff upper lip, Hunter. It was time to adjust. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
    
I left Professor Bills’ office in the life science building and traveled the short distance across campus to get to the humanities building. When I arrived at the writing seminar, the desks had been reconfigured into small groupings around the room. We all knew what that meant: dreaded group work. I actually didn’t mind working in small groups. I felt more comfortable sharing my ideas and contributing in the smaller setting where not everyone’s eyes were on me. I didn’t have to rehearse the words in my head as religiously as I did in the big group. 
 
    Professor Graft was in her usual friendly, but serious mood at the start of class as she gave us instructions and we got settled into our small groups. We were to look over each other’s latest rough drafts and provide feedback on what worked well and what required revision. 
 
    As class wore on, I tried to focus on the rough draft in front of me, but instead, I was keenly aware of Professor Graft’s traveling presence around the room as she periodically checked on each group’s progress. I wanted to be helpful during the peer review process, but she was making it hard to concentrate. It had snowed the previous night, yet she still wore a skirt with heels—this time a light grey pencil skirt with a tucked-in blue blouse. The shirt opened modestly in the front, but revealed enough of her collarbone to make my imagination form less innocent thoughts. 
 
    Whenever she walked by our group, I couldn’t help stealing a glance in her direction. Her well-defined calves were partially hidden behind dark grey nylons. The skirt hugged her slender curves and accentuated her already slim waist. The effect formed an area of invitation around her midsection, like invisible arrows pointing to hips that begged to be held.  
 
    Some of my other teachers—particularly men—wore jeans to class, but I couldn’t remember ever seeing Professor Graft in pants. And I would have noticed if she had. Even though my attention had improved since the first day of class, I still took note of each outfit. She must have had a massive closet in her home because she never seemed to wear the same clothes twice.  
 
    She was far more than clothes and legs though; she executed a no-nonsense confidence from the front of the room. When she paced the length of the classroom during a lecture, she moved with a practiced grace made even more impressive since she nearly always wore high heels. She tried to make jokes layered within her composition instruction, but they nearly always fell flat. It wasn’t that she lacked a sense of humor, but my classmates only listened with partial attention, always focused on something else on their laptop screen or the cell phones they didn’t hide well in their laps. With me, however, she always had a rapt audience.  
 
    I found myself wondering about my teacher and her personal life in a way that had never struck me before with other professors. Did she like her job? Had she always wanted to teach five-paragraph essay structure to college students? Did she have many friends? A girlfriend, maybe even a wife and kids? What did she do at the end of the school day? How did she spend her spare time? What made her laugh? What turned her on? 
 
    Despite my study session dream, the latter question surprised me. I passed it off on the fact that I’d never known a gay person before—not that I actually knew Professor Graft. I saw her four times a week from 9:00 a.m. to 9:50 a.m., yet she never revealed any personal information about herself. Some instructors, particularly those in the nursing program with whom I’d become friendly over the years, often shared things like weekend plans or if they were married or had kids; Professor Graft remained an enigma. She wasn’t cold or distant though—just the opposite. She welcomed us every Monday through Thursday morning with a warm smile and upbeat demeanor.  
 
    Through my winter jacket, I felt a hand touch the back of my arm. “How’s everyone doing here?” 
 
    Professor Graft leaned over our collection of desks to check in on our group’s progress. Her hand dropped away from my tricep, but a phantom touch remained, like an invisible heaviness across the back of my arm. Her scent—warm vanilla—invaded my nostrils, making it hard to think of anything else but how good she smelled. Cookies. Fresh baked cookies straight out of the oven. And I had skipped breakfast. 
 
    Dina, a sophomore biology major, spoke for our group. “We’re doing good.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. Let me know if you have any questions.” Professor Graft flashed a quick smile before moving on to the next group.  
 
    I should have gone back to focusing on the peer review exercise. Instead, I watched her interaction with other students with growing envy. My gaze focused on her hand gripping the back of a student’s chair as she gave them feedback. Everyone seemed to have a strong rapport with her, while I struggled to just be noticed. Why wasn’t I ever quicker with a response?  
 
    I thought about my dream. Would I ever be bold enough to ask her for additional help? She would stand behind me, leaning to read the typed words on the page. Her hair would unintentionally brush my cheek. She would turn to say something and our faces would be suddenly close, unintentional again, but so close I would need only lean towards her for our lips to touch. Just an experimental brush knowing that it could never be, but wanting it just the same. What would it be like to kiss a girl? What would it be like if that girl was Professor Graft? 
 
    My classmates stirred around me, gathering their papers and books. I silently cursed; I’d done it again. I’d let myself be sucked down the rabbit hole. 
 
    I slowly stood from my chair and began packing up my backpack. If I took my time, maybe we’d have the classroom alone again. But rather than scatter to their next classes, my classmates crowded around her to ask last minute questions about our first paper. I wanted to stay and have her notice me, but I had no reason to. I couldn’t even fabricate a question on the spot, and I had another class to hustle along to. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    I’d propped my empty suitcase in front of my closed bedroom door again, and my earbuds were plugged into my laptop’s headphone jack. I opened up a browser window and exhaled. 
 
    “Here we go.” 
 
    I clicked on the search box and typed in the two words that had been at the forefront of my thoughts recently: lesbian sex. 
 
    I hit enter and waited for the next page to load. 
 
    “Sweet Jesus,” I blasphemized. 
 
    Lesbian videos, lesbian sex photos, red hot lesbian sex, XXX lesbians, girl-on-girl sex, free lesbian sex, lesbian sex positions, HD lesbian porn, naughty lesbians.  
 
    I slammed my laptop shut and hopped away from my bedroom desk.  
 
    I began to pace the length of the room. Reading lesbian romance fiction was one thing; I could almost pass it off as academic. Taking an online quiz satisfied a curiosity. But actively looking up lesbian pornography? It felt like leaping off a cliff—a point of no return. But how else was I going to learn about these things? I couldn’t steal all the books in the library.  
 
    I returned to my desk chair and shook out my hands. I tilted my head from one side to the other and cracked my neck. “Suck it up, Dyson.” I tried to pump myself up. “They’re only pictures.” 
 
    I reopened my laptop and put my earbuds back in. My fingers hovered over the touchpad. Deciding which of the first few links to click on felt like playing gay Russian roulette. I randomly chose one of the many free lesbian movie hyperlinks. 
 
    I scanned through the various categories of films listed on the landing page and paused at one. I blinked, surprised at my discovery. There was an entire genre on this? 
 
    I clicked on one title whose screenshots looked promising.  
 
    The movie opened in a classroom that better resembled a high school, not a college classroom. The “student” wore her hair in twin pigtails, probably to make her appear younger than her co-star, but they were probably the same age.  
 
    The woman playing the role of the professor was relatively attractive, but it was clear she was only playing a role. There was nothing wholesome or authentic about her performance. Even I could tell that her breasts were fake and her fingernails were too long. Her white blouse was unbuttoned too much with her black bra clearly visible underneath. She wore too much lipstick and eyeliner.  
 
    The plot—if one could even call it that—was predictable. The so-called student was failing the class and promised her teacher she’d do “anything” to get a passing grade. Apparently “anything” meant kneeling and eating out her professor who proceeded to demean the student with explicit language.  
 
    There was little about the movie that I found appealing, and despite the graphic images on my computer, my mind wandered elsewhere. I wondered if Professor Graft ever watched pornography. I wondered what she thought was sexy. For not the first time, I wondered what turned her on.  
 
    My hand traveled beneath the elastic waistband of my pajama bottoms and rested innocently on top of my pelvic bone. I thought about Professor Graft and her routine of sitting on top of the desk at the front of the classroom. I thought about standing before her and slowly, deliberately, unbuttoning each button on her blouse, and tugging free the tails of her shirt from her pencil skirt. 
 
    I tried to imagine the surprise on her beautiful face as I exposed the lacy bra she wore beneath her top, or the panic of looking towards the closed classroom door. Anyone could walk in. I pictured the way she might bite her lower lip as I inched her skirt up her hips and bunched the material around her waist.  
 
    I would drop to my knees before her, one hand on either thigh and taste her for the very first time. I shut my eyes and tried to imagine the look of concentration on her face as I pushed her towards orgasm. I wanted to hear the husky rasp of her saying my name over and over again.  
 
    God, she was sexy; my imagination was better than anything the Hollywood movie machine could mass produce. I bit back a quiet moan as my fingers began to wander, and I pushed my underwear to the side.  
 
    A tiny jingle echoed in my ears, somehow trumping the groans and fake orgasms of the two women in the video. The sound had me yanking my hand out of the front of my pants. 
 
    A message window from Colette popped up in the background: What’s up? 
 
    I could have ignored her, but I felt compelled to respond. Nothing much.  
 
    More homework? she asked. 
 
    I’m doing research. It wasn’t a total lie.  
 
    For what class? 
 
    English. 
 
    The chimes of Colette’s instant messaging competed for attention over the heavy breathing of the student splayed out on her teacher’s desk. 
 
    Why do you have to take English? she posed. Don’t you speak it just fine? 
 
    It’s a writing course, I explained. 
 
    That’s ridiculous. Let me talk to your professor. I’ll tell him how good your English is. Never any typos. 
 
    It’s a she. 
 
    Even the innocent pronoun correction felt like an admission of guilt. 
 
    I paused the video and minimized the browser window to give Colette my undivided attention. 
 
    Don’t you sleep? I challenged. It’s like 2:00 am your time. 
 
    I work best under pressure. I’m at my most creative when I’ve got a major project due in a few hours. 
 
    I could never do that, I marveled. I’m already studying for a test I won’t take for another year. 
 
    You’re joking. 
 
    I wish I was. But it’s my licensure test, and I can’t be a registered nurse unless I pass it. Even when I get my bachelor’s degree, I can’t actually work until I pass the test. And my college’s nursing program has a 100-percent pass rate for first-time test takers. I don’t want to be the first person in the history of the department to fail. 
 
    That’s too much pressure, Hunter. I don’t know how you do it. 
 
    I don’t date, and I don’t go to parties—that’s how. 
 
    I thought all American college students were supposed to do keg stands and join a fraternity.  
 
    I thought all French people drank wine and wore berets, I countered. 
 
    That’s true. You should come to school here for a semester. We can drink all the wine and wear all the berets.  
 
    I can’t. The nursing program is too prescribed. You can’t go abroad if you want to graduate in four years. And if I want my parents to keep paying my tuition, I’ve got to graduate on time. 
 
    Speaking of graduating on time, I should probably get back to this drawing. 
 
    Probably a good idea. Nite. 
 
    Nite, she returned. 
 
    With Colette offline, I was free to return to my previous activity. I pulled up the window again, but I’d lost interest in the tacky, cliché 
 
    video. I didn’t want chalkboards or Grade Point Average-enhancing sex scenarios. I wanted something real. I just didn’t know the first thing about trying to get it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold up. Just one minute, please.” Professor Brick called our attention as our weekly lab session came to an end. We paused in packing up our backpacks just long enough to hear the rest of her announcements. 
 
    “I’m holding a NCLEX study session next week in the library for anyone who’s interested,” she stated. “We’ll go over the test’s format and what you can expect.” 
 
    She traveled around the classroom, placing a sheet of paper in front of each student. 
 
    “Also, your bedside manner practicum results are back. You’ll see your overall grade at the top of the paper, followed by general comments from your resident. If you have questions about your score, come see me.” 
 
    She set a piece of paper in front of me, face down, so I couldn’t see my score.  
 
    My stomach churned uncomfortably. My session at Evergreen Landings had been far from ideal. I couldn’t make out my grade through the back of the thick paper stock, but I sensed it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    Meghan cursed beside me. “That sneaky old woman.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “My patient gave me a B. I smiled and nodded and listened to her talk the entire time, and all I got was a B.”  
 
    “What’s your feedback say?” I asked. 
 
    “My student nurse was very nice,” she read aloud. “She’s a lovely girl with a kind smile. She shouldn’t slouch so much.” Meghan shook her piece of paper. “She graded my posture!” 
 
    “Talk to Professor Brick,” I suggested. “Maybe she’ll bump your grade up.” 
 
    “Doubt it.” Meghan peered over at my desk where my grade remained turned over. “What’d you get?” 
 
    “I’m afraid to look,” I admitted. 
 
    “Just get it over with. Like taking off a Band-Aid.” 
 
    I took a breath and flipped the sheet of paper over. I gaped in disbelief at the letter grade at the top of the page. 
 
    “You asshole,” Meghan scowled. “I thought you said your woman didn’t like you.” 
 
    “She didn’t,” I insisted. “It’s got to be a mistake.”  
 
    Meghan snorted. “Leave it to you to get an A by mistake.” 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    At the end of the school day, I drove first to a florist and then to the senior care center at Evergreen Landings. Thankfully, the woman at the reception desk recognized me and allowed me entrance even though I wasn’t a family member of any of the residents. 
 
    I found Mrs. Grange in her rocking chair, staring out the window. If not for a different color dress, I might have thought she hadn’t moved since my previous visit. I wondered if she’d recognize me in regular clothes. 
 
    I knocked on the open door to announce my presence. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Grange.” 
 
    She looked at me, face impassive. “Back again? That school of yours is really putting you through the ringer.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I came on my own.” 
 
    “Why? Didn’t get enough punishment the first time?” 
 
    I took a few steps into the room. “I wanted to ask why you gave me an A.” 
 
    “Because you earned it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But I didn’t do anything. My performance was terrible.” 
 
    She raked a shaking hand through her tight white curls. “You put up with a bitter, old woman. You showed kindness and warmth and patience when I gave you none.” 
 
    I didn’t know quite what to say. “I-I brought you flowers.” I held the small bouquet in front of me. “I noticed last time that the ones in your vase had served their purpose.” 
 
    “Served their purpose.” She laughed. “I’ll have to remember that one.” Her voice raised in pitch. “Did you hear about Ellen? Died in the middle of the night. It seems she’d served her purpose.” 
 
    The woman was as cantankerous as before, and I began to second-guess my decision to visit her again. 
 
    “I’ll just put these in water and let you be.” 
 
    She was miraculously silent while I emptied the rotting flowers from the vase atop her dresser. I resisted the urge to gag at the slimy stems and shriveled flower petals. I couldn’t imagine why she’d kept them for so long or why the nursing home staff hadn’t thrown them away earlier. 
 
    Mrs. Grange answered my silent question: “My son bought me those. He didn’t actually bring them; he had them delivered. I told myself I’d hold onto them until he came to visit, but then they turned into a reminder of those ungrateful kids.” 
 
    I paused before dumping the decaying bouquet in the garbage can. “Did you want to keep them?” 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand. “No. Now they’re just depressing.” 
 
    I spent some time arranging the flowers I’d brought in the clear glass vase.  
 
    “That vase was my mother’s,” she said. “She used to have fresh flowers on the dinner table every day.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Every day? Did you grow up on a flower farm?” 
 
    She laughed. “No. But my parents had some acreage of prairie land on the west side of the state. She would charge my older sister and me with picking wild flowers for the table.” 
 
    “Were you and your sister close?” 
 
    “By necessity. We were the only kids for miles, so we were each other’s first and only friends.” 
 
    “What about the kids at school?” I asked. 
 
    “You forget this was rural Minnesota in the 1930s. We didn’t go to much school. It got in the way of farming.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t even imagine what that would have been like.” 
 
    Mrs. Grange set her hands on her lap. “Why don’t you grab that chair from the hallway, and we have a real visit?” 
 
    A smile crept onto my lips. “I’d like that, Mrs. Grange.” 
 
    “First of all, the name is Henrietta Grange. Rhymes with strange. But you can call me, Heni.” 
 
    “You let me mispronounce your name this whole time?” I exclaimed. No wonder she’d been so grumpy. 
 
    “I gave you a hard time about your name,” she reminded me. “Figured it wouldn’t be right if I corrected you on mine.” 
 
    I jerked my thumb toward the hallway. “Can I get you anything while I’m out there, Mrs. Grange?” 
 
    “Heni,” she corrected. 
 
    “Heni,” I smiled. 
 
    I grabbed the same ugly chair from the hallway and returned to the room. I set it down close to her rocking chair as I’d done once before.  
 
    “You said you grew up on the other side of the state,” I started. “How did you get over here?” 
 
    Heni leaned back in her chair and smiled. “It was 1945. The Japs had bombed Pearl Harbor, and everyone was swept up in the romance of the war. War is terrible, of course,” she noted, “but there was something about that time—Glenn Miller’s music on the radio, all of those young men in their sharp-looking uniforms, the excitement of the city. I’d grown up on my family’s farm, but as soon as the war broke out, I knew I had to get to the city. If I couldn’t go abroad and fight, I still wanted to help the war effort in some way. I lied about my age. I was only seventeen and working at the USO canteen in St. Paul. The men would come in for dinner, dessert, and some entertainment. That’s where I met Frank.” 
 
    “Your husband?” I guessed. 
 
    “Mhmm,” She turned to the side table and picked up a sepia-colored framed photograph. “We were married for sixty-five years. He passed a few years ago.” 
 
    She handed me the picture. A serious-looking man in a soldier’s uniform stared at the camera. His dark hair was slicked back. He had a slightly indented chin and dark, serious eyes. 
 
    “Handsome,” I remarked before handing the photo back. 
 
    Heni stared at the photo for a moment before returning it to its original location. “I thought he was just about the most handsome man I’d ever seen—with the exception of Cary Grant, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I murmured, not really knowing to whom she was referring. 
 
    “Frank was very persistent. He came to the canteen, night after night. He always ordered the same thing—black coffee, a piece of blueberry pie, and a scoop of vanilla ice cream on the side. And every night he asked if he could walk me home. And every night I said no.” 
 
    “You said no? Why?” 
 
    “I had to,” she insisted. “The USO was very strict in its rules for us girls. That’s what they called us back then—girls. We were to serve the men food, we were to provide light conversation, but that was it. They didn’t want the soldiers taking advantage of us.” 
 
    “But you eventually got married,” I pointed out. “What gave?” 
 
    “Do you have a young man in your life?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head hard. 
 
    “A girl can only follow the rules for so long. Even the nicest girls, like yourself. You’re young, but you’ll know what I mean one day.” 
 
    I leaned forward in my chair. “So what happened?” 
 
    “Well, I made him a blueberry pie all for himself. It was my mother’s recipe—homemade crust, even a lattice top. When he came in that night, I plopped the whole pie in front of him. I told him I wasn’t some Good Time Charlotte. I wasn’t khaki wacky.” 
 
    “Khaki wacky?” I laughed. 
 
    “Boy crazy. I was a good girl, I told him. And if he wanted to be with me, he’d have to commit to the whole pie, not just one slice at a time.” 
 
    “Wow.” I was in open awe of her spunk and tenacity. I could never image such a grand gesture coming from myself. “And what did he say?” 
 
    “He asked for a fork.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I laughed and clapped my hands together. “Did he eat the entire pie?” 
 
    Heni smiled, looking pleased with herself and my reaction. “He sat there all evening and, bite by bite, he ate the whole pie. We were married two days later.” 
 
    I shook my head, impressed. “That must have been some pie,” I remarked. 
 
    “Remind me the next time you visit, and I’ll give you the recipe.” 
 
    I couldn’t help my chuckle. “You want me to come again?” 
 
    “No, you want to come again,” she corrected me. “That blueberry pie is the real deal. The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, you know.” 
 
    I’d heard the adage many times before. My mom had once told me she thought my dad had married her for her pot roast. At the time I’d thought she’d been kidding, but now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    But if the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, how did you win a woman’s heart?  
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    I stood in front of the open refrigerator door. Ham or turkey? Mustard or mayonnaise? White or wheat? Cheddar or swiss? I couldn’t decide, so I grabbed everything. 
 
    “Someone’s hungry.” 
 
    Sara watched me from the narrow entrance of our shared galley kitchen. It was more like a closet than a proper kitchen. When I’d first walked through the apartment with my parents when I was looking for a place to rent, my mom had lamented how insufficient the kitchen space was. I’d had to point out to her I wasn’t planning on making Thanksgiving dinner in my apartment. Despite its small size, it had turned out to be suitable for our needs, especially since I typically ate lunch on campus and my cooking skills were largely limited to pancakes and French toast.  
 
    I focused on the task before me rather than the judgmental appraisal of my roommate. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You’ve got half of the refrigerator’s contents out on the kitchen counter.” 
 
    “Are you calling me fat?” I tried to joke. 
 
    Sara snorted. “Hardly. Just making conversation. I feel like I haven’t seen you all semester.” 
 
    “I’ve been around.” 
 
    “I know. That one’s on me,” she sighed. “I’ve been so ready to graduate early that I forgot to stop and actually have fun in college.” 
 
    I put down the butter knife and cheese slices to pay better attention to my roommate. These one-on-one moments when she let down her guard were becoming more and more rare. “There’s still time,” I insisted. 
 
    She frowned and shook her head. “That ship has sailed. But really, what’s with all the food?” she pressed again. 
 
    “Just planning ahead,” I lied. “Meal prep for the rest of the week.” 
 
    Sara hummed and my paranoia returned. I was sure she could see right through me. I was sure she knew the truth. But what were the chances of her knowing I was making lunch for my teacher? 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    The door was open to Professor Graft’s office. I didn’t hear any voices, so I tentatively poked my head inside, knowing she might still be meeting with another student. I didn’t know how she did it—one conference after another, like an assembly line of students in and out of her office for the entire day. Whenever we met I knew I was probably her twentieth meeting of the day, yet she was always upbeat and focused. 
 
    I found her alone in her office, but rather than grading a paper or reading a book, or even working at her desk computer, she was staring blankly at the center of her desk. Her blue eyes were unblinking, her eyebrows pinched in concentration, her mouth slightly tilted down at its edges. She looked exhausted.  
 
    I struck my knuckles lightly against her open door. “Professor Graft?” 
 
    Her eyes shifted from her desktop to the doorway. The exhaustion turned into a smile. “Hi,” she greeted.  Her cheerful voice belied how upset she’d looked only seconds before. “How are you?”   
 
    She grabbed student papers from her desk and shoved them into the top drawer so the surface of her work station was entirely empty.  
 
    “I’m good,” I confirmed while she continued to shuffle papers around. “And you?” 
 
    I unzipped my jacket and hung it on the back of the empty chair opposite of her desk.  
 
    She didn’t immediately respond to my routine question. Instead, she stared at me with a peculiar look on her face. It made me wonder about why she’d looked so distressed when I’d arrived, but I wasn’t in a position to bring it up.  
 
    After a pregnant pause, she blinked once and replied. “Good, good. Busy,” she added, “but that’s to be expected with the semester coming to an end.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you grade so many papers,” I said. “I have a hard enough time completing a five-page paper.” 
 
    A small smile quirked on her lips. “Oh, don’t sell yourself short. You do very well writing five-page papers.” 
 
    The compliment was unexpected and had me ducking my head.  
 
    “Any plans for summer?” she continued in conversation.   
 
    “Not really. Just going back home to spend some time with my parents.” 
 
    It had been the same every summer, even though my parents continued to pay my rent over the summer months. I still had to find myself a summer job, but my parents typically didn’t hound me about getting one. As long as I kept my grades up, they typically let me be. 
 
    “Do they live close?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Out in the suburbs. I thought about going to school farther away,” I said with a shrug, “but this is a good college, so why not?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I couldn’t do it. I had to go to school in a different state to get away from my family.” 
 
    I tucked my lower lip between my top and bottom row of teeth. We’d never had much of a sustained conversation before. Our earlier conference at the start of the semester had been efficient and to-the-point because I hadn’t been able to make small-talk or ask questions about her book. We’d talked about my rough draft, and I’d been in and out of her office in less than fifteen minutes. Now she was providing me with a window into her personal life, but I continued to struggle to do anything with it. The moment passed while I mentally spun my wheels.  
 
    “So, let’s talk about your rough draft,” she prompted. 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. 
 
    I bent over to open my backpack and find my latest draft. The sandwich I’d made that morning was slightly crushed from the weight of textbooks in my bag. I frowned; blueberry pie it was not. It looked bloated from my indecision, piled high with multiple kinds of deli meat, cheese, and condiments. I stared at the good-intentioned lunch with trepidation. She might have been vegetarian or vegan or was allergic to gluten or lactose. And I still hadn’t come up with an excuse why I should offer her the sandwich. 
 
    I’d packed myself an extra lunch? I didn’t eat my lunch that day and didn’t want the sandwich to go to waste? 
 
    Of course there was always the truth—I thought she might be hungry after being cooped up in her office all day without a break. I appreciated how she took an entire day of her valuable time to meet with us, one-on-one. She didn’t have to, yet she did. 
 
    Professor Graft misinterpreted my delay. “Can’t find your paper?” 
 
    I came up for air, bringing my essay with me. I left the sandwich behind. “No, I’ve got it.” 
 
    We spent the remainder of our time together going over my assignment. Like my last meeting, I found myself distracted while Professor Graft provided feedback. But unlike the previous time when I could hardly breathe around her, the sad-looking sandwich in my half-zipped backpack—evidence of my obsessive puppy crush—tormented me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left my meeting with Professor Graft, furious with myself. The cellophane-wrapped sandwich rattled inside the trashcan on my way out of the building. 
 
    “Just great,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I pressed my hand against the pass-through door that led out to the campus green. The day had started out cold, but with clear, blue skies, so I’d walked to school without thought of bringing along an umbrella. But the once blue sky was now grey, and dark clouds filled the once cloudless sky. The pavement was wet and small puddles had accumulated where the concrete had settled. 
 
    I shouldered my backpack and braced myself for a rainy march back to my apartment. I pulled my jacket around me like a shield despite knowing how little protection it would offer in the rain. It was intended to keep me warm on brisk winter mornings, not dry in a downpour. The hood of my jacket acted like blinders; I could only see what was directly in front of me.  
 
    I lived about a mile from campus, but in a steady rain it felt much longer. Normally I enjoyed the walk between campus and my apartment. It gave me time to think—time to mentally prepare for the day or time to unpack my brain once the school day was over. At least the rain distracted me from going over each minute detail from my paper conference with Professor Graft. I didn’t want to worry about what might be troubling her or why she’d looked so upset before the start of our meeting. I didn’t want to think about her anymore. 
 
    Why did I go to school in Minnesota? The question became a muttered chant as I slogged along in the rain. I could have gone to college just about anywhere—sunny Florida, picturesque California, tropical Hawaii—but the umbilical cord didn’t stretch that far. It had been hard enough convincing my parents—mostly my mom—that being a commuter student would have been a bad idea. Commuting daily to college from my parents’ house would have stifled what little social life I did have. I hadn’t been wildly popular in high school, especially when my dad’s job moved us to the suburbs and I’d had to change schools in the summer before my senior year of high school. 
 
    I hoped Brian learned from my mistake. I hoped he’d choose a college out-of-state if only to get away from my mom’s well-intentioned but smothering affection. He could do it. He was a boy. But there was something about me as a girl that my mom found it necessary to hold me close and clip my wings. 
 
    It wasn’t long into my walk before my jeans clung to the bottom of my legs where the bottom of my long jacket ended. My shoes were soaked through in no time, and my socks made a squishing noise with each step. It was only water though, more annoying than anything. Thinking about the hot shower I would take when I got home helped me trudge through the deluge. 
 
    I had just about made up my mind to submit to the weather and lay down in a mud puddle until summer when a car slowed and came to a stop at the intersection where I found myself. The car’s rapidly swiping wipers struggled to cut through the heavy rain. I expected the vehicle to keep moving, but the passenger-side window rolled down. 
 
    This is how I die, flashed in my head. As if the rain itself wasn’t torment enough, now I had a stalker. But before I could ditch my heavy backpack and run in the opposite direction, an unexpectedly familiar voice called to me through the open window. 
 
    “Hunter?” 
 
    I knew that voice.  
 
    “Can I give you a ride?” 
 
    My instinct was to decline. I didn’t want to be a bother. “I’m fine, thanks.” 
 
    No sooner had I declared those words when the rain instantly picked up.  
 
    “Get in,” Professor Graft ordered. 
 
    Her words had me hesitating only briefly. I tucked my head to my chin and jogged to the front passenger door. I lifted the handle, but the car door didn’t move. I tried a second time with similar result.  
 
    I heard the locks pop and tried the door handle a third time, this time with success. I practically pounced on the passenger side seat and released a long sigh once in the shelter of the dry car. I pulled back my drenched hood and ruffled my fingers through my ruined hair. So much for my meticulous flat-ironing. I could almost feel the hair near my temples immediately begin to curl. 
 
    I turned in my seat to regard my rescuer. We’d parted only minutes before. Gone was the troubled look from earlier, although in my soggy state and in her darkened car, I had a hard time pinpointing her current emotional state. 
 
    “Thank you, Professor Graft. I wasn’t expecting the rain; otherwise I would have brought an umbrella.”  
 
    I didn’t want her to think I was totally irresponsible and unprepared. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she dismissed. “This weather has been ridiculous lately. It can’t decide if it wants to be winter or spring.”  
 
    I wanted to say something knowledge about weather patterns or climate change, but I had nothing to contribute. 
 
    “Where can I give you a ride to?” she asked. 
 
    Anywhere you want.  
 
    “My apartment.  It’s on the corner of Marshall and Water.” 
 
    She nodded, and without comment, shifted the car out of park and began to drive.  
 
    The rhythmic swish of mechanized wipers and the patter of rain striking her car filled a forced silence. I had a hard enough time coming up with small-talk in her office, let alone being in her car. I considered turning on the radio to replace the silence, but I didn’t want to appear too forward.  
 
    Her car was predictably clean. She hadn’t had to shuffle around stacks of junk mail or fast food wrappers like everyone else I knew to make room for me in the front seat. Much like the walls of her office, the interior of her vehicle gave no hint of her personal life. No stickers, no hula girls attached to the dashboard, nothing hanging from her rearview mirror. It made me wonder how Meghan or anyone else could for sure assert that Professor Graft was gay. From what I’d observed, my professor was a closed book.  
 
    She drove responsibly, coming to a complete stop at intersections and staying beneath the speed limit in the residential areas. I wanted to believe she drove that way for my benefit, slowing down to prolong our time together, but that was only the product of my wishful imagination.  
 
    With her eyes solidly on the streets in front of her, I was able to steal long glances without her notice. She was beautiful. Elegant and put-together. Genuine. There was an approachability but also an untouchableness about her, like she worked so hard to keep up walls between herself and her students. Yet, one-on-one, those walls started to shake and crumble. I didn’t think myself particularly nosey, but I wanted to know more about her. I wanted to talk with her without those walls between us. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to reach my apartment. I lived in a three-story walkup. Rental properties were hard to come by in the city, so I hadn’t had many options when I’d been looking for off-campus housing. Professor Graft parked as close to my front door as she could without driving on the grass. The lights in my apartment were all ablaze, meaning Sara was home. 
 
    “Don’t most students live on campus?” she observed. 
 
    I nodded and self-consciously tucked a chunk of rain-wet hair behind my ear. I didn’t need another reminder that I wasn’t like most students.  
 
    “My parents are…” I frowned and carefully weighed my word choice. “Funny,” I decided. “I mean, they named me Hunter.” 
 
    I spied a ghost of a smile on her lips. “I didn’t want to ask.” 
 
    “Weird for a girl, right?” 
 
    “Not weird, per say, just unique.”   
 
    Unique. That was a word I’d never ascribed to myself. 
 
    “My parents wanted me to get more of a sense of independence when I came to college,” I explained, “so they insisted I get an apartment instead of living in the dorms.” I smiled at the hypocrisy. “But they also insist on paying my rent for me, so it’s not as though I’m actually independent of them.” 
 
    Professor Graft tapped a beat on the top of her steering wheel as we idled in front of my apartment. “It sounds like they have your best intentions in mind though.”  
 
    “Yeah, but shouldn’t I get to experience a kegger once in a while?  Hide alcohol from the Resident Assistant on duty or something?  Isn’t that all part of the college experience, too?” 
 
    She laughed at my statement, and I let the sound flow over me.  
 
    “You’re not missing much,” she assured me. 
 
    I wondered what her college experience had been like. Did she go to frat parties? Had she acted out? When had she known she was gay?  
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to take your word for it,” I mused. 
 
    I looked up at my apartment complex, not wanting to leave the coziness of Professor Graft’s car or the casualness of our conversation. Sitting in her running car with darkness and falling rain all around us, I could almost pretend we were at the conclusion of a date. Almost. 
 
    “Thank you for the ride,” I said before my imagination could go any further. 
 
    Her smile seemed to light up the darkened car. “Have a nice weekend.” 
 
    I flipped my hood over my head and, gritting my teeth to brace myself for the impending rain, I left the protection of her car. It was still only water, but I raced up the front walkway and only stopped when I reached the protective overhang above my apartment complex’s entryway.  
 
    My keys were in the front pocket of my jacket; my numb fingers fumbled for the right one.  
 
    “Come on, Dyson,” I muttered to myself. The combination of stiff fingers and stage fright had me more awkward than usual. 
 
    I finally worked the front door open. I spun around, not really expecting Professor Graft’s car to still be there, yet it was. Had she stayed there to make sure I hadn’t locked myself out of my own apartment building?  
 
    A kind of giddiness rushed over me, and I waved at the still-parked car. Between the golden glow of her headlights and the rapid movement of her wiper blades, I couldn’t really make out the driver more than a shadowed figure. I stayed with my hand in the air until the vehicle eventually reversed and the red taillights faded to darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I climbed the stairs to my apartment, I couldn’t help obsessing over the details of the car ride. The warmth of the vehicle. The sweet scent of her skin. The sound of her laugh. Our small interactions during class or paper conferences had been like drops of water to a starving plant—enough to survive on, but not enough to thrive. Like the weather outside, the car ride had been a monsoon. 
 
    Sara called to me when she heard me open and close the front door: “Hey, did you eat my eggs?” 
 
    The TV was on in the living room, but her voice came from the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    “You know I don’t eat eggs,” I yelled back. 
 
    “They were in here before and now they’re not.” 
 
    “Did you eat the last of them and forget?” I hollered, hanging up my wet jacket to dry. 
 
    “I think I would have remembered that,” she replied. 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Sara seemed intent on ruining my good mood. “I don’t know what to tell you. I didn’t touch them.” 
 
    I heard the sound of glass jars clunking against each other. I could imagine Sara standing in front of the open refrigerator door, rummaging through all the leftovers and condiments. “Where are they, Hunter?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sara!” I huffed back. 
 
    I escaped to the serenity of my bedroom and threw myself onto my bed in an overly dramatic fit. I lay in bed with my eyes closed and rubbed my temples. My roommate had a singular talent for souring my good moods with her bad attitude. I couldn’t count how many times one of her temper tantrums had ruined a sun-filled morning or a peaceful weekend afternoon. 
 
    Across the room, my open laptop invited my attention. As annoyed as I was, I had homework that wouldn’t wait. I hefted myself from my bed and plopped down in my desk chair. Moving my cursor across the screen also activated my instant message program. It didn’t take long for Colette to notice me. 
 
    Hey, she greeted.  
 
    Hey! I wrote back. 
 
    Wow. An exclamation point and everything. What’s the occasion? 
 
    I thought about my response and began to draft my reply. 
 
    My crush gave me a ride home from school. It was raining, and  
 
    My fingertips hovered above my keyboard. There was the problem of pronoun choice. I’d never told anyone before. I could hardly admit it to myself.  
 
    It was raining, and they saw me and gave me a ride home. 
 
    I sat tensely, waiting for her reply. 
 
    That was nice of them. 
 
    Colette’s repetition of the gender neutral pronoun was noticeable, but as a non-native English speaker she may not have noticed my word choice at all. I knew enough French to know their pronouns worked differently than ours.  
 
    Why am I only just now hearing about this paramour? she asked. I thought there were no secrets between us. 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip. No secrets. I wanted so badly to be done with the secrets and the denial of my sexuality, but I wasn’t there yet. 
 
    It’s just a silly crush. Nothing’s going to come of it. 
 
    I stared at my typed words with a frown.  
 
    Nothing’s going to come of it.  
 
    I had intended the statement to dismiss the topic so Colette wouldn’t pry, but they made me realize how true my words actually were. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cursor in the instant messenger blinked in the open chat screen. I typed my question into the void on the off-chance she was awake at that hour: Are you there? 
 
    Colette’s response arrived a moment later: No. This is Colette’s ghost. I’ve come to haunt you. Wooooooo! 
 
    I ignored her attempt to be cheeky. This was too important for her bad jokes. I need to talk to you, I wrote. I’d been thinking about it all day. But not over instant messenger. Can we video chat? 
 
    I thought you’d never ask. 
 
    She didn’t ask for more details, for which I was thankful. If she had pressed me why I wanted to video chat after all these years of only the written word, I might have lost my nerve.  
 
    We exchanged information and decided that she would call me. While I waited, I busied myself with making sure there was nothing embarrassing in the background like dirty laundry or underwear. 
 
    My heart leapt in my throat when my laptop chirped with the incoming video request. As much as I needed to get this off of my chest, I was admittedly nervous to see Colette and actually hear her voice. I clicked on the accept button, and my screen filled with the slight frame of a young woman with dark brown hair and short, bluntly cut bangs.  
 
    I’d seen Colette in pictures before. Back in the fourth grade our assigned pen pals had come with a postal address and a small wallet-sized photograph like we were adopting a child from a developing country. In the years before e-mail, I would stare at the color photograph with its slightly bent corners every time I wrote her a letter. I’d received and had sent updated photographs since then, but because I avoided social network sites and hadn’t yet succumb to a smart phone, the photographs had been few and probably needed upgrading.  
 
    Colette sat in a room that I assumed was her dorm at art school or her apartment. It struck me that I didn’t know if she lived on campus or not. The lighting was poor, but I saw an unmade bed in the background. It could have been anywhere in the world though; nothing within the frame suggested she was contacting me from the south of France.   
 
    I waved my hand at the laptop camera. The girl inside of my laptop waved back.   
 
    “Hi,” I said when my other words failed me.  
 
    “You answered.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Did you think I wouldn’t? After just asking you if we could do this?” 
 
    She shrugged, and I actually saw it. It wasn’t an emoji or a hashtag. After all these years we were finally meeting face-to-face. Kind of.  
 
    I exhaled. “This is weird, right?”  
 
    “Only that it’s taken us so long to do this.” 
 
    I had never heard her voice before. It was nice. She spoke in a higher register, and her English was lightly accented, nearly imperceptible. I marveled how anyone could be fluent in more than one language. I had my Spanish for Nursing class, but that was little more than conversational Spanish and a few technical hospital terms. 
 
    “I couldn’t exactly justify a long-distance phone call to France before,” I reasoned. “My parents signed me up for a pen pal, not a phone pal.” 
 
    “So what is this urgent thing you had to tell me that couldn’t be said over instant messenger?” she asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath. This was it.  
 
    “There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while, but I suppose I was never really sure of it myself until now.” 
 
    “You’re actually a man.” 
 
    “Colette! This is serious,” I chastised. 
 
    “And I’m very serious,” she said, not cracking a smile. “I didn’t want to say anything before, but I’ve always thought your handwriting was very masculine.”  
 
    She tossed her head back and laughed while I stewed, seven hours in the past. 
 
    “I’m hanging up now.” 
 
    She threw up her hands. “No! Je m’excuse! Don’t go. This is obviously very important to you and my defense mechanism is bad attempts at humor.” 
 
    I sat a moment longer with my indecision. Colette was in a quirky mood, but I had to tell someone or I was going to explode. 
 
    “I think … I think I might be gay.” 
 
    I immediately closed my eyes and scrunched up my face as if expecting impact. I waited for the outburst. I waited for the yelling. Or swearing. Or the Franglish she sometimes converted to whenever she was excited or impatient. But nothing happened. 
 
    I popped open one eye and then the other when Colette didn’t respond. 
 
    “Hello?” I waved my hand in front of the built-in web camera. “Did this thing freeze up?” 
 
    “No. I can hear and see you fine; I’m just waiting for the big revelation.” 
 
    “That wasn’t big enough?” I squeaked. 
 
    “Maybe for an American, but I’m French. You’re gonna have to do better than that.” 
 
    “If you were here, I’d throw something at you,” I scowled. “Do you know how long I’ve been torturing myself over this?” 
 
    “Probably for as long as we’ve been talking,” she chuckled. “When did you know you liked girls?” 
 
    I released a long breath. “Not messing around, huh?” 
 
    “It’s taken us this long to actually talk,” she observed. “If left to your own devises, I’d be old and grey by the time you’d actually talk to me about this.” 
 
    “I’m not that bad,” I defended. 
 
    “You are, but that’s besides the point.” 
 
    I worried my lower lip. “There’s this girl. This woman. And-and maybe I’ve always known about myself, but being around her has pulled up feelings and emotions like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. I’m like Old Faithful about to explode.” 
 
    “Old Faithful?” Her tongue struggled with the syllables. “I don’t know this reference.” 
 
     “It’s a geyser in the States—like an underground volcano.” I waved my hands to try to explain myself. “And there’s built-up pressure, and then all of this hot steam and water bursts out of it when it’s had enough.” I was clearly no geologist.  
 
    “Sexy,” she chuckled. “Why am I just now hearing about this geyser girl?” 
 
    “No, I’m the geyser,” I corrected. “Whatever. That part’s not important. But it doesn’t really matter. Nothing’s going to come of it.” 
 
    “You’ve said that before,” Colette observed. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because …” Was I really going to admit to this? “Because she’s my teacher.” 
 
    That might have been harder to say aloud than the gay thing.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve really been holding out on me!” Colette exclaimed. “If I didn’t want to hear everything, I’d be really pissed at you.” 
 
    I hid behind my hands. “I know. It’s horrible.” 
 
    “It’s not so horrible,” Colette corrected. “Le cœur veut ce que veut le coeur.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “The heart wants what the heart wants.” 
 
    “It’s so terribly cliché,” I groaned. 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but snapped my jaw shut. 
 
    “I’m not going to google her. I’m sure you do enough googling her on your own,” she laughed. 
 
    “Her name is Elle.” 
 
    “Elle. That’s a pretty name.” 
 
    “For a pretty woman,” I reflexively quipped. 
 
    “Well now you have to tell me all about her.” 
 
    I could feel the heat creep onto the apples of my cheeks. 
 
    “She’s … amazing. She’s like no one I’ve ever met before. She’s smart. Beautiful. Legs that go on for days. She smells so good. And she’s so kind, Colette. We’ve only had a few one-on-one conversations, but I can tell she’s got a big heart. She goes out of her way to be the best teacher she can be when it feels like my other instructors are only going through the motions. She tells Dad-jokes in class and somehow manages to be sexy and adorable at the same time.”  
 
    I really did feel like a geyser. Having had no one to share this with before, once I got started I was having a hard time shutting it off.  
 
    “That sounds like more than a crush to me,” Colette observed. “That sounds like you want to have this woman’s babies.” 
 
    “Stop it. I just think she’s really pretty. It’s not a big deal,” I resisted. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she clucked. “Would you go on a date with her?” 
 
    “A date?” I echoed. “I don’t even know what we’d do or what we’d talk about. She’s so out of my league, Colette. She’s sophisticated and accomplished and mature and knows what she wants out of life when I can’t even figure out my sexuality or what kind of medicine I want to specialize in.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I don’t remember the question,” I dodged. 
 
    “Would you go on a date with her? Would you have dinner and see a movie and obsess all night long because you wanted to hold her hand in a darkened theater, thinking how if you could just touch her everything would be okay?” 
 
    “Have you been reading my diary?” 
 
    “Now who’s making jokes?” she censured. 
 
    Now that Colette had provided the scenario, my brain couldn’t help producing the imagery. Sitting side-by-side, watching a movie, trying to get the courage to rest my hand on her bare knee. The movie screen would illuminate her face in profile. She’d be wearing a dress, naturally, and the smooth skin above her knee would make me want to touch her everywhere.  
 
    “So now that you’ve admitted you like this woman, what are you going to do about it?” Colette asked. 
 
    “Besides pine away until I’m old and grey?” I sighed. 
 
    “Seriously, just talk to her.” 
 
    “I don’t know how things work in France, but that kind of stuff doesn’t happen over here. Professors don’t date their students.” 
 
    “You won’t be her student forever,” Colette noted. “Besides, she’s just a person. Labels, titles, they don’t mean a thing.” 
 
    I dropped my head in my hands. “God, I wish I could have your mindset.” 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so difficult.” 
 
    “It’s just not done,” I insisted. “Plus, she’s like, so, so smart. And beautiful.” I sighed at the impossibility. “Why would she ever be interested in a silly girl like me?” 
 
    “Hey now,” Colette said sharply. “If you want her, go after her. You’ll never know if you don’t try.” 
 
    
+ + + 
 
    
You’ll never know if you don’t try. 
 
    Colette might not have intended it, but those words haunted me for the remainder of the semester. I tried. I really did. I looked for ways to see Professor Graft out of class, to build up some kind of rapport, but every time I’d built up the courage to talk to her, she was preoccupied or rushing off to another class or meeting. I even started to believe she might be actively avoiding me, as preposterous as that sounded. I was probably only being paranoid, but her eyes didn’t seem to make it to my corner of the classroom anymore.  
 
    The humanities building felt empty on Reading Day, the buffer period between the final day of classes and the start of final exams. Most colleges had something similar, hoping that students would use the opportunity to study, but most everyone I knew spent the day drinking cheap beer or watching reality television.  
 
    I should have been studying, too, but Professor Graft had announced that she would be in her campus office until noon if we wanted to collect our final graded essay. There was no final exam in her class, and our grades were already posted online, so there was really no reason to get the assignment, but it would probably be my final opportunity to see her before summer break.  
 
    You’ll never know if you don’t try. 
 
    All morning I’d practiced what I might say to her. It would be an easy transition to ask about her plans for the rest of the day. That would lead into an innocent observation that we both needed to eat and that the school cafeteria was only a short walk away. I didn’t know if faculty had meal plans, but I had extra money on my card that wouldn’t roll over to the next year. My treat, I’d tell her. We could commiserate over the limited food selections as we walked around the food lines before finally choosing a table to sit at. After that I had nothing else prepared, but I couldn’t let myself get too ahead of myself. I had to form complete, intelligible sentences around her first. 
 
    I took the stairs instead of hurrying my way up the elevator. 8x11 fliers covered the walls in the stairwell, promoting upcoming study-break activities. I absentmindedly regarded them as I mentally rehearsed what I wanted to say to her. A bright green piece of paper pulled at my attention. Help Wanted: seasonal gardeners for small landscaping business. 
 
    The bottom of the poster was fringed with individual tear-off tabs with a local phone number printed on each of them. Only a few of the pre-cut tabs had been claimed. 
 
    I stopped mid-stair to read the rest of the want ad: Are you responsible, love to work outdoors, and aren’t afraid of getting dirty? Looking for summer gardening help.  
 
    There was no indication of when the poster had first gone up. I pulled my phone out of my backpack and called the number listed on the flyer. 
 
    A female voice answered the call. “Pendergast Landscaping. This is Nikole.” 
 
    “Hi. Uh, I’m calling about the gardening job?” My voice echoed in the stairwell. “I just saw your flyer on my campus. I hope I’m not too late.”  
 
    “You’re in luck, I’ve got one more spot available on my summer crew.” 
 
    “Great. How does this work? Do you want me to send you my résumé?” 
 
    “I’d prefer meeting in person, if that works for you.” 
 
    I thought about my upcoming schedule—all of those final exams crammed into the next few days. 
 
    “Actually, my schedule is kind of tight this week because of final exams.” 
 
    “How about right now?” 
 
    I did the mental math. I had until noon to get back to campus. It would be close. As much as I wanted to see Professor Graft, I really needed a summer job. Between study sessions for Anatomy & Physiology and being distracted by Professor Graft’s legs, the semester had slipped away from me. 
 
    “Yeah, I can make it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I split my attention between a piece of paper upon which I’d written the directions the woman on the phone had given me and the road directly ahead of me. Her instructions had me driving a few miles out of town; as I put more and more distance between campus and myself, I began to regret my impulsive decision to agree to an immediate interview. Was I really so eager for the summer job, or had I simply been looking for an excuse not to follow through with asking Professor Graft to have lunch with me? The idea itself now appeared totally ludicrous, and I was half incredulous to have thought it might have actually worked. Responding to the job ad had probably saved me a mountain of unnecessary embarrassment. 
 
    I drove along a county highway before turning off on a long, unpaved driveway. My little car bumped and jostled down the uneven drive, surrounded by dense forest. At the end of the driveway stood a little barn or shack. It looked out of place, like it had just been dropped from the sky. 
 
    As I got out of my car and walked towards the free-standing structure, gravel and sand crept into my sandals. I heard no sounds besides the chatter of birds and the distant sound of cars on the county highway. There was a haunted look to the silent, worn, wooden shed. Hanging plants and tiny potted seedlings ready to be planted in the ground crowded the swinging entrance. 
 
    I knocked on the wooden door. “Hello?” I called out. 
 
    Even though it was a greenhouse and not the front door of a house, I felt uncomfortable just walking inside. Through the frosted windows, I spied no movement. 
 
    A bodiless voice, the same voice I’d recently spoken to on the phone, had me turning on my heels: “Can I help you?” 
 
    A tall woman stood before me with her hands on her hips. Her thick, dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was unseasonably tan, but it looked natural, not the product of a tanning bed. The voice on the phone hadn’t suggested a grandmotherly-type, yet she was younger than I had imagined—maybe in her late 20s—and far more attractive. She didn’t strike me as the kind of women who made a living planting things in dirt.  
 
    “Hi,” I managed in a breathless voice. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Damn ninja footsteps,” she laughed, showing off a mouthful of perfectly aligned teeth. 
 
    She wiped her hands on the back of her jeans. “You’re the girl who called about the job, I presume?” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s me.” 
 
    “Nikole Pendergast,” she introduced herself. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me on such short notice,” I said, flipping into interview mode. “If I had seen your flier earlier I would have contacted you sooner. It was just total happenstance that I noticed it at all.” 
 
    “I’ll have to tell the woman who posts my fliers on your campus that,” she remarked. “She’s apparently not doing a very good job publicizing for me.” 
 
    She laughed, rather than looking displeased at the information; I didn’t understand the joke. 
 
    “What year are you in school?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll be a senior in the fall.”  
 
    It felt strange to say the words aloud. The goal had always been to graduate from college. I’d been working the majority of my life to achieve that. And now I only had one more year of school and I’d be done. Thinking too much beyond that threatened to give me heartburn. 
 
    “This is a great space,” I observed. The flat land around the greenhouse sprawled for several acres, more than enough for a small nursery.  
 
    “Thanks. I’ve been working out of this greenhouse for a few years now. Do you have previous gardening or landscaping experience?” she asked. 
 
    “A little. My grandma had a pretty big garden when I was growing up. She grew all kinds of things—vegetables and flowers. And when she got too sick to tend to the garden, I kind of took over to make sure she still had her plants.” 
 
    “You’re hired.” 
 
    “Wow,” I blinked, not truly trusting her words. “Really?” It had been the shortest interview I’d ever experienced. I hadn’t even told her my name. 
 
    Nikole smiled. “Call it intuition, but I have a good feeling about you.” 
 
    I didn’t want to be rude when she’d put blind faith in me, but it seemed too good to be true. “What, uh, what exactly is the job?” 
 
    “Depends on the season. I grow the seedlings in my greenhouse so they’re ready for a late spring planting. After the first planting, you’d be doing mostly maintenance,” she explained. “Weeding. Planting a few annuals in flower beds. Sometimes we help people who want a garden, but don’t know how to get started. And if you’re looking for a job when school’s in session, we cut back perennials and plant bulbs in fall. Still interested?” 
 
    I nodded emphatically. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Great.” Nikole’s smile was blinding. She briefly consulted the watch at her wrist. “I hate to be short, but I’ve got to get to a lunch date.” 
 
    I looked at the time as well. It was nearly noon. 
 
    My chest constricted. Oh no.  
 
     “That’s okay. I’ve got someplace to be, too.” 
 
    Nikole gave me her business card with instructions to e-mail her so she could send me more information about the job and the start date. I tried to pay attention to her directions and continue to be polite, but I’d started to nervously sweat.  
 
    We parted after the brief interview, and I tried to not look too rushed or eager to leave as I got into my car. But as soon as I’d cleared the long driveway that led up to her greenhouse, my foot pressed harder on the accelerator.  
 
    I split my attention between the road and the digital clock in my car’s dashboard. Was I going to make it in time? Or would I miss her? My stomach churned the entire drive back to school. 
 
    Because it was Reading Day, I easily found a parking spot in the student commuter lot. I started to run as soon as I had my seatbelt off. I was no sprinter though. I preferred long-distance running where I could set an easy pace and let my mind wander. I knew I looked suspicious racing across campus to the humanities building, but I had a paper to pick up and a woman to see, maybe for the very last time.  
 
    The humanities building had an elevator, but I had no patience. I stormed up the stairwell, my sandals pounding on the steps and echoing in the cavernous chamber. My breathing had become labored by the time I reached the fourth floor. 
 
    It was a few minutes after noon, but Professor Graft’s office door was open, which gave me hope that she was still there. I usually hesitated before our meetings. I practiced things I might say, or at least checked out my reflection in a bathroom mirror, but there was no time for that.  
 
    I popped my head into her office. “Am I too late?” 
 
    Professor Graft was standing to one side of her desk, packing up essays and paperback books into her workbag. “You made it just in time.”  
 
    She was dressed professionally even though she hadn’t had to teach that day. The building didn’t have air conditioning; she’d abandoned her cardigan for a sleeveless shell that showed off lean biceps. Her A-line skirt flowed to her knees. 
 
    I remained in the doorway, struggling to catch my breath, while she rummaged through a stack of identical manila folders. She handed me the folder that  contained my final assignment and the reflection letter I’d had to compose about how I’d thought the semester went. I couldn’t have cared less about my grade in that moment though. 
 
    “I’m so sorry if I made you wait,” I apologized. “I wanted to get here earlier, but time got away from me this morning.”  
 
    I must have looked like a frazzled mess. I’d been even more deliberate with fixing my hair that morning, but it had all been ruined on my sprint across campus. I mentally squirmed at the amount of sweat uncomfortably accumulating on my skin. 
 
    My rehearsed dialogue flashed into my brain. 
 
    “Are you finished for the day?” I blurted out inelegantly. 
 
    “Hmmm?” Professor Graft’s sapphire blue eyes inspected me. She looked uncharacteristically distracted. I worked hard not to wither or back down under her curious gaze. 
 
    I straightened my spine. “I asked if you’re all done for the day now?”  
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah, I am,” she confirmed. “I’m getting lunch after this. If I don’t eat something soon, my stomach will sound like a disgruntled dinosaur.”  
 
    The ramble was endearing, but also unlike her as well. Her eyes inexplicably dropped to the floor. 
 
    I nervously twisted my graded assignment into a tight spiral. I sucked in a breath. “I’m on my way to the cafeteria, too. I could walk with you?”  
 
    And then I’ll convince you to let me buy you lunch and we can sit together and it’ll be the closest thing to a date I’ll ever have with you, I silently went over my plan. 
 
    Professor Graft turned her body away from the doorway in a dismissive body posture and began shoving student papers into her work bag. “Oh, actually I’m meeting up with a friend for lunch off-campus. It’s kind of our end-of-the-semester tradition.” 
 
    My heart sank into my stomach. The rational part of my brain had known it had been too much to hope for, but a small flicker of hope had stubbornly remained. As she continued to avoid looking in my direction, now trying to squeeze textbooks into her satchel, that spark of hope extinguished. 
 
    I forced a smile into my tone even though I wanted to cry. “Oh, well, have a nice summer, Professor Graft. And thank you. I really liked your class.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for her to respond. I spun on my heels and fled the scene of my vulnerability. I deposited the folder with my final essay into the trashcan on my way out of the building. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The school year came to a close in mid-May when the weather was just becoming mildly pleasant. Meghan and I had moved our study session to the quad, a large open green space in the center of campus. The scent of fresh-cut grass engulfed us; the afternoon sun shone bright above, and I could feel my bare shoulders starting to burn.  
 
    The area was filled with other couples similarly lounging on blankets. Most of the blankets were only bed sheets, but they served their purpose. I grew wistful and a little bit remorseful watching happy couples in the final days of exam week, enjoying their last days together before geography separated them. I was twenty-years old, and I’d never had a serious relationship. 
 
    “You okay?” Meghan asked. 
 
    I realized I’d loudly sighed without intending to. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m good,” I promised.  
 
    “Why the sigh?” 
 
    “I was just thinking.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “We only have one more year of this. One more year until we’re out in the real world,” I mused. 
 
    “I know. If college is supposed to be the best days of our lives, I don’t have much to look forward to,” she complained. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I tried to assure. 
 
    “We study our asses off, do everything right, but what do we have to show for it?” 
 
    I didn’t have a satisfactory answer. 
 
    “We should do something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Something unexpected.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “Every discipline has an end-of-the-year party. We should go to all of them,” she declared. “Free food and alcohol.” 
 
    I laughed, not really taking her serious. 
 
    “For real. You know how each department hosts their graduating seniors at someone’s house? I say we hit up all of the parties. Professor Witlan hosts biology, Drake has poli-sci, Graft does English.” 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest of her exhaustive list. Professor Graft hosted a party at her house? 
 
    “I’m in,” I blurted. Out. 
 
    “For real?” Meghan gasped. 
 
    I didn’t let myself dwell too long on what I was agreeing to. There would be time to freak out later. “Yeah. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Meghan clapped excitedly. “I can’t believe it. We’re actually going to do this.” 
 
    My heart skipped inside my chest. I was actually going to do this. 
 
    “Heads up!” 
 
    I looked up from my textbook just in time to see a blue flying disc land next to me on the blanket I shared with Meghan. 
 
    A sweaty, shirtless boy in green board shorts hustled over to where we studied. His lean, muscled figure blocked out the sun. He wore a piece of athletic gauze around his forehead to keep his hair out of his eyes. 
 
    “Little help?” he prompted. 
 
    Meghan grabbed the Frisbee and tossed it back to its owner.  
 
    He flashed a broad, toothy smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Meghan replied. 
 
    His nose wrinkled. “Uh, sure.” He jogged away to rejoin his friends, flip-flops smacking all the way. 
 
    “Number of bones in the vertebrae.” I returned to quizzing my study partner. 
 
    “Thirty-three.” 
 
    “Name the five regions.” 
 
    “Cervical, thoracic, lumbar, and sacrum.” 
 
    “One more.” 
 
    Meghan’s head clearly wasn’t in it. I followed her gaze back to the Frisbee boy and his friends. 
 
    “Coccyx,” I supplied. 
 
    “Coccyx,” she murmured. “My favorite one.” 
 
    I snapped my textbook shut.  
 
    The sound jarred my friend and reined in her attention. “What?” 
 
    “We should go back to the library,” I decided. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “There’s too many distractions out here, and this exam is tomorrow,” I needlessly reminded her.  
 
    “I’ll be better. I promise,” Meghan insisted. 
 
    “How many bones in the foot?” I asked. 
 
    “Depends.” 
 
    I sighed. “On what?”  
 
    Meghan smiled cheekily. “Does the patient have five or six toes?” 
 
    I grabbed a clump of grass and threw it in her direction.  
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    I inspected my outfit in the full-length mirror that hung on the back of my bedroom door. The skinny jeans were nothing special, but the purple camisole had been hanging in my closet for weeks. The temperature wasn’t quite warm enough to wear it on its own yet, but I had a light jacket and imagined we would be inside for the majority of the evening anyway.  
 
    “I like that color on you,” Collette approved from her corner of the globe. 
 
    Ever since we’d started video chatting it had become our preferred way to communicate. It was immediate compared to instant messenger, and it made multitasking easier. Colette could work on whatever art project she had to complete, and I could study for my next test while we chatted. 
 
    That night, however, there were no tests to study for. Exams had been completed and final papers had been submitted. Final grades would be available in a few days time. The only thing left to do was celebrate the completion of another academic year before my friends and I returned to our respective hometowns for summer break. 
 
    I twisted my torso and gave myself another once-over. “You don’t think it’s too revealing?” 
 
    “That depends—are you going to church or a frat party?” Colette posed. 
 
    “Neither. I’m going to Professor Graft’s house.” 
 
    I didn’t look in the direction of my laptop, and I tried to keep my tone casual despite how the words got stuck in my throat.  
 
    “Come again?” Colette demanded. 
 
    “It’s not as intimate as it sounds. Meghan and the others want to house hop tonight. Some of the professors host end-of-the-year parties at their houses. Professor Graft hosts the English department party.”  
 
    “You’re going to be in her house. The place where she sleeps. The place where she keeps all of those pencil skirts.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks warm at the mention of my professor’s skirts. I should have kept those details to myself. 
 
    “Stop it,” I admonished. “You’re going to make me nervous.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Colette asked excitedly. “How you’re going to make your move?” 
 
    “There’s no plan,” I denied. “There’s no moves.” 
 
    “Besides stalking her.” 
 
    My voice pitched. “It’s not stalking! Everyone’s invited.” 
 
    Technically only graduating seniors in that particular major were supposed to go, but I wasn’t going to tell Colette that. 
 
    “I’ll expect full details when you return,” Colette informed me. “Take pictures. Get a selfie with Elle.” 
 
    The casualness with which Colette referred to Professor Graft made me blush harder. Only in my dreams did I become bold enough to refer to her by her first name. Otherwise it was always Professor Graft. 
 
    I gazed at my reflection again and tucked hair behind one ear. She wasn’t my professor any longer though.  
 
    Colette broke into my thoughts: “Seriously, Hunter. She’s just a person. Try to remember that,” she urged. “You’re smart and kind and funny, and one might even call you good looking.” 
 
    I turned to my laptop screen and arched an eyebrow. “One might?” 
 
    “Sure. Not me, though. I don’t want you getting any funny ideas. I’d only break your heart.” 
 
    I grabbed my purse off my bed. “I’ve got to get going. Don’t wait up.” 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    Meghan picked at a veggie tray in the center of the table. She stabbed a carrot stick into a suspicious looking dip in the center of the platter. “I pictured this as being more fun.” 
 
    Meghan, Cheryl, Erica, Taylor, and I hovered around the antique dining room table in Professor Drake’s home. I’d never had a class with the Professor of Political Science, but he had a reputation of drinking with his students and apparently sometimes came to classes still smelling like the previous night. Despite his reputation of being a bit of a partier, the departmental gathering at his house was dull, and his house was stiff and unwelcoming. I couldn’t determine if the interior reminded me more of a museum or a tomb. The two-story bungalow had probably been built in the early 1900s and looked and smelled like it hadn’t been updated since its original construction.  
 
    Classical music played in the background, just loud enough to be heard over the spattering of conversations around us. It reminded me of an even more awkward middle school dance with professors on one side of the room and students on the other. I’d agreed to a house hopping evening, but if our first stop was any indication of the rest of the night, there was no way I’d have the opportunity to actually talk to Professor Graft.  
 
    “It’s still early,” Taylor noted with her usual optimism. “I’m sure things will start to pick up soon.” 
 
    “I don’t even like interacting with teachers on campus. I don’t know why you’d think hanging out at their houses would be any fun,” Erica interjected.  
 
    “I don’t see you proposing a better idea,” Meghan shot back defensively. 
 
    “We should take some of these wine bottles to go and make our own fun,” Cheryl suggested in a subdued voice. “There’s a hill on upper campus with our name on it.” 
 
    “I think it’s kind of interesting seeing our professors’ houses,” Taylor interjected. “Like, it makes me realize they’re just people, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, really boring ass people,” Erica grumbled.  
 
    “What do you think, Hunter?” Meghan asked. 
 
    I shrugged noncommittally. I had no interest in the free alcohol or observing how the other professors at my college lived. Seeing teachers outside of the classroom was akin to seeing a wild animal outside of the zoo. I had gotten my hopes up of getting the opportunity to see Professor Graft again, but I couldn’t justify dragging my friends to one boring gathering after the next just for the chance to make small-talk with my unattainable crush.  
 
    “How about one more house?” Taylor proposed. “If it’s a snore-fest like this, we take the alcohol to go.” 
 
    “Which one?” Meghan asked. 
 
    I scanned my friends’ faces to judge their interest levels before finding my voice. I didn’t want to appear too eager. “How about Professor Graft’s party?”   
 
    I hoped I wasn’t blushing too obviously. 
 
    “English? That’s gonna be even more dead than poli-sci,” Cheryl anticipated. 
 
    “What about biology?” Meghan suggested. “We’ve taken some of those classes so we might actually know more people there.” 
 
    “But the English professors are all cultured and stuff. I bet they’ll have a great spread,” I reasoned. I worked to maintain an even tone tailored to appear impartial. “Bacon-wrapped figs and fancy wines.” 
 
    “I do like bacon,” Taylor mused.  
 
    “Graft’s house it is,” Cheryl decided for the group. “And if it’s a bust, we’ll take the bacon to go.” 
 
    I smiled at the outcome, but not too wide. 
 
      
 
    + + +  
 
      
 
    The departmental party hosts had been chosen for their homes’ proximity to campus, so we didn’t have to pile into anyone’s car to travel from one party to the next. I didn’t know where any of our professors lived, but Meghan had researched the directions to each party and led the way with the help of her phone.  
 
    Cheryl walked beside me and crunched on a handful of pretzels she’d taken from the previous party. “Any big plans for the summer, Hunt?” 
 
    “Not really. Living with my parents and working, mostly. I got a summer job with a landscaping company. You?” 
 
    “Traveling. The entire month of July it’s just gonna be me and my backpack in Europe.” 
 
    “Wow,” I marveled. “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    “You should think about doing it, too,” she pressed. “You’re only young once.” 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever been young, but I kept that comment to myself.  
 
    “I have to work,” I explained. “I need the money.” 
 
    My parents took care of all of my bills, but that wouldn’t last forever.  
 
    My attention drifted from our conversation when Meghan turned down a walkway that led to a two-story home with a blue door.  She marched with confidence towards the house as if she belonged. 
 
    This was it.  
 
    Professor Graft lived not too far from my apartment. The cape cod had massive curb appeal with a generous covered front porch and a long cement walkway that led up to the front door. 
 
    Instead of following my friends, I paused in front of the house, almost reverently. I hadn’t been nervous all night despite knowing that at some point in the evening we would be going to Professor Graft’s house. I quickly went over the talking points I’d rehearsed with Colette: 
 
    You have a lovely home. Is this real hardwood? How long have you lived here? Who is this a picture of? Are you close with your family? Do you live alone? 
 
    Your book selection is impressive. Who’s your favorite author? Do you prefer the movie or the book? Maybe we could go to a movie sometime. 
 
    Cheryl’s voice cut into my thoughts. “You coming, Hunt?”  
 
    Meghan, Taylor, Erica, and Cheryl stood expectantly halfway up the walkway. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Uh, just had a rock in my shoe.” 
 
    I stooped to remove my ballet slipper and made a show of removing it and shaking it out to dislodge the phantom stone.  
 
    I started the short walk up to the house, taking in every detail. I knew Colette would expect a full report later. The lawn was manicured, and it was clear someone had painstakingly landscaped the front flowerbeds. The pavers on the walkway were evenly laid with bits of green moss sticking up from between the bricks. The house was painted light blue with dark shutters framing each window. Two large windows on the second floor looked like giant eyes keeping a watchful gaze on the street below. I wondered if one of the windows might belong to her bedroom.  
 
    I admired the twin Adirondack chairs on the covered porch. I pictured Professor Graft having her morning coffee in one of the chairs or a glass of wine at night. It looked like a perfectly lovely way to spend a lazy Sunday.  
 
    The five of us huddled together on the front porch. 
 
    Taylor voiced the question I was sure we’d all been thinking. “Do we knock?”  
 
    The door to Professor Drake’s home had been open, and we’d just walked in.  
 
    Meghan, ever the leader of the pack, struck her closed fist against the blue door.  
 
    A long, tense moment passed before the door swung open. My breath caught in my throat, thinking that Professor Graft would be on the opposite side. But my breathing came easier when a round man with a long beard and geometric sweater answered the door. 
 
    “Ladies! Welcome! Come on in!” he greeted as he ushered us inside. 
 
    My friends and I shuffled through the front door as if one amorphous being. The front foyer flowed into the open-floor plan of the ground level. I spied an upgraded gourmet kitchen and a cozy living room complete with a wood-burning fireplace. The house was warm and open and smelled faintly of vanilla. The scent triggered in me a Pavlovian response. 
 
    I stretched to my full height without exactly standing on my tiptoes, trying to find the party’s hostess. 
 
    “Where do you think they’re hiding the alcohol?” Cheryl posed. 
 
    “Not so loud!” Erica hushed. 
 
    “I’m going to make the rounds,” Cheryl announced. “I’ll be back with more intel.” 
 
    Cheryl slinked away, leaving Meghan, Taylor, Erica, and myself to fend for ourselves. We remained huddled awkwardly together. 
 
    “I know we all go to the same school, but do you guys recognize anyone?” Taylor murmured.  
 
    “Maybe we should have stuck to the science parties,” Erica opined. 
 
    I didn’t contribute my opinion. I was too distracted by the woman I’d identified across the house.  
 
    Professor Graft looked devastating in a sleeveless black cocktail dress that stopped mid-thigh. She always looked professional, but her outfit took elegance to the next level. Her long brunette hair was down and flowed in loose, curly waves that framed her face and the bodice of her dress. The cotton material clung to her hips and accentuated her narrow waist. Her long pearl necklace drew my eyes to the dress’s scooped neck. The shiny black heels accented the definition in her calves. God, that woman and those legs.  
 
    Her attention was consumed by a balding man with a full beard whom I vaguely identified as the poetry professor. I’d never had a class with him, but going to a small college meant you knew most of the instructors, if only by reputation. 
 
    I stared in her direction, hoping, but also dreading, that she might look my way. Her attention drifted from the poetry professor, and I found myself in her sights. As quickly as our eyes connected, however, she tore her gaze away in favor of the floor. It reminded me of being in her office a few days prior when she had all but refused to look at me. I stared in her direction for at least another minute, watching her interaction with her colleague, but her gaze never returned to me. 
 
    I grabbed onto Meghan’s wrist. “How long do you want to stay here?” 
 
    I’d hoped to at least have a conversation with her, but there was no need for me to punish myself if Professor Graft wasn’t even going to look in my direction. 
 
    Meghan frowned. “We just got here.” 
 
    “This party’s dead,” I grumbled, “just like the last one.” 
 
    Cheryl reappeared at my side. “I found the alcohol,” she loudly whispered.  “It’s in the dining room.” 
 
    I glanced again in the direction of Professor Graft, expecting her attention to be anywhere but on me. But this time, her stormy blue eyes were leveled on me. And this time, when our eyes locked, she didn’t look away.  
 
    I watched her mouth move as she said something to the poetry professor, but her eyes remained focused on me. She touched a light hand to his arm, and disengaged from their conversation.  
 
    My friends continued to chatter around me, but I was too distracted by Professor Graft to register their conversation. A self-conscious smile tickled the corners of my mouth. Was she coming my way? 
 
    Butterflies jumped around in my stomach. I self-consciously smoothed my hands over my hair and my clothes. God, why hadn’t I dressed up more? 
 
    This was really it. I sucked in a breath and lifted my foot to take a step in her direction.  
 
    An older man in suit and tie stepped between us, cutting off the direct route between us. 
 
    I exhaled. Another detour.  
 
    Professor Graft continued to look in my direction. She split her attention between me and the man standing between us. She appeared desperate to shake him and avoid his conversation. It was such a revealing, human moment that I could forget for just a moment that she wasn’t part of my group of friends.  
 
    I felt a tug at my elbow. “Come with me,” Meghan ordered. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    I momentarily panicked, wondering if she’d witnessed my non-verbal exchange with Professor Graft.  
 
    “Please,” she compelled.  
 
    I found myself being dragged in the opposite direction—away from, not toward, Professor Graft.  
 
    Instead of explaining herself, Meghan pulled me through the closest threshold, which turned out to be the first-floor bathroom. She shut and locked the door behind us. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Stay with me?”  
 
    I arched my eyebrows. “In the bathroom?” 
 
    Meghan leaned against the back of the bathroom door. If I wanted to leave, I’d have to go through her. “I saw someone out there I don’t want to see.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t think you know him. He’s a senior. Creative writing major, I think. We made out once, and it must have been beer goggles, because I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest. “So you’re going to hide out until he leaves?” 
 
    “I’m not hiding; I’m having a private conversation with my good friend, Hunter,” she clipped. 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous.” My impatience to return to the party was clear.  
 
    “You’ve never not wanted to see someone?” 
 
    She was currently keeping me from the one person I desperately wanted to see, but she had no way of knowing that. I shook my head. 
 
    “We really need to loosen you up, Hunt. What’s the point of going to college if you’re not going to have some adventures and make a few mistakes?” 
 
    “Does hiding out in my professor’s bathroom count as an adventure?” I pointed out. 
 
    “That’s right; I nearly forgot you had Graft this year. How was she?” 
 
    “Fine.” I kept my response short and neutral. If I spoke too much about my teacher, I might give myself away. 
 
    Meghan quickly lost interest in my academic year, however. She pried open the mirrored medicine cabinet that hung over the sink. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I hissed. 
 
    “You’re not at all curious?” she defended her actions. 
 
    “About what?” My voice raised in pitch. I felt violated on behalf of Professor Graft. “What kind of chewable vitamins my professor uses?” 
 
    She shut the cabinet door and sighed. “I’m bored.” 
 
    “Then let’s go back out to the party!” I exclaimed. 
 
    I was going to miss out on my opportunity to talk to Professor Graft. We’d made purposeful eye contact, I thought, and Meghan’s avoidance of her one-night-stand was going to ruin everything. 
 
    “When did you even have the chance to make out with a random boy?” I asked. 
 
    Meghan lived on campus, but I’d assumed that she spent her free time—like me—studying, not going to fraternity parties. 
 
    “I had to do something,” she huffed. “College isn’t turning out at all like I thought it would.” 
 
    “Why is it so important to you that our college experience resembles something out of the movies?” I pressed. 
 
    Meghan dropped her eyes to the floor. “You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest. “Try me.” 
 
    “High school was a disaster,” she began. “I had no friends. I was terribly bullied. And the only thing that got me through those terrible four years was thinking about college. I’d go away to school and re-invent myself. But college is turning out to be just like high school, minus the acne and getting book-checked in the hallway.” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, suddenly guilt-ridden for wanting to abandon my friend over trying to flirt unsuccessfully with my off-limits professor. 
 
    “But you’ve got us now,” I tried to reason. “Erica, Taylor, me … even Cheryl. That’s got to make college a little bit better, right?” 
 
    Meghan twisted her lips and looked wistful. “Yeah. I suppose so.” 
 
    “College isn’t all I thought it would be either,” I admitted. 
 
    The high school version of myself would never have been able to predict I’d have an unrequited crush on a teacher, let alone a female teacher. 
 
    “I suppose we should get back to the party,” Meghan sighed. “Cheryl probably thinks we’re making out in here or something.” 
 
    A loud, nervous laugh burst out of my mouth. I coughed to hide its volume. 
 
    “Will you look to see if he’s still there?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know who he is,” I pointed out. “Or what he looks like.” 
 
    “Glasses. Buzz cut. Ugly green sweater vest.” 
 
    I shooed her away from the door. “Move.” 
 
    I gingerly opened the bathroom door and popped my head outside. I scanned the occupants of the first floor, looking for an ugly sweater. Because it was an English party, there were many ugly sweaters, but none that were green and sleeveless.  
 
    “I don’t see him,” I announced. 
 
    But I no longer saw Professor Graft either.  
 
    Meghan rushed out of the bathroom behind me. “God, I need a drink.” 
 
    Instead of following my friend, my gaze inspected each and every face at the party. I saw the man in the suit and tie whom she’d tried to sidestep. I saw the poetry professor. I saw my friends. But where had Professor Graft gone?  It was her party and her house, so I couldn’t imagine her leaving, but the longer I lingered by the bathroom by myself, the more I began to question why I was still sticking around. 
 
    I looked down to my ankles when I felt a furry bump. A long, lean grey cat had appeared from somewhere to run against my legs. A low purr rattled in its throat, and it head-butted my shin. 
 
    “Oh, hi.” 
 
    The cat seemed to chirp a hello in return. 
 
    I dropped to a crouch and scratched my fingers between the cat’s ears. The purring increased in volume, and its eyes shut. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, as if the cat might respond. 
 
    I wasn’t able to hold the cat’s interest for very long. It disengaged from my hand, and I watched it slip through a slightly ajar door down the hallway and slink out of sight. 
 
    Still crouched down, I scanned the party. Most of the other students had left. A few graduating seniors along with some faculty members remained. I exhaled loudly without really meaning to. What was I doing here? Wasn’t it pathetic enough that I’d run across campus to pick up my final paper just to see her one more time? Now I’d essentially invited myself over to her house. 
 
    A loud crash alerted me to activity beyond the door through which the grey cat had recently disappeared behind. It wasn’t snooping, I assured myself; I was only checking to see if the cat was okay.  
 
    I tentatively pushed the door open and blindly fumbled for the light switch. When the room filled with light, I discovered the origin of the loud noise. The grey cat squinted its eyes at me. Stacks of paper that turned out to be student essays were scattered on the floor. The broken shards of what had formerly been a ceramic coffee mug lay on top of the papers. 
 
    I could have left the mess, but I didn’t want to risk the cat or even Elle—Professor Graft, I corrected myself—stepping on the broken glass. I stooped down and began to carefully pick up the biggest broken pieces and deposited them in a nearby trashcan. 
 
    The cat continued to watch me, not helping but also not getting in the way. When I was satisfied I’d cleaned up the majority of the broken glass, I collected the essays from the floor. I didn’t know if they’d been organized in separate piles though; the best I could do was combine the papers into one tidy pile. 
 
    I placed the essays on a nearby desk before hearing someone clear their throat. I jumped at the unexpected sound. My hand flew to my chest, and I grabbed the space over my heart. 
 
    Professor Graft stood in the open doorway. 
 
    I continued to clutch at my heart. It felt like it had leapt out of my chest. “You scared me!”  
 
    Professor Graft said nothing, and her features were unreadable. 
 
    “I know this looks really bad,” I reached. “But it’s not what it looks like.”  
 
    She licked her lips and finally spoke: “What it looks like is you’re looking through the final papers for grades.” Her voice was chilled, not the warm, reassuring tone I’d come to know. “But that couldn’t be it because you picked up your paper. You already know what your grade is.”  
 
    She seemed to be working things out as she spoke aloud, and the ice in her voice revealed her continued displeasure.  
 
    “Unless you’re stealing papers to sell to some student essay mill,” she posed. 
 
    I immediately dropped the papers. “No!” I exclaimed, hands in the air.  “I wasn’t, I—.” 
 
    My panicked exclamation was interrupted when the grey cat—the reason why I’d come into the office in the first place—suddenly reappeared. It jumped on the desk with a loud grunt, returning to the scene of the crime. 
 
    “I hope you’ve had your tetanus shots.” Professor Graft leaned against the doorjamb. Her voice had lost some of its ice, but she still didn’t sound like herself. “She hates everyone.”  
 
    I didn’t want to contradict my teacher, but the cat had only been affectionate with me. As if to demonstrate, I stroked my hand down the center of the cat’s back. It arched its back into my hand and made a pleasant chirping sound.  
 
    My pulse continued to race. At worst, I’d been accused essentially of trying to cheat the system. At best, she’d caught me rifling through her things. The overhead light felt like the heated rays of an interrogation lamp. I needed to avoid her stare, so I picked up the cat and sat down on a small red couch. The cat made itself at home on my lap, turning in a small, half-circle and kneading its paws on my thigh before finally settling down onto my lap. 
 
    Professor Graft continued to gape. Her eyes widened. “Are you the cat whisperer?”  
 
    I said the first thing that came to mind: “I like cats.”  
 
    “So do you always just make yourself at home in your teachers’ offices?” she inquired.  
 
    I continued to pay more attention to the cat than my professor. I couldn’t bring myself to look in her direction and see the judgment on her face.   
 
    “I’m not normally this nosey,” I excused. “I was petting your cat out in the hallway and it wandered away. Then I heard some crashing noises later, so I followed the sounds to make sure the cat was okay,” I tried to explain. “When I came in here, your cat was on your desk, knocking things over. I was just trying to pick up after her.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Sylvia.” Her words said I’d been forgiven, but she continued to hover in the hallway. “She can take care of herself.”  
 
    My brain made the connection—an English professor with a cat named Sylvia. She must have named her pet after the author, Sylvia Plath. I didn’t know much about the author except the way she had died.  
 
    An ill-timed grin worked its way onto my face. “As long as she stays away from gas ovens.” 
 
    “My, my,” Professor Graft murmured, a smile nestled among the words. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “You’ve been holding back.” 
 
    “I haven’t actually read anything by Sylvia Plath,” I admitted. “I just really liked the movie about her life.” 
 
    I glanced up for the first time since I’d sat down. Professor Graft was staring at me. Our eyes briefly connected before I averted my gaze again.  
 
    “You haven’t read Plath?”  
 
    Not waiting for my confirmation, she stepped into the room. She crossed the office to an orderly bookshelf stocked with thin novels of various sizes. Her fingers tickled down the spine of several books before removing one.    
 
    She thrust the book in my direction. There was still a temperamental cat on my lap, but I could reach the book without having to stand up.  
 
    The cover was worn, the spine nearly split in two. The pages were yellowed from age and sun. I flipped the book over to read the back cover. Words like “gripping,” “insanity,” and “haunting” jumped out at me.  
 
    “The Bell Jar is a masterpiece,” Professor Graft explained. She sounded positively giddy. “I’m letting you borrow my copy.” 
 
    I blinked up at her. The book was so worn, it looked like an heirloom. “Really?” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. “Really.” 
 
    I was suddenly aware of how silent our surroundings had become now that the cat was no longer knocking things from desks and my professor was no longer scolding me. “Did everyone leave? Am I the only one left?” 
 
    Professor Graft scratched at the back of her neck, looking suddenly embarrassed. “Yeah.” 
 
    Her physically discomfort caused my embarrassment and shame to return. “I’m sorry,” the apology gushed out. “Not only does it look like I’ve been snooping, now I’ve overstayed my welcome.” 
 
    Professor Graft said nothing, but a peculiar smile reached her lips.  
 
    I scratched between Sylvia’s ears. They flattened and her eyes rolled back. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” I spoke to the cat, “but I’ve got to go.” 
 
    I didn’t want to leave—not at all. I wanted to stay and listen to Professor Graft rant about literature. I’d seen a glimmer of that when she’d given me the book. In class I could always tell when she was passionate about something. Her speech quickened, her pacing at the front of the room became more emphatic, and she gestured wildly with her hands. I could imagine the same scenario in her home office. I would sit with the cat perched on my lap while she paced the length of the room, spouting her opinion about Plath’s short but tragic and brilliant life.  
 
    I imagined that same passion spilled into other parts of her life … particularly in the bedroom. It couldn’t escape my notice that we were alone together in her house. We had been alone together before, but not in her house and not when I knew that somewhere in this house was a bedroom—not that any of my fantasies had included an actual bed. I swallowed hard at the residual imagery. It didn’t take much prodding for those thoughts to pop into my head. 
 
    But I had delayed my departure long enough. “Off you go,” I whispered to the cat.  
 
    Sylvia begrudgingly stood from my lap, much like I felt about leaving Professor Graft. She arched her back and her body slightly shook as she stretched her limbs. After a lingering moment, she finally hopped to the floor. 
 
    I stood as well and brushed at the cat hair that clung to the front of my jeans.  
 
    “Second-guessing making friends with my cat?” my professor seemed to taunt.  
 
    I looked up and held her gaze. I couldn’t help my cheeky retort. “I got a book out of the deal, didn’t I?” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow, but had no ready response.  
 
    The Belle Jar in hand, I allowed Professor Graft to usher me from the office to her front door. I grabbed my jacket from a hook in the entryway, the only coat that remained, a reminder of how alone we were. 
 
    I found myself distracted by the staircase in the foyer. What would she do if I ran upstairs? Would she follow me to her bedroom? Or would she call the cops? 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when Professor Graft opened the front door and a warm spring breeze rushed inside and ruffled my hair. I took that as my cue and stepped outside.  
 
    I wasn’t so much inside my head that I forgot my manners. I turned on her front porch. “Thank you for hosting a lovely evening.” I smiled to mask my awkwardness. “I had a nice time.”   
 
    The words were inadequate to describe the night. Even without Colette’s prodding, I would be replaying each detail of our interactions over and over again. 
 
    “Did you drive?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head and tucked hair behind my ear. “No. I walked here.” 
 
    “It’s late. Are you okay to walk back alone?”  
 
    I thought her concern was touching—adorable even—but I didn’t want to put her out more than I already had. It was late, and I was sure she just wanted to get to bed. Ugh, I had to stop thinking about her in bed.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “My apartment isn’t that far away.” 
 
    Another awkward moment passed. Our goodbye was torture. I didn’t want to leave, and she gave no indication either way.  
 
    I clutched The Bell Jar to my chest. “Thanks again for the book. How should I get it back to you once I’ve finished?” 
 
    She blinked and gave her head a hard shake. “Um, just e-mail me when you’re done. We can figure it out then.” 
 
    I ducked my head again. “Okay. Have a good night, Professor.” 
 
    I hopped down four wooden steps to the sidewalk that led up to her house. I focused on putting one foot in front of the other so I wouldn’t trip or stumble in front of her.  
 
    So far, so good, I breathed to myself.  
 
    When I reached the end of her walkway, I chanced a glance back. Like Orpheus’s mistake. I had expected Professor Graft to already be back inside, yet she remained in the open doorway. I couldn’t help my own smile.  
 
    With the distance, I couldn’t make out her features, but there was no mistaking how she slammed the door shut. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I floated home. The evening was warm and the night sky was bright. I had been tempted to take Professor Graft’s offer of a ride home, but we’d parted so perfectly, I hadn’t wanted to ruin what had turned out to be one of the more memorable nights of my life. 
 
    Sara was already asleep by the time I got home. The light in the entryway was on, but the rest of the apartment was blanketed in darkness. 
 
    I hadn’t eaten much of anything that evening beyond a few crackers and cheese cubes, but I bypassed the kitchen, too eager to crawl into bed with Professor Graft’s book. Putting the words “bed” and “Professor Graft” in the same sentence made me a little light headed.  
 
    I knew Colette would be expecting a full, detailed report of how my evening had gone, but instead of going online, I slipped beneath my sheets with The Bell Jar.  
 
    I used to read more when I was younger. Lately if I was doing any reading it was from an A&P textbook, not a work of fiction. I remembered reading underneath my sheets with the help of a flashlight when I was little. My mom thought so much reading might ruin my eyes or at least stunt my social life. But I hadn’t needed many friends when I was that age, not when I had Nancy Drew or the Box Car Kids to keep me company. 
 
    I ran my fingers over the cover of the worn paperback. I felt honored that Professor Graft would trust me with what was obviously a well-loved possession.  
 
    I started to read with the overhead light still on. I didn’t need to hide my reading anymore. The sooner I finished the book, the sooner I would get to see Professor Graft again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” Professor Graft opened her refrigerator door and looked inside. 
 
    I smoothed the front pleats on my skirt. “Whatever you’re having is fine.” 
 
    Her head popped above the refrigerator door. “I was thinking about opening a bottle of wine. Is that okay?” 
 
    The words caught in my throat, so I nodded instead. I wasn’t yet twenty-one, but sometimes my parents let Brian and me have a glass of wine with dinner on a holiday like Christmas or Easter. It wasn’t a holiday, but I did feel like celebrating.  
 
    I’d finished The Bell Jar and found myself in my former professor’s living room. But I didn’t feel like a former student. Sitting on her couch in her living room and being offered a glass of wine, I felt like a peer—an equal. 
 
    While Professor Graft uncorked a bottle of sauvignon blanc, I ran my hands over the textured material of her couch. The white shag carpet was soft on the bottoms of my feet. 
 
    “So did you like the book?” She carried two filled wine glasses into the living room. A copy of The Bell Jar was tucked between her elbow and her side. 
 
    I waited for her to sit down and set the wine glasses on the coffee table.  
 
    “I did,” I confirmed. 
 
    There was plenty of couch and a whole other loveseat, but she sat beside me, close enough that our thighs nearly touched. I was thankful that for once she wore pants so our bare legs wouldn’t inadvertently press together. I was going to have a hard enough time keeping up with her, talking about one of her favorite books, without being distracted by the feel of her skin touching mine. 
 
    She touched her index finger to my wrist. “I like this top.” 
 
    I could practically see the miniature thunderbolt zap between us. 
 
    “Thanks. It’s new.” 
 
    “Is it cotton?” She took the material where the sleeve opened at my wrist and rubbed it between her fingers. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty blue. It nearly matches the color of your eyes.” She abandoned my shirt and swept her hand across my forehead. 
 
    I was frozen in place, like a deer trapped in headlights. 
 
    “I like it when you wear your hair pulled back. There’s nothing to hide your face.” 
 
    “O-okay,” I stumbled out. 
 
    “I’m so glad we were able to get together to do this.” Her hand fell to my naked knee, and she gave the area just above my kneecap a firm squeeze. 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    Her long fingers remained curled around my upper knee. 
 
    “I could recommend some other books if you’d like,” she offered. “We could keep doing this.” 
 
    I bobbed my head when words failed me.  
 
    “Plath is legendary, but Jeanette Winterson is one of my favorite contemporary authors.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of her,” I admitted. 
 
    “Her writing is effortless, but it isn’t for everyone,” she cautioned. “I find that people either become obsessed with her books or they don’t care for her at all.” 
 
    Her middle and index fingers walked from my knee to just below the bottom hem of my skirt. 
 
    “But she writes about some … mature themes.” Her fingertips skimmed along the bottom hem of my skirt. “I don’t know if you’d be into that.” 
 
    I released a shaky breath. She was sitting too close not to have noticed the hitch in my breathing. “I’m-I’m interested.” 
 
    Her fingers curled under the bottom of my skirt, which she slowly dragged up, drawing the material higher up my thigh. 
 
    “You should try some of the wine,” she urged. “It’s nice. Not too sweet.” 
 
    She continued to talk, her tone unassuming and nonchalant. It sounded so normal, it was hard for me to believe anything was happening below my waist. But it was. 
 
    I leaned forward and grabbed the wine glass closest to my reach. As I brought the glass toward my lips, Professor Graft’s fingers continued to travel under my skirt. My throat constricted, but I somehow managed a brief sip of the wine. 
 
    “What do you think?” She was asking about the wine, but she couldhave also been asking for my permission.  
 
    I licked my lips, tasting the wine on them. “I like it.” My response came out in a smoky rasp, foreign to my ears. My vocal register seemed to have dropped several octaves. 
 
    My hips shifted on the couch, moving of their own volition. My thighs slightly parted, and her hand disappeared beneath my skirt. I felt her fingertips brush against the lacy border of my underwear. 
 
    I exhaled noisily into the bell of the wine glass. My breath fogged up the glass like the inside of a car windshield. 
 
    Her free hand—the one not stroking my inner thigh—curled around my wine glass. She gently pried the drink from my tensed fingers and returned the glass to its place on the coffee table. 
 
    She leaned toward me and wet her lips. She was so close, I could smell her shampoo or lotion—whatever it was that gave her that warm vanilla scent. I felt her eyelashes flutter against my cheekbone, and yet I remained immobile. I couldn’t even breathe. 
 
    “Hunter,” she whispered. 
 
    Her fingertips brushed over my panty-covered center.
I inhaled sharply, and a tingle of pleasure shuddered up my spine. 
 
    “Mmhm?”I managed to whimper in response.  
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
     “Hmm?” 
 
    I heard the command again, but this time it was no longer Professor Graft’s voice bidding me: “Wake up.” 
 
    My mom stared down at me, and I winced into the bright morning sun. “Are you going to sleep away the entire summer?” she scolded. 
 
    I could hear the chirping of birds through my open bedroom window and the sounds of lawnmowers and leaf blowers in the background. 
 
    “I’m getting up,” I groaned. 
 
    “I need you to pick up milk on your way home from work.” 
 
    An unintentional displeased noise came out of my mouth. 
 
    “Don’t even start,” my mom warned. Her voice was sharp, and I knew enough not to put up a fight. She could single-handedly ruin my summer if she had a mind to. 
 
    “I’m not,” I promised. 
 
    “You’d better get moving. You don’t want to be late on your first day.” 
 
    Despite my mom’s warning, I stayed in bed a moment longer. I exhaled noisily as I stared at the ceiling. Of course it had only been a dream.  
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
    
The first day of anything made my stomach do uncomfortable flip-flops. The first day of work at Nikole Pendergast’s landscaping company was no different. When I drove up the long driveway to my new employer’s greenhouse that morning, there were a number of other vehicles parked on the grass. I parked my car in an empty area and grabbed my gardening gloves off the passenger-side seat. 
 
    Half a dozen women, all about my age or older, busied themselves with loading dirt, mulch, and gardening tools into the back of various pickup trucks. I didn’t immediately see Nikole—the only expected familiar face—as I approached the group. I lingered a few yards away from the action. I felt like a latecomer to the party; everyone seemed to know each other and what was expected of them, which only heightened my first-day jitters.  
 
    One of the women paused from her work long enough to greet me. 
 
    “Hey,” she called. “New girl?” 
 
    I worried my new, stiff gardening gloves in front of me. “Yep.” 
 
    She wore her hair in twin braids on either side of her head. Grey strands of hair twisted through the brunette. Her deep tan was unusual for the early summer month. Her tank top had the name of the landscaping company screen-printed across the front. 
 
    She thrust an assertive hand in my direction. “I’m Gwen.” 
 
    “Hunter.” 
 
    Her skin was remarkably smooth. 
 
    “Welcome to the crew, Hunter.” 
 
    I took in my surroundings, still not seeing the woman who’d hired me. “What do you need me to do?” I was eager for a task to put me more at ease. 
 
    She pointed towards the greenhouse. “See that pile of mulch?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Grab some bags and toss them into the back of the trucks. Once we’re all packed up, we’ll head out to the first job site. We go out in separate crews every morning,” she explained, “kind of conquer and divide. You’ll be on my crew today. Once you get comfortable with the routine, you’ll get your chance to be forewoman, too. Nikole likes to give everyone a chance at leadership, so we rotate in and out.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    I went straight to work and began hauling the plastic bags from the greenhouse to the trucks. The mulch wasn’t heavy, just bulky and awkward. Mulch spilled out of the pin-point holes and stained my skin and clothes. But that came with the territory; if I’d been afraid of getting dirty, I would have gotten a different summer job. 
 
    I’d just finished dragging a bag of mulch into the back of a truck bed when I heard someone say my name: “Good morning, Hunter.” 
 
    I looked up to see Nikole and all of her teeth. 
 
    “Hey!” I greeted. I self-consciously smoothed my ponytail in her presence.  
 
    Nikole was beautiful in an effortless way. I was sure she probably rolled out of bed looking naturally gorgeous. She needed no makeup and wore her dark, glossy hair in a ponytail. She’d rolled the sleeves of her t-shirt and showed off lean muscles. Her linen shorts displayed a runner’s legs with solid-looking thigh muscles.  
 
    Nikole leaned against the tailgate of the truck. “I see Gwen’s put you to work already.” 
 
    “Yeah, she gave me the rundown right away.” 
 
    “She’s good people,” Nikole noted with a nod. “She’s kind of like everyone’s second mom out here.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day for gardening,” I said, making light small-talk.  
 
    “Mmhm,” Nikole agreed. “Enjoy the cool weather while it lasts.” She held her hand over her eyes like a visor and looked up into the sky. “Pretty soon you’ll be cursing the sun. Make sure you pack lots of water and sunscreen.” 
 
    “I thought Gwen was the second mom out here,” I tried to tease. It almost felt like flirting. 
 
    “Watch it.” Nikole growled, but her playful grin didn’t falter. “I’m not that old.” 
 
    It’s okay—I like older women. I kept those sentiments to myself. I chewed on my lip instead.  
 
    “Did you meet everyone, yet?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Just Gwen.” 
 
    “Let’s remedy that right now.” She stuck two fingers into her mouth and whistled sharply.  
 
    All around, the women stopped working and looked in our direction.  
 
    “Everybody, meet Hunter,” Nikole announced. 
 
    From my position inside of the truck bed, it felt like I was standing on a stage. I waved meekly at the others, fully aware I was the center of attention. 
 
    “Don’t give her a hard time,” Nikole instructed. She flicked her eyes in my direction. “Although I suspect she can probably handle it.” 
 
    Everyone resumed working after the brief introduction. Nikole held up her hand to help me climb out of the back of the truck. I found the action very chivalrous, but I kept my observation to myself yet again.  
 
    “Have fun today,” she said when I reached the ground. “And remember to lift with your legs.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself: “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    Nikole stuck out her tongue, and walked off to one of the other trucks. 
 
    Gwen strolled up to me, hands in her pockets. “Ready to hit the road?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    She jerked her thumb toward the truck I’d been loading with mulch. “Hop in.” 
 
    The pickup truck was older with no frills. Inside the cab was a single bench seat, separated by the manual transmission shifter in the ground. The radio was a relic with an in-dash slot for cassette tapes. 
 
    Gwen hopped behind the wheel, and the truck’s engine rumbled to life. “You know how to drive stick?” she asked, shifting the truck into reverse.  
 
    I buckled myself in. “Uh huh. My dad taught me.” 
 
    He’d worried I might get stuck at a party where there was alcohol and people who only drove stick-shift. It turned out to be an unwarranted worry; the only parties I’d ever been to were at the homes of my professors.  
 
    The truck bounced along the unpaved drive. Country music softly played in the background.  
 
    “So, uh, what’s Nikole’s story?” 
 
    Gwen arched an eyebrow. “Story?” 
 
    “I just mean … she’s so young.”  
 
    “Too young to have her own business?” Gwen guessed. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’m really not sure,” she admitted. “I don’t know if she came into money or if she took over the family business or slept with a banker to get a start-up loan. But she’s business savvy, and she’s got a green thumb. That girl could plant a stick in the desert and it would somehow grow. Some people have a talent for this kind of work; some don’t.” 
 
    “Does she only hire women?” 
 
    I couldn’t help noticing that the crews that day were comprised entirely of the female sex. 
 
    “You noticed that, huh?” Gwen chuckled. “I don’t know if that’s entirely conscious on her part or more the result of expected gender roles. Women and flowers and growing food and all that. But we’re all totally capable of using power tools. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    I sat up straighter. “I built houses for Habitat for Humanity my sophomore year.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Gwen smiled. “Everyone should know how to use a nail gun.” 
 
    Gwen and I traveled around the city, hopping from one yard to the next until late in the afternoon. We spent the day spreading out mulch in flowerbeds and constructing above-ground gardens in clients’ yards. I was dirty and exhausted by the end, but it felt good, like after a long run when you know you’ve pushed your body beyond its comfort zone. 
 
    I had initially been disappointed to not be working with Nikole—she was a stunning woman, and I wouldn’t have minded looking at her all day—but Gwen was funny and witty, and the workday went by quickly.  
 
    When we’d finished our tasks, we returned to the greenhouse. Not all of the other crews were back yet, Nikole’s included. I was tempted to stick around until she returned, just for another opportunity to joke around with her, but my mom was waiting for her gallon of milk and dinner would be on the table at six. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    Colette had sent a message while I’d been offline: How was work? 
 
    Even though the message had arrived hours before, I knew she wouldn’t be too far from her computer. 
 
    It was great, I enthused. Everyone seems really nice. And you’d be impressed with me; I kind of flirted with my boss today. 
 
    Her response was predictably quick: You’re cheating on Elle? 
 
    You can’t be unfaithful if you’re not actually in a relationship, I protested. 
 
    So fickle you’ve become, she clucked. 
 
    I’m working my way through The Bell Jar. I’ll email her once I’m done. 
 
    I think you’re stalling, she accused. You’re safe, but in limbo, as long as you haven’t finished the book.  
 
    Sometimes I regretted ever telling Colette that Professor Graft had loaned me a book from her personal collection; I regretted telling her a lot of things, but it was also nice to finally have someone I could talk to about these things. 
 
    I’m not a fast reader, I defended. And I’ve got a full-time summer job, and I still need to visit Heni. 
 
    That’s quite the list of excuses you’ve compiled, she observed. 
 
    It’s not an excuse if it’s the truth.  
 
    So your new boss is cute. Male or female? 
 
    Female. 
 
    I guess you really are gay. 
 
    I frowned at the flippant response. Stop it. I’m not labeling myself.  
 
    Very progressive, she remarked. It’s like you’re honorary French. 
 
    You must be rubbing off on me, I teased. 
 
    Now I just need you to procrastinate on something and the transformation will be complete, she replied. Oh wait, I forgot; you’re procrastinating telling Elle you’re in love with her. 
 
    I’m not in love!  
 
    I typed my reply with extra force—practically punching the keyboard—even though Colette would never know the difference. 
 
    I stared at the computer screen, unblinking. I wasn’t in love—was I? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d bought the white bikini on a whim. I’d seen it on a mannequin at the Mall of America. The bottoms held together with tied knots at the hips and the top was just big enough to contain my breasts. I wasn’t brave enough to wear it beyond the privacy fence in my parents’ backyard, and I’d have to retreat to my room the moment Brian’s friends came over to use the pool. There were few things worse than the obvious stare of teenaged boys. I’d had to deal with enough of that during high school to subject myself to it again. I couldn’t really be upset with them though; a short enough skirt could make my gaze also linger just a moment too long. 
 
    Until the backyard was filled with their bellowing, the backyard was all mine. The sky was blue and lazy white clouds slowly floated across the horizon. The wind rustled through the leaves of old maple trees that in fall would create a firework display of oranges, reds, and yellows. For now, however, their deep green leaves littered the yard with little helicopter seed pods that my dad would banish from the yard with the leaf blower over the weekend.  
 
    With the day off I had no plans but to fall asleep in the sun and— 
 
    if I was being honest with myself—probably re-read the first few chapters of The Bell Jar. It wasn’t that the book was that good, but if I ever did get the opportunity to talk about the novel with Professor Graft, I wanted to be prepared and sound like I knew what I was talking about; Spark Notes wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    I opened my eyes when I felt a shadow cross my face. I thought the sun had ducked behind a cloud, but instead I discovered my mom standing over me. 
 
    She had her hands on her hips and a frown on her face. “Is that a new suit?” 
 
    “Uh huh.”  
 
    She pursed her lips. “I hope you’re using sunscreen.”  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    She sat in an empty lawn chair on the patio. I could tell there was more to the conversation than her concerns about what SPF lotion I was using.  
 
    I sat up on the lounger and lifted my sunglasses to my forehead. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right summer job for you?” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow, not sure what she meant. My mom had a habit of dipping her toes into the water before getting to her point. 
 
    “I just mean, don’t you think you should be spending the summer before your senior year of college doing something related to your career? Are you really going to put Flower Planter on your résumé?” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    “I’ve got an internship at the hospital next year.” 
 
    “And so does everyone else in your program,” she countered. “What’s going to set you apart?” 
 
    “I’ve got time to figure it out.” 
 
    “That’s what you think. But I promise you—graduation will be here before you know it—and then what? You don’t even know what kind of nurse you want to be.” 
 
    I knew my mom meant well, but I was more than aware of the unpredictability of my future. I didn’t need her piling onto my already monstrous mountain of anxieties. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo!” My dad popped his head out of the rear slider door. “You up for a little tennis?” 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I hopped up from the lounge chair, eager to get away from my mom’s interrogation.  
 
    I heard her call after me: “This conversation isn’t over, Hunter.” 
 
    It wasn’t an empty threat. I knew the questions wouldn’t go away until I had an answer that she deemed acceptable. But, Christ, I was only twenty-years old. Why did I have to have everything figured out? 
 
      
 
    + +  + 
 
      
 
    I lunged to my right and thrust out my tennis racket just in time to return a particularly challenging ball. The neon green tennis ball lazily looped over the net, forcing my dad to charge from the back line. It barely grazed the white tape before trickling over to his side, bouncing twice before he could reach it. 
 
    “Ooh, almost,” I goaded. 
 
    “Lucky shot,” he huffed. 
 
    I spun the handle of my racket in my hand and grinned. “What’s wrong? Having a hard time keeping up, Old Timer?” 
 
    My dad chased after the ball and tossed it over the net for my turn at service. “Watch it,” he cautioned. “The moment you get too cocky is the moment I make my comeback.” 
 
    We didn’t belong to any fancy country club or even have a gym membership, but my dad and I had played tennis against each other for as long as I could remember. Even after we moved to the suburbs when my dad got a new job, we still periodically returned to the city to play on the public courts by our old house.  
 
    I bent over and dribbled the ball three times before I arched my back, threw the ball in the air, and swung my racket. The ball whizzed across the net and struck inbounds, but my dad easily returned the volley.  
 
    I hustled to my right and hit a looping shot back over the net. 
 
    My dad charged the net and hit my return before it ever had the chance to hit the ground. 
 
    “Been on any good dates lately?” His unexpected question came out between puffs of heavy breathing. 
 
    I was sure I’d misheard him. “What?” 
 
    “Dates. Are you dating?” 
 
    In my surprise, I dropped the head of my racket, and the tennis ball sailed past me.  
 
    My dad pumped his fist in the air. “Yes! Score one for me,” he cheered. 
 
    “Is this your master plan?” I asked, one hand on my hip. “Distract me by asking about my love life?” 
 
    My dad grinned. “It might be the only way I can beat you; I’ll take it.” 
 
    “You’re such a cheater,” I grumbled. 
 
    I retrieved the ball and tossed it in the air for another serve. 
 
    “But really,” my dad began again, “are you dating anyone?” 
 
    I swung with too much force and my distracted serve sailed well out of bounds. 
 
    “Dad!” I exclaimed. 
 
    He held up his hands. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop prying into your life. You probably want to talk to your mom about that kind of stuff anyway, not me.” 
 
    “Not either of you,” I corrected. 
 
    “Why not?” He looked genuinely perplexed. 
 
    “Because!” I shouldn’t have had to explain this to him. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll drop it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Thank, God. 
 
    I used a small towel to wipe away the sweat on my face. “And, thanks for saving me from mom earlier.” 
 
    My dad took his time drinking out of the water bottle he’d brought. “I have no idea to what you’re referring,” he deadpanned. “I only wanted to play tennis today with my favorite daughter.” 
 
    “Sure, Dad.” 
 
    We played best two-out-of-three, which once my dad stopped asking me relationship questions, I was able to finally concentrate enough to win the first two matches.  
 
    Afterwards, we climbed into my dad’s SUV, sweaty and laughing. Instead of driving back home to the suburbs, however, he slowed and turned into the parking lot of a local coffee shop.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind the detour,” he said, pulling into a parking spot.  
 
    “I’ve got no place to be,” I shrugged. 
 
    The only thing I had to look forward to was reading  another chapter of The Bell Jar and maybe talking to Colette online.  
 
    He grabbed his wallet from the center console and handed me his credit card. “Get me a pound of the breakfast blend, would you?” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “Me? But I’m all sweaty and gross.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    I looked toward the coffee shop and the non-stop traffic of people going in and out. “You’re really going to make me go in there, looking like this?” 
 
    He smiled serenely. “That’s what we had kids for.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Coffee runs?” My hand curled around the door handle to leave the car, yet I still resisted. 
 
    “I’m getting old. Who know how many times you’ll be able to get your Old Man coffee.” 
 
    His logic was suspect, but I took off my seatbelt and opened the door anyway. “Fine,” I grumbled. 
 
    I didn’t really mind running the errand. And I really didn’t care about being in public after playing two games of tennis. But it annoyed me that even though I’d been away to college for three years that I still got treated like a child when I came home for summer and winter breaks.  
 
    I’d grown. I’d matured. But in the eyes of my parents I was still eight-years-old with no free will of my own. 
 
    I had little to complain about though. I’d grown up wanting for nothing. My parents were paying for my private college tuition and the rent for my off-campus apartment. The least I could do was buy a bag of coffee for my dad. 
 
    I’d only been to Del Sol’s a few times, but I liked the atmosphere. The exposed cream brick of the coffee shop’s interior walls provided a warm, cozy environment. The crowd was eclectic. Men and women in business suits, young moms in athletic wear whose cumbersome baby strollers took up too much space, and students in t-shirts and jeans staring at silver laptops, taking advantage of the complementary WiFi. 
 
    Del Sol’s was busy that morning. Baristas rushed around, filling coffee drinks and making breakfast sandwiches for the late morning rush. I waited in a long line, sighing to myself and feeling the sweat dry on my skin as the queue slowly inched forward. 
 
    As I continued to observe my surroundings while I waited, the crowds seemed to part. I realized I recognized one of the coffee patrons whom I’d assumed was a student. She sat by herself at one of the small tables. 
 
    Professor Graft. 
 
    Oh, God.  
 
    There was nothing I could do; I was trapped in line. I couldn’t hurry the indecisive woman in front of me, and I wouldn’t have been able to wiggle out of line and leave without making a scene. I could have told my dad that they’d run out of his favorite kind of coffee, but that would have been an unnecessary lie. 
 
    What was she doing there? I wondered. How could she sit there like a regular person? 
 
    I’d never seen her in anything but dress clothes—those damn dresses and skirts that tormented my dreams. Now I had a new revelation to add to my daydreams. Elle Graft looked amazing in t-shirts. It was ridiculous really; it was just a standard t-shirt. I probably owned half a dozen myself. But it was so unexpected after always seeing her dressed up, I could hardly keep from staring. Luckily, she was too engrossed in her work to notice. 
 
    Despite my anxiety over unexpectedly seeing my crush off-campus, I let myself stare at her from afar, moderately confident that she wouldn’t look in my direction and notice me. She looked deep in thought as she chewed on the end of a pen, staring only at a pad of paper. She was probably the only seated patron without a laptop in front of her. 
 
    The olive t-shirt accentuated her early summer tan and left bare her familiar, devastating collarbone. The material was thin enough to show the silhouette of her bra underneath. She was seated, so I couldn’t see her clothes from the waist down. Jeans? Shorts? Running tights? It felt almost too intimate to see her off-campus and in public. 
 
    “Are you going to order?” 
 
    I blinked at the woman standing behind me. “Sorry?” 
 
    “It’s your turn,” she informed me. 
 
    I shifted my attention towards the front of the line to discover there was no longer a line in front of me, but the queue behind me was certainly growing longer. I grabbed a bag of whole bean coffee off the counter. 
 
    “Just this. Ground, please,” I said to the man at the cash register. 
 
    I had to wait another excruciating minute while he ground the beans for a paper filter. The industrial-sized coffee grinder churned loudly. I forced myself to keep my eyes straight ahead and not glance back at Professor Graft. 
 
    The barista returned with my dad’s coffee grounds and rang me up at the register. “I know you, right?”  
 
    The man behind the counter was tall and reed thin. His bony shoulders butted through his t-shirt uniform. He could have been about my age, but his facial hair made him look older. I didn’t recognize him from school or elsewhere. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He scratched at a patchy goatee. “You usually order mint mocha, right?” 
 
    I tucked the bag of coffee beans under my arm. “Sorry, no.” 
 
    “Caramel cappuccino?”  
 
    I shook my head again. 
 
    I turned from the cashier and looked toward the exit where my dad waited outside. His detour now seemed fortuitous. Should I go over and say hello? She wasn’t seated on my way out; I would have to make a point to say hi to her in her isolated corner. Yet I’d gone out of my way to crash the English department’s end-of-semester party; why would today be any different? 
 
    I made up my mind and smoothed my hands over my ponytail. I didn’t need a mirror to know I’d looked better. As I walked closer to her table, I spied a half-eaten blueberry muffin on a plate and a ceramic coffee cup instead of cardboard, like she intended on staying a while. The rest of the table was empty except her phone, a hardcover book, and a yellow legal pad. She didn’t notice my approach. 
 
    When I got close enough, I cleared my throat. “Professor?” 
 
    Her eyes bounced from the yellow legal pad up to meet my face. 
 
    “Hunter!” She’d been listening to music on her phone and aggressively tugged out the solo ear bud. “How are you?”  
 
    I exhaled. At least she remembered my name. It hadn’t escaped my notice that even though I obsessed about her, I might barely be on her radar—just one of hundreds, probably thousands, of students who had ever taken one of her classes.  
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” I affirmed, bobbing my head. “And you?” 
 
    She pushed her long hair out of her face. “Busy. Always busy,” she seemed to sigh. “There’s this myth about teachers getting their summers off.” 
 
    I reached for the book on her table, hoping our hands might touch. That’s how intimacy seemed to spark in all of my dreams; what would happen in real life if we happened to touch? 
 
    I turned the open book to read its contents. I knew I was being forward by touching her things. “What are you working on?” 
 
    Her eyes moved from my hand to my face. “Just a paper for a conference I’m presenting at in the fall.” 
 
    I marveled at this woman’s achievements and how much she took it in stride. She taught college, wrote books, and gave conference presentations. Was there anything she couldn’t do? 
 
    I softly laughed. “Oh, that’s all.”  
 
    “You play tennis?”  
 
    My eyebrows pinched together. How did she know that? Was she clairvoyant as well? And if so, why didn’t she recognize how much I liked her? 
 
    She pointed to my clothes. “Your outfit?”  
 
    I looked down at my ensemble: light blue polo shirt and a short white tennis skirt. Duh. It didn’t take a psychic. 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    I wiped at my forehead and re-adjusted the elastic headband that kept my hair out of my eyes. “I just finished playing a few sets with my dad at the courts around the corner,” I explained. “Hence the sweaty mess.” 
 
    “Having a good summer so far?” she asked. 
 
    The question—while not unusual—took me aback. She didn’t have to talk to me. She didn’t have to fabricate additional conversation when she could have easily sent me on my way.  
 
    “So far,” I nodded, more than happy to keep talking to her. “I’m back home with my parents in the suburbs, so that’s always a challenge.” 
 
    She laughed. I loved it when she laughed. “I can only handle my own parents a few days at a time before we’re at each other’s throats.” 
 
    I remembered her referencing a strained relationship with her family during one of our paper conferences—how she’d had to go to college in a different state to get away from them.  
 
    “My family is pretty close, I guess, but it takes a while to re-adjust to living under their roof after being on my own all school year.” The longer we talked, the more fidgety I became. I self-consciously toyed with the bottom hem of my tennis skirt. I realized how our roles had reversed; I was the one in a skirt now. I’d been wearing a skirt in one of my more recent dreams as well.  
 
    She continued to string out our conversation. “Did you get into all the classes you wanted for next semester?”  
 
    “No,” I sighed. “There’s a waitlist for one of my biology classes.” 
 
    Most of my final year would be consumed with a year-long internship at the hospital, but I had a few remaining courses in order to get enough credits to graduate. 
 
    “You’re in the nursing program, right?” 
 
    My smile couldn’t have gotten bigger. I was amazed she’d remembered a detail like that, considering we’d only spoken about it a few times. “You have a really good memory.” 
 
    “It’s what I get paid the big bucks for,” she shrugged. 
 
    She’d been doing all the heavy lifting in the conversation up to that point. I did my best to contribute. 
 
    “I really like the book, by the way.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “Which book?” 
 
    My smile faltered. How could she remember my major yet forget that she’d let me borrow one of her books only a few weeks ago? I’d memorized every detail from that night. 
 
    “The one you let me borrow.” It felt strange reminding her. “The Bell Jar?” 
 
    “Oh, right. I’d nearly forgotten about that.”  
 
    I forced a too-large grin to my face, over-compensating for how much her words disappointed me. “I really like Esther. She’s a little dark, but I think she’s funny.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying it so far.” 
 
    “When I’m finished, maybe we could meet and talk about it?” I proposed. “If you’re not too busy, I mean.” 
 
    I knew I was being desperate. She was being polite—patiently enduring my interruption. 
 
    She nodded, but said nothing to commit more than her consent.  
 
    I could feel myself start to fidget again. “I’m sorry to run off, but I have to go; my dad’s waiting out front in the car. I’m just supposed to be grabbing a pound of coffee.” I held up the bag of coffee grounds as if offering evidence that I wasn’t stalking her. “He’s addicted to their breakfast blend.” 
 
    She tapped the side of her coffee cup and smiled. “I might have to go to a 12-step program myself.”  
 
    “It was really great running into you, Professor Graft.”  
 
    I began walking backwards in the direction of the exit. I needed to leave before I wore out my welcome. I’d gotten her to non-verbally commit to seeing me again; it was more than I could hope for.  
 
    She smiled pleasantly and brought two fingers to her temple in a mock salute. It was unusual and unexpected and awkward and pretty darn adorable. 
 
    “Have a nice summer, Hunter.” 
 
    I clutched my dad’s coffee beans to my chest and continued to inch towards the exit. My eyes refused to look in any direction but hers. I didn’t know when next I’d see her, but I hoped it wouldn’t be long. 
 
    “You, too,” I returned. 
 
    The air rushed out of my lungs, and I made a noise of surprise when I hit something—or someone. My elbow clipped a professionally-dressed man near the coffee shop’s entrance. One minute my eyes were turning into hearts as I admired my professor and the next I was being hit by a linebacker. The force of the blow had me spinning from inertia, and I nearly dropped my dad’s coffee. I secured the coffee grounds first before apologizing to the man. 
 
    He looked annoyed at the collision, and I didn’t dare glance in Professor Graft’s direction to see her response. Heat rushed to my cheeks as I pushed out the coffee shop doors.  
 
    God, could I be more awkward? 
 
    The barista from before was in the parking lot taking a cigarette break. “Americano?” he tried again. 
 
    “No!” I practically yelled. 
 
    I tugged open the front passenger side door of my dad’s car. He was listening to the hosts on a sports radio program contemplate the upcoming Vikings season. I dropped the bag of coffee into his lap.  
 
    He started the car once I’d fastened my seatbelt. “Long line?” 
 
    I realized he was probably wondering what had taken me so long. 
 
    I turned and stared out the window. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knocked on the open door and poked my head inside the room. “Is this a good time?” 
 
    “Hah. I knew you’d be back.” She sounded smug, which at her age, she was allowed to be. 
 
    I took a step into the room. “Well, you did promise there would be pie.” 
 
    Heni beckoned to me with a crooked finger. “Go fetch my walker.” 
 
    I had found myself in an empty house on my next day off. My dad was at work, my brother was at a friend’s house, and my mom was off running errands across town. She’d offered to let me tag along, but I’d politely declined. Instead, I drove into the city and steered my car towards Evergreen Landings. I had intended on visiting earlier once the school year had ended, but between my new job and day dreaming about Elle Graft, that hadn’t left time for much of anything. 
 
    We meandered down the hallway together. Heni shuffled slowly, hunched over her walker with the tennis balls jammed on its legs. I didn’t mind how long it would take us to travel to the cafeteria, but she looked terribly in pain. I offered to find a wheelchair, but she turned me down. 
 
    “If you don’t use it, you lose it,” she’d told me. “You’ll do well to remember that, my dear.” 
 
    I hoped we were still talking about legs.  
 
    Heni let herself into the back kitchen even though a sign on the door warned that only staff were allowed beyond that point. The building still smelled like whatever had been on that day’s lunch menu—something that smelled strongly of garlic. The kitchen staff were still cleaning up from lunch service, but the ovens were available until it was time to prepare for dinner. 
 
    I expected any of the workers to tell us we weren’t allowed in the kitchen, but Heni seemed to have free reign. No one gave us a second look. 
 
    “You’ll find mixing bowls in the lower cabinets, the utensils in the middle drawers, and a pie tin next to the ovens.” 
 
    “How do you know where everything is?” I marveled. 
 
    “I used to work here until my body wouldn’t let me work anymore.” 
 
    “In the kitchen?” I guessed. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s ironic, really. I spent most of my adult life cooking for the residents here. And now I’m probably going to die here, too.” 
 
    The topic made me uncomfortable, so I brought her attention back to the pie. 
 
    “What do I need for ingredients?” 
 
    “I made everything from scratch for Frank, but unfortunately, you won’t find any fresh fruit around here. The only fruits and vegetables we get come in a can.” She gestured a frail hand in the direction of a large closet. “The pantry should have something suitable.”  
 
    I opened the pantry door and inspected the impressive stacks and rows of canned food.  
 
    “Kidney beans, chili beans, refried beans, black beans,” I read off the labels. “They feed you a lot of beans, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. And bingo night smells terrible because of it,” Heni snarked. 
 
    I continued to scan the labels for blueberry pie filling. “I only see cherry pie filling, Heni.” 
 
    “Oh, I suppose that will work in a pinch,” she sighed. “But if you really want the boy to come back, make sure it’s blueberry.” 
 
    I smiled a private grin. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Despite, or perhaps because of, her age, she’d memorized the recipe. I didn’t possess that kind of skill, so I wrote down all of her directions on a piece of paper while I prepared the pie. Heni had been insistent that she walk to the kitchen, but when it came to making the actual pie, that was my chore. It was the only way I’d learn, she said.  
 
    “The secret’s in the crust. Don’t over mix it, and keep all of your ingredients cold,” she instructed. “The flour, the lard—even the water. Use ice water.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Her bright blue eyes narrowed. “Because I said so.” 
 
    I bit back my grin and wrote it all down. “Yes, Heni.” 
 
      
 
    + +  + 
 
      
 
    I loaded one last bag of topsoil into the back of Nikole’s pickup truck. My skin was already sweaty and the work day had hardly begun. Dirt clung to my hands and forearms and probably my face, too. 
 
    “Is that the last of it?” Gwen asked. 
 
    I scanned the immediate area for any other planting supplies or tools we might need for the day. “Looks like it. We just need Nikole, and we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    “She’s probably in the greenhouse,” Gwen said. “If you go grab her, I’ll look up the directions for the first client’s house.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I agreed. 
 
    The greenhouse’s screen door slammed behind me as I entered. I winced at its jarring sound. The captured humidity of the structure hit me nearly as hard as the door had shut. 
 
    “Nikole?” I called out when I didn’t immediately see her. 
 
    The greenhouse wasn’t very large, but the juvenile perennials were in full bloom. Perched in their planters and situated on top of the work tables, most of the potted flowers were taller than me and obscured my view. 
 
    “Back here, Hunter,” I heard Nikole’s voice. 
 
    I found her in a back corner, tending to a long row of two dozen or so miniature terra cotta pots. Most of the containers were so small they couldn’t have held more than a tablespoon of dirt. Tiny plants poked out of the equally tiny pots. The shoots were a variety of shapes and colors, most a variant of mint green. 
 
    Nikole looked deeply focused; I hovered a few feet away, not wanting to interrupt. “Gwen and I have the truck all packed up,” I announced. 
 
    Nikole continued to tend to the mini plants. “Thanks. I just need to finish this up, and then we can go.” 
 
    I took a few steps closer and leaned down to get a better look. I squinted at the tiny terra cotta pots. I’d never seen a properly potted plant so small before.  
 
    “Are those baby cacti?”  
 
    “Succulents,” she corrected. “It’s a common misconception. All cacti are succulents, but not all succulents are cacti.” 
 
    “They’re adorable,” I decided. 
 
    “I know, right? My girlfriend brought them back from California for me.” 
 
    My head snapped up. Wait. Was Nikole gay?  
 
    Her mater-of-fact statement hung in the air like the greenhouse’s humidity. Was she testing me? Did she know that maybe I was gay, too?  
 
    Were all lesbians so lovely? Nikole was tall and thinly muscled. Thick dark hair that she always wore in a high ponytail or a braid. Her skin had a natural olive tone that deepened under the summer sun. She had one of the largest, most contagious grins I’d ever encountered. She smiled with her whole face; her dark brown eyes crinkled at the corners while white, even teeth took over the bottom half of her face. 
 
    I wanted to ask more questions, but she had mentioned having a girlfriend with such casualness that I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. Maybe it was only a friend who happened to be a girl. I half considered asking if she knew Elle Graft, but I didn’t want to insult her—as if all gay women knew each other. 
 
    “Are they full grown?” I asked instead. 
 
    “No, these are the babies. But they’ll stay this size if you keep trimming them down. They propagate like crazy,” she noted. “One plant could potentially turn into hundreds of other little plants.” 
 
    “Wow. For real?” 
 
    She picked up one of the taller succulents. It looked like an aloe plant, only with rounded, bubble-like leaves. “Like this little one. It’s starting to look a little leggy.” She ran her fingertip over the ends of the lower stems. “When it gets a little bigger, I’ll pluck these lower stems off, lay them out to dry, and each little stem will turn into a whole new plant. If you leave the lower stems on, they’ll eventually wither up and die, so you’ve got to stay on top of trimming.” 
 
    “That’s amazing.” 
 
    She hummed in agreement. “Remind me when we get back today, and I’ll give you one for your dorm room.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I rejected.  
 
    “Soak the soil about once a week,” she instructed, ignoring my attempt to refuse her generosity. “They can go for long periods without water, but they still need water, sun, and soil just like any other plant. Which one do you like the best?” 
 
    I picked up one of the tiny potted plants. It looked like a fully bloomed rose, but it was green all over. 
 
    Nikole cocked her head in thought. “They’re actually kind of perfect dorm room plants. Hardy little buggers. I should talk to my college contact and see if she can get me an in.” 
 
    “Is this the same person who hung the job posters?” 
 
    Nikole nodded. “You might actually know her. She teaches—.” 
 
    The greenhouse screen door slammed shut. “You ladies done gossiping in here?” Gwen asked, hands on her hips. “Need I remind you, we get paid by the job, not the hour.” 
 
    “Are you the boss, or me?” Nikole challenged with a playful grin.  
 
    “Actually, I’m the forewoman today,” I chimed in. “So I’m kind of the boss.” 
 
    Nikole’s dark eyes glittered. “Someone’s getting awfully comfortable around here.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Gwen’s right though; we’d better do some actual work today.” 
 
    I couldn’t afford to get too comfortable around Nikole, especially if she had a girlfriend. It would be just my luck to have a crush on two women who were out of my league.   
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    The tiny potted succulent that Nikole had gifted me sat on the desk in my bedroom, next to my laptop. Downstairs, my mom was slaving over the stove for another family dinner my dad would show up late to; Brian was playing video games in his bedroom; while I composed the most important e-mail of my life. 
 
    Colette’s refusal to be ignored chimed through the speakers of my laptop. I could have signed out of my messenger account, but she would have only nagged me worse when I eventually returned. I should have never told her I was writing Elle an e-mail. 
 
    I wasn’t sure when it had happened, but at some point during the summer, Professor Graft had become Elle. She was no longer my instructor, and I’d have no reason to take another of her classes, yet in a similar situation I would have never referred to other instructors by anything but their title. Maybe it had been seeing her off-campus and being in her home or talking to her at Del Sol without her battle armor on that had given my brain permission to think of her as simply Elle. 
 
    Professor Graft was kind and serious. It was clear she worked hard to be an effective teacher. She wore pencil skirts and high heels, and her chestnut hair fell is perfect waves around her perfectly lovely face. She wore pearl necklaces and probably ate organic food and went to Pilates. 
 
    Elle wore t-shirts and jeans. She didn’t bother with her hair and she liked ponytails and messy buns. She ate peanut butter out of the container with a spoon and preferred flip-flops over high heels. She drank beer on the weekends, and her favorite item of clothing was a tattered sweatshirt she’d had since high school. 
 
    I knew none of these things. I’d earned glimpses into her private life and had filled in the blanks with the things I wanted to be true. She was both of those women and neither. 
 
    I looked over my rough draft. Each word had to be spelled correctly with no stylistic or grammar mistakes. She was an English professor; she would notice those errors more than anybody else. But even more so than dotting my I’s and crossing my T’s, this was my only opportunity to reconnect and make sure I saw her again. Anything else—dropping by her house or even her campus office—would have felt too forward, too intrusive. 
 
    My lips moved as I silently read the e-mail another time: 
 
      
 
    Hi Professor Graft, 
 
      
 
    I just finished your book, and I wanted to know how you wanted me to give it back to you.  I won’t be on campus much this semester because it’s my senior year and I have an internship at the hospital, but I could drop it off at your house or bring it by your campus office.  
 
    I’m sorry it’s taken me so long—I’m really not this slow of a reader.  I’m hoping you’re still interested in talking with me about The Bell Jar when you have some time. I really enjoyed it. Thank you for the recommendation. 
 
    I hope your summer went well—even if you had work to do. 
 
     
 
    - Hunter Dyson 
 
      
 
    The e-mail had gone through several drafts to get to this point. I still wasn’t entirely satisfied with it, but I did like the final line that alluded to our brief conversation at the coffee shop. It was like we had an inside joke or common point of reference. 
 
    I stared at the one sentence that was giving me pause: I could drop it off at your house or bring it by your campus office. Was that being too presumptuous? Would she think I was crossing a line by reminding her that I’d been in her house before?  
 
    I took a break from the draft and scanned through Colette’s noisy plea to be allowed to read at least a rough draft of my e-mail. As I’d ignored her, the instant messages had piled up: 
 
    I can help. I have very good English. 
 
    Why won’t you let me help? 
 
    Please. 
 
    I did research on this kind of thing. Let me read it, at least.  
 
    s’il tu plait. 
 
    The tone of her messages turned from helpful to frustrated. 
 
    Come on! 
 
    Stop ignoring me. 
 
    Where are you? Did you send it yet? 
 
    Hunter, damn it. 
 
    The final pleas became more apologetic. 
 
    I’m sorry. I’m being too pushy.  
 
    This is your life, so you should write it. 
 
    But, please? 
 
    My response was brief and to the point: No. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I returned to my rough draft and read over it for the hundredth time. It was ironic that she was the professor who had helped me fine-tune drafts of my college essays, yet this was one piece of writing I couldn’t go to her for feedback. 
 
    Should I include my full name in the signature? I second-guessed myself and erased the Dyson. How many other Hunters did she know? But did that sound too informal, even though I wanted to be informal? I triple-guessed myself and typed in my last name again. 
 
    It was torture that I continued to think about her. I’d long finished The Bell Jar and had even checked out a few books of Plath’s poetry, but I’d yet to e-mail her back that I’d completed the book. It was partly self-preservation. I knew it was wildly unlikely that she might think of me as anything but a timid, underperforming, former student.  
 
    I might be able to surprise her with my insight if I read all the available Spark Notes on the subject, but would it realistically go any further than that? Maybe the smart thing would be to drop the book off in her faculty mailbox on campus, and I’d never have to think about her or those distracting legs again—the safe thing at least, especially for my heart. 
 
    I held my breath while my index finger hovered over my trackpad. 
 
    Finally, I hit Send. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My mom flopped down on my bed. “Big plans for today?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Outside, the sky was dark and a light rain struck against my bedroom windows. We didn’t garden on the days it rained.  
 
    “You should call up some your friends and do something before the school year starts,” she suggested. “Order some pizzas, watch movies. It could be like a good old-fashioned sleepover.” 
 
    “None of my friends are from here, Mom. They’re all back home.” 
 
    I’d had this conversation with her several times. I wondered what she would say if she knew my only friend in town was a salty octogenarian named Heni. 
 
    “What about Sara? You don’t talk about her much.” 
 
    “She’s busy taking summer classes so she can graduate a semester early.” 
 
    My mom looked impressed. “That’s awfully ambitious. Probably saved her parents a few thousand dollars.” 
 
    I hummed, but I didn’t qualify my mom’s observation. Sara was actually paying her own way through college so her parents had no ammunition to guilt her into coming home over school breaks.  
 
    I didn’t really understand her aversion to her parents. They lived on the same street as my parents so I often saw them working in their yard or on their way to and from work. I’d never had a lengthy conversation with either of her parents, but they’d seemed genuine and personable in our brief interactions. But I didn’t pry into Sara’s life, and she didn’t offer up why she was so desperate to get away. It had become even more transparent in recent years that she was counting down the days until graduation so she could get a head-start on the rest of her life, presumably some place far, far away from her parents and this town. 
 
    “Do you want to go to the mall?” my mom asked. “We could get you some back-to-school clothes. My treat.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at the suggestion. Her phrasing sounded like she wanted to buy me a lunchbox to match my backpack. Maybe a pencil box and a Trapper Keeper. I hated shopping in general, but especially with my mom. She would drag me into one store after another to try on outfits that weren’t my style. We most definitely did not share a clothing aesthetic. She wanted me in dresses and skirts when I was far more at ease in t-shirts and jeans. 
 
    “No thanks. I don’t really need new clothes. I’ll be living in scrubs next year.” And basically the rest of my working life, I realized. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, but thanks for the offer.” 
 
    She hesitated, jangling her car keys in one hand. I should have gone along—I knew she would have appreciated a girls’ day, just the two of us, but I couldn’t muster the fake enthusiasm needed to not start a fight. I knew what would happen; I’d be low energy, and she would complain about why she’d even brought me there in the first place, we’d fight and then not talk for the rest of the day. 
 
    “Well, okay. I hate to see you moping around the house. You’re either at work or on your computer in your room. You should go out and have some fun before school starts.” 
 
    “I will, Mom. Have fun at the mall.” 
 
    The house was silent with her departure. Brian had a summer job at the country club as a golf caddy, and my dad wouldn’t be home from work until he showed up late for dinner. 
 
    I made myself a sandwich in the kitchen and took it back upstairs to my room. I sat on my bed and, out of habit, opened my laptop and e-mail program like I’d done so many times, waiting for an e-mail response that still hadn’t come. During the academic year, Elle responded to messages well within twenty-four hours. I couldn’t understand the delay. She might have been out of town—maybe on vacation or visiting family—but did people really ever go off the grid? I might not have been as technology savvy or social media obsessed as other people my age, but I still checked my e-mail at least once a day, even during family vacations. 
 
    What could have changed since I’d seen her at Del Sol? 
 
    I left my uneaten sandwich on my dresser and grabbed my car keys. I didn’t have a destination in mind, but I couldn’t stick around the empty house and torture myself by waiting for an e-mail that might never come. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
    
The public library was quiet for a summer afternoon. There were no after-school programs going on and no storybook readings to bring children into the library. Some older individuals worked at computer stations, quietly typing and browsing the internet, competing only with the periodic bluster of the HVAC system. 
 
    The librarian behind the circulation desk was a pretty redhead who looked to be only a few years older than me. I thought she might be new, not that I was a regular patron. She wore a cardigan draped over her shoulders and a button-up silk shirt. Her skin was predictably pale with a splash of freckles across her nose that made her appear younger than she probably was. She probably got carded when she tried to buy alcohol. 
 
    I set the thin novel on the circulation desk along with my library card. She made no comment about my book selection, but went to the work of recording my name in a computer database. 
 
    “Have you read this book?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at the cover again. “Second Chances? No. It doesn’t sound familiar.” 
 
    “It’s a lesbian novel,” I blurted out.  
 
    I’d smuggled the novel back into the library only to properly check it out. It was the closest thing I’d done to Coming Out to someone besides Colette. 
 
    I saw the edge of her mouth twitch. She stamped the inside cover. “The book’s due in two weeks.” 
 
    I grabbed the book off of the front desk and shoved it into my open backpack—the same backpack I’d used to steal the book in the first place. 
 
    After my awkward declaration, I couldn’t bring myself to look her in the eye. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled. 
 
    
+ + + 
 
    
“I had lunch with Beth today. I told her about you. About us.” 
 
    Reagan looked surprised. “You did? What did you tell her?” 
 
    “I admit I met up with her at first to make sure she knew how important discretion is. If my parents found out…” 
 
    “I know,” Reagan sighed, cutting her off. “You don’t have to explain it to me again. I get it.” 
 
    Allison examined the other girl’s face. “But I realized something,” she said softly. “After talking to Beth I realized how relieved I was that somebody knew; that I didn’t have to keep this a secret anymore.” She grabbed Reagan’s hands and brought her knuckles to her lips. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a very long time. And I’m so sorry I’m not brave enough to shout it from the mountaintops. You deserve so much better than me.” 
 
    I closed the pages of my no-longer-contraband book and set it on my lap. 
 
    After my trip to the local library, I hadn’t wanted to go home yet. The day was still grey and rainy, so I drove into the city to the one place that never failed to put me in a good mood. 
 
    I had grown up in the city, and trips to the local aquarium had been habitual, especially during school breaks when my parents hadn’t known what to do with my brother and me when there wasn’t homework to fill our spare time.  
 
    It was a modest-sized aquarium, appropriately sized for our modest city. We couldn’t boast of any whales or dolphins or belugas, but we had an octopus, an old sea turtle, and plenty of fish. The most popular area was the touch pool where kids could poke and prod terrified stingrays, sea cucumber, and starfish. 
 
    My favorite section of the building was a small display that featured sea creatures indigenous to Australia. I had never really traveled anywhere in my life, and the island continent was just about as far away as I could image a person being from the northern Midwest.  
 
    I smiled at the mothers who walked with their small children in tow, but I knew the smile wouldn’t really reach my eyes. It was an instinctual, forced behavior rather than genuine. Make eye contact. Smile at people, even strangers. Don’t take up too much space. Part of it was the Golden Rule, but a larger part was probably the result of my parents’ influence.  
 
    I sighed loudly, knowing that I was the only patron in earshot. Another of my parents’ instructions—don’t show emotion in public. Save those feelings for behind private doors. 
 
    I stood from the bench to stand before the smallish tank that contained my favorite aquarium resident, Sam the cuttlefish. He hovered gracefully in his underwater prison. His strange W-shaped eyes stared straight ahead, not registering my presence, yet I knew their unique shape allowed them to see in front of them and behind them at the same time. 
 
    I wondered what he thought about his life. Had he been born in captivity? Did he know the difference between the pull of the ocean current and the filter on his tank? Did he know there were others like him—hundreds or thousands, probably—or did he think he was the only one of his kind?  
 
    Was he lonely? 
 
    A defiant stray tear escaped a tear duct. I quickly brushed it away before anyone could walk by and notice. I slipped my sunglasses off my forehead to settle on the bridge of my nose.  
 
    It was time I stopped obsessing. It was time I forgot about Elle Graft. It was time I moved on. 
 
      
 
    + + +  
 
      
 
    I stared at the green painted door. There were no windows and no signage on the building. The parking lot was practically empty and the sidewalk in front of the building was barren—no patio furniture, no patrons. A rusted coffee can served as both a cigarette butt trashcan and a doorstop to prop open the front entrance. Only the black-and-white sticker decals on the door, listing the street address—501—told me I was in the right place. 
 
    I smoothed my hands down the front of my battle armor—a button-up buffalo check flannel shirt, paired with knee-high leather boots and skinny jeans. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I muttered to no one. 
 
    The door pushed silently open. I made a face when the stale odor of old cigarette smoke hit my nostrils. Bars in Minnesota had gone smoke free long ago, so the stench of cigarettes was either trapped in the paint and the carpet or no one cared about breaking the law.  
 
    I was surprised to have made it that far. There’d been no one to check my ID when I first entered the bar. I had been expecting at least a record scratch when I walked in, but none of the bar’s sparsely populated patrons paid me notice. 
 
    The next obstacle was the lone bartender—a pale woman with jet black hair. Tattoos peppered her bare arms, visible beneath her black tank top. She stood behind the long, central bar laughing with some of the bar’s other patrons.  
 
    I leaned against the bar top and shifted my weight from one foot to the next. The bartender hadn’t noticed my presence, and I wasn’t quite sure how to catch her attention. Should I wave money in the air? Clear my throat loudly? I didn’t want to stick out more than I already did, and I didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t know what to do. I’d only ever been to one bar before, but I doubted the bar at the supper club my family frequented actually counted. 
 
    I stood patiently, wide-eyed and taking everything in. Unoccupied pool tables crowded the front of the bar. A vacant dance floor, another empty space with dart boards on the wall, and the bar itself took up the remainder of the space. Table tents describing upcoming events and drink specials reassured lingering doubts that I was in the right place—Peggy’s—which, according to the internet, was the only gay bar in the area. 
 
    “Who you trying to kid?” 
 
    A woman sat a few barstools away from me. She cradled a nearly empty pint glass. 
 
    I turned my head to the right and to my left; I wasn’t sure she was talking to me. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    Her voice was a low, gravelly rasp. “Who you trying to kid?” she repeated. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she was asking, but she stared at me as if expecting an answer.   
 
    I didn’t have one, so I left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hot tears of embarrassment stung my eyes as I blindly drove back to my parents’ home in the suburbs. I was never going to figure this out. I was never going to meet a nice girl. I was going to die a virgin. Maybe I’d become a nun. I wasn’t even Catholic, but I’d probably get more action at a convent than how I was faring in the real world. 
 
    Who are you trying to kid? 
 
    The confrontation had rattled me. Maybe she’d been calling me out for being under-aged and trying to get served at the bar. But more than questioning my age, it had felt like she had been questioning my sexuality. 
 
    You’re not really gay, she seemed to be saying. You don’t belong here.  
 
    Everyone was already asleep by the time I got home, so thankfully I didn’t have to explain where I’d been or why my eyes looked like I’d been crying. My clothes and my hair smelled like cigarette smoke even though I’d been in the bar for all of five minutes. I washed my face, changed into pajamas, and locked myself in my bedroom. 
 
    Elle’s copy of The Bell Jar was on my desk. I thought about burning it in the bonfire in the backyard. I thought about tearing out each page, one by one, to purge myself of her. But as I held the well-loved book in my frustrated hands, I couldn’t bring myself to damage something she so obviously esteemed. I threw the book into the top drawer of my desk so I wouldn’t have to look at it—out of sight, but not out of mind. 
 
    Why hadn’t she e-mailed me back? Why didn’t she want her book back? Why didn’t she want me? 
 
    I fell onto my bed and opened my laptop. I was too emotional to be tired, but I needed a distraction. Colette was reliably online. I could always count on Colette. 
 
    Hey, I messaged her.  
 
    You’re back early, she observed.  
 
    It didn’t go as planned. Understatement of the year. 
 
    Do you want to video chat? she asked. 
 
    I put on a brave front. No. Everyone’s asleep, and I don’t want to wake them up. I’ll be okay. 
 
    Offer’s always out there. 
 
    I know. And thank you. 
 
    I waited for Colette to carry the conversation like she normally did, but my instant messenger window remained unchanged.  
 
    Just ask, I told her. I know it’s killing you. 
 
    THANK GOD. WHAT HAPPENED AT THE LESBIAN BAR?? 
 
    In another situation, her all-caps response would have had me laughing.  
 
    There was no point in lying. I chickened out. I saw a lesbian and ran the other way. 
 
    That’s not how you’re supposed to do this, she observed. 
 
    This idea was doomed before I even got there, I complained. The bar scene isn’t for me, Colette. I’m not even 21. 
 
    Why don’t you go online? she suggested. That’s how everyone finds a date these days. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at the proposal. Go trolling in a chatroom? No thanks. 
 
    Are you from this century? Just make a dating profile. 
 
    I immediately rejected her idea. No way. 
 
    Do you want a girlfriend? 
 
    I exhaled noisily. I don’t know what I want. 
 
    Elle Graft, but that wasn’t happening. 
 
    You still like girls, right? she posed. 
 
    Yeah. I guess. 
 
    It was more like girl in the singular. 
 
    Make a dating profile and see what happens, she insisted. You don’t even have to meet them IRL. Just flirt a little online. It might be good practice.  
 
    IRL? 
 
    In Real Life. Damn, you really are a grandma. 
 
    I’m new to this! I defended myself. 
 
    Which is exactly why you need a profile, she prodded. You don’t want to go on a date and have no idea how any of this works, do you? 
 
    Colette was making too much sense, which meant I definitely needed to go to bed. Nothing good could happen at that late hour.  
 
    I’m going to bed, I announced. 
 
    That’s a good plan. Sleep on it. Things will look clearer in the morning. 
 
    Good night, Colette, I signed off.  
 
    Fais de beaux rêves. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    My morning routine was the same regardless if school was in-session or if I was at home on break. I dragged myself to my desk to check my e-mail first thing, even before I’d had coffee or had brushed my teeth. That morning I woke up to one new message in my inbox, but it wasn’t from the woman I wanted to hear from. The e-mail was from Colette, which I thought unusual. We hardly e-mailed anymore; the bulk of our written communication came through instant messenger. 
 
    The subject line read: I made you a profile. 
 
    I clicked through to the e-mail to discover a hyperlink and password. My heart lodged in my throat as I clicked on the link. My inbox minimized in favor of the landing page of a GLBTQ dating site.  
 
    No. She wouldn’t have done that. Would she?  
 
    With growing trepidation, I entered the log-in information she’d provided. 
 
    The next page loaded more slowly than the first. A thumbnail picture of my smiling face appeared next to a brief paragraph of text: 
 
    Hi! My name is Hunter, and I’m a 20 y/o nursing student. I’m new to this whole thing (being gay and online dating)! 
 
    Likes: cats, running, breakfast food, and Sylvia Plath. 
 
    Let’s meet up for coffee and talk about books. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    I opened my messaging program and slammed the keys on my laptop: I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU. 
 
    Good morning, Colette replied. I see you got my e-mail. 
 
    WHAT HAVE YOU DONE. 
 
    It’s a placeholder. You can change whatever you don’t like. But you have messages already; turns out I’m pretty good at this. 
 
    I started my frantic reply, but my video chat program jingled with an incoming call from Colette.  
 
    “Cats, Sylvia Plath, and breakfast food?” I hissed, well aware that the rest of the house was probably awake. 
 
    “Lesbians like cats and books. And if you talk about breakfast food, it’ll make them think about spending the night and making you breakfast the next morning.” She wiggled her dark eyebrows for effect. 
 
    “How are you suddenly the expert on all things gay?” 
 
    “I googled it.” 
 
    “Colette, you have to take that thing down.” 
 
    “Why?” she whined. “I worked so hard on it!” 
 
    “Because I don’t want a bunch of strangers looking at my picture!” 
 
    “Pictures get you more interest,” she stated matter-of-factly. “If you don’t have a picture, they’ll think you’re cat-fishing them.” 
 
    “I can’t have a profile, period. What if my parents found out?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize your family was into online lesbian dating.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I said heatedly. “This will get back to them somehow.” 
 
    “You have to tell them at some point,.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m only just figuring this out for myself. You have to give me more time,” I implored. 
 
    Even through the pixelated image, I could tell Colette was disappointed. “I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “I know you are,” I tried gently. “But this is something I’ve got to do for myself.” 
 
    “I won’t delete it, but I’ll take it offline,” she compromised. “And then when you’re ready, you’ll have a profile all ready to go.” 
 
    The weight on my chest lightened. “Okay. I can agree to that.” 
 
    A sharp knock on my bedroom door had me jerking alert. “Hunter, get a move on if you want waffles before work.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom!” I yelled back.  
 
    I returned my attention to my laptop and Colette. “You promise you’ll deactivate it?” 
 
    “I promise,” she grumbled. 
 
    “And you won’t start messaging people on my behalf?” I warned. 
 
    Colette’s features split into a playful grin. “Well, now you’re just giving me ideas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve never …” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    The blonde woman shook her head. “Not with a girl.” 
 
    Her brunette counterpart smiled. “You don’t have to be afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not.” The blonde sat up straighter, back erect. 
 
    The brunette’s mouth twisted into a knowing smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” the blonde insisted in that same stubborn tone. “I just wanted you to know. In case you had … expectations.” 
 
    “I’m not expecting anything,” the brunette tried to assure. 
 
    The blonde looked away, but only briefly. She seemed to be summoning her courage before doing the thing she’d been dreaming about for uncountable nights. She set her palms flat on the twin mattress and leaned closer to the other woman. 
 
    The brunette wet her lips when she noticed the tilt of the blonde’s body. She shifted on the mattress, resulting in a noticeable creak. 
 
    The blonde ducked her head, as if having second-thoughts or at least showing her anxiety about what they were about to do. 
 
    The brunette reached for the woman with her nearest hand. The other remained firmly clutching the top of the white comforter. Her fingertips brushed through cornsilk-soft hair. She fiddled with a thick lock between her thumb and forefinger. 
 
    The blonde surged forward, and their mouths—finally—connected. Quiet, wet noises filled my ears. The kisses were soft; only their mouths touched. Neither woman appeared brave enough to heighten the intimacy of the exchange. 
 
    My chest tightened when the blonde slowly reached for the attractive brunette. Her hand hung in the air and slowly narrowed the distance between their bodies before falling onto a covered breast. The brunette’s throaty approval rattled in my ears. 
 
    My eyes skipped from the screen of my laptop to my closed bedroom door. Had that been a knock? 
 
    “Hunter?” 
 
    I tugged the earbuds from my ears. “Yeah?” 
 
    The doorknob rattled. My mom’s voice carried through the closed door. “Why is this door locked?”  
 
    I quickly closed the browser window and shut my laptop even though she couldn’t get into my room. “Brian was annoying me, so I locked him out.” 
 
    I hated all of the lies, but what was I supposed to tell her—the truth? Sorry mom, I was just checking out some lesbian porn, and it was getting pretty heated, so I didn’t want you to walk in on me. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    “Do you want to go for a walk before dinner?” she asked. 
 
    I glanced at my laptop. “I’m pretty tired,” I excused. 
 
    “Just around the block,” my mom quantified. “I’ve been cooped up all day.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “Give me a second to change, and I’ll be right down.” 
 
    I listened for the footsteps on the staircase before returning to my laptop. As much as I wanted to bookmark the video to check it out later when all the house had gone to sleep, self-preservation kicked in. I took an extra moment to clear my browser history, cookies, and cache. I didn’t want anyone in my family to accidentally discover the truth on my laptop. I would tell them when I was ready. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My mom walked at a brisk pace. The sun was high in the afternoon sky, and with minimal trees to shade the street, I began to work up a sweat after only a few minutes of walking. My parents’ neighborhood had been zoned specifically as a subdivision where houses of equitable value would be built. Everyone had the same size lot with an attached garage that added to the hegemony of the neighborhood. There was little architectural diversity with the exception of what color door each house had.  
 
    Kids played basketball on an above-ground hoop or rode around in small packs on their bikes and razor scooters. Young children played in their front yards, running and squealing through sprinklers while dads in long shorts mowed lawns and moms in yoga pants weeded flower gardens. The neighborhood was solidly upper-middle class, but not so affluent that people didn’t do their own yard work. Nikole’s landscaping company wouldn’t have found business in my parents’ subdivision.  
 
    “Senior year,” my mom said in lieu of a conversation starter. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “You must be excited.” 
 
    “Not particularly,” I said in truth.  
 
    I was eager to get back to school so I would no longer be under the watchful eyes of my parents, but I wasn’t in any hurry to graduate. There was too much I didn’t have figured out yet. 
 
    “Is this a delayed reaction from high school?” 
 
    I turned my head. “What?” 
 
    “You never rebelled in high school,” she explained. “Everyone says that high schoolers are like toddlers all over again. I kept waiting for it to happen, but it never did. Not even when we made you go to a different school when your dad got his new job.” 
 
    “And you think I’m rebelling now?” I questioned, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can’t pretend that I haven’t noticed you’ve been moodier than usual.” 
 
    She let the observation hang in the air. 
 
    “I was your age once, you know. I was married with kids,” she qualified, “but I was twenty once, too. You know you can talk to me, right?” 
 
    My mom and I were similarly built—taller than average with long limbs and lean lines. We had the same shade of blonde hair and the same grey-blue eyes. But beyond our appearances, we had little in common. She’d married my dad while still in college and had never really had a career beyond being a stay-at-home mom. I knew she supported my desire to have more than that, but like most moms of a certain age, she was also concerned about me one day giving her grandbabies. 
 
    “I’m okay, Mom.” 
 
    “You haven’t been yourself,” she reiterated. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” I insisted. 
 
    “Do you want to talk to someone? Like a professional?” 
 
    I nearly stopped walking. “You mean a shrink?”  
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” she readily dismissed. “Lots of people go to therapy when they’re going through something.” 
 
    “Have you ever?” I questioned.  
 
    Her features pinched beneath her oversized sunglasses. “Well, no. But I’m sure people do it all the time.” 
 
    “I’m really okay, Mom,” I resisted. “I guess I’m at a crossroad in my life—lots of things to think about going into my last year of college.” 
 
    I’d been so consumed by deciphering my sexuality that details like what kind of nurse I wanted to be had slipped to the backburner. It was unlike me to keep putting off such an important life-decision. 
 
    “You don’t talk about your friends. Or boys. Do you date?” she continued to press. “I don’t even know if it’s appropriate of me to be asking. I just want to know what’s going on in your life. I want you to let me in.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about,” I insisted. “I’m not dating anyone.” 
 
    “But you want to, right?”  
 
    “I guess,” I said, noncommittally. 
 
    We walked for a while without speaking. Our tennis shoes crunched on loose rocks on the paved road. 
 
    “You’ve always had it together,” my mom said. “Even when you were little, I never had to worry about you. You made parenting easy. Slept through the night right away, ate everything on your plate. You weren’t fussy. Your brother on the other hand …” she chuckled. “It’s a good thing we had you first and not him, otherwise he’d be an only child.” 
 
    I knew all she wanted was to be included in the conversation. But I couldn’t tell her what was going on in my life because not even I knew what was happening. I was thankful for the reflective sunglasses that covered my eyes. It was far easier to school my features than to hide the tears forming in the corners of my eyes. 
 
    I’d had a crush on a girl, but what did that mean? Was I officially gay now? Did I have to put a rainbow sticker on my car? Or did I have to go on an actual date first or maybe even kiss a girl to determine something like that? Plenty of people knew they were straight without having ever been intimate with someone of the opposite sex. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “As soon as I’m dating someone special, Mom, you’ll be the first person I tell,” I vowed. 
 
    My mom rewarded the little allowance with a brilliant smile. “I know I pry into your life. I know I get on you. But I worry. Just because you’re out of the house doesn’t mean I stop being your mom. I still worry about you, just as if you were still in first grade. Is she making friends? Are the other kids being nice? Did she do well on the spelling test?” She sighed loudly. “You’ll have kids someday, and then you’ll know—then you’ll understand what it’s like to be me.” 
 
    “God help me if that day ever comes,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    We ate a lot of salads in the summer. The local farmer’s market was abundant, and my mom didn’t like to use the oven. It heated up the whole house and triggered the air conditioner, which my parents normally reserved for the lone summer week it actually got above 80 degrees. 
 
    I was nearly finished with my dinner by the time my dad made it home. He said his hellos and made a typical apology for why he was yet again late. 
 
    “Are we all on a diet?” he asked, surveying the dining room and loosening his tie. 
 
    “I’ve got beef patties in the refrigerator if you want to grill something,” my mom said. “I was saving them for tomorrow though.” 
 
    “I’m just kidding. I could probably stand to lose some L-Bs.” My dad slapped at his stomach which had begun to droop over the waistband of his pants in recent years. 
 
    The legs of his chair screeched as he sat down at the head of the table. “Brian, could you pass me some of that rabbit food?” 
 
    “If you don’t want salad, there’s an entire kitchen full of food.” My mom’s tone had been accommodating before, but now she sounded annoyed. 
 
    “I’m only kidding, Ellen.” My dad lifted his voice with a cheerful lilt. “How was everybody’s day?”  
 
    His question was met with a collective murmur of fines and okays. 
 
    “Brian, I ran into Coach Stevens on my lunch break. He says the football team is in dire need of a running back this season.” 
 
    Brian pushed around the few remaining spring greens on his plate with his fork. “I’m running cross-country, Dad.” 
 
    “I know, I know. But wouldn’t you rather run through someone than run through a cross-country course?” 
 
    “Not really,” my brother mumbled. 
 
    “You know I’m not comfortable with Brian playing football,” my mom chastised. “You hear all those stories these days about concussions leading to brain damage later in life.” 
 
    “CTE,” I chimed in like an automated robot. “Leads to memory loss, aggression, depression, impulse control issues and sometimes suicidal behavior.” 
 
    “See? Listen to your daughter,” my mom said. “She’s a nurse; she knows about these things.” 
 
    My dad laughed pleasantly. “Looks like I’m outnumbered again.”  
 
    “I need you to reseed the lawn over the weekend,” my mom announced, changing the subject. Our conversation had probably become too confrontational for her. “I’ve told Doug Johnson he needs to keep his dog on a leash, but there’s yellow spots all over the yard.” 
 
    “Can I be excused?” I blurted out. 
 
    I could feel three pairs of eyes on me, but I didn’t care. 
 
    I wanted to scream. Was this what marriage was like? Was this what happened when two people had been together for so long that they no longer had anything to talk about than grass seed and yardwork?  
 
    I might not have had everything figured out, but I knew I didn’t want this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    
“You’re so tan!” Meghan squealed. She threw her arms around me and pulled me in for a crushing hug. 
 
    “Hi,” I laughed, accepting the aggressive embrace. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    Meghan held me at arm’s length. “Damn, girl; I should have gotten a gardening job, too.” She stuck out her lower lip. “I didn’t see the sun all summer.” 
 
    “Yeah, but your bank account must be pretty happy from all those tips you made,” I countered. 
 
    “God, I can’t wait to graduate,” Meghan sighed. “I’ll never have to waitress again.” She draped her arm around my shoulders as we walked towards our pick-up spot. “The food-service industry isn’t so bad, but my parents are slave drivers. I’m glad I went to college for the simple fact of never having to work at my family’s restaurant again.” 
 
    At a distance, I waved at Taylor, Erica, and Cheryl, who, like a handful of my classmates, were waiting in the main campus parking lot. The college provided transportation to the hospital for our nursing internship. For a full semester, we would be spending the first half of our day at the hospital and then return for afternoon classes. 
 
    My friends and I exchanged hugs and pleasantries, and I realized how much I’d missed my cohort and how excited I was to be back. Senior year of college came with a lot of emotional baggage. As much as I hated to admit it, my mom was probably right—the year would be over before I knew it and then I’d have to actually live in the real world, not my academic bubble. I mentally vowed in that moment that I wouldn’t waste this opportunity. We still had coursework and the NCLEX exam to prepare for, but I wanted to enjoy my friends and my final year of college. 
 
    My friends and I climbed into one of the eleven-passenger vans. Two vans would be traveling to the local hospital—one filled with nursing students and the other with pre-med students.  
 
    Meghan and I scrambled to the very back bench like kids on a school bus. She held my hand in an innocent, but overly familiar gesture. 
 
    Taylor, sitting in the bench in front of us, turned around in her seat. “How was your summer, Hunter? Did you do anything fun?” 
 
    I thought about the emotional rollercoaster of the past few months. I was starting the new academic year with confidence that I’d be too busy with my hospital internship to think about girls—one in particular. I still had the dating profile Colette had made for me, but something had me holding back from activating it. It could have been from fear that my parents or someone they knew would see it. But if I started actively seeking out other women, did that mean I had totally given up on Elle? 
 
    “It was fine,” I shrugged. “Just worked a lot. Nothing too exciting.” 
 
    Professor Donnally—head of the pre-med program—stuck his head into our van. “Do you have room for one more? The other van is full.” 
 
    “There’s room back here!” Meghan hollered near my ear. 
 
    A boy whom I didn’t recognize climbed through the open sliding door and climbed to the back of the van. He scaled unsteadily over stretched-out legs and backpacks that had been tossed into the aisle. 
 
    “Sorry,” he mumbled an apology when he nearly sat on my lap. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. 
 
    He crossed his arms across his chest and held his legs close together. It was a tight fit on the back bench, and it was clear he was trying to take up as little space as possible.  
 
    Meghan leaned across me to address the new passenger. “Benjamin, right?”  
 
    He nodded. “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I’m Meghan,” she introduced. She jerked her thumb in my direction, nearly hitting my face: “And this is Hunter.”  
 
    He smiled tightly and gave us a quick wave. 
 
    The drive to the hospital took no time at all. I didn’t even have enough time to get nervous before we were climbing out of the van and walking through the front entrance of the hospital. 
 
    I took in everything as the automatic doors closed behind me. The vastness of the lobby. The height of the ceiling. The sunlight spilling through giant windows. The faces of the staff as they rushed around. I’d obviously been in hospitals before—I’d broken my arm when I was much younger, and I could remember visiting my grandma when she’d gotten sick—but there something decidedly different about walking in and knowing that I’d be working there for at least the next year. 
 
    My gaze lifted to the ceiling when a voice boomed over the hospital intercom: “Paging Doctor Elliott. Doctor Elliott to the nurse’s station.” 
 
    My friends and I stood clustered together in the hospital lobby, while we waited for instructions. I tugged on the bottom hem of my new scrub top. Now in our senior year, we’d finally gotten to ditch the white sailor outfits for the more traditional blue. The anxiety around me was palpable, which put me moderately at ease; at least I wasn’t the only one nervous about our first day on the job.  
 
    A dark-haired man with a five o’clock shadow pushed through a set of doors, followed by a small, round black woman. They both wore blue scrubs and identification badges.  
 
    They stopped in front of our tittering, nervous group. The man clapped his hands together. “Ahhh, fresh meat.” 
 
    “Don’t scare the children on the first day of school, Dr. Elliott,” the woman censured. 
 
    “Damn,” I heard Meghan hiss under her breath. “I’d let Dr. Elliott check my vitals any day.” 
 
    I elbowed her to be quiet. I never wanted to be singled out for speaking out of turn, but especially not on the first day.  
 
    “I apologize. Let me start over.” The man—Dr. Elliott—raised his voice to be heard over the activity of the hospital. “Welcome, seniors, to the rest of your life. I’m Dr. Thomas Elliott and this fine young thing is Nurse Geri Shorts. We will be your guides, your mentors, your confidants, and your worst nightmare for the next few months.” 
 
    The shorter woman rolled her eyes. “Last time I let you make the introductions. Nursing candidates, follow me,” she crisply instructed. “Pre-med, you’ll be shadowing Dr. Elliott. And may God have mercy on your souls.” 
 
    I watched Meghan give a kind of hungry look toward the pre-med students before Dr. Elliott led them away. We nursing students remained with Nurse Shorts. 
 
    “This way,” she instructed. “And step lively; we don’t have all day.” 
 
    We walked through the doors from which Dr. Elliott and Nurse Shorts had recently appeared, into the epicenter of the hospital. I could tell what my friends were thinking because I was thinking it, too: Things were getting real. We’d made it.  
 
    Nurse Shorts led us down a corridor and into a conference room with a large table at its center and padded office chairs positioned around the room. 
 
    “Grab a seat,” Nurse Shorts instructed in that same dry, no-nonsense tone. “Hurry up. Also—full disclosure—I probably won’t remember your names after today, but for the sake of due diligence, let’s go around the room for introductions. Tell me your name, where you’re originally from, and what kind of nursing you’re planning on going into.” 
 
    My stomach dropped with a feeling of dread. Over the summer I should have been researching or at least thinking about what kind of medicine I wanted to work in, but I was no closer to making that decision than when my junior year of college had ended.  
 
    The introductions went around the room, and, far too quickly, they stopped atme.  
 
    I clasped my hands together. I cleared my throat to remove the lump. “I’m Hunter Dyson. I’m originally from here. And I’m undecided.” 
 
    “Undecided?” Nurse Shorts echoed.  
 
    I was fully aware that I was the only nurse-in-training in our cohort who didn’t know what they wanted to do with the rest of their life. 
 
    My new mentor frowned. “Three years into the program and you still don’t know?”  
 
    “No ma’am. But I’m hopeful that this internship will help me narrow it down.” 
 
    “Don’t wait too long,” she warned. “You should have it figured out before you get placed next semester. The whole point of the internship program is to give you firsthand experience in the kind of nursing you want to do after college.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I know.” 
 
    She gave me a long, hard look before addressing the room: “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, today we’re going to take it easy on you and ease you into life at the hospital. We’ll take a tour of the facilities and get you set up with your own lockers in case you need to change into a clean set of scrubs during one of your shifts. We expect you to take this internship seriously and to conduct yourself like professionals at all times.” 
 
    True to her word, our morning was cut short. We had a brief tour of the various hospital wings and wrapped up the morning getting lockers and changing out of our scrubs and into street clothes. The day was far from over, however, as our afternoons would be filled with the courses needed to complete the nursing degree. Senior year would be a balancing act between being a college student and applying what we’d learned during coursework at the hospital.  
 
    At the end of our hospital introduction, we climbed back into the vans to return to campus. I sat in the far back again, closest to the window with Meghan in the middle; Benjamin sat on the aisle seat like before.  
 
    Taylor turned around in her seat. “What did you guys think?” 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip. “I don’t think Nurse Shorts likes me.” 
 
    Meghan inspected her nails. “You worry too much, Hunt.” 
 
    “You barely said two words,” Taylor noted. “How could she not like you?” 
 
    “I’m, like, the only one without a specialty,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” Meghan encouraged me. “What kind of doctor do you want to be, Benjamin?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, family medicine.” He looked surprised to have been included in our conversation. “My dad has his own practice, so I’m planning on taking over his patient roster when he retires.” 
 
    “Nice. Very nice,” Meghan practically purred. I almost felt sorry for Benjamin. “Isn’t that nice, Hunter?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    “Anatomy and Physiology II,” Cheryl grumbled. “I thought we’d already learned all the body parts.” 
 
    Erica huddled over a stack of note cards. “It’s better than having to memorize the names of drugs.” 
 
    My cohort was gathered in the library at our usual table. It was too early in the semester to have an exam to study for, but not too early to make flashcards. If I had known how many note cards I’d be going through in college, I would have bought stock in the 3M company. 
 
    “I don’t know why you put off Intro to Pharmacology until now,” Taylor said. “It’s probably a bunch of freshman in that class.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re are super annoying,” Erica grumbled. “Bright eyed and naive about what awaits them in a few years.” 
 
    “Anatomy and Physiology II,” Cheryl continued to complain. 
 
    “What do you guys think about Benjamin?” Meghan posed. 
 
    “That kid from the van today?” Taylor asked.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m trying to decide if he’s cute or not.” 
 
    Erica wrinkled her nose. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “But he’s pre-med. Don’t you ever think about marrying a handsome, rich doctor?” she asked. 
 
    “They’re always on call,” I excused. I witnessed through my parents’ relationship how annoying it was to be with a partner who worked all the time. 
 
    “There’s always anesthesiologists,” Cheryl noted. “They make their own hours.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be with someone in the same field as me,” Erica decided. “All we’d talk about would be medicine.” 
 
    “Who said anything about talking?” Meghan laughed. 
“God, when Dr. Elliott showed up today, I thought I was going to need a new pair of scrub pants.” 
 
    “That’s gross,” Erica muttered. 
 
    “It’s harmless fun,” Taylor defended our friend. “There’s no harm in daydreams.” 
 
    I felt myself becoming annoyed with my friends and the conversation—annoyed because the object of my daydreams had seemingly dropped off the continent. I hadn’t heard back from her all summer or even now that the new academic year had started.  
 
    As much as I wanted to move beyond my attraction to Elle Graft, small things continually reminded me of her. Fresh-baked cookies at the cafeteria. Thesis statements. Women in skirts. The scent of the books in the library. 
 
    “Hunter, back me up,” Meghan prodded. “You wouldn’t mind being locked in a supply closet with Dr. Elliott.” 
 
    He was objectively handsome, but I didn’t see what the big deal was. I guess I really was gay. 
 
    “Sorry. He’s not my type.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” she challenged. “He’s everyone’s type.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not mine.” 
 
    “What’s not to like?” she challenged. 
 
    The words flew out before I could stop them: “I like girls.”   
 
    I leapt out of my chair when I realized what I’d done. The confusion and shock on my friends’ faces was palpable. I hurried out of the study room, leaving my things behind, but also not giving my friends the opportunity to respond to my slip. 
 
    I hadn’t gone very far before I heard someone calling after me: “Hunter, wait up!” 
 
    There was no way I was waiting. I ducked into the nearest women’s bathroom, hoping to avoid my friend, and I locked myself in one of the stalls. 
 
    I heard the main door swing open and then squeak closed.  
 
    “Hunter? Are you in here?” I recognized Meghan’s voice. “You can’t hide from me,” she warned. 
 
    Still, I said nothing.  
 
    “Hunter, I can see your shoes.” 
 
    “Lots of people have these shoes,” I stubbornly protested.  
 
    “Are you going to hide in here forever?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Meghan was quiet for a moment. The bathroom was silent, but somehow still echoed.  
 
    “Nobody cares if you’re gay.” 
 
    “I’m not—I’m not—.” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words out loud. 
 
    Why couldn’t I say it? 
 
    “You like girls,” she said. “Big deal. I like guys with man-buns. That’s way more embarrassing.” 
 
    “This is really new. I haven’t told anyone,” I cautioned. “Especially not my parents.” 
 
    It was easier talking about this with a closed door between us. It was safe because I didn’t have to see her face, see her reaction to my admission. It was almost like baring my soul to Colette on the other side of the globe.  
 
   
 
  

 “If you want to keep this a secret, you know you can trust us,” Meghan said. 
 
    I felt very small. And very embarrassed. Coming Out to Colette had lifted a great weight off my shoulders, but this was different. I didn’t feel the same relief; if anything, I was more anxious than ever.  
 
    “Why don’t you come out of there?” Meghan coaxed. “I’m sure you didn’t picture your Coming Out story featuring a public bathroom.” 
 
    I finally relented and unlocked the stall door. I discovered Meghan perched on top of the long row of sinks. She smiled when I reappeared.  
 
    I jammed my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” she returned. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “So, what now?”  
 
    “Now we go back to the group and keep studying. I really need a good grade in this class.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Erica,” I weakly teased. 
 
    Meghan waggled her finger at me. “Careful.” 
 
    We slowly walked back to the group together. I had expected a bigger reaction from Meghan. I kept waiting for the barrage of questions, but they never came.  
 
    When we returned to the study table, I held my breath waiting for someone to say something or even to make eye contact, but everyone was busy making flashcards. I took their cue and resumed working as well. 
 
    “Can you pass me some more note cards?” 
 
    I looked up to notice Taylor staring in my direction. It took me a moment to realize the question had been directed to me. 
 
    “Oh, uh, sure.” 
 
    I plucked a dozen or so blank note cards off the top of the master pile and slid them across the table. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    We shared a brief smile, mine thankful and hers understanding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are the classic signs of hyperglycemia?” Erica asked. 
 
    I tapped my fingers to my lips. “Polyuria, polydipsia,” I listed off, “and polyphagia.” 
 
    “Correct,” she approved. 
 
    “Do you think we could just say hunger and thirst?” Taylor posed. 
 
    “I would stick with the fancy words just to be safe,” Meghan advised. 
 
    “What is thrombocytopenia?” Erica continued to quiz me. 
 
    “Something about a trombone and a penis,” Cheryl guessed with a laugh. “A penis stuck in a trombone.” 
 
    Unlike my friends, I remained focused. My junior high cross-country coach had always told us to practice like it was a real meet. I assumed the same could be said for test preparation. “Decreased platelets.” 
 
    Erica tapped her pencil’s eraser on the library table. The pink rubber bounced up and down. “Did you know there’s a gay bar in town?” 
 
    I was pretty sure that question wouldn’t be on the test. 
 
    I didn’t look up from my notebook. “I’m aware of it, yes.” 
 
    “Have you ever been?” Cheryl asked. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” I deflected. 
 
    “We’re just concerned, that’s all,” Meghan said. “You spend all your time with us, or studying, or at the hospital. And as much as we love spending time with you, we also think you should get out there and meet new people. New women.” 
 
    “She means lesbians,” Taylor jumped in.  
 
    I set down my notebook. “Why does this feel like an intervention?” I half joked. 
 
    All around the study table, my friends were eerily silent. 
 
    “You’ve all talked about this.” It was an observation on my part, not a question. 
 
    “We weren’t talking about you behind your back,” Erica insisted. “Not in a bad or gossipy way, at least.” 
 
    “We want to help!” Taylor insisted. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Help me do what exactly?” 
 
    “Be more comfortable with who you are,” Meghan said. “Help you find other like-minded women. We want you to know that we’ve got your back.” 
 
    “And you think going to a gay bar with you guys is going to accomplish that?” I was unconvinced. 
 
    “It couldn’t hurt,” Taylor opined. 
 
    I began shredding a piece of notebook paper. “The timing’s all wrong. I’m going to be so busy this year with the hospital internship, I won’t have time for a girlfriend.” 
 
    Girlfriend. I didn’t think I’d ever said the word aloud before—not in the same context at least. 
 
    “You don’t have to find a girlfriend, Hunter. You don’t have to do anything. We can just dance,” Meghan assured me. 
 
    “Just dance,” I echoed. 
 
    I didn’t really enjoy dancing, but as I looked around the table at my friends’ eager faces, it was clear they weren’t going to let this go. 
 
    “Okay,” I finally conceded. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    Colette’s lightly accented voice came through my laptop speakers. “Is that really what you’re wearing?”  
 
    I looked down at my simple outfit. “Why? What’s wrong with this?”  
 
    “I’ve been doing some research—”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Lord, not this again. Don’t you have homework you should be doing instead?” 
 
    “You know I don’t sleep,” she explained with a shrug. “I’ve got a lot of free time on my hands.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “What have you been researching this time? 
 
    “I read some very interesting articles on lesbian bar culture,” she said. “Did you know that gay bays used to get raided by the police all the time? But that was like back in the 1960’s, so you should be okay now.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with my clothes?” 
 
    “The clothes you wear let other women know what kind of gay you are,” she explained. “If you don’t present yourself right, they might not think you’re authentic.” 
 
    I thought about my attempt to go to Peggy’s the first time and what a disaster it had been. Maybe Colette was actually right. 
 
    “I’m listening,” I humored her. 
 
    “You need to know what kind of lesbian you are.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But I don’t know if I’m a lesbian. Maybe I’m something in between.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But I think for tonight you should keep it simple.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what I was doing!” I protested. “It doesn’t get more simple than blue jeans and a tank top.” 
 
    I’d taken time to flat-iron my hair and had applied some light makeup, but I’d all but reached blindly into my closet for something to wear. Unlike my previous visit to Peggy’s, I didn’t want to look like I was trying too hard. 
 
    “Hmm … maybe you’re granola femme or blue jean femme. You’re definitely on the femme side of the spectrum unless you cut your hair.” Colette didn’t appear to be paying attention to me anymore. “You don’t wear a lot of makeup, so you can’t be lipstick lesbian. So maybe that makes you a chapstick lesbian.” 
 
    “I’ve got to get going,” I grabbed my phone and slipped it into the back pocket of my jeans. “I’ve still got to walk to campus to meet up with my friends.” 
 
    “Wait! One more thing.” 
 
    I sighed and tapped my foot impatiently. I hated being late; I didn’t want the others to think I was chickening out. “What?” 
 
    “I want you to kiss a girl tonight. Hear me out!” Colette interjected before I could respond. “It’s going to happen at some point. And let’s say you eventually meet The One—do you want to be inexperienced?” 
 
    My eyebrows pinched together. “I’ve done stuff before,” I said sullenly. 
 
    “But not with a girl,” she unnecessarily reminded me. “Listen, I’m not saying go all the way. I’m not even saying go half of the way. Just kiss a girl tonight.” 
 
    “Get it out of the way,” I mused aloud. 
 
    “Kind of. Don’t you think it’ll take the pressure off later when you actually go out with someone you like? You won’t be stressing out the entire date about inadequacy.” 
 
    I grabbed my purse and draped the strap over my shoulder. “Your logic almost makes sense,” I admitted. 
 
    Colette let out a cheer.  
 
    “But, I’m not going to force it,” I said sternly. “If I meet someone I think is attractive—maybe. I’m not going to stress out about it,” I said, more for my benefit than Colette’s. I exhaled deeply to still my jumping nerves. “Tonight I’m going dancing with my friends at a place that just happens to be a gay bar.” 
 
    “Look at you. Oh, they grow up so fast,” she sighed wistfully. 
 
    “Goodnight, Colette.” 
 
    “Bon chance!” she exclaimed before I shut my laptop and disconnected the video call. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    I checked my makeup in the rearview mirror one more time. I never wore much more than mascara and lip gloss, but I’d added a little eyeliner and blush like a warrior preparing for an important battle. 
 
    The five of us had met on campus earlier and had piled into Cheryl’s compact car. The vehicle was filled with excited chatter on the drive over, but as soon as Cheryl parked in the gravel lot adjacent to the bar, my friends suddenly became silent. 
 
    In the backseat, Meghan peered out her window. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I confirmed. 
 
    It was still early and only a few cars populated the parking lot. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Not what I was expecting.” 
 
    Her reaction put me on the defense. “What were you expecting?” I posed. “Rainbows and unicorns?” 
 
    She looked wistful. “No. Just—I don’t know—more.” 
 
    I exhaled sharply. “Are we gonna do this or not?” 
 
    I was quickly losing patience and my nerve.  
 
    Cheryl was the first to hop out of the car, still excited while everyone else had grown far more subdued. “Let’s go!” she encouraged. “Time to get our drink on!” 
 
    I didn’t think any of my friends were twenty-one yet, but maybe some of them had fake IDs. 
 
    Flanked by my friends, I felt more confident than the first time I’d gone to Peggy’s, which wasn’t saying much. That visit had lasted only a few minutes before my first pseudo-conversation had me tucking tail and running away. 
 
    I followed my friends into the semi-crowded bar, not wanting to appear overly eager, but not wanting to be left to fend for myself. I wasn’t entirely over the trauma from my first visit. 
 
    A tall woman in jeans, studded belt, and a white tank was the only bartender standing behind the bar. Her bleached blonde hair was boyishly short and spiked into a faux hawk. Her white tank top offset two impressive tattoo sleeves covering thinly muscled arms.  
 
    “What can I get you, ladies?” Her soft, feminine voice was a surprise in comparison to her more masculine exterior.   
 
    There was a pregnant pause when no one took the lead—a clear indication that we had no business being there. 
 
    Meghan latched onto my forearm.  “What do lesbians drink?” 
 
    The others similarly looked to me for verification. 
 
    I flashed the bartender an apologetic smile. “Can you give us a second?” 
 
    Her lips quirked into a smile.  “Sure thing. Take your time.” 
 
    The woman walked away to attend to another customer, and I felt that familiar flight instinct return. Meghan continued to hold onto my arm, unknowingly acting like an anchor. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Meghan apologized. “I don’t want to embarrass you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I reassured her. “You’re actually making me look normal.” 
 
    She dropped my arm and curled her lip. “Happy to help.” 
 
    Feeling more confident beside my friend’s unease, I raised my hand to indicate we were ready to order. 
 
    The bartender returned with a bar towel flung over her shoulder. “Okay. Let’s try this again.”  
 
    Cheryl slapped the top of the bar and left behind a twenty-dollar bill. None of this had seemed to phase her. “I’m buying first round.” 
 
    Erica let out a holler. “Now you’re talking.” 
 
    My friends blurted out their drink requests. No one had asked to see our IDs yet, which I suspected had fueled their confidence to order alcohol. My nerves had me sticking with a soda. 
 
    The bartender left to fill the order, leaving us to entertain ourselves. 
 
    Cheryl leaned her back against the bar top. She wasn’t very tall, and the bar hit across her shoulder blades. “So what do you think?” 
 
    “About what?” I asked. 
 
    “See anyone interesting?” 
 
    “In the bar?” Her vague questions left me feeling obtuse. 
 
    She nodded unobtrusively across the bar. “How about her?” 
 
    I made the mistake of following Cheryl’s gaze. A woman was leaning over a pool table to make a shot. It was only when she straightened to her full height that I noticed the unfortunate mullet.   
 
    “No,” I blurted out. My tone was more emphatic than I intended. 
 
    “Okay,” Cheryl conceded, chuckling at my reaction. “What’s your type?” 
 
    “Yeah, what do you like in a lady?” Meghan piled on.  
 
    Erica and Taylor stepped closer to join the conversation.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered helplessly. 
 
    “Who’s your celebrity crush?” Erica asked. 
 
    “Angelina Jolie does it for me,” Taylor interjected. 
 
    My friends cooed in approval.  
 
    “Angelina does it for everyone,” Cheryl laughed.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I repeated. Their questions had me feeling flustered and overwhelmed. I hated being the center of attention, but I should have expected it; the night was all about me, after all.  
 
    “Are you into femmes or butches?” Meghan asked. The specificity of her question took me aback. It made me wonder if she’d been doing research before our excursion to the other side of the tracks.  
 
    “Femme,” I decided. 
 
    Cheryl grunted. “Not a lot of that here tonight.” 
 
    The bartender thankfully returned with our drinks, saving me from the good intentions of my friends.  
 
    A tumbler of something ominously amber appeared near my hand. When none of my friends reached for it and my soda never came, I realized it was meant for me.  
 
    I waved my hand to attract the bartender’s attention. “I’m sorry; I didn’t order this.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got an admirer.” She winked, and my early nervousness returned. Butterflies leapt around in my stomach.  
 
    I didn’t dare touch the shot for fear of encouraging whomever had sent the drink. I wondered if it had come from the bartender herself. I really wasn’t ready for this. 
 
    I grabbed onto Meghan’s elbow. “We came here to dance, right?” 
 
    She nodded over the rim of her glass. “Help me with this.” 
 
    She thrust the tumbler under my nose. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Jack and diet.” 
 
    “I’ll pass,” I resisted. “I don’t want my judgment blurred by booze goggles.” 
 
    Meghan shrugged. “It’s your funeral.”  
 
    My friends pounded their respective drinks, and we finally made our way to the dance floor. 
 
    I wasn’t a dancer. I didn’t even dance in the privacy of my bedroom. My mom had enrolled me in ballet when I was really little, but I’d stopped going the moment I discovered they were going to make us perform in public.  
 
    I followed my friends to the platform dance floor. We moved as one like a pack of animals to an empty space in the center of the dance floor. It seemed like a safer space than hanging around the bar. Surrounded by my friends, I had strength in numbers. We naturally formed a tight circle, and it was enough to fend off any trespassers. From my vantage point I could also see the exit and most everything going on in the bar.  
 
    I started to feel more at ease, yet not entirely comfortable. I worked hard to try to have fun and enjoy the moment with my friends who had my back and cared enough for me to come to a gay bar with me on a weekend night.  
 
    I continued to scan the bar while we danced, keeping aware of my surroundings, but not staying on any one part of the bar for too long. I was nervous about making too much eye contact with anyone there.  
 
    Groups surrounded the pool tables and gathered by the dart boards. The emptiest part of the bar was surprisingly the bar area itself. Only a few women occupied the stools. Most had their backs turned to the dance floor with the exception of a brunette with long, wavy hair. My gaze traveled back to the dart boards, but then returned to the brunette at the bar. She wore jeans and a tank top. And I realized I knew who she was.  
 
    Professor Graft.  
 
    What was she doing here? 
 
    The lights in the bar were dimmed, and on the dance floor, the flashing reds and blues of the DJ’s set-up made the visuals all the more disorienting, but there was no denying that my English professor was sitting at the bar by herself.  
 
    And she was most definitely looking back at me. She’d seen me. This had to be a sign. Someone—or some force—didn’t want me forgetting about Elle Graft. 
 
    I grabbed onto Meghan’s elbow. “I need some air,” I spoke in her ear, trying to be heard over the dance music.  
 
    “I’ll come with,” she offered. 
 
    “No!”  
 
    I hoped I didn’t sound too alarmed, but the music was so loud she probably hadn’t heard the desperate inflection in my voice.   
 
    “People might think we’re together,” I quickly covered. 
 
    Her mouth split into a knowing grin. “Oh, I get it! Good thinking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It hadn’t escaped my notice that Professor Graft’s gaze was locked in our direction. She may have been innocently observing the activities on the dance floor, but it felt like she was staring directly at me. As I walked towards the bar, her stare never faltered, but her features were unreadable.  
 
    I couldn’t decipher her reaction. Was she surprised? Happy? Horrified? What was going on inside her head? 
 
    I concentrated on my steps as I maneuvered past other dancing clusters. I’d nearly fallen on my face at the coffee shop. I didn’t need to embarrass myself like that again. I tucked my hair behind my ears, mindful that it might have gotten frizzy in the humidity of the crowded bar.   
 
    Her hair was down, looking less perfect than it might have been at the start of the day, but still windblown and wavy like she’d stepped off of a California beach. Her jeans were dark and her calves obscured by leather boots that reached below her knees. She sat on a dark purple cardigan, leaving her in a sleeveless silk shell that buttoned up the center. The pearl necklace was missing, but I caught a glimpse of her collarbone just beyond the slight parting of her buttoned up shirt. 
 
    “Professor Graft?”  
 
    My voice audibly wavered on the syllables. I’d become so accustomed to referring to her as “Elle” that it almost felt unnatural to be using her last name and title.   
 
    She looked a little flustered as she set her pint glass on the bar behind her. We’d seen each off-campus before, but I’m sure it was unnerving to see a former student at a bar, gay or not. “How are you, Hunter?”  
 
    “I’m good,” I confirmed, falling into the small-talk routine. “And you?” 
 
    “Good, good,” she replied. 
 
    With pleasantries exchanged, I verbally stumbled. I hadn’t rehearsed anything beyond making sure I didn’t trip on the way to the bar.  
 
    Terrible pickup lines shot to the front of my brain: 
 
    What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this? 
 
    Are your legs tired from running through my dreams? 
 
    “Do you dance?”  
 
    It wasn’t a pick-up line, but the moment the words tumbled out I realized she might think I was asking her to dance. I hadn’t intended that, and the protective flight reflex that had caused me to run from Peggy’s weeks earlier kicked in. I should have turned on my heels and directly marched out of the bar, never to return.  
 
    Before I could awkwardly flee, her response set me more at ease: “Not when anyone’s looking.”  
 
    “Me either,” I admitted. “But I’m here with some friends, and they dragged me out there.” 
 
    I glanced toward the dance floor where Meghan and the others remained. No one was looking in our direction; Cheryl had commandeered everyone’s attention by dancing wildly in the center of my friends’ dance circle. Women I didn’t know had gathered around to clap and cheer her on.  
 
    “Well, don’t let me keep you from them,” I heard Elle say. 
 
    As my gaze remained on the dance floor, a wave of melancholy washed over me. My friends looked like they were having so much fun. They periodically threw back their heads with laughter, clapped their hands in the air, each taking turns in the center of the dance circle.  
 
    I was happy that they seemed to be enjoying themselves, but I was envious of their ease. I’d never felt that comfortable, especially when I found myself in a new environment. There were very few instances where I could just let go and enjoy myself. I was always too preoccupied with what others might think, or if I was being too loud, or taking up too much space. My heightened awareness made it hard to just be.  
 
    “I’m not really in the dancing kind of mood anymore,” I thought aloud. “It’s so hard to just be ‘on’ all the time, you know?” 
 
    Elle nodded her understanding, but I couldn’t imagine her ever feeling the same way. She always looked so put-together and comfortable in her skin.  
 
    “How about you?” I asked, pulling my attention away from the dance floor. “What brings you here tonight?” 
 
    My innocuous question made me realize that she was probably meeting up with someone—her friends, or maybe even a date. The thought of her on a date sunk me even deeper into disappointment. 
 
    She cradled her pint of beer and stared into the bottom of the glass. When she finally spoke, the glass made her voice sound hollow and echoed. “I was trying to drown my sorrows, but my sorrows learned to swim.”  
 
    She didn’t take a drink, however, and set the beer glass back down.  
 
    I leaned against the bar. I moved closer if only to not have to shout to be heard. “So not only do you teach English, but you’re also a poet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m a writer.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure of the difference until something Nikole had once said unexpectedly popped into my head—all cacti are succulents, but not all succulents are cacti. All poets are writers, but not all writers are poets. 
 
    She grabbed her drink from the bar again. She seemed to be setting it down and picking it up more than what seemed natural, like she didn’t quite know what to do with her hands. When she lifted the glass, the cocktail napkin stuck to its bottom. The wasted napkin was soggy and sticky, and she made a disgusted face as she tried to separate it from her drink. She only succeeded in shredding the rapidly melting paper and threw the soggy remnants onto the bar top. 
 
    “What’s the point,” she mumbled, more to herself than me.  
 
    She looked about as comfortable as I felt in these surroundings. Her physical awkwardness was refreshing. Maybe she wasn’t always so perfect.  
 
    A slow grin reached my mouth as I watched her antics. “I think it’s for bar preservation.” 
 
    Her stormy blue eyes lifted from her beer to regard me. “I don’t mean to pry,” she started, “and you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but are you gay?” 
 
    My smile and confidence weakened. What was it about this bar? Was she going to call my bluff, too? I looked away to avoid her inquisitive stare.   
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “That’s kind of why I’m here tonight.” 
 
    I felt myself deflate. 
 
    “My friends mean well, but I’m just not a club kind of girl. I don’t know what they thought I’d find here tonight.” I released a heavy sigh. “They’re just excited for me, I guess. Like me exploring my sexuality is a shiny new car they want to take for a ride. But when do I get the keys to the car, you know?” 
 
    I chanced a look in her direction. Her deep blue eyes continued to focus on only me, but her mouth now curved up into a charming smile.  
 
    “I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard you speak in one sitting,” she remarked. 
 
    My cheeks inflamed, and I broke eye contact again. I ran my thumbnail along a groove in the bar top. Someone had their carved initials into the bar: T loves N.  
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t a better student,” I murmured. 
 
    “You were fine,” she assured. 
 
    I’d never felt compelled to stand out among my peers. I worked hard in my major field, but if it wasn’t directly connected to my future profession, there’d been no reason for me to go above and beyond. But then Elle had happened, and it had become a balancing act. I wanted her to know that I was trying, but I hadn’t wanted to go overboard and look like I was trying too hard to get noticed. 
 
    “I always had more to say,” I told her. “I was just never brave enough to say it. I’d replay what I wanted to say over and over in my mind, but when I’d finally built up the courage to speak, we’d moved on to another question or another topic.” 
 
    She nodded her head in a slow, confirming bob. “I was like that in college too at first. You get over the fear with time though. You care less about making mistakes or looking bad in front of your peers.” 
 
    I realized we’d started to talk shop. It wasn’t how I’d wanted to steer the conversation. If I wanted to change our dynamic, I couldn’t continually remind her that I’d been a student. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry. This probably isn’t how you imagined spending your night.” 
 
    Her shoulders rose and fell. “How about you?  How did you imagine the night turning out?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” With nothing to do with my hands,  I toyed with a cardboard drink coaster. “I’d meet some tall, dark stranger.  She’d sweep me off my feet with her swagger, confidence, and whiskey mouth.” Dang it.  “I think I’ve been reading too many romance novels.”  
 
    “Hunter.”  
 
    I looked back up. I loved it when she said my name. Why hadn’t I raised my hand more in class to hear it again and again? 
 
    “I don’t hide my sexuality at school,” she said. “The other professors in my Department know—but I don’t openly broadcast it. So I’d appreciate if you didn’t run home and post on Facebook about seeing me here.” 
 
    My eyes widened at the suggestion. “Oh! I wouldn’t!” I promised. “I mean, I don’t even have a Facebook page, but even if I did I’d respect your privacy.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “You really don’t have Facebook? I thought students these days weren’t allowed to be in college without one.”  
 
    “I never really got into social networking,” I said in earnest. “I guess I don’t see the point. I don’t have a smart phone or an iPod either.” 
 
    She shifted on her stool, sitting up straighter. “Wow. It’s like you’re an alien.” 
 
    A half smile curled on my lips. She sounded like Colette. “I guess I’m a little old-fashioned.” 
 
    She continued to split her attention between me and her pint glass. “Tell me about love on your planet.” 
 
    Her words had been mumbled, spoken into her beer, and I didn’t quite trust my ears. “Sorry?” 
 
    She looked back up, blue eyes sharply focused. “It’s from a movie. Barbarella?” 
 
    I still had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    “Jane Fonda in a fur bikini?” she tried again. 
 
    My eyebrows rose. It was like she was speaking a foreign language. 
 
    Elle closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m really dating myself with these references, huh?” 
 
    I didn’t know her specific age, but the fact that she had a doctorate while I didn’t even have an undergraduate degree, and that she had been teaching college for several years while I had no profession at all, made the gulf between us even larger. It was more than age and labels—it was simply a difference in life experience. I couldn’t even identify my sexuality. I’d told Colette these same things, but she’d dismissed every reason why Elle and I would never work out.   
 
    “You’re barely older than me,” I said weakly. 
 
    She brought her pint glass to her lips. “If barely means a decade, then sure,” she winked.   
 
    Each time she brought the pint glass to her lips, I lost my train of thought. My attention became captive to the pursing of her mouth and the line of straight teeth just behind. When she quickly licked the rim of her glass to capture a rogue stream of beer, my brain took a vacation to dangerous mental imagery.  
 
    Her mouth on other things—like me. 
 
    Her glass was almost empty.  
 
    “Do you, um, want another beer?” I stuttered out. “I could buy you one.” I reached for my wallet and fumbled with the top clasp. 
 
    Elle put her hand over the top of her glass. “Thank you for the offer, but I should stop after this one,” she declined. “I’ve got papers to mark up tomorrow, and I can’t be productive if I’ve got a hangover.” 
 
    I didn’t want her to leave. I wanted to see her more often, not rely on random encounters around town. 
 
    “Speaking of age, are you even old enough to be here?” she asked. Her tone was teasing, like she was giving me a hard time, not being my mom. 
 
    “Close enough,” I frowned. “I’ll be twenty-one in a few months.” 
 
    I tried to imagine Elle at twenty-one. Had she ever gone to gay bars to meet women? Had she ever crushed on an unattainable woman? Was there a woman who’d helped her realize the truth about herself? 
 
    “How did you know?” I asked. 
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    I took a breath. “That you were gay.” 
 
    “Oh, uh,” she seemed to stumble over her response. “Honestly, I was a late bloomer. I didn’t know what gay was until college. And then I made up for lost time.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the answer I’d been looking for. I’d wondered about her root, but instead, she’d given me mental images to haunt my daydreams. I didn’t want to think of her being intimate with other women, but at the same time, I did. 
 
    “It was actually movies that made me realize I was gay,” she continued, more innocently. “I would find myself still thinking about the lead actress and not the male protagonist long after the movie had ended.” She licked her lips. “What about you?” 
 
    I should have expected her turning the question back on me, but somehow it still surprised me. I had never had this conversation with anyone before—not with my friends at school, not even Colette. They’d just taken me at my word that I was attracted to women without digging beneath the surface. 
 
    “I, uh, I guess I’m still just trying to figure it all out still,” I fumbled in response. “Maybe I’m bisexual, maybe I’m lesbian.” 
 
    “Are you attracted to men?” she probed. 
 
    Now she sounded like an online quiz.  
 
    “Objectively I can appreciate when men are attractive,” I noted. “But I can’t really see myself ever having sex with one.” 
 
    “So no boyfriends?” 
 
    Her questioning could have been interpreted as innocent curiosity, but I couldn’t help but hope that she was actually interested in my past, and maybe even a little bit jealous.  
 
    “Not really,” I said in truth. “A few short-lived relationships, but nothing ever serious. Most guys I knew in high school were jerks. I endured one too many sucking jokes.” 
 
    “Sucking jokes?” she echoed. 
 
    “My last name’s Dyson.” 
 
    She easily made the connection. “O-oh.” 
 
    I had been in seven or eighth grade when the boys in my class started to snicker about my last name. I wasn’t popular, but not exactly a social pariah, either—just enough on my classmates’ radar that I was fair game to make fun of. I’d come home crying to my mom, not fully understanding the cruel joke, but knowing that I had been the focus of my classmates’ unkind laughter.   
 
    “So now you’ve got to tell me a story about yourself so I don’t feel like I’ve been over-sharing.” I laughed self-consciously and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. 
 
    My transparency left me feeling vulnerable. I was laying out my secrets to her, yet all she’d given me in return was a detail about an over-active college libido. 
 
    “Well …” She didn’t immediately contribute, maybe weighing the pros and cons of letting those walls continue to crumble. But instead of letting me in, she changed the subject: “So you liked The Bell Jar?”  
 
    I had prepared all summer for this conversation, but when I’d stored her book in the top drawer of my desk, I’d packed away my thoughts as well. But one curiosity had lingered in my mind: “Is Esther gay for Doreen?” 
 
    Elle’s body visibly jerked to attention. “She, um, what do you think?”           
 
    I weighed my response carefully. “I think she’s following what’s comfortable and familiar with Buddy, but she doesn’t love him. She sees something unconventional and wild about Doreen. It’s that lifestyle that she falls in love with.” 
 
    She smiled like when someone got an answer right in the writing seminar. “Tell me again why you didn’t talk more in class?” 
 
    I turned my face and laughed.  
 
    Oh, if only she knew. If only she knew how desperate I’d been for her to notice me, but how I’d wrestled to find balance with blending in and standing out.  
 
    “I had my reasons.” 
 
    “I’d love to pick your brain more about Plath.” She chewed on her lower lip. “But you should go back to your friends; I feel like I’m holding you back.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let her dismiss me so easily, not now that our conversation had started to pick up momentum. “I make it a rule never to be where I don’t want to be.”  
 
    Once the words were out, I regretted my assertiveness. I shook my head, effectively extinguishing the ferocity of my tone.  
 
    “Unless I’m sitting through one of Professor Witlan’s lectures,” I qualified. 
 
    Professor Witlan had taught my Biology 101 class. It was one of the largest classes on campus, intended to weed out the students who had visions of grandeur about being a doctor but weren’t serious about putting the work in. He was also about as interesting as watching paint dry.  
 
    Elle laughed, low and warm. “You have my sympathies.  I haven’t had to deal with him, but I’ve heard he’s pretty monotone.” 
 
    “Just imagine sitting through an 8:00 a.m. lecture with the man,” I said, hoping to coax another laugh from her, “and everyone around you is either sleeping or texting.” 
 
    Her upper lip curled. “You know, when I was a student, we didn’t have all that technology. We took notes on paper. And when professors lectured, they talked the entire time without visuals or PowerPoint or interactive classrooms.” 
 
    “Do you have a hang-up about your age?” My voice was unexpectedly sharp.  
 
    Her eyebrows knit together. “No. Why?” 
 
    I shrugged, trying to not make a big deal out of it, even though it was to me. I’d reached my limit of being continually reminded of how out of reach she was.  
 
    “It just seems like your mission tonight is to point out how much older you are than me.” 
 
    “Oh?” Her voice lilted up. “I hadn’t noticed I was doing that.” 
 
    “Is this making you uncomfortable?” I questioned. 
 
    “No. Why would it?” Her face remained impassive, but her tone raised several octaves in an obvious lie. 
 
    “I’m sure you weren’t expecting spending the evening with an ex-student,” I said pointedly. 
 
    Even under the dim lighting of the bar, I could see her skin flush red. I hadn’t intended my words to be suggestive, but I was privately pleased that she seemed to have taken them that way.  
 
    “I didn’t expect it,” she admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not having fun.” 
 
    I leaned closer, but pulled back when a third voice interrupted our conversation. 
 
    “Another beer, Elle?” 
 
    The blonde bartender from before stood behind the bar, waiting for a response. I didn’t like that she’d interrupted the moment, and I hated even more that she knew Elle’s name. 
 
    How often did a person have to come to a place to be a known commodity? Were they friends outside of the bar? Had they ever dated? 
 
    Elle’s gaze went briefly to the bartender and then back to me. I’d only recently offered to buy her a beer, but she’d turned me down with the excuse that she wasn’t planning on staying long. I silently stared her down, challenging her to stay and continue what we’d started.  
 
    Her eye contact never wavered. “I suppose those papers can wait another day.” 
 
    I heard the bartender chuckle before leaving to get Elle another beer. Her reaction prompted more questions: How much of our conversation had she overheard? Did she remember my friends and me from before? Did she know I was a student and Elle was a professor? 
 
    Elle was the first one to break eye contact. She cleared her throat and looked away; the intensity of the moment passed as the bartender filled her drink order. 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” Elle offered.  
 
    “No, no. I can handle getting a soda on my own,” I insisted. “But thank you for the offer.”  
 
    I appreciated her generosity, but if she wouldn’t accept a drink from me, it didn’t feel right to take her up on her offer. 
 
    Her eyes squinted in consideration. “Are you always so polite?”  
 
    “Would you rather I be rude?” I countered. 
 
    I couldn’t explain from where this brassiness had come, but I felt like I was on a roll. I always rehearsed, always practiced conversations in my head, but something about Elle and this night had me saying exactly what I wanted to say, when I wanted to say it.  
 
    The bartender returned with Elle’s drink and slid the beer across the bar. She wiped her damp hands on a white towel before turning her attention to me. “Something for you, sweetie?”  
 
    “Can I get a diet cola?” I asked. “Whatever you’ve got is fine.” 
 
    The bartender pulled out the gun and filled a pint glass. 
 
    “How much?”  
 
    She pushed the glass across the bar and winked. “It’s on the house, hun.” 
 
    It was the second time that night that I’d been offered a free drink, and both might have come from the same bartender. I had no experience with this kind of thing—male or female—but I remembered my manners enough to mumble a word of thanks.  
 
    “Wow. It’s getting late,” Elle suddenly announced.  
 
    She moved on her stool as if to stand, and my I instincts took over. I clamped my hand on top of hers—the first time we’d touched outside of my vivid dreams.  
 
    “You’re leaving? You’ve got a full beer,” I observed. “Isn’t that breaking some kind of code?”  
 
    I didn’t want to beg, but I didn’t want our night to end so soon and so abruptly. I couldn’t imagine what had happened in such a short time span that had changed her mind about staying for another beer. 
 
    “I know, but I probably should get going.”  
 
    Her words said she had to go, but I couldn’t help notice that she didn’t move her hand out from under mine. 
 
    I popped out my lower lip in an uncharacteristic pout. “If you leave, I’ll have to go back to pretending to have fun with my friends.” 
 
    To be honest, the past few minutes had made me forget I’d come with anyone that night. I’d completely lost track of my friends. 
 
    Elle leaned perceptively closer. Her dark blue eyes seemed to sparkle even under the dim bar lights. “And you’d rather pretend to have fun with me?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Was Elle Graft flirting with me?  
 
    I took a chance. “Do you want to move this to one of the tables?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what this was, but I also wanted to move out of the direct sightline of the dance floor. Any of my well-intentioned friends could stop by the bar for a refill at any moment. I didn’t trust them not to embarrass me or to spook Professor Graft away. I’d only just convinced her to stay for another drink—I imagined it wouldn’t take much for her to want to escape again.  
 
    We left the bar for a cluster of unoccupied tables. As we walked, drinks in hand, I felt the ghost of a hand—Elle’s hand—in the small of my back, guiding me towards an empty table for two. But as quickly as I’d felt the slight pressure there, it disappeared.  
 
    I’d convince her to stay, but I didn’t have any prepared conversation topics. This wasn’t like one of our one-on-one meetings in her campus office. I didn’t want to resort to polite small-talk. I wanted to impress her—to be seen as an equal despite our age and education difference. 
 
    “Did you ever get my e-mail?” I asked. 
 
    “You e-mailed me?” 
 
    “This summer—after I finished your book. I wanted to give it back to you, and maybe … maybe talk about it.” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh, I must have accidentally deleted it.” She seemed to stumble on her excuse. “Or maybe it went to my SPAM folder by mistake. Those campus filters are always messing up.” 
 
    I hummed when words failed me. I’d tormented myself for months after not hearing back from her. Had it really just been a technology glitch? 
 
    “Did you finish your conference paper?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “Good memory,” she approved. “I did. Conferences are a chore, but they’re kind of part of the job description.” 
 
    “What is it on?” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about that,” she dismissed. 
 
    Now it was my turn to raise my eyebrows. “I don’t?” 
 
    “I don’t even like talking about academia,” she mused. “How’s your internship going? Nursing students spend most of their senior year at the hospital, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Fall semester is general practice and then spring we choose our nursing specialty.” 
 
    “What are you going to specialize in?” she asked. 
 
    My sigh was louder than intended. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “It sounds like I struck a nerve,” she observed. 
 
    “No. It’s fine. It’s only the thing that keeps me up at night.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s all,” she laughed good-humoredly. 
 
    Her laugh triggered in me an involuntary response. I wanted to hear more of it. I wanted to be the reason for her laugh. I’d take up stand-up comedy classes to make that happen. 
 
    “I can relate,” she noted wistfully. “I’ve got my tenure review coming up at the end of the semester.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Basically a decision if the college wants me to still work there.” 
 
    “Wow. They do that?” 
 
    She nodded soberly as she continued to fiddle with her pint glass. “If they like me I keep my job and get a promotion from Assistant to Associate Professor.” 
 
    “And you’re worried they might not like you?” 
 
    Her mouth quirked. “I have no idea what to think. My student reviews are generally positive, I’m being productive in my scholarship, and I’ve been active in service to the university. But until I get that letter from the Dean that says Congratulations, I just don’t know.” 
 
    “The student body likes you.” 
 
    I honestly didn’t know if that was true, but I knew my body certainly liked her. 
 
    “Do they?” she asked in earnest. “It’s so hard to tell these days. My classrooms are becoming a sea of laptops and blank, empty stares. If I evoke any emotions at all, I can’t even be sure it’s from something I’ve said or something funny a friend texted them.” 
 
    There was a vulnerability in her honesty and transparency that I found endearing. It made her more human than seeing her in a t-shirt at a coffee shop or small-talk in her campus office—like she was allowing me to see the real Elle, not simply the woman she projected herself to be at the front of the classroom.  
 
    This Elle had real doubts and anxieties. I wished I had the right words to calm those anxieties, but I had no idea how her academic world worked. 
 
    “We’re both getting too serious. We should talk about something less heavy,” I implored. 
 
    Her mouth curled into a half smile. “What would you like to talk about?” 
 
    “How about The Bell Jar?” I proposed. 
 
    “You didn’t think it was a depressing read?” 
 
    “No!” I exclaimed. “Just the opposite. Obviously there’s a lot of elements that are old-fashioned, but it’s kind of timeless—trying to figure out your life. You reach a certain age, and you’re magically supposed to know how the world works. Relationships.” I swallowed. “Sex.” 
 
    Her eyelashes flickered. “What makes you think Esther is attracted to Doreen?” 
 
    “I sensed it right away—the thick description about her fingernails, and the way she smelled, and the observation that Doreen always wore sheer nightgowns. Those are the kinds of things you notice when you’ve got a crush.” 
 
    Like how I know that you cut your fingernails on Tuesdays, and your eyes are the same color as Lake Superior, I added to myself. 
 
    “But what about Buddy?” she pressed. “He’s present from the very first page.” 
 
    “Buddy’s a convenience,” I readily dismissed. “He’s the kind of dull boy she’s expected to be with. Get married. Have kids,” I ticked off. “Live in a ticky-tacky house in the suburbs.” 
 
    I thought about my parents and their dinner conversations: Mulch. Grass seed. Fertilizer. Winterizing the lawnmower.  
 
    “And Doreen is different,” she anticipated. 
 
    I hummed in agreement. “She’s exciting. She’s a window to a world that Esther has probably only dreamed about.” 
 
    “So maybe she admires Doreen,” Elle proposed. “Maybe she wants to be like her, and that’s why she notices so many little details about her.” 
 
    “No,” I refused. “She doesn’t want to be anything like Doreen. She’s too reasonable for that.” 
 
    Elle ran her index finger around the rim of her glass. “You seem awfully sure of yourself.” 
 
    My conviction on the topic shifted to self-doubt. “I’m just talking. What do I know about these things? I’m not an English major.” 
 
    “You’ve got good instincts. Don’t second-guess yourself,” she told me. “Go with your gut.” 
 
    Were we still talking about the book? I wondered. Or had we ventured dangerously into the realm of coded language and implied desire? 
 
    “I think … I think there’s something there,” I stated with caution. “And if not for the circumstances—if Esther had been a little more experienced, or maybe if the book had been written now and not the 1960’s—maybe she would have done something about it.” 
 
    Elle made a soft sound in reply—like a sad, wistful laugh. She continued to stare at her nearly-empty pint glass.  
 
    I thought about offering to buy her another drink, but she’d already rejected my offer once, and I was pretty sure the bartender wouldn’t serve me, even if I promised her the drink wasn’t for me. Plus, I didn’t know anything about beer. My inexperience showed on multiple levels.  
 
    “Last call!” the blonde behind the bar yelled out. “You don’t have to go home but you can’t stay here.” 
 
    The overhead lights flooded the bar. 
 
    Elle slowly came to her feet and stretched her arms above her head. With the movement, the bottom hem of her shirt lifted, but not high enough to award me with a glimpse of her midsection. 
 
    I followed her cue and stood as well. “I can’t believe I’m still awake,” I observed with a laugh and shake of my head. “Normally I’d be in bed before 10:00 p.m. on a Saturday.” 
 
    “Now who’s the grandma?” she teased me. 
 
    I shook my finger. “No talking about age, remember?” 
 
    She smiled at my scolding. “Do you have a ride home?” 
 
    Her question gave me pause. She’d once given me a ride home, so the inquiry was entirely innocent, despite how much I wanted it to be otherwise. Yet even in my delirious state I couldn’t imagine a scenario where I’d be invited to her home instead of her driving me back to my apartment. And even if I didn’t have a roommate, I certainly didn’t harbor the courage to suggest we could continue our conversation in my apartment. 
 
    Instead, I scanned the bar. I’d lost track of my friends early into my conversation with Elle. I spied them on the other side of the bar and gave them a brave wave. If they had left me behind, I would have readily forgiven them.  
 
    I mustered a smile despite my disappointment that the evening was truly over. “Thanks for saving me tonight.” 
 
    “Any time, Hunter.”   
 
    She took a noticeable step toward me, and her arms opened at her sides. My feet were having an easier time keeping up than the rest of my body, as I somehow managed to take a step closer as well.  
 
    Don’t second-guess yourself, she’d told me. Go with your gut. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what my gut was suggesting. My brain was saying Don’t! but nearly all of my other body parts were in agreement about what they wanted to do.  
 
    I wet my lips. 
 
    Colette’s words bounced around in my brain: kiss a girl tonight. 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest. I wasn’t going to kiss a girl. I was going to kiss Elle Graft.  
 
    I leaned forward and pressed my lips firmly against hers. The kiss was nearly chaste, but oh-so-soft. I could taste the beer she’d been drinking, but there was something beyond the barley and hops that was all her. She made a noise, which I miraculously registered as a sound of surprise, not of pleasure. I jerked backwards and my hand flew to my mouth, which had so recently invaded hers. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I rushed out. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She looked rattled, more flustered than I’d ever seen her.  “No. It’s. No, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    I hastily grabbed my purse from the table, eager for a rapid escape. I couldn’t believe my gaffe. I hadn’t simply stepped over a boundary; I’d pole-jumped over it. Even though I’d gotten lost in her big blue orbs all night, I couldn’t bring myself to look in her direction anymore. I kept my gaze focused on the floor. 
 
    “Thank you for being so kind tonight.”  
 
    I heard her clear her throat.  “No problem at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hunter! Yoohoo!” Taylor waved her arms over her head.  
 
    I found my friends in the parking lot standing outside of Cheryl’s car. 
 
    “There she is!” Cheryl slurred. She catapulted herself toward me and wrapped her arms tight around my middle. “Where did you go? I couldn’t find you.” 
 
    Her breath smelled strongly of alcohol.  
 
    I looked to Meghan for explanation. “How many drinks did she have?” 
 
    “I’m not a babysitter,” Meghan shrugged.   
 
    “Give me your keys,” I instructed. 
 
    Cheryl shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans and rummaged for the elusive car keys. She yanked the keys free from her pocket, but promptly dropped them on the ground. 
 
    “Whoopsie,” she giggled. 
 
    I sighed and bent over to retrieve the keys from the pavement. “Everybody get in,” I said. I suddenly felt very tired. 
 
    Erica, Cheryl, and Taylor piled into the backseat. Apparently no one had bothered to check their IDs all night; I was the only one who’d stuck to soda. They giggled and reminisced about the evening on the drive back to campus. 
 
    Meghan sat in the front with me, far more subdued than the three women in the backseat. 
 
    “Did you have fun tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
    “It looked like it.” 
 
    We came to a four-way stop. I pressed too hard on the break pedal, and everyone’s heads snapped forward. Cheryl’s breaks were touchier than mine.  
 
    “Sorry, guys,” I apologized to the car. 
 
    Unaffected, they resumed their conversations. 
 
    “Professor Graft looked like she was having fun, too,” Meghan casually observed. 
 
    I was grateful for the late hour and that the car was cast in darkness. The heat on my cheeks would have been far too obvious. I immediately wondered what and how much Meghan had been witness to.  
 
    Had she seen us talking at the bar? At the table? Had she seen me make a fool of myself when I’d tried to kiss her?  
 
    Meghan didn’t offer up details, and I wasn’t about to ask. 
 
    “No comment, eh?” she prodded. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the road. “Nope.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t have the number memorized or programmed into my phone, but a quick internet search found the information. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Evergreen Landings.” A woman with a soft voice answered the phone. “This is Diana.” 
 
    “Hi, Diana. Could you transfer me to Henrietta Grange’s room, please?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Mrs. Grange is no longer with us.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I gasped. A pit formed in my stomach, and I tightened my grip on the phone. “When? How?” 
 
    “Oh, gosh. I’m so sorry! I really need to work on my word choice!” the receptionist quickly corrected. “I only meant she’s no longer a resident at Evergreen Landings. She was moved to hospice care a few days ago.” 
 
    The information lightened my heart, but only barely. Heni was alive, but if she was in hospice care that meant she wasn’t expected to live for much longer.  
 
    “Could you tell me which one?” 
 
    “Of course. One moment, please.” 
 
    While I waited for the woman to find the information, I began opening the kitchen cabinets.  
 
    

I’d only been to a hospice care facility one other time. I’d been young, but old enough to understand what was happening. My dad’s eldest brother was dying from cancer. He hadn’t been around much during my childhood, so I didn’t have different memories of him—happy memories—to take the place of the sights and smells of death I’d experienced that day. 
 
    Heni was being cared for at a private hospice facility with only about twenty beds. I checked in with the nurses at the reception desk before being guided down a short hallway to Heni’s room. I could almost pretend it was like the first time I’d met her for my bedside manner practicum, except the hospice center was oppressively quiet and there were no programming bulletin boards or cafeteria options listed on the walls. 
 
    Heni’s door was closed. I knocked softly before entering. The room was light and bright, but just as bare as her room in the nursing home. A chair by the window. A side table where her framed picture of Frank sat. There were flowers, though—so many bouquets covered every available flat surface. I hoped her children had brought them. 
 
    Heni lay in bed. Only her head was visible above the blankets. I had expected to see a variety of medical devices surrounding her bed—a heart monitor, an IV with a morphine drip, at least—but there were none. 
 
    My feet were silent as I entered the room. “Hi, Heni.” 
 
    She turned her eyes toward the sound of my voice. A soft smile graced her tired features. “Hunter.”  
 
    I held up the glass baking dish. “I made blueberry pie.” 
 
    With a grunt of exertion, she sat up in bed. “Let’s have some of it.” 
 
    “Is that allowed?” I worried. 
 
    “When you’ve only got a few days to live, dear, they let you do whatever you want.” 
 
    My limbs felt weak. “You really only have a few days?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said sternly, “so let’s break into that pie before I’m gone.” 
 
    I’d had the foresight to bring along two plates and two forks, but not a knife to cut the pie. I did the best I could with one of the forks. 
 
    “You got tan,” she observed. 
 
    I clumsily dished chunks of blueberry pie onto a plate. 
“I was outside a lot this summer; I got a job planting flowers.” 
 
    “That must have been nice,” Heni said with a wistful sigh. “Being outdoors.” 
 
    I handed her a mangled slice of pie and pulled up a chair near her bed. “You’ve got quite the garden in here,” I noted, gesturing to the flower arrangements. 
 
    Heni grunted—her go-to reaction for most things. “Yes. My ungrateful children finally visited me. It only took the threat of me actually dying. Probably worried I’d write them out of my will if they didn’t show up—not that I’ve got much to pass on.” 
 
    All of this talk about death and inheritances put me on edge. I felt nearly as uncomfortable as the first time we’d met. Despite my numerous questions, I didn’t know what to say. I ate more blueberry pie instead. 
 
    Heni made a humming sound and set down her fork. “This is lovely, dear. Your crust is flakey and the filling isn’t too sweet.” 
 
    “Thank you. I followed your recipe.” 
 
    Heni took another bite. “You’re well on your way to catching a man. I only wish I knew one for you.” 
 
    I slowly chewed on a piece of piecrust. Could I confide in a dying woman? Could I tell her I’d rather catch a woman?  
 
    Selfishly, I wanted to tell someone besides my French pen pal what had happened the previous night at Peggy’s. But I couldn’t burden Heni with my baggage; she had enough going on without me piling on. 
 
    I regarded my friend with a careful eye, trying to detect any changes since I’d last seen her. She was thinner, perhaps, but it was hard to tell with the blanket covering her body. Her hand shook as she brought the fork to her mouth, but maybe that was normal; I’d never seen her eat before. I always visited after lunch and left before dinner. She didn’t look like she was dying, I decided. She seemed too clear-eyed and focused to be in hospice care. 
 
    “Heni, why are you here?” 
 
    “Gastric adenocarcinoma.”  
 
    A flashcard entered my mind. “Stomach cancer.” 
 
    She nodded. “Hunter, dear, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but don’t come back.” 
 
    Her words jolted me. “What? Why not?” 
 
    “I’m going to die.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t think that way,” I protested. “Studies say that the survival rate is highest for patients with positive attitudes.” 
 
    “I have Stage Four cancer. There is no Stage Five.” 
 
    “Are you refusing treatment?” I asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “I’m an old woman,” she said in lieu of an answer. 
 
    “But—.” 
 
    “We all have to go sometime,” she cut me off. “For me that could be tomorrow, or maybe my heart will be stubborn and will hold on for another week, but that’s really the best I can hope for.” 
 
    “Don’t you like our visits?” I lamented. I had thought myself helpful, but maybe she’d seen me as a burden. 
 
    “Of course, I do. They were some of my fondest days at Evergreen Landings. But we’re not there anymore. We’re here.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to …” I couldn’t say the D-word aloud. “Don’t you want to do this at home?” 
 
    “Home?” she echoed, blinking rapidly. “And where would that be, dear? The place I grew up with my parents? The apartment complex where I raised my children? Evergreen Landings?” 
 
    I hung my head when no response came. 
 
    “Thank you for the pie and the visit, my dear. But if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take a nap now.”  
 
    Heni handed me her empty plate, rearranged herself on the bed, and shut her eyes. 
 
    I didn’t know how to say goodbye, knowing this would be the last time I’d see Henrietta Grange. So, I didn’t. I packed up our dirty plates and what was left of the pie and exited the private room.

  
 
    A group of nurses were clustered in the hallway outside of Heni’s room when I left. 
 
    “Would anyone like some pie?” I offered. “If I take this home, I’ll eat the whole thing myself.” 
 
    One of the nurse’s eyes lit up. “Is that blueberry?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I confirmed. “Homemade.” 
 
    “Ooh! We’ll take that off your hands.” 
 
    I waited while one of the hospice workers transferred the remaining pie from my baking dish to another plate.  
 
    The questions I hadn’t been able to ask Heni herself bubbled to the surface. “Mrs. Grange in room four,” I started. “Is there any way she … I mean …” I stifled a sob. “Can you do anything?” 
 
    The woman who’d been so excited about pie now regarded me with a serious look. “Mrs. Grange has declined treatment. Our job is to make her comfortable; she’s started the dying process.” 
 
    “Process?” The word came out in a sharp tone nearly foreign to my ears. 
 
    “Are you family?” the nurse asked. 
 
    “I—no. I’m a friend.” 
 
    “I’m sure Mrs. Grange has told you she has stomach cancer. The survival rate is about three or four percent—not very good odds, even if Mrs. Grange were in the prime of her life. We’re going to keep her comfortable and help her manage the pain until the end.” She spoke in a neutral tone, using straightforward language that I was sure grieving family members appreciated. 
 
    I thanked the nurses and left the hospice center. I would respect Heni’s request. I wouldn’t be back.  
 
    I realized, as I unlocked my car and prepared to go home, that I didn’t want to become a hospice caregiver who saw death as another life stage. I had great respect for the work those individuals did, but I could never deal with death in such a casual, disconnected way. I decided then and there that I wanted to fight for life, not watch it gradually fade away. 
 
      
 
    + + + 
 
      
 
    Sara was watching TV in the living room. She looked away from the television screen at the sound of my tennis shoes squeaking on the hardwood floor.  
 
    “Where were you all day?” she asked. 
 
    “Visiting a friend at the hospital.” 
 
    “Co-worker or patient?”  
 
    “Patient,” I frowned. 
 
    Her mouth ticked up sympathetically. “Are they going to be okay?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I crouched down and tightened the laces on my running shoes. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you come home last night,” she noted. 
 
    “It was late,” I explained. “I was quiet.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Went to a bar with some nursing friends.” 
 
    “A bar?” she echoed. I could hear the disapproval in her tone.  
 
    I felt the need to defend myself. Sara had a tendency to be judgmental. “I didn’t drink.” 
 
    “Where are you off to now?” she asked. 
 
    I adjusted my ponytail. “A run.” 
 
    Her eyes left me for the nearest window. “It looks like it might rain,” she cautioned. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She made an unconvinced sound before returning her attention to the TV. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hallway beyond my apartment smelled like food. It always smelled like food. The walls were thin and porous, which left little in the way of privacy. I often heard my neighbors’ conversations or the sounds of their TVs, and the scent of whatever they had had for dinner collected in the hallways.  
 
    I sucked in a breath of fresh, clean air when I reached the front stoop outside. Sara was probably right; rain was certainly in the forecast. The sky had darkened, not from the late hour, but from a storm starting to roll in. I wasn’t planning on running very far or for very long, however, and I actually liked running in a light rain; it kept the temperature manageable and cooled off my skin as I heated up. 
 
    I took off in the direction of my usual run. The area around my apartment was largely residential, and when I’d first moved into my apartment, I’d mapped out a course that had me zig-zagging through the tree-lined streets. If I stayed on course, I was able to get in a relatively flat 10K.  
 
    My body had the course memorized, but mentally I felt adrift. I didn’t know who I could talk to. Sara and I co-existed; we didn’t really talk about things that mattered anymore. Colette was a good friend, but she never took anything serious. Meghan had made me feel like my sexuality wasn’t a big deal, which was a relief on one level, but also disheartening on another. It was a big deal. I’d felt most at ease talking with Elle the previous night, but she was simultaneously partially responsible for my confusion.   
 
    I couldn’t shake her. Last spring it had seemed like an impossible prospect. Why in the world would Elle Graft be interested in me? And yet out of everyone in the bar, she’d chosen to spend the night talking to me. She could have gone home—albeit to grading—yet she’d chosen to stay longer with me. I’d made a mistake by trying to kiss her. But there had to be something between us. I might have been star-struck, but I was still reasonable.  
 
    I raised my hand and forced a smile to my lips as another runner passed me by. He didn’t return my smile. He wore reflective sunglasses that hid his eyes and ran with earbuds, shutting out the noise of the world. I never listened to music while I ran. Part of it was for safety—to be aware of the people and traffic around me—but running was an opportunity to empty my brain. It cleansed my mental palate. I liked the imagery of sweating away my stress.  
 
    I listened to the rhythmic sound of my running shoes striking concrete and tried to clear my thoughts. As I passed one single-family home after another, I imagined families huddled around the television in the living room, watching football and getting ready for Sunday family dinner. It would be dinner-time soon enough at the Dyson home. My mom had probably made something in the slow-cooker while my dad and Brian yelled at the Vikings for losing another game.  
 
    I wiped at my cheeks, a mixture of sweat and probably tears. I wanted my mom. I wanted her to wrap me up in a protective hug and tell me that everything was going to be okay. But I couldn’t talk to her about this. Not yet. 
 
    I was a few miles into my run when I heard the unmistakable rumble of thunder in the distance. The sky was still relatively clear, and the light rain remained a gentle patter that cooled down my skin. It didn’t take long for the skies to open up though, and the formerly soothing rain transformed into something more threatening. The sidewalk darkened in spots where large raindrops struck the ground. Soon, the light concrete was entirely dark.  
 
    My wet shorts clung uncomfortably to my thighs. My hoodie felt like it had soaked up a gallon of rainwater, and it weighed me down like heavy body armor. My socks were soaked through. They were made from a sweat-wicking material, but the rain had come on so fast and so intense, that they hadn’t been able to keep up. If I continued running, my socks would soon rub my ankles raw.   
 
    I slowed down to save the flesh on my ankles and took stock of my options. I could head back to my apartment, but I was several miles away and the rain showed no sign of letting up. I could try to get a ride, but there were few cars on the road, and I realistically wasn’t desperate enough to get in a stranger’s car. My thoughts went to Elle and the time she’d rescued me from the elements. She didn’t live too far from where I was. I didn’t know if she would be home, but I remembered her covered front porch and the twin Adirondack chairs.  
 
    I didn’t dwell on the idea for too long before turning in the direction of her house. My ankles started to complain when I picked up the pace. The rain continued to fall, and the hood on my sweatshirt offered little protection. Water clung to my eyelashes as I squinted into the rapidly falling rain.  
 
    Elle’s car was in her driveway, pulled close to the detached garage in her side yard. The front lamp on her covered porch glowed invitingly, like a beacon in a storm. I hustled down the walkway, not eager to see her, but desperate to get out of the rain.  
 
    Once under the protective covering of her front porch, I looked back onto the street.  
 
    “Jesus,” I mumbled.  
 
    The sky had become a dark swirl of clouds, and the falling rain slanted into the gusts of wind. I’d suspected that it might rain while I was on my run, but I hadn’t anticipated that the weather would turn so quickly or become so fierce.  
 
    I sat in one of the Adirondack chairs that I’d admired the first and only other time I’d visited Elle’s home. The weather continued to rage all around me, and I sat, shivering in my rain-soaked hoodie, hoping for the rain to let up.  
 
    As if mocking me, a bright flash of lightning knifed through the sky, followed by a nearly immediate crack of thunder. The wind changed direction, and the pelting rain slanted just enough to strike me even under the covered porch.  
 
    I was at least a mile away from my apartment—too far to run in a thunderstorm even if my feet didn’t hurt—and if I didn’t want to sit in the rain, I would have to announce my presence and hope that Elle answered the door. 
 
    There was no doorbell, so I lifted my hand to the front door with little expectation that she’d actually respond to my knock. I could understand if she didn’t answer. I myself ignored intrusions to my private life if I wasn’t expecting visitors.  
 
    I knocked on the door and grimaced at how loud it sounded. The old wooden door seemed to rattle on its ancient hinges. The knock sounded desperate to me. I followed it up with a second knock, this one far less aggressive.  
 
    I saw first a pair of blue eyes through the cutout window at the top of the door. A moment later, I heard the mechanical sound of locks, followed by the slow, tentative creak of the front door opening.  
 
    “Yes? Can I help you?” I heard Elle’s unsure voice, but I couldn’t actually see her through the narrow sliver of a door opening.  
 
    I realized I might have been unrecognizable in my drenched hoodie. I pulled away the hood and took a small step forward. 
 
    “Hunter?” 
 
    Her voice was full of confusion and wonder.  
 
    “Hi.”  
 
    I frowned at my lack of originality, but in my defense, I really hadn’t expected her to come to the door. 
 
    I worried my lower lip. I hoped she didn’t think I was stalking her. Bumping into her at Peggy’s the previous night had been completely coincidental, but I couldn’t claim the same now, showing up at her front door. 
 
    Something seemed to have clicked for her. My soggy appearance. The dark storm clouds. The rain pelting loudly against her copper roof. My socks squishing inside my shoes.  
 
    The door flew open. 
 
    “Jesus … come in,” she urged, ushering me inside. “Get out of this rain.”  
 
    I released a relieved breath as I crossed the threshold. Her house was warm and dry.  
 
    Unthinking, I grabbed the bottom hem of my sweatshirt and started to peel the saturated hoodie off of my equally damp skin. I stopped when I felt my undershirt start to come off along with the outer layer. After some awkward maneuvering, I managed to remove my sweatshirt without stripping for Elle. I pulled my hair free from the rubber band that had held it back in a ponytail. I winced in pain as a few stubborn strands got caught in the band, and I ended up ripping the hair from my scalp.  
 
    “Did you jump in the lake with all your clothes on or something?” Elle asked.  
 
    “No.” I ran my fingers through my hair to detangle it the best I could. “I was running and got caught in the rainstorm. Who knew it was monsoon season?” 
 
    I finally took the opportunity to really look at her. She was dressed more casually than I’d ever seen her. Her wavy, brunette hair was up in a ponytail, and she wore an oversized t-shirt over grey yoga pants that ended mid-calf. The t-shirt had slipped off one of her shoulders to reveal naked skin. I couldn’t help wondering if she was wearing a bra. Or underwear.  
 
    “Do you always run during an apocalypse?” she lightly teased. “And at night?”  
 
    “No,” I frowned. She probably thought I had no regard for my personal safety. “But I needed to do some thinking.” About you, I silently added. “And I always do my best thinking when I run.” 
 
    “I do my best thinking in the shower,” she replied. 
 
    Her statement hung in the air like an uncomfortable suggestion. Her eyes were fixated on me, and I cleared my throat uncomfortably. I was wet enough without thinking about her in the shower. I would have loved a hot shower at that moment, but would never be brazen enough to ask to use hers or suggest she join me. We could save water that way; she struck me as the kind of woman who cared about the environment.  
 
    “Um. Let me get you a towel,” she offered. “You’re dripping all over the floor like a melting snowman.” 
 
    The spell broke. 
 
    “Oh no,” I worried aloud. A small puddle of water had accumulated around my running shoes where I stood. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize,” she dismissed. Her words said one thing, but she looked rattled. She always looked so at ease in the classroom or in her office, but I could tell my presence in her front foyer was making her uncomfortable. “Just ... stay there,” she instructed. 
 
    She spun on her heel and promptly marched down a hallway. I watched her grab a towel from a hallway closet and then duck through an open door and out of sight.  
 
    Left alone in the front foyer, I was also alone with my insecurities. I stared at a series of framed black and white photographs hanging in the entrance way, but I didn’t really look at them. The longer she didn’t return, the more I considered escaping back into the rain.  
 
    I could leave right now, I realized. I didn’t have to wait for her to return. It would be a miserable ten-minute jog back to my apartment, but at least I wouldn’t inconvenience Elle any further, and I wouldn’t give myself the opportunity to embarrass myself. How did I honestly see the rest of the evening panning out? 
 
    I wasn’t going to stay for dinner. We wouldn’t open a bottle of wine and watch a movie on her couch. This wasn’t a date. We weren’t even friends. The rain would continue, and Elle would offer to drive me back home, making me feel like a child getting dropped off by the responsible adult.  
 
    No sooner had I made up my mind to run out of Elle’s home, when the rain suddenly picked up. I jerked my attention to the vaulted ceiling. It sounded like nuts and bolts were raining down on the roof instead of raindrops. The rain was so loud, I half expected to see holes forming in the ceiling. 
 
    Elle reappeared in the foyer. “I think it’s hailing.”  
 
    I fought back the tears. “I really chose an awesome day to go for a run, huh?” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to wait out the storm,” she offered with an unaffected shrug.  
 
    I dropped my head. “I don’t want to be a burden,” I mumbled.  
 
    I should have just kept running. I would have been back to my apartment, showered, and in bed by now. I shifted my weight from one foot to the next. My shoes—heavy with water—felt like cinder blocks. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she assured. “It’s not like you’re keeping me from any plans. You apologize too much, by the way.” 
 
    Her statement reminded me of the previous evening at Peggy’s. She’d questioned my perpetual politeness to which I’d responded with uncharacteristic sass. That night felt like a lifetime ago, and my confidence might never return, especially around her.  
 
    She thrust a handful of cotton in my direction. “I got you a towel and a shirt,” she blurted out. “Don’t feel obligated to put on the shirt; I just thought you might be cold. There’s pants and socks that go with that, too, if you want.” 
 
    I took the towel and dry shirt without complaint. “This is perfect. Thank you,” I said, feeling humbled. “I hate to ask, but could I get those pants, too?” I pulled at my running shorts. Even though I’d been under shelter for a while, they were still drenched and clung uncomfortably to my thighs. “I’m kind of soaked through.” 
 
    Elle bobbed her head. ‘“Of course. I’ll be right back.”   
 
    The second trip took far less time than the first, leaving me with no opportunity to second-guess myself and my choices.  
 
    “You can change in the bathroom,” she instructed, handing me the pants. “First door on the right.” 
 
    I didn’t need the directions. I was well acquainted with Elle’s guest bathroom. It was the same bathroom Meghan had dragged me to and had pleaded for me to hide out with her. If only Meghan could see me now.  
 
    I shut the bathroom door behind me. I contemplated locking the door, but decided against it. Elle wouldn’t barge into the bathroom, knowing that I was changing my clothes, and even if she did, who was I to complain? 
 
    I pressed the long-sleeved t-shirt to my face and unabashedly inhaled. Her vanilla scent was absent, but the shirt smelled clean and perfumed as though it had recently been washed. 
 
    I removed my running shoes first and then my socks. I peeled off my sports bra, which had practically adhered to my skin from the rain and then my t-shirt 
 
    It was all too much. Being surrounded by her things. Wearing her clothes. The feeling was heady. 
 
    I stared at myself in the vanity mirror. I needed Colette. I needed to freak out and tell someone what was happening. Elle was practically in pajamas. I was in her clothes. A storm raged outside, and we were alone in her house, together.  
 
    She’d let me stay. She hadn’t kicked me out, which wouldn’t have been in her character but could have been a possibility. But she hadn’t offered to drive me home. How easy would it have been to rush outside to her car and drive the short distance to my apartment? Surely that would have been less of an intrusion or burden than opening her house to me for who knows how long?  
 
    I took a few calming breaths. I had to get a hold of myself. 
 
    In dry clothes, albeit not my own, I began to feel more like myself. Clutching my soggy running clothes, I left the bathroom in search of my hostess. I found her in the open-plan kitchen, preparing hot water on the stovetop. 
 
    As I padded, barefoot, into her kitchen, I was keenly aware of how naked I actually was. The clothes were a good fit, but they left little to the imagination. I started to doubt my decision to go without my sports bra even though it was still soggy, fully aware of how thin the t-shirt was and how the cold weather had tightened my nipples. I felt her eyes sweep over me in silent appraisal.  
 
    “What should I do with these?” I asked, gesturing to my running clothes.  
 
    She cleared her throat and held out her hand. “Here, I’ll hang those up for you by the fireplace.” 
 
    I pulled my damp clothes back against my body, holding them against me like a shield. “You’ve already done more than enough. I can certainly manage to hang them up myself.” 
 
    She nodded, humming, and turned back to the stove. 
 
    I laid out my running clothes on the stone hearth in the living room so they could start to dry. With no fire in the fireplace, it would take some time for them to be wearable again.  
 
    I paused in front of the mantle. Above my parents’ fireplace one would find an assortment of framed photographs of my brother and me from throughout the years. Elle’s mantle was empty. It made me curious about her family. Did she have siblings? Nieces and nephews? Was she close to her parents? Were they still together? I was literally wearing her clothes, yet I was no closer to chipping away at the enigma of Elle Graft. 
 
    “I’m heating up some water if you’d like something hot to drink,” she called to me from the kitchen. “Tea? Hot Chocolate? Instant Coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll take some tea if it’s not too much of a bother,” I called back. 
 
    “No trouble at all. You have a preference of flavor?” she asked. 
 
    “Mint if you have it? It reminds me of my grandmother. She’d make it whenever I was sick.” 
 
    I shuffled back to the kitchen and leaned against the kitchen island. Elle continued to work with her back turned to me. When she stood on her tiptoes to reach for a container on a higher shelf, I couldn’t help admiring the defined muscles of her bare calves. I tore my eyes away when I realized what I’d been doing. Elle had graciously opened her home to me, and I was repaying her generosity by openly ogling her body. 
 
    “You planning on getting sick?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure running in this weather doesn’t help.” I trained my eyes on the dining room window instead of her body. It continued to storm outside. 
 
    How long would I be allowed to stay? I wondered. Would she kick me out before my clothes had dried? And if so, would she let me borrow the clothes I was wearing? If nothing else it would give me another excuse to see her. I would be able to return The Bell Jar to her campus mailbox, but not a set of clothes without raising a few eyebrows. 
 
    The shriek of the teapot pulled me from my thoughts. Elle retrieved a ceramic mug from an upper cabinet and poured hot water into it.  
 
    She plunked a teabag into the mug. “So, what’s on your mind?” she asked. 
 
    She scooted the cup of tea across the kitchen island. It was a plain white mug with the outline of the state of Michigan printed on it.  
 
    “What’s this deep thinking you had to do so desperately that you went outside without a life preserver?” she probed. 
 
    I cradled the tea in both hands and let its warmth travel through my hands. The fragrant mint invaded my senses. She wanted to know the reason for my run. Why I’d thrown caution to the wind and had gone on a soul-searching jog despite knowing it would more than likely storm. I stared into the murky swirl of the mug’s contents instead of into the inquisitive gaze of the woman who’d unknowingly tormented me for a good portion of a year. 
 
    I took a breath. “There’s this girl,” I haltingly admitted. “And I can’t tell if it’s just a silly crush on my part, or if it could actually be something.” 
 
    I tentatively looked up from my cup of tea to gauge her reaction. Did she know I meant her? Was my affection written plainly across my face?  
 
    The corners of her mouth twitched. “Oh really?” There was a falsetto tenor to her voice that sounded out of place. Normally her voice was a much lower register. Was she upset? Curious? Was I reading too much into it? Did she even care? 
 
    I dipped the tip of my pointer finger into my tea and swirled the liquid around while I waited for it to cool. Patterns followed the direction of my finger. “I don’t know what to do about it though,” I continued. “I’ve never had to pursue someone. I’ve always been the pursuee.” I wrinkled my nose. “That isn’t even a word.” 
 
    In truth, I didn’t have much experience with either. If I’d been pursued at all I typically hadn’t been all that interested. 
 
    “I’ll turn off my English professor button and let that one slide.”   
 
    Her cell phone, which had been sitting silently on the kitchen countertop, suddenly jumped to life. The screen lit up and the phone vibrated with an incoming text message, but I stood too far away to read it. Elle snatched the phone off the counter and fumbled with the device. She yanked open a nearby drawer and shoved her phone inside. It was an odd reaction to receiving a text, which made me all the more curious what the message had been and who had sent it.  
 
    The phone had interrupted my moment of bravery. My tea was still too hot to drink, and I didn’t know what to say anymore. If I kept talking about this mystery woman, I was sure to spill the beans and tell her the truth. 
 
    Elle only stared at me, not contributing to our previous conversation or changing the subject. I grew frustrated with the situation. Why couldn’t she just read my mind? Why wouldn’t she wade through the double-speak of our conversation and realize she was the one I wanted? 
 
    My frustration turned to claustrophobia. The walls of the house were a prison. Her clothing I wore were my chains. Even the sensation of my damp hair against the back of my neck had become too much to suffer. 
 
    I gathered my hair in my hands to pull it into a bun, but the chain of my necklace had become tangled in a lock of hair. I tugged at the silver cross—a present from my grandmother when I’d made first communion—but felt the tug on my skull as well.  
 
    I shuttered my eyes to keep from crying. “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “Hold on,” Elle instructed.  “You’re going to rip your hair out.” 
 
    My hands froze in their frustrating task, and I waited while Elle rounded the kitchen island. She stood behind me and took my necklace in her hands. I could practically feel her breath on my neck. We’d never been so close before. There had always been something between us—a desk, the kitchen island, a bar table.  
 
    I stood, frozen in place and staring straight ahead, while she worked. The tips of her fingers periodically grazed the back of my neck while she concentrated on freeing my stubborn hair from the links on the chain. Every time her fingertips brushed against my skin, I felt it everywhere. My skin warmed as though she were a flame. 
 
    “There,” she announced when the last strands of hair had been released from my necklace. “All fixed with minimum carnage.”  
 
    I touched the cross against my collarbone. “Thank you,” I said in a near-whisper. 
 
    Elle continued to stand directly behind me. I could feel, but not see, her presence. “Not a problem.” 
 
    I had to know if I had a chance with her. I knew my gut was probably wrong, just as it had been the previous night when I’d forced myself on her, but playing careful was only going to continue to torment me. The What If’s of the moment would never give me peace.  
 
    I thought about Heni—brave Heni in 1945, and how she had gone after what she wanted. A girl can follow the rules for only so long. 
 
    I turned on my heel to face her. In our bare feet she was slightly taller than me. I looked up at her through my eyelashes, not wanting to so obviously stare. 
 
    “Why won’t you touch me?” I choked out. 
 
    The words were vague, but my actions were not. 
 
    I grabbed her hand by the wrist and pulled it to my chest. The palm of her hand slid roughly over my breast with only the thin t-shirt between us. Before I could arch into her touch, she’d jerked her hand away. 
 
    What had I done? 
 
    The words of apology tumbled from my lips. “Oh, my God. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    The tears I’d worked so hard to suppress sprung anew and gathered in the corners of my eyes. “God, I’m such an idiot. I don’t know why I thought you’d …” I shook my head until I thought I heard the rattle of my brain. “You’re amazing, and I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    I scrambled to escape, first to the fireplace where my damp running clothes hung. “I-I’m just gonna change quick, and then I’ll go,” I promised to her and to myself. My hands shook terribly. I couldn’t steady them. “I’m sorry for taking advantage of your hospitality.” 
 
    I couldn’t make myself look at her; I’d tormented myself enough for one day. I trained my eyes to the hardwood floor and scampered towards the guest bathroom.  
 
    A solid hand captured my wrist. Strong, sure fingers curled around my lower arm, and I found myself being spun in the opposite direction of where I had intended to go. The air escaped my lungs when my body collided into Elle’s. Her fingers remained firmly wrapped around my wrist.  
 
    If I had gasped any louder, I might have missed her next words:
“This is probably a giant mistake.” 
 
    She crushed her lips to mine with the same velocity as when our bodies had come together. My brain couldn’t register what was happening. One moment I was escaping with my figurative tail between my legs, and the next I was being inexplicably kissed by Elle Graft. 
 
    The pressure against my mouth was so overwhelming that I almost didn’t feel her hand move to cup the nape of my neck. She pulled me closer still until I felt the entire length of her body pressed against mine. A shiver—a small convulsion—traveled down my spine and then through my legs. I grabbed onto Elle’s firm biceps to avoid collapsing to the floor. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked.  
 
    Her sapphire eyes searched my face. She tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. It was too much like one of my library fantasies for me to believe any of this was real.   
 
    When I didn’t immediately respond, she started to apologize. “I’m sorry. Should I not have done that?”  
 
    I finally pulled myself together. I slid my hand up the back of her neck and stroked my thumb back and forth across the soft, warm skin. “I’ve wanted you to do that for so long.”  
 
    Not needing to be told twice, she bent down and recaptured my lips with her own. I tasted her again for the third time in two days, but instead of this kiss being the result of miscommunication and my over-eagerness, I knew she wanted this as much as me. I kissed her back with an intensity, a ferociousness, reserved for no one else.  
 
    She sucked my bottom lip into her mouth and lightly bit down. The contrast of her sharp teeth and soft lips had me gasping for air. Her mouth was yielding, but hungry. Everywhere I touched she was soft and perfumed. My daydreams couldn’t compare to the real thing.
But unlike in a dream, I needed air. I pulled back just enough from the kiss in order to breathe. 
 
    I didn’t remove myself from her entirely. I remained close with my arms draped around her neck and brushed my lips against hers. “This isn’t at all like how I imagined it,” I breathed. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” 
 
    Her hands tightened at my waist. “How was it supposed to be?” 
 
    “I seduce you, but not looking like a wet mop.” 
 
    A grin formed on her face, first just at the corners before it took over her whole mouth. “You imagined this?” 
 
    My transparency had me sheepishly ducking my head. “Maybe a few times,” I mumbled. 
 
    Her fingers touched my chin, and she gently guided my head back up. Our eyes locked once more. “Well, it’s nice to know I wasn’t alone in this.” 
 
    “R-really?”  
 
    Her admission was more than I could believe. Had she really thought about me like that? For how long? When had it started? Why hadn’t she done anything about it? 
 
    Impulse took over; I dropped to my knees, barely conscious of my kneecaps knocking roughly against the hardwood floor. My eager fingers grabbed onto the sides of her grey yoga pants, and I tugged them to the floor. 
 
    I couldn’t help the needy groan that escaped my throat when I discovered she’d only been wearing the yoga pants. She looked like perfection. She was more perfect than even my active imagination could have conjured. Even if I’d watched all the pornographic movies on the entire world wide web, it couldn’t have prepared me for this.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I heard her question, but I was too far gone to respond. I was on my knees, and Elle was naked from the waist down. 
 
    My hands went to her smooth, upper thighs, and I leaned forward to taste her. There would be no dipping my toes into the proverbial pool—this was a cannonball. I took my first taste, diving between her folds. I wiggled my tongue deeper to seek out her clit. My heart beat wildly in my chest as I kissed and licked and sucked the woman I’d wanted for so long. 
 
    I licked the length of her wet slit and my nose bumped into her protruding clit. I felt her knees buckle, so I did it again, mashing my face into her sex. Elle grabbed onto my shoulders, and I heard her quietly curse. 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” 
 
    I continued to lick her hard, spurred on by the way her body responded to mine. Her hips jerked in time with every thrust and stab of my dedicated tongue. I wanted to make her feel good; I wanted her to know I was worth any misgivings or doubts she might have. I wanted her to come undone. 
 
    There was something else I wanted to do—something I didn’t know if I was confident enough for. I released one of her thighs and blindly reached for her naked sex. I didn’t stop until my fingertips brushed against her naked sex.  
 
    I could have continued that way forever despite the reminder from my body that I was kneeling on a hardwood floor. But her frustrated grunt and a solid hand to my shoulder had me pulling away. 
 
    I leaned back to give my kneecaps some respite. I looked up to Elle for some signal or word of explanation. I couldn’t believe she’d stopped me mid-… mid-… didn’t even have the vocabulary for what we’d been doing.  
 
    “I can’t,” she grunted. “Not like this.” 
 
    I could still taste her on my lips; my frustration bubbled to the surface. “Why not? I want this.” I threw caution to the wind. “And it’s clear you do, too,” I boldly added. 
 
    She tugged on the waistband of her yoga pants and shimmied her pants back into place.  “That’s … that’s not what I meant,” she said, barely containing a chuckle. “I just mean I can’t get off when I’m standing up. I was going to suggest we relocate.” 
 
    My eyes widened. Oops. I’d totally misread that. “Oh. Well, now I’m embarrassed by that little outburst.” 
 
    Elle offered her hand to help me stand up. She pulled on my arm, and the rest of my body followed. My breath hitched in my throat when our bodies collided.  The storm that continued to rage outside was nothing compared to the emotions swirling around in Elle’s kitchen. 
 
    She continued to regard me in silence. I wished I was privy to her thoughts. The momentum had been stalled, and I worried if we would be able to get out of our heads long enough to get it back. I knew she must have serious doubts about me. There was obviously the age and experience difference to consider. I was no longer her student, but I didn’t know if my school had a rule against this kind of thing. Was I jeopardizing her job just by being here?  
 
    Elle didn’t release her hold on my hand. Our fingers intertwined, a feeling more intimate to me than even kissing. She led me out of the kitchen. When she’d suggested we relocate, I didn’t know what she had in mind. But all became clearer when we bypassed the living room, still hand-in-hand, and began to climb the stairs to the second floor.  
 
    Oh God. 
 
    We were going to her bedroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter TWENTY 
 
      
 
    
With our hands clasped together, I had no choice but to follow immediately on Elle’s heels as we climbed the staircase to the second floor. She scaled the stairs at a steady, but unhurried pace. We turned right when we reached the top floor, and she led me down a darkened hallway. She dropped my hand, which had grown damp with nervous perspiration, to find the overhead light.  
 
    Her bedroom was large and tidy. The bed was made, and there were no unlaundered clothes on the floor. The closet doors were shut, and mirroring the first floor, no framed pictures or knick-knacks cluttered the bureau of clothes or the bedside table. Even in her home decorating, Elle remained secretive. 
 
    When she released my hand, I began to fidget. “You have a lovely home. I meant to tell you that when I was here for the English Department’s party.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I felt myself losing my nerve and slipping back into a practiced politeness that appeared whenever I didn’t know what to do. If this didn’t happen now, I recognized, it was never going to happen. We would spend the rest of the night being awkward and overly polite. 
 
    I launched myself toward her and crashed my mouth against hers. I was no expert at kissing—especially women—but I did what felt natural. When I slid the tip of my tongue along her lower lip, she gasped against my mouth. I took advantage and thrust my tongue into her open mouth to rub my tongue against hers. It wasn’t gentle or polite or careful, and she didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    The feeling of her running her hands through my still-damp hair jolted my awareness. This was actually happening; it wasn’t one of my dreams. I wasn’t going to wake up from this.  
 
    I no longer felt immature or inexperienced in her presence. She reciprocated every touch with a sigh and a gasp, letting me know she was just as much into this as me. Emboldened, I brushed my fingers against the bottom hem of her shirt. I wanted her naked; I wanted to feel every part of her. Her entire body seemed to quiver when I slid my hands across her tightened abdomen. 
 
    But before I could remove her top, Elle’s fingers gently curled around my wrists.  
 
    “At the bar last night, you mentioned this was fairly new, um—,” she struggled to finish the sentence, “territory for you.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. I knew what she was asking without having to actually verbalize the question.  “And you want to know if this is my first time.” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    I tucked my lower lip into my mouth. I didn’t want to appear naive and inexperienced, but I was. I couldn’t lie. As soon as we got more physical, she’d be able to tell.  
 
    “This is my first time,” I admitted. “With a woman, I mean. I’ve had boyfriends.” 
 
    “Who I really don’t need to hear about,” she jumped in with a nervous, machine-gun laugh. 
 
    I felt the heat on my cheeks, and I looked away to hide my embarrassment. I didn’t want to mess this up—whatever this was—but I seemed determined to do just that. “Sorry.” 
 
    I looked back to her when she brushed away the hair that had fallen in front of my face. Her touch was exceedingly tender. She brushed stray hairs away from my face with a touch so delicate it made me feel like a precious and delicate treasure, something to be kept under lock and key.  
 
    “We don’t have to do anything.” Her sapphire eyes regarded me with warm concern. She was being so careful, so deliberate to ascertain my consent, but I had no doubts about what I wanted.  
 
     “I can’t stress that enough, Hunter.  I don’t want to pressure you if you’re not ready or you’re uncomfortable.”  
 
    Her fingertips fell away, and I resisted the urge to grab her hand and return it to my face. Now that she had touched me, I never wanted it to stop. 
 
    “I can give you a ride home right now,” she offered in earnest.  
 
    “While I appreciate your concern—it’s all very chivalrous of you,” I added. “I really want this, Professor—.” 
 
    “Okay, so as hot and incredibly taboo as that sounds,” she interrupted, hands comically flailing, “and I can’t even pretend that doesn’t play into practically every fantasy I’ve ever had,” she added, “you can’t call me Professor or Doctor Graft ever again. You have to call me Elle or I can’t do this.” She motioned between our bodies with my hand.  “Whatever this might be.” 
 
    I was thankful for the correction, more than she would ever know. Without the honorific between us, the labels and divisions fell away. I wouldn’t entirely get out of my head, but it was what I needed to assure myself that she saw this as much more than some illicit teacher-student affair. I wanted be equals. To simply be two women who found attraction and potential in the other. 
 
    “I think I can manage that, Elle.”   
 
    I pulled on the front of her shirt and guided her toward the bed. I’d enjoyed tasting her for the first time on the kitchen floor, but this time I aimed for more comfort. I kept my eyes trained on her face, which was flush with emotions, equal parts playful and concerned.  
 
    We fell onto the mattress with Elle on top of me. Her knee slid between my thighs, and as much as I wanted to play it cool, I was unable to stifle a low, telling moan when her solid thigh connected my covered sex.  
 
    She took advantage of my open mouth. Her tongue brushed against mine, and I pressed up against her long, lean body. I couldn’t get enough of her body. I wanted her touch, yet I wanted to be constantly touching her now that I had permission. My hands roamed her curves, memorizing the map of her body.  
 
    She kissed me into the bed and pressed her knee harder against the juncture between my thighs. An involuntary moan, almost a whimper, escaped my body each time her knee connected. I clawed at the back of her t-shirt, eager for there to be no borders between us, not even those made of a cotton-poly blend.  
 
    She broke off the kiss long enough to sit back. Before I could question her intentions, she wordlessly smiled and pulled me to a seated position as well. My breath hitched in my throat when her hands gathered the bunched-up material of my shirt near my midsection. She carefully lifted the shirt up and over my head, ever mindful of my hair.  
 
    I didn’t have time to dwell on my partial nakedness; all of those realizations diminished when her hands reached for the bottom hem of her own top. She yanked her shirt off with far less care with which she’d removed my own. I could feel myself gawking, but there was little I could do to stop it. Elle Graft was naked from the waist up.  
 
    She reached for me; she cupped the back of my head and guided me back to a reclined position on the bed. She slowly lowered herself onto me, inch by inch, until our naked breasts finally touched. I clung to her sides despite there being nothing to grab onto. The feeling of her impossibly soft breasts pressed against mine was almost too much.  
 
    I lifted my head from the pillow to match her aggressive kiss. I panted into her mouth rather than breaking away to breathe. Our teeth gnashed together as our tongues wrestled for dominance. 
 
    I felt her hand between my thighs where her knee had formerly pressed. I bucked into the feeling. She dug her heel into me and rubbed in a lazy, wide circle. The pressure itself felt amazing, and her movements even more so, but that itself wouldn’t be enough to help me achieve orgasm despite my hair-trigger response to her. I grabbed her shoulders and thrust my pelvic bone to meet the ministrations of her hand. My fingers dug into her firm frame while I desperately sought more friction below my waist. 
 
    I wanted to cry from frustration when she pulled away again. The abrupt starts and stops assured I was never going to find release. And each time she broke off a particularly heated kiss, I worried it might be our last. All of this was too good to be true; I was sure that she’d eventually come to her senses and send me home.  
 
    As I lay in her bed, I struggled to catch my breath as if I’d just run a great distance. I wasn’t physically tired so much as emotionally spent. She’d put my heart through a gauntlet over the past few months.  
 
    She’d utilized no physical restraints, but her dark eyes had me pinned in place. She ran her fingertips down the center of my body—a butterfly-soft touch down my neck, between my naked breasts, and stopping at my abdomen. I wanted to watch it all, but the sensation of her tender caress had my eyes fluttering shut. 
 
    My eyes snapped open when I felt something warm and wet on my breast. 
 
    “Oh God,” I gasped. 
 
    Elle fluttered her lips and tongue against my naked breasts. She planted her hands on either side of my body and dipped her head to kiss the underside of my right breast. Her tongue wiggled a warm, wet line up to my sensitive nipple.  
 
    I choked out a strangled cry when she lashed the length of her tongue against the hardened bud. She lightly nibbled on my nipple, causing my back to arch off the bed. I saw stars when she sucked my breast into her mouth and flicked my nipple back and forth with the tip of her tongue. I held the back of her head, pressing her more tightly against my body.  
 
    My upper body was preoccupied between me holding Elle’s head and she laving attention on my breasts, but it still wasn’t enough. I used my legs like arms and wrapped them around Elle’s torso. It felt so good to feel all of her body against mine. I groaned when my center connected with her midsection. I lifted my hips off the bed, seeking more contact. 
 
    Maddeningly, she moved with me, rather than against me, denying me the friction I craved. Each time I rolled my hips or thrust my lower body against hers, she mimicked my motion acting like a shadow instead of my mirror image. She seemed determined to resist my most carnal desires. 
 
    I needed more, and I wasn’t above begging. “Please, Elle,” I whimpered. 
 
    My plea didn’t fall on deaf or unsympathetic ears. Her fingers curled beneath the waistband of my borrowed pants. She didn’t immediately remove the garment; her eyes searched my face, looking for something in me. Hesitation? Doubt? Reticence? 
 
    I didn’t have the words to reassure her, but I lifted my backside off the bed, a silent sign of my eagerness. She dragged the sweatpants down my hips and thighs. The soft material slipped past my knees, and with a kick of one leg, I assisted in removing them entirely.  
 
    As before, she took her time. While I’d dived into her, practically face-first, Elle showed an astonishing amount of restraint. She ran her hands over my upper thighs. Her soft touch ghosted over my skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake. Her hands traveled higher up my thighs until they rested where upper thigh meets pelvic bone. When she dug her thumbs into my hipbones, a jolt of pleasure washed over me. I wanted to feel her mouth on me, but I didn’t know how to ask for it without sounding pushy or demanding. With my silence I was forced to endure her achingly slow pace that had me unraveling at the seams. 
 
    Her hands remained on my upper thighs with her fingertips firm against my hipbones and her thumbs dipping between my inner thighs. Her fingers were immobile with the exception of her thumbs. She’d begun a rhythmic up and down motion; on the down-stroke, the tips of her thumbs brushed against my most sensitive flesh.  
 
    The mattress dipped and shifted beneath me as she slid lower in bed until her head was level with my bellybutton. Her hands stayed on my thighs as if she worried I might flee; yet I had no intention of leaving her bed. She dipped her tongue into my bellybutton, causing me to squirm—less from the sensation and more with the promise of what else her tongue could do to me. 
 
    She continued to press her lips against my quivering skin until she was positioned between my anxious thighs. Her breath was warm against my shaved skin, and my whole body tensed in anticipation. I clutched at the comforter, balling up the material in my hands.  
 
    I released a breathy sigh at the first touch of her tongue against my outer lips. Everything clenched as her tongue tentatively explored my folds. Her warm breath on my skin forced me to relax.  
 
    Her fingers tightened on my upper thighs before she sank her tongue inside me.  
 
    “Oh, my God.”  
 
    I released my hold on the duvet to grab the back of her head. My fingers dug deep into her hair, and her tongue plunged even deeper. My lower body jerked as if electrocuted when her nose bumped against my clit. I heard her rapidly swallow and watched the muscles in her throat working as she greedily drank from my sex. She moaned against me, making me feel the vibrations everywhere. 
 
    I called out her name when her tongue retreated to flick against my engorged clit. My hips jerked and bucked off the bed, but she only held me tighter. 
 
    I no longer worried about sounding too demanding: “Please, Elle,” I gasped. “I need your fingers.” 
 
    Her mouth twisted into a knowing smile. It hadn’t escaped my notice that she hadn’t spoken in a while, but then again, her mouth had been preoccupied with other things. I propped myself up on my elbows so I could watch everything. If this was the first, but also last time that I had sex with Elle Graft, I wanted to commit everything to memory.  
 
    She ran her palm down the center of my abdomen. Her hand continued to travel south before flipping over, palm side up. She traced along my outer lips with just the tips of her fingers. One and then two fingers pressed against my opening.  
 
    Her gaze lifted to mine as she slowly pushed forward. I watched her middle and forefinger disappear to the second knuckle. I sucked in a sharp breath at the new intrusion. I normally masturbated with one finger; I felt myself stretch around her demanding fingers. 
 
    She pulled her fingers out and spread my liquid arousal across my shaved sex. My early arousal seeped from my sex and coated her two fingers. She pushed her fingers deeper the second time and remained motionless while I adjusted to the feeling.  
 
    Before I could get too comfortable, however, she dipped her head and sucked my clit into her mouth. I could hear the telltale click of sex as she pushed and pulled her fingers in and out of my sex with even and steady strokes. 
 
    “Elle … Oh God,” I groaned. “I’m so wet for you.” It felt as though a dam had broken between my legs. 
 
    Her eyes closed as she continued her dedicated attentions. My legs twitched and jerked while she lapped at my clit. Short bursts of pleasure jolted through my body. 
 
    She couldn’t have known it, but our foreplay had begun long before that night. I wasn’t going to last very long. My stomach muscles tensed. “I’m gonna …” I gasped.  “I … I’m so … so … close.” My whole body jerked and spasmed. “I—Oh, God. Don’t stop, please don’t stop.”  
 
    Elle lifted her gaze; her eyes looked practically black. “That’s it. Cum for me, Hunter,” she coaxed. “Let yourself go.” Her pistoning fingers quickened inside me. 
 
    Her words alone would have been enough to push me over the edge, but the combination of her fingers and her mouth had me screaming towards my orgasm. 
 
    “God, Elle.” A low, throaty moan bubbled up my throat. “Fuck. Fuck. It’s so good. I can’t … I … Oh, God. Oh, yes. Your fingers. Yes, just like that,” I encouraged.  
 
    My lower body moved in time with her, meeting her thrust for thrust. Her knuckles connected with my pelvic bone each time she plunged her fingers into me. 
 
    I heard her praise over the rhythmic squeak of the mattress. “You’re so gorgeous,” she murmured before recapturing my clit between her parted lips. 
 
    “Oh, shit!”  
 
    My body involuntarily shot upright in bed. I grabbed Elle and pulled her head harder against me. My fingers instinctively entangled in her loose locks.  
 
    “Elle. I’m … Fuck!!” 
 
    Oh, my God. 
 
    I was no longer in control of my body. I fell backwards, like falling several stories from a high building. But instead of hitting solid earth, the back of my head hit Elle’s pillow.  
 
    My eyes were too heavy to open. I was short of breath, and my heart hammered in my chest. I exhaled, letting all the air out of my lungs. I finally released the death-grip from Elle’s hair. Her scalp was probably sore. 
 
    Elle gingerly eased her fingers out of my swollen sex. She placed small, tender kisses on the insides of my still-shaking thighs.  
 
    “Good?”  
 
    I didn’t know why she needed to ask. My body felt so relaxed, like all of my bones had melted. 
 
    I flexed and curled my toes.  “God, Elle,” I groaned. “So good.” 
 
    Her arms appeared shaky and unsteady as she crawled up the mattress to my level. She pulled up rumpled sheets from the bottom of the bed to cover both of our bodies. She rested her head on my chest. I was sure she could probably feel the heavy pounding of my chest against her ear.  
 
    When I took a great breath, she did the same, and we simultaneously exhaled. Eventually, I would regain feeling in my extremities and be able to return the favor, but for now I was content to just be still with her. 
 
    My fingers found their way back to her head, and I stroked her hair as she continued to lay on my chest. I let the chestnut strands slip through my fingers. The moment—running my fingers through her hair, how she used my sternum as a pillow, and our mutual comfortable silence—felt nearly as intimate as the sex itself. 
 
    I could see myself falling in love with this woman. It would be so easy.  
 
    I might have already been there. 
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