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        “A line can be straight, or a street, but the human heart, oh no, it's curved like a road through mountains.”

        -Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire
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      “Have you ever been backstage at a real theatre before, Mrs. Parker?” asked Susan Monroe as she rose from behind her desk to begin the tour. There was a trill at the end of the word “theater” that made it clear that only the British spelling would be tolerated in these hallowed halls.

      Cecily's back stiffened at the unintentional snobbery in the woman's tone. A familiar weight of doubt settled into her stomach like a rock. She'd discussed her qualifications with Bev, the theater's perky young intern, just last week. But the suit-clad, stiletto-wearing businesswoman who greeted her today was the managing director of the Oakwood Theatre. Cecily's status as one of the Oakwood's top patrons demanded nothing less, but Susan's no-nonsense professionalism brought all the usual anxiety rushing in. Being shown the ropes by an unimposing college student would've suited Cecily's sensibilities much better.

      “Backstage?” Cecily replied, forcing an airy laugh. “Not since college, unless you count my son Tyler's third grade school play. He was a tree. His father and I were very proud.”

      “Oh, of course. How could I have forgotten? You were a drama major, isn't that right?”

      “Just a minor, I'm afraid,” Cecily corrected. “But theater's always been an interest.”

      It had been more than that at one time. It had been her passion. There had been a time … Ancient history. Cecily pushed the memories down before they had a chance to surface. What mattered was the present, and finding a way to distract herself from it now that Tyler was gone. He'd persuaded her to let him live on campus for his senior year at St. George’s Prep. He was only a few miles away, but his absence made Cecily feel—well, “depressed” is what one of those therapists that all the other mothers in town went to would probably call it. And then those same therapists would look at her with concern, and ask a bunch of prying questions, and end up suggesting she needed a hobby. This was why Cecily had decided to just skip all that and say “yes” when Bev called looking for volunteers.

      Hobby acquired. Problem solved.

      See, who needed a therapist? Not Cecily Parker. For once in her life, she had it under control.

      “Well, I think you'll find that despite our small size, our facilities here at the Oakwood rival some of the best theatres in New York. Thanks in no small part to the generosity of you and your husband, of course.”

      “We're just thrilled to see a good show without the long train ride into the city,” Cecily said, cringing inwardly at the woman's ingratiating tone. Unlike the usual patron level donor, she was legitimately looking to do some work, not to be fawned over. “We've been so impressed by the changes you've made recently that we're honored to be a part of it.”

      “Is your husband as devoted an arts aficionado as you are, Mrs. Parker?”

      “Chet?” Cecily couldn't conceal her amusement at the thought. She'd used the word 'we' out of habit, it having been so long since she'd presented herself as just an 'I'. “No, I'm afraid he's more of a golf aficionado. And football. And basketball. Pretty much if it has a ball and someone keeps score, he can hardly look away. But he likes for me to have my hobbies.”

      Her mood soured at the mention of Chet’s name. To say that he liked her plan might be overselling it a bit. To like would imply that he noticed, and to notice he'd need to be around more often. Frankly, that was the last thing Cecily wanted. The fact that Chet would be leaving for Malaysia on business tomorrow and not returning until Thanksgiving had been the best thing to happen in their marriage for years. Not that any of that was Ms. Monroe's concern. A therapist would probably have a lot to say on the topic of her marriage. One more good reason not to see one.

      They left the manager's office and started down a long corridor lit with electric torches that gave it a dramatic flair. Cecily smiled at how even something as mundane as a hallway seemed more exciting in a theater. The Oakwood had a particularly captivating air to it. Built in the 1920s, it spanned a full city block and had offices, workshops, rehearsal space, and the auditorium itself all housed under the uneven peaks of its roof. Quirky passageways and staircases connected it all with an aesthetic that suggested the building had more likely sprung organically from the ground than been planned by any architect.

      The pungent scent of freshly cut pine and solvents tickled Cecily's nose, sending a rush of exhilaration coursing through her. She'd recognize that smell anywhere, even after almost twenty years. The scene shop must be close by. Her pulse quickened and her stomach fluttered nervously as she geared up for her new adventure.

      At the end of the hall stood a pair of imposing metal doors. “Behind here is the scene shop, where all the sets for the shows are made,” Susan announced, using the same hushed and reverent tone that one might employ when introducing a room containing lost Aztec gold or the Ark of the Covenant. “Now, I know that most of our lady volunteers prefer to help out with the costumes, but do you think you'd be interested in doing some work on the sets?”

      “Well,” Cecily answered with a polite smile, “as I mentioned to Bev yesterday, aside from some acting, most of my admittedly limited experience was in the scene shop.”

      “Oh, right, yes.” Susan mumbled, flushing scarlet. “Of course, I remember that now.”

      Cecily noticed the woman's beet stained cheeks with equal parts amusement and disbelief. It was not every day that she made anyone feel self-conscious, and especially not someone as put together as Susan Monroe. Cecily's loose cashmere cardigans, designer skinny jeans, and knee-high equestrian boots cut a fine-enough figure with the suburban ladies-who-lunch crowd, but she'd grown accustomed to being overlooked and underestimated fairly regularly by everyone else. Especially successful working women.

      There had been a time shortly after marrying Chet that she could hold her own around those career types. She'd hosted endless parties when her husband was trying to make partner at his firm, but it had been several years since she'd had to do so regularly, and she'd grown to dread it more and more. The female lawyers he worked with had been more understanding when Tyler was a baby, but now they mostly made her feel inferior as they wrinkled their noses at the idea that anyone would continue to be a stay at home mom once their child outgrew infancy.

      So, yes, it felt nice to be respected for a change. Cecily Parker, Patron of the Arts.

      “Mrs. Parker?”

      Cecily emerged from her musings and it was her turn to blush. How easily her mind wandered lately. She had no idea what Susan had said. Cecily used to blame motherhood for her inability to concentrate when only grownups were speaking, but at seventeen, Tyler was nearly an adult himself, yet full brain function still eluded her. Surely 'mommy brain' wasn't a permanent debilitation. More likely her brain had just given up trying to find anything remotely interesting in all the blandness of suburban Connecticut and had developed a nasty habit of going rogue.

      “About the casting,” Susan repeated. “I was just saying that we're so fortunate with this production. A Streetcar Named Desire is a bit of a departure from our usual musical theater repertoire, but we're really trying to raise the Oakwood to the next level. Between our actors and designers, we've recruited some amazing talent. Even an Academy Award winner!”

      That last part surprised her. It almost certainly wasn't one of the actors. She’d heard rumors that a big name celebrity, Bailey Carter, would be joining the cast in the role of Blanche DuBois, the iconic lead of Tennessee Williams' play. Cecily wasn't familiar with the actress's work, but had her reservations, given that this Bailey person was a former reality television star. Perhaps it was a designer, or the director, who'd won the award. She'd have to find out, as Tyler would be thrilled. He loved all things Hollywood.

      Susan bit her lip nervously. “It's just that when you mentioned acting, well, the managing director who was here before me had a habit of casting major donors and...”

      “Heavens, no!” Cecily snorted at the ridiculousness of the idea. It was no secret that in the past, anyone with a generous enough checkbook could buy a leading role, but that held no interest for her. “I have no illusions about getting up on stage, don't worry about that. A paintbrush and a hammer will be just fine with me.”

      Susan smiled. “Well, that's a relief. Not all our patrons have been so understanding.”

      Cecily could think of one donor in particular who was probably causing trouble. “Well, for the record,” she said with a conspiratorial grin, “the day I heard Polly Schroeder finally got turned down for a part in Westside Story was the day I tripled my regular donation to the Oakwood.” The half smile on Susan's lips when she said Polly's name told her she'd guessed correctly. “I mean, seriously, a forty-nine year old Maria? There's not a checking account in the world large enough to make that okay.”

      Polly was the mother of one of Tyler's classmates, and for years she and the rest of her Mean Mom Brigade had kept Cecily in a constant state of high alert. To write off their malicious gossip and pettiness as the foolishness of idle women was a mistake. They wielded real power with their words, and had ruined marriages and careers all over town. They preyed on insecurity, and Cecily had enough of that to go around. So far she'd avoided being too much of a target for them, but it was only a matter of time. Escaping those women was half the reason Cecily had chosen to volunteer at the theater instead of one of the other organizations she supported. There was no way that Polly would step foot in the Oakwood again after her Westside Story humiliation.

      Susan entered a code on the keypad next to the scene shop doors. “Please, come inside and let me show you around.”

      Cecily took in the empty shop with the same sense of awe she'd experienced the very first time in college. It was a massive space, loosely divided into several smaller workshops. In the carpentry area, stacks of fresh lumber were piled high along one wall beside several hulking machines. She was fairly certain she could still remember most of their names and uses, maybe even operate a few after a quick refresher. A welding area was just visible on the other side of the space. Cecily doubted she would spend much time there since she'd left the theater program in college before she'd had a chance to learn. Her stomach clenched as the memories she'd worked so hard to shove away threatened to come bubbling back up yet again.

      No sense dwelling on the past right now.

      She gave her head a shake to clear it, focusing instead on the vast expanse in the center that would soon start to fill with all the components of the set. She smiled at the thought of watching the magic of it all coming together. She'd been good at this once, and enjoyed it. Since giving up her dreams of the theater, her years had been filled with doing what everyone else needed her to do, until it had nearly extinguished the part of her inside that felt like her. And while those obligations weren't likely to change, doing something for herself, even for a few hours a week, might make the rest of her time easier to bear.

      It took Cecily a moment to realize that the shop was not as deserted as it’d first appeared. A slender woman clad in head-to-toe black stood beside a stocky man in paint-splattered overalls at the far end of the assembly area. Their backs were to the doors where Cecily and Susan had entered. The woman held a sheet of paper in one hand, making a sweeping gesture toward the cavernous space with the other. Her fingers were long and graceful. Familiar. Cecily's heart thumped and her own fingertips began to tingle with a sudden jolt of adrenaline that coursed through her at the shock of recognition. Surely it couldn’t be…

      The woman stopped talking, as if aware that guests had joined them in the room. She began to turn, revealing a creamy bronze face, and just a hint of freckles sprinkled across prominent cheekbones like a fine dusting of cinnamon. Her eyes shone with the brilliant blue of an Alaskan glacier in the afternoon sun.

      In truth, the room was drenched in shadows and not a single detail of the woman's appearance was the slightest bit visible. It didn't have to be. Cecily saw it all vividly in her mind just the same. She knew without a doubt, once she managed to will her heart to stop racing and forced her eyes to look up, that the face looking back at her would most certainly belong to Rorie Mulloy.

      Cecily silently cursed her luck. What were the odds? The very first time since college that she'd dared to venture backstage at a theater, and she found herself face to face with the reason she'd left it in the first place.
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      The fluorescent lights above Cecily's head turned off with a loud click, plunging the scene shop into darkness. Startled, she cried out.

      “Hello?”

      There was another click and her surroundings became visible again as one of the lights spluttered back to life. Row after row of tools hung from pegs in the storage closet. Cecily studied them and sighed. Even with the lights back on, she still didn't know what the hell she was looking for. Footsteps echoed out in the corridor, coming closer.

      “Hello?” called a rich alto voice, “Anyone there?”

      “Yes, back here in tool storage!”

      The door to the closet swung open and a woman's head peeked in through the opening, forming a light oval against the darkness of the deserted shop. A mass of curly, raven-black hair was perched higgledy-piggledy atop her head, held in place by a set of chopsticks and a vintage silk scarf in a psychedelic print that would be blinding in brighter light. Long, graceful fingers with short, practical nails curled casually around the door jamb. Other than the scarf, she was clothed entirely in shades of black, melting into the shadows, except for two kohl-outlined eyes of glacier blue. Cecily stared at them, transfixed. She found herself wondering how eyes could generate their own light.

      “What are you still doing here? The last class ended an hour ago.”

      There was silence for a moment, and then the glowing eyes blinked. Released from their hold, Cecily found her voice again. “Oh God, is it really that late?” she squeaked, panic making her throat constrict. “Oh no! I'm going to fail this class for sure. It's my first day, and I'm already going to fail!”

      “Okay, keep calm,” the woman said. “What are you trying to accomplish? Maybe I can help.”

      “My professor sent me back here to get a wood welder, only I have no idea what it looks like, and now class is over and I'm going to fail.” Her words tumbled out in a rush. Part way through her explanation the stranger had pressed her hand over her mouth, a move that had not quite suppressed the chortling sound that escaped her throat. Cecily stared at her in confusion. “What? What about that could possibly be funny?”

      “Really? You honestly don't know?” The woman slowly shook her head. “What I want to know is, what the hell did you do?”

      “What do you mean what did I do? I didn't do anything!”

      “Trust me, you did something. Look—what's your name, anyway?”

      “Cecily DuPont, from Baton Rouge.”

      “Rorie Mulloy, from here and there and some other places.”

      “Nice to meet you, Rorie Mulloy. I don't think I've ever met anyone named Rorie before.”

      “It's Irish.”

      “Really? You don't look Irish.”

      The woman stiffened slightly. “Yeah, well, I am. And, anyway,” she added defensively, “you don't sound like you're southern.”

      “Really?” Cecily's face lit up in delight. “I've been working on that. All I watch on television is the news, every single night. I practice repeating everything, just like how they say it.”

      “You only watch the news?” she repeated, clearly dumbfounded at anyone who could choose to live that way.

      “Uh-huh. Well, and Melrose Place. Of course.”

      “Naturally.” Rorie shook her head in amusement. “Good lord. But back to my earlier point. You definitely did something to piss off your professor today. You know how I know?”

      Cecily shook her head.

      “Do you know what welding is?” Rorie asked, and Cecily nodded. “And you know what wood is?”

      This time Cecily rolled her eyes. What kind of an idiot did this woman think she was? Rorie arched one eyebrow. Finally, her words connected in Cecily's brain.

      Cecily groaned. “There's no such thing as a wood welder, is there?”

      “Now you’re catching on. So, would you care to revise your statement, Cecily DuPont of Baton Rouge? What exactly did you do?”

      “I really don't know, I swear. We were told to get out our safety goggles and I didn't have any, and that's when I got sent back here.”

      “Well, that might do it. Especially if it was Professor Jackson. He's pretty big on safety. And on coming to class prepared.”

      Cecily slumped her shoulders in defeat. “Great. And now he hates me and I'm going to fail.”

      “I doubt that, drama queen. But wait, you're not one of the new freshman production majors are you?”

      Cecily shook her head.

      “No, you didn't look quite clueless enough to be a freshman. Almost, mind you—” Rorie broke off with a grin.

      “I'm a senior, thank you very much.” Cecily said with a glare. “So, what, are you an instructor or a grad student or something? Or just a know-it-all?”

      “I'm a senior, too. But this is my … third senior year, I think? I'm part time right now. Tuition issues.”

      Cecily gave her a puzzled look. Their college was frequently referred to as the Ivy League of the South and attracted the richest families in the region. Part-timers were a rarity.

      “I have a work study job in the scene shop and help with some of the intro classes for extra cash.” Rorie explained. “It means I can’t always manage a full load of classes, too. But if you're not a production major, why don't you just drop the class? It's not like you need it to graduate, right?”

      “Well, no. See, I'm technically pre-law. My mother insisted on that. If I changed my major, I’d probably have some ‘tuition issues’ of my own.” She used her fingers to trace quotes in the air and Rorie laughed. “But I've taken a few acting classes for fun and I just found out I can get a minor in theater, but only if I take a production class. So here I am.”

      “Christ,” Rorie muttered, “a lawyer and an actress, Cici? God help us.” She studied her silently for a moment with a stare that, despite its ice blue color, was filled with unexpected warmth. “You sure do talk a lot, though. I guess you can use that in either profession.”

      “Hey!” Cecily bristled at the teasing, but the way this stranger had used that nickname,'Cici,' sparked a warm glow through her insides. No one had called her that before. Her family didn't go in much for nicknames, or any other needless informality. Her father used to call her 'Pumpkin' now and then, but it made her mother scowl whenever he did, so he'd mostly stopped.

      “Sorry,” Rorie replied. “But, you know there's an easy fix for all this. You can just transfer to the costume shop for the rest of the semester. It fulfills the same requirement, and that's pretty much what all the other actresses do.”

      “Yeah. That's not gonna work,” Cecily said, feeling the heat of embarrassment burn her cheeks.

      “I'm a little afraid to ask why.”

      “That's where I was last week, which is why I missed the first scene shop class. Which is why I didn't even know I needed stupid safety goggles.” Cecily paused to take a breath. “Last week when I was in the costume shop, they gave me a skirt to hem. You know, one of those big, Victorian-type things?”

      Rorie nodded. “Uh huh.”

      “So I started hemming it,” she continued, “which took the whole class period, and I guess was really slow compared to everyone else, but it's not like I knew what I was doing, right? Only when I got up to leave, I had sewn myself to it.”

      “You'd done what, now?” Rorie asked, choking back a laugh. “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” she replied peevishly. “Pretty much the whole damn thing, sewn right to my skirt. I don't know how it happened, so don't ask. But the shop manager had to cut it off of me, and there was a lot of swearing, and then she handed me a transfer slip and sent me here.”

      Cecily caught the look of incredulity on Rorie's face. The whole situation really was ridiculous, and she knew it. She let out a nervous giggle, which made Rorie laugh in response, and soon they were both doubled over, laughing so hard that tears welled up in their eyes.

      When she was finally able to stand completely upright again, Rorie dabbed under her eyes with the loose edge of her scarf, smudging just a bit of the kohl under her lashes. Cecily's hand twitched with a compulsion to reach out and wipe away the smudge, but she refrained. She wasn't certain why it would even occur to her to behave so intimately with a woman she'd only just met.

      Cecily knew she’d been staring at the smudge for a very long time. She attempted to look away nonchalantly but her gaze only made it as far as Rorie's long jet lashes before tumbling into the sparkling pools they framed. She felt herself frozen in depths of ice blue that gazed back at her, equally transfixed. Lovely eyes.

      All at once it was as if both women became aware that they’d been staring. The power of motion miraculously restored, each glanced hastily away. Cecily felt off balance. She squeezed her eyes shut but could still see those azure blue pools, as if they'd been burned onto her retinas.

      “You must think I'm an idiot,” Cecily mumbled, feeling bashful and insecure.

      “Actually, I think you're kind of adorable, oddly enough,” Rorie said, a tremor in her rich voice. “Something tells me we're in for an interesting semester with you here, Cici.”

      They exited the shop in silence, pausing to shut off the remaining lights and lock the door. As she turned to leave, Rorie reached out impulsively and took Cecily's hand, pressing something firmly against her palm. A pair of safety goggles, the plastic still warm from where they had rested in her back pocket. “Take these, so you don't get in trouble again.” She smiled as she turned to go. “We wouldn't want anything happening to those lovely eyes of yours!” she called back over her shoulder as she walked away.

      Lovely eyes. She had been thinking those very words just seconds before. Cecily grasped the goggles tightly as an electric jolt of adrenaline shot through her and sent her heart racing. She watched Rorie's retreating figure disappear into the shadows. In that moment it felt to her as if this total stranger had been able to see clear through her skull and pluck the words right out of her brain. The thought was both thrilling and unsettling, and she couldn’t wait to see her in the shop again.

      

      Cecily might have been standing in the Oakwood scene shop for a second, or a minute, or possibly a year. She had no idea. Only this time her confusion wasn't from lack of attention, or 'mommy brain', or any of the usual suspects. No, the cause was simple. It was Rorie Mulloy. Standing just a few feet away from her after almost twenty years.

      Cecily tugged self-consciously at her baggy sweater, suddenly aware of the few extra pounds it was meant to camouflage. It's not that she’d let herself go, but the years had brought a softness to her body that hadn’t been there in college. Another casualty of motherhood. But the years had certainly been kind to the woman in front of her. More than kind, really. Frankly, the past two decades deserved to be nominated for sainthood for what they’d done for Rorie Mulloy.

      The woman before her was every inch polished and successful. The brashness of youth had morphed into smoothly commanding confidence. Gone were the messy curls, replaced by sophisticated micro-braids, held up not by chopsticks and cheap scarves but an art deco hair comb that appeared to be vintage and expensive. It gave her just a hint of Hollywood glamor. The rumpled thrift store finds she'd once worn had been replaced by high quality tailoring, though still in her trademark shades of black and gray.

      Cecily found the overall effect intimidating, infuriating. Intoxicating.

      “...but of course I really should introduce you.” Susan was still talking, unaware of the colossal sea change that had just occurred. “Rorie Mulloy, this is Cecily Parker, one of our patrons and a new volunteer this season.”

      “Mrs. Parker.”

      Rorie’s words were succinct, polite, betraying not the slightest trace of recognition. Did Rorie not know who she was? Could she have forgotten her? Or did she remember all too well, and this cold-shoulder treatment was just the start of more punishment to come? Cecily’s stomach clenched at the thought. Given what she’d done, punishment wouldn't be undeserved. A shrill ringtone from a cell phone echoed through the shop and Susan turned to answer while Cecily remained rooted in place, barely blinking, hardly breathing.

      “I'm so sorry, but I'm afraid there's a situation in the front office that needs my attention. Rorie, if you wouldn't mind showing Mrs. Parker out?”

      Without waiting for an answer, Susan departed, her stiletto heels clicking rapidly down the hall. Rorie rolled up the paper she’d been holding and handed it to the man beside her. Cecily had forgotten he was there, and if they’d been introduced, she’d missed it entirely.

      “Mrs. Parker?” Rorie prompted, gesturing toward the door.

      They walked silently across the shop to the exit. Rorie held the door and Cecily stepped through as quickly as she could, intently focused on avoiding all eye contact. She'd taken several steps away from the building before she noticed the drops of cold September rain. She paused to fumble inside her bag for an umbrella with hands that defied her with their trembling. The bag tipped, its contents jettisoned across the wet ground. Rorie stood in the open doorway, watching expressionless as Cecily scurried to rescue her possessions from the puddled pavement. Stuffing the last items unceremoniously back in her purse, she shielded her forehead with one hand, determined to dash the several remaining yards to her car, with or without the umbrella. She might barely make it before she melted into the pavement with embarrassment.

      “Cici, wait.” The familiar voice was hardly more than a low, throaty whisper but Cecily's head snapped to look behind her as though it had been a shout. That answered one question. She clearly hadn't forgotten. Rorie extended her left arm from the doorway, as if to shake hands with her. Cecily walked back to the door and offered her own hand cautiously in return, but instead of warm flesh, her fingertips brushed against something hard and cool. She glanced down to see a pair of sunglasses, the final escapee from her overturned bag.

      With a sense of shock, Cecily noticed the chunky silver watch on Rorie's wrist. She knew it well. She'd left it on the pillow for Rorie as a Christmas gift before she left, but never returned to see her wear it. If she'd lived another hundred years, she never would have expected to see that watch again.

      Their eyes locked and it was as if eighteen years had melted away.

      Can it really have been so long?

      Rorie's lips twitched almost imperceptibly at the corners, just a ghost of a smile. “So long, Cici,” she said before retreating behind the door as it swung shut with a thud.

      Cecily ran through the rain to her car, never more grateful for its fancy keyless entry feature. Her hands shook so badly that there was no hope of steadying them enough to find a set of keys in her black hole of a purse. She sank into the driver's seat and tried to remember a deep breathing exercise from yoga class, but her mind just wouldn't clear. It was only after playing the encounter over on an endless loop that the significance of Rorie's parting words sunk in. So long. Cecily had been thinking those exact words just seconds before. After all these years, how was it that this woman could still pluck the very thoughts from her mind? The prospect of seeing her again filled Cecily with a potent blend of excitement and dread.
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      Steaming water stung her bare hands as Cecily reached into the kitchen sink with the pad of steel wool. She'd forgotten to put on gloves and her manicured fingers were paying for that oversight, showing blotchy and scarlett between the floating islands of suds. Ruining her nails didn't particularly bother her, but the initial sting was becoming a burning ache and she pulled her dripping hands out and blotted them on a nearby towel. The pan could sit and soak. It's what she'd meant to do with it in the first place, but her thoughts had been elsewhere until the scalding dishwater brought her back to the present.

      Seeing Rorie this afternoon had thrown her, that's for certain. She still felt shaky. It was the last thing she'd expected. The Oakwood Theater was a small regional theater, and though Cecily knew that the new managing director had big plans for it, the place was barely a step above a community theater in terms of prestige. Rorie had always dreamed bigger than that, and certainly had the appearance of someone who'd achieved those dreams. Cecily struggled to imagine what convoluted path to fame and fortune could possibly lead her through suburban Connecticut.

      The sound of footsteps from behind made Cecily stiffen. That would be Chet, home late and looking for dinner. She realized she was staring out the kitchen window into the darkness, still holding the dish towel in her hands. She shoved it aside and turned to face her husband, who stood in front of the open refrigerator door.

      “There's leftover roast on a plate. Tyler and I have both eaten.”

      “Hmm. Ah, yes. I see it.”

      He took the plate and walked to the microwave without looking up, or greeting his wife, nor did Cecily bother to say hello or inquire about his day. It wasn't how they did things in the Parker household.

      “Tyler's home, you said?” There was warmth in his voice when he mentioned their son's name. They agreed on little else, but Tyler was the one priority they shared. Though even in that, they didn't see eye to eye on many of the finer points.

      Cecily nodded. “Downstairs. Working on editing his film.”

      Chet snorted. “Still? Shouldn't he be studying for exams?”

      “School only just started, Chet. I doubt he has exams yet.”

      “Maybe not, but he still spends too much time on that movie stuff. I never should've let you indulge him like you do.”

      Cecily pressed her lips into a thin line at that remark. He manages everything else. Why does he think he gets to manage my parenting, too? It was an old argument, and not one she would win, so she stayed silent. “Anyway, he only went down there because you weren't home. He thought you'd be back for dinner to spend some time with him, since you're leaving so early in the morning for your trip. He came all the way back from school tonight especially to see you before you left, you know.”

      Guilt trip. The weapon of choice for the passive aggressive wife.

      Chet sighed, declining to take the bait. “Don't start, okay? I had to work late. I wouldn't have left without saying goodbye to him and you know it.”

      Cecily nodded. Working late was probably a euphemism for stopping by the apartment of whatever paralegal he was currently sleeping with and then missing the train. However, unlike their disagreements over parenting, this was an area where she couldn't care less, as long as he was discreet. They'd agreed on the arrangement long ago and it suited them both equally well, not that Cecily had ever bothered to take advantage of her own freedom in this regard. Chet worked in the city and could do as he pleased unobserved. Cecily spent her days in a fishbowl and had never been tempted enough by anyone to risk being exposed.

      Besides, there is only one person tempting enough—Whoa, stop right there.

      Given recent developments, that train of thought needed to be pulled right back into the station.

      For a list of considerations as long as her arm, divorce was out of the question. It was the unpleasant reality when political dynasties were involved on both sides. Someone was always in an election year and avoiding a scandal. And after almost eighteen years of letting Chet take care of everything, Cecily wasn't convinced of her abilities to manage on her own, either. She didn't even know how to access their bank account online, let alone pay a bill or call a plumber. Some marriages were about love and passion. Hers was about mutual convenience. But they both accepted it on those terms, so why rock the boat?

      Chet grabbed his hot plate from the microwave and sat with it on a bar stool. Cecily handed him a fork and a glass of wine with the precision of a mid-century housewife. She poured herself a glass, as well, and leaned against the kitchen counter, sipping it slowly.

      “Your mother called earlier,” Chet said after swallowing a bite of roast. “She left a message. You must've been out.”

      “I was at the theater for orientation. I told you about it a few weeks ago.”

      “Orientation? Oh, right. The little volunteer thing. How was it?”

      Cecily might normally have chafed at his dismissive tone, but she was too busy trying to untie the knot that had formed in her stomach at the mere thought of her day. “Okay, I guess. I ran into someone I knew.”

      “Cecily,” he said in a warning tone, “we've talked about this before. You can't avoid all of the other mothers from St. George's just because you find them unpleasant. It isn't good for Tyler, or for anyone else. Curtis Schroeder is one of my firm's most influential clients, and he's got the necessary clout if I decide to run for state Attorney General in two years' time. It's not his fault his wife's a bitch.”

      She hadn't meant Polly this time, but it wasn't a bad guess, and Chet's assessment of her nemesis made Cecily smile. Finding that woman unbearable was another small point of agreement between them, though Chet thought she should smile and try to get along, while Cecily favored the running and hiding approach. Running was also her first impulse upon realizing that she would see Rorie daily for the next two months. Chet had come to the wrong conclusion on the source of her ambivalence about the day, but she saw no reason to correct him, or to talk about the situation right now.

      “What did my mother want?” she asked instead, changing the subject.

      “For you to call her back, presumably,” Chet replied, popping the last bite of roast in his mouth.

      “No doubt. Do I have to?”

      Chet chuckled, their feelings about Cecily's mother being the final point on which they shared similar views.The woman had all the warmth of a dragon wearing lipstick and kitten-heeled pumps. “If you don't, she'll definitely be showing up for Thanksgiving.”

      Cecily groaned. “No. Is that what she said in her message? You know that me calling her back won't change her mind.”

      “No, there's no changing her mind.”

      She poured a second glass of wine. If Mother and Daddy were coming for Thanksgiving, she would need it. Her quiet holiday routine—homemade turkey and fixings, which she actually enjoyed cooking, followed by Chet disappearing for the rest of the day to watch football while she and Tyler binge-watched films in the basement—was about to be turned on its ear.

      Chet's parents would have to be invited, of course, plus at least a dozen of their shared business contacts and political cronies. She'd have to add a leaf to the dining room table. And hire a caterer to fix the meal, plus someone to help serve and clean up. She'd have a migraine well before she even had the chance to sit down and listen to her mother and her mother-in-law make thinly veiled criticisms of every choice she'd made—both with the dinner menu and every other aspect of her adult life. And if either of them got their way, Chet would soon launch his campaign for Attorney General and she could look forward to entertaining like that on a regular basis from now on.

      No more time for hobbies if that happens. The therapists are going to have a field day with me for sure.

      “At least you'll be back from Malaysia in time for their visit, right?”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. Should be.” Chet looked up from his phone, which he had been scowling at in his hand. “Damn it,” he muttered, glancing back down. “The property tax payment got screwed up again. I'm going to have to fix this before I leave. I really don't have time for this.”

      “I can do it,” Cecily volunteered, though she wasn't sure why. She'd never dealt with property taxes in her life. But she'd been thinking about Susan and Rorie all day, both such competent and independent women, and she didn't come out at all well in the comparison.

      Chet laughed. “You want to pay the property taxes? You think you can handle it?”

      Cecily bristled, not liking his tone. “I'm a grown woman. I think I can handle it.” She paused for a moment as the doubt crept in. “You might have to walk me through it, just a little,” she added sheepishly.

      Chet studied her for a moment with an indulgent look usually reserved for puppies and small children. “Okay. You'll have to log in to the town website, which means you'll need the account number from the bill, which is filed in my office, and also the password, which I have written down in a notebook in the safe. You know the safe combination?”

      Cecily swallowed nervously, already feeling more overwhelmed than she wanted to let on. “Um, I think so.”

      “Okay, so once you do that, you need to select the bank account, but don't use the regular checking, okay? You should use the—you know what, on second thought, I can take care of it. It really won't take me long.”

      Cecily knew by his response that she must look like she was seconds away from a full blown panic attack. Pathetic. Long ago in acting class, she'd learned to mask her emotions and project the image she wanted with relative ease, but this had been a spur of the moment idea and she hadn't given herself enough time to prepare. Plus, she was out of practice, and better at hiding anger and disgust than terror. Still, she was very disappointed in herself and her total inadequacy.

      “No, Chet. It's okay. I can do it.” Even she didn't believe her words.

      “Nah, don't worry your little head over it.”

      With that he left the kitchen, and left Cecily seething where she stood. That condescending son-of-a—

      “Dad!” Tyler's voice cried out joyfully from the other room.

      “My boy!”

      On hearing their exchange, Cecily's growing anger popped like a balloon. Whatever else he was, Chet was a good father. Tyler loved his dad, and Cecily would plaster a smile on her face before going into the other room, for his benefit. If it weren't for Tyler, well … there really was no sense thinking about it. He was their son, and she was determined that, as far as he was concerned, they would appear to have a normal, happy marriage. Tyler deserved that, from both of them, and they'd managed it this long for his sake.

      When she made it to the living room, Chet's feet were just disappearing from view at the top of the stairs and Tyler sat alone on the couch, his attention centered on the phone in his hand. He looked up as she approached, and the sight of his goofy grin washed away the last bitter traces of her conversation with Chet.

      “Hey, Mom! I didn't get a chance to ask before. How was your first day at the theater?”

      Cecily smiled. She could always count on her kid to remember the things that were important to her, and that was really all she needed. “It was pretty good.” That she had her reservations about it wasn't something he needed to know.

      “Did you meet anyone famous yet?” he asked, his eyes lighting up eagerly.

      “Not yet. But I can confirm that Bailey Carter will be there.”

      Tyler thrust a fist in the air. “Yes! The guys at school are going to be so jealous. I do get to visit, right?”

      Cecily settled herself on the couch beside him. “We'll have to see. Oh, and somebody is supposed to be an Academy Award winner, I guess. I forgot to ask who, but probably a designer or something, so I don't know if you'd know them.”

      Tyler's eyes went slightly buggy in excitement. “Are you kidding? I have a whole list I've made from IMDb of my favorites—costume, production, music. It doesn't have to be an actor. Meeting anyone on that list would be awesome!”

      “Well, I can't make any promises that they're on your list.” Cecily shook her head, bemused. “You know what, kiddo? You're pretty intense with this hobby of yours.” She ruffled his hair with her fingers.

      Tyler groaned. “Stop. You sound like Dad. Yes, I'm doing my homework. Yes, I've got my application ready for Yale. No, I don't plan to be a bum on the street and bring shame upon the Parker name.”

      Cecily shot him a look. “Smart alec. You know I support you having lots of interests, right?”

      Tyler shifted somewhat nervously. “Yeah. About that, Mom. What if film wasn't just, you know, a hobby?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, perplexed.

      “I mean, I really enjoy it, and—”

      “Sure you do! And it'll be a great stress reliever when you're in law school to have an interest like that.”

      Tyler nodded, looking like he was about to say something, but changing his mind. “Yeah. Yeah, that's what I was thinking, too.”

      Smiling, Cecily squeezed his shoulders in a hug. “It's like the theater was for me when I was in college.”

      “And now, too, right?” Tyler added.

      Cecily nodded. “Right. Exactly.”

      She stood and walked back to the kitchen, her stomach tying itself in knots once more. She plunged her hands into the sink, the water tepid now, and started scrubbing the bottom of the roasting pan as though somehow the answers she was searching for were hidden underneath the grease. Could she really spend the next eight weeks at the Oakwood, knowing Rorie would be there?

      She had the weekend to work this through and figure out what to do. Chet would be gone in the morning, and she always thought more clearly when he was away. Plus Tyler wouldn't go back to school until Sunday afternoon, so she wouldn't be completely alone with her thoughts.

      And on Monday? If she still felt this way on Monday, she'd call Bev and send her regrets.
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      Cecily hunched her shoulders, flinching as another ill-fated piece of crockery hit its mark against the back wall of the rehearsal hall, shattering into a million tiny shards on contact. The prop master was going to be furious. The actors had arrived at the Oakwood just a few hours ago, but at the current rate every breakable item in the room would be smashed before the end of the first day. The towering blonde diva commanded the raised platform that served as a kind of stage. She palmed another plate as the other actors watched in dumbstruck awe. She raised her arm higher, winding up for the pitch, and Cecily took this as her cue to leave. She pulled the door open, shutting her eyes instinctively as she braced for another explosion of china, and stumbled into the hallway. And—thwak!—squarely into the chest of an oncoming Rorie Mulloy, knocking her to the floor.

      Shit.

      It wasn't the first time Cecily had seen her since their initial reunion in the scene shop last week. Since resolving to go through with her volunteer commitment despite the other woman's daily presence at the theater—after all, she'd made a commitment and should see it through—Cecily had become hyper-aware of her surroundings. Her fingertips pulsed with that familiar shot of adrenaline at the slightest glimpse of shining black braids or hint of an alto voice entering the room. But the encounters had been blessedly few. The scene shop hummed with activity nonstop as the full-time crew brought the volunteers up to speed, and the designers remained cloistered in meetings most of the day. The only exception was the lunch break.

      Everyone from management, to crew, to lowly volunteer, ate together in the crowded break room. Except Cecily. Under normal circumstances, Cecily would’ve loved to join them. Making new friends was half the reason she’d volunteered at the theater in the first place. But the prospect of sitting a few feet away from Rorie Mulloy hardly qualified as normal circumstances, so Cecily had taken to sneaking off at noon for the privacy of the empty rehearsal hall. Empty, that was, until the actors showed up this morning.

      Since she had succeeded in avoiding this meeting for the better part of a week, Cecily might have guessed that when the inevitable moment finally came, karma would guarantee it was worth the wait in some spectacularly awful way. But running Rorie over like a mad bull on the streets of Pamplona was beyond even Cecily's finest worst-case imagination. She sighed as she surveyed the damage. Scattered papers littered the floor, set loose from a clipboard that had launched several feet in the air upon impact before clattering to a landing at Cecily's feet. She bent down and scooped it all up, holding the pile at arm's length as Rorie picked herself up and then snatched the pages from her hand.

      “What the hell was that?” Rorie demanded as she struggled to put right the crumpled stack.

      “I'm so sorry,” Cecily said with a groan, her gaze firmly affixed to her shoes. “I should’ve looked where I was going.”

      “That's not what I was talking about.” Rorie waved off her apology, gesturing instead toward the rehearsal room door, which, even closed, could not contain the sound of another plate hitting the wall.

      “Oh, that,” Cecily replied, venturing an upward glance. “The actors have arrived.”

      Rorie let out a low groan. “Let me guess, Bailey and Phinn?”

      Cecily nodded. They were the show's biggest stars, but as soon as they were in the room together it was clear that they reacted to each other like oil and water. Or gasoline and a match.

      “I told Susan this was a bad idea,” Rorie muttered. “They have a history.”

      Cecily had gathered as much from the expletive-laden rant just preceding the first volley of detonating dishware. “Yes. Well, I guess I should count my blessings that you didn't lob anything at me the other day.”

      Rorie blinked. “All the satisfyingly lethal equipment in the scene shop is bolted down.”

      Cecily couldn't tell if Rorie's tone was anger or amusement. Either way, there was no avoiding the topic any longer, even if she became nauseated at the thought of bringing up the past.

      “Look, Rorie, I've been thinking about it a lot this week, and I just wanted to say...” Cecily's voice trailed off as Rorie raised her hand.

      “Stop right there, Cecily DuPont... Parker... whoever you are now. I've thought about it, too. And decided that I don't want to talk about it.”

      “But—”

      “No. Look, I'm in Connecticut for all of what—eight more weeks? And then I'm gone, back to my very nice, angst-free life in California. I see no reason to discuss anything. Water under the bridge.”

      “But it's going to be awkward, and you have every right not to want me here.” Cecily sighed. “Maybe I should just go home and not volunteer until the next show.”

      “Forget it. This is an ambitious show and we need every hour of labor we can get. Susan would hunt me down and kill me if I let you leave.” Rorie shrugged. “Besides, after two decades in Hollywood, I've learned how to work with the likes of Adolf Hitler if it keeps the show rolling.”

      “Well, if you're—wait, did you just call me Hitler?”

      “Of course not. Your mustache is nothing like his.”

      Cecily's hand moved self-consciously to her upper lip. She was within spitting distance of her fortieth birthday and every week seemed to present some awful new excuse for wax strips. Had she missed something in the mirror this morning, she wondered, brushing her finger back and forth beneath her nose. Just then, an evil chuckle interrupted her obsessing.

      Damn that woman. Clearly she still remembered all the weak points in Cecily's armor.

      Cecily clenched her lips into a narrow line. “Fine, I deserved that. But, seriously, are you sure you're okay with this? I could transfer to the costume shop, or … something.”

      Rorie shook her head. “I don't think so. I've met the ladies in the costume shop and they seem like nice people. I really don't think we need to do that to them.”

      “What, just because...”

      “...of the great skirt debacle? Yeah. I can't have that on my conscience. So, what were you doing in there just now, anyway?”

      “Lunch,” Cecily replied, holding up a thermal bag still bulging with containers of untouched food.

      “You know there's a lunchroom, right?”

      “Um, yeah, but I've just been having my lunch in the rehearsal hall to...”

      “...avoid me?”

      Cecily's back stiffened. “No, not avoid you. To catch up on my reading was what I was going to say.” It was, technically speaking, what she’d planned to say, though Rorie's version had the advantage of being true. “And stop finishing my sentences. I never liked that.”

      “Fine. Look, I'm headed to the lunch room now. You gonna join us, or try to scout out a new place to … read?”

      Cecily felt torn, and even more indecisive than usual. “I don't know. I mean, people are going to figure out that we know each other, and I'm not really sure what to say, and—”

      “How about that we went to the same college and saw each other in the scene shop sometimes. You know, the truth?”

      “Oh.” Cecily thought for a moment. “Yeah. I guess that would work.”

      “Yeah, well you just have to try not to overthink it, Cici. That’s always been your weakness. Plus, remember that no one here is all that interested in ancient history. Myself included.”

      Cecily felt her cheeks start to burn. “Right. Of course.”

      As the two women made their way down the hall to the lunchroom, Cecily couldn't help feeling a little foolish. Of course it didn't matter. It's not like Polly and her crew were around to spy on her. Cecily knew her life was so boring that no one else would care enough to pry into her past. She was being ridiculous. Even so, her steps slowed as the boisterous voices from the lunchroom reached her ears.

      “Relax, Cici. Just be discreet. Geez.” She rolled her eyes at Cecily, who was still frozen in place. “It's lunch, not a firing squad. And for sheer awkwardness, nothing will ever beat that first time we had lunch together.”
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      “I might actually pass this class after all, thanks to you!” Cecily said with a grin, surveying her finished project.

      “I didn't do anything, really,” Rorie responded with a dismissive wave of her hand.

      “But you did! You made it so that turny-machine-thingy stopped wailing like a dying cat, for starters. I was hopeless with it.”

      “It’s called a lathe. And it just needed some oil. But it did kind of sound like you were torturing a small animal back here.”

      Rorie seemed unable to resist teasing her just a little whenever she saw her. It made Cecily feel jittery, like she'd had too much caffeine. But not in a bad way. Lately Cecily found herself scanning the shop when she arrived, just to see if Rorie was there. Everything seemed a little more interesting when she was around.

      “Well it's a good thing for me that it did,” Cecily said. “Otherwise you wouldn't have come back here to check on me, and I'd have been working on this thing until morning. Or at least until past closing time at the cafeteria, which would’ve been tragic because I'm starving. You want to grab some lunch?”

      “Uh, I don't have a meal card since I live off campus, and I'm sort of perpetually short on cash, so—” Rorie glanced away, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

      “That's okay. It'll be my treat. I owe you for fixing the turny-squealy thing.”

      “Lathe, remember? And I really didn't do anything.”

      “Listen,” said Cecily. She turned her head to make eye contact and swallowed quickly before continuing, those glacier-blue eyes still as inexplicably unnerving to her as they had been the week before. “The truth is, my parents were terrified that I would starve when I went away to college. They bought me the biggest meal plan there was, and I can never use all of it. So many of my meals go to waste, it's almost a sin.”

      “Oh, well,” Rorie replied, a barb of sarcasm sharpening her usually mellow tone, “as long as I know right up front that I'm a charity case.”

      “That's not what I meant, just that I … oh, just shut up and come to lunch with me, okay?” Cecily finished in exasperation.

      Rorie laughed. “I guess. I mean, you put it so politely. And we wouldn't want you doing anything 'almost sinful' on my account, now would we?” Rorie winked. “We can’t have you getting into trouble.”

      Cecily giggled nervously in response. That wink had sent a shiver straight to her toes. She detected something—a challenge perhaps?—hidden beneath the words. Whatever it was, it intrigued her. Given what little she knew of Rorie, whatever trouble this woman might dream up seemed strangely enticing.

      The cafeteria was mostly deserted as Cecily and Rorie carried their trays from the lunch line. It was almost two o'clock, so the few students who remained were finishing their last bites before rushing off to class. Three girls were heading toward the exit, dressed like Cecily in pastel skirts and preppy blazers, with neatly bobbed hair held back with grosgrain ribbon headbands. They paused as one of the girls eyed Rorie's messy locks, head to toe black apparel, and scuffed combat boots with a look that was a mixture of curiosity and revulsion. Then she turned her attention to Cecily, a fake grin plastered on her face.

      “Hi, Cecily!” the girl said, leaning in for a perfunctory hug that, for a friendly greeting, somehow telegraphed the very opposite of friendship. “Haven't seen you lately.”

      “Hi, Amber.” Cecily had been hoping for a quick escape but was stopped in her tracks by Amber's choke hold. “Yeah, I'm taking some classes in the drama department this semester. It's taking up most of my time.”

      “Oh.” Amber nodded. “I guess that's why your friend here's still in costume?”

      The other girls snickered, and Cecily saw Rorie's posture tense.

      “Did you want something, Amber?” Cecily asked, feigning to ignore the girl's rudeness.

      “Yes, actually. I wanted to make sure you were still going to be volunteering for Greek Week?”

      “Sure, maybe,” Cecily replied, glancing away. “If I can fit it in.”

      “Great!” Amber chirped. “I'll be counting on it, then.” She took a step away, then turned and looked pointedly at Rorie, then at the buttons on Cecily's shirt. “Oh, and sweetie? You might want to button a few more of those. You wouldn't want to give anyone the wrong idea.” She trotted off and the other two girls followed closely behind, leaving Cecily confused.

      “Wow. What's with the ‘Heathers’?” Rorie quipped, glaring after them.

      “The what?” Cecily asked, puzzled.

      “You know, like the movie?” Rorie raised her eyebrows as Cecily shook her head. “Winona Ryder, Christian Slater, the one with the mean girls in high school … seriously? You haven't seen that movie?” Rorie shook her head. “Unbelievable. So, what, are they friends of yours?” Rorie inquired, an edge creeping into her voice for a second time that day.

      Cecily shrugged. “Technically. We’re in the same sorority.”

      “Yeah, I got that from your matchy-matchy sorority girl uniforms.”

      “Hey!” Cecily gave her an indignant look. “You don't like my fashion sense?”

      Rorie laughed. “No, it's a great look for you. It's just a little creepy when there are three others just like you, like some sort of college version of the ‘Stepford Wives’. You've at least seen that movie, right?”

      Cecily looked away sheepishly. “I've heard of it,” she said with a shrug.

      “You've gotta be kidding me! That settles it. Movie night at my place. That is, if you're not too busy organizing ‘Greek Week.’” Her tone left little doubt about her opinions on Greek Week.

      “I have no intention of doing anything with Greek Week,” Cecily said, rolling her eyes.

      “Then why didn't you tell your friends that?”

      Cecily shrugged. “It's easier to just avoid them. Their mothers are all friends with my mother, so if I do anything naughty, word gets back. And they can be vicious when provoked.”

      “Like a pack of wolves. Yeah, I noticed.”

      “I'm sorry about that. But Amber's just—I don't know. She doesn't like me.”

      “Right,” Rorie said, rolling her eyes. “Because her rudeness to me was really all about you. Narcissist,” she added teasingly.

      Cecily studied Rorie for a minute, noting the hurt expression she was trying to mask. She wanted to put her arms around her, comfort her. But she refrained. “Point is, they're rude to everyone. They have a certain way of seeing the world, and they don’t understand things that don't fit in. And they don’t like anything they can’t understand.”

      Rorie snorted with disgust. “I'm guessing they don't like much, then. So why are you friends with them?”

      Cecily shrugged. “Mother pledged when she was in college. It's just what's expected.”

      They found an empty table near one of the arched windows that overlooked the commons and sat down, spending a moment arranging plates and silverware on the table and setting their trays aside.

      “Oh, damn,” exclaimed Rorie as she surveyed the table. “There's no hot sauce. Can you grab a bottle from the table behind you?”

      Cecily reached back and grabbed a half-full container of bright red liquid. “This vile stuff?” she asked, sliding it across the table to her companion.

      “Vile? You said you were from Baton Rouge. I thought y'all put this stuff on everything here in Louisiana.”

      Cecily made a face. “Hardly. How did some Irish Yankee get a taste for 'authentic Cajun cayenne pepper sauce'?” She read the last bit directly from the label in her thickest southern accent, which made Rorie let out a roar of laughter.

      “Oh my God, that accent!”

      “See, I told you there was a reason I practiced every night to get rid of it.”

      “No, you shouldn't! It's absolutely adorable, really,” Rorie assured her, still giggling.

      “Right, that's why you can’t stop laughing,” Cecily countered, even as the compliment teased her lips into a smile. “But seriously, how did you end up down here in the Deep South?”

      “I got a volleyball scholarship. At least, enough of one to make affording this place remotely possible.” Rorie shrugged. “It was nice while it lasted. How about you? If you want to be an actress, shouldn't you have gone to New York, or something?”

      “Are you kidding? Family legacy. I think my acceptance letter arrived shortly after my birth announcements went out. And I told you, I'm not a drama major. Not really.”

      “Right. Pre-law. So, you plan to be a lawyer when you grow up?”

      “I didn't say that, either.” Cecily chuckled at the confusion on the other woman's face. “Mostly it's so I can carry on scintillating conversation at dinner parties when my future lawyer husband is trying to impress the boss.”

      “Future husband?” Rorie sounded surprised. “I didn't notice a ring.” She grasped Cecily's left hand, turning it back and forth for a better view of the diamond that most definitely wasn't there.

      Cecily felt the blood rush to her cheeks, suddenly aware of the warmth of Rorie's fingers against her cold hand. “It's not official yet, just implied. The Parker family has donated a small fortune to my father's campaigns.”

      Rorie let Cecily's fingers drop back to the table. “Oh, shit. You're one of those DuPonts. So which one's your father? Congressman … senator … judge?”

      “Senator.”

      “Well, how convenient for everyone that the son of your father's biggest political ally just happens to also be the love of your life.”

      There was something unreadable in Rorie's tone as she said it that gave Cecily pause.

      “He's okay,” she replied quietly. Not everyone understood the realities of being born into a political family the way Cecily did. “He's nice, and rationally, it makes perfect sense for us to get married. There's no reason for me to make things difficult.”

      “What about love? Does that factor in at all here? Because I'm pretty sure difficult and irrational are part of the definition of love, Cici,” Rorie countered. “And it's not like easy is an option for everybody.” There was a bitterness in her tone that Cecily couldn’t quite figure out.

      Cecily sighed. “Would I love to be an actress? Sure, in some fantasy world. But I'm not dedicated enough to wait tables and live in a rat-infested closet of an apartment, and go to thousands of auditions. And I'm not cut out for the cut-throat political games I'd have to play to make partner at a big law firm, either.”

      “So, what? You just get married, instead?” There was disbelief and judgment in her eyes. “I thought that kind of thinking died out during the Kennedy administration.”

      “Maybe for you Yankees, but not down here in the Bible belt, and definitely not for politicians's wives.” Cecily looked down at the table, away from the intensity of Rorie's gaze. “Look, my parents love Chet. They just want what's best for me, same as anybody.” She looked up again and smiled. “Doesn't your family want you to find a nice boy and settle down?”

      “I'm sure they do,” Rorie responded testily. “It just isn't going to happen.”

      “Oh, come on. You're, what, twenty-four? You can't possibly know that!” Cecily responded with a short laugh, turning her head to look out the window.

      “Actually, Cici, I do.” Rorie shut her eyes for a moment, drawing a deep breath. “Because I'm not interested in finding any boy, nice or otherwise, to settle down with. Never have been, never will be. If you see what I mean.”

      Cecily sat wordless, motionless, still staring out the window. Seconds ticked by.

      “Right,” Rorie finally said as the silence stretched on. “Not sure why I thought you'd be any different from the rest of your sorority clones. And God forbid if being friends with a lesbian hurt your Daddy's chances at the polls. I'm gonna go now.” She grabbed her tray and gave her chair a shove as she walked away.

      The clanging of the metal chair against the table roused Cecily from her trance. “Rorie, wait!” She hurried after her toward the door, but it was too late. Rorie was gone. Cecily returned to her seat, swept the remaining tray aside, and buried her head in her arms atop the bare table.

      Cecily’s head was spinning. She knew she wasn't a narrow minded person, not like her parents and their friends. But she'd never had this conversation before, and she'd gone completely blank and froze solid like an idiot. She felt tears stinging the corners of her eyes. Now the most intriguing, exciting person she'd ever met in her life hated her, and she had no idea how to make it right.
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      “Rorie! Over here!” Susan's voice rang out over the din of the lunchroom crowd. “Oh, Mrs. Parker,” she added as Cecily approached from a few steps behind, “will you be joining us today, too?”

      “Well, only if there's room,” Cecily replied with uncertainty. “And please, call me Cecily.” She'd grimaced inwardly at the deference with which the manager had treated her since her arrival. During the work day she'd rather be thought of as just another volunteer with a hammer, not as the donor whose name was stenciled on the patron wall in the lobby. What hope did she have of fitting in with the crew if no one felt comfortable calling her by her first name?

      The table was crowded, but chairs and lunch bags were already being shifted to accommodate the two new arrivals. Rorie headed toward an empty space on one side of the table while Cecily sought out a spot far on the opposite side. Only after squeezing into her seat did Cecily realize that, despite all of her maneuvering, she had still somehow landed directly across from Rorie.

      Foiled again.

      “Mrs. Parker—er, Cecily, I mean,” Susan continued, “I've been hoping for a chance to talk with you and see how you're settling in.”

      “Um, good, thanks,” Cecily replied, though her lack of enthusiasm was less than convincing.

      “Ci—er, Cecily, I mean—witnessed kind of an unfortunate scene between some of the actors a few minutes ago,” Rorie volunteered.

      “Oh, no,” Susan groaned. “Bailey and Phinn?”

      “Oh my God!” squealed one of the other volunteers, staring wide-eyed at Cecily. “You met Bailey and Phinn? What were they like? What were they doing? You have to tell us everything!”

      “Um, well, Bailey was screaming and throwing a lot of breakable props at the wall, and Phinn was mostly ducking,” Cecily said matter-of-factly. “I really don't know what started it, though.”

      “Oh, honey, I think we all know what started it,” another volunteer chimed in with ill-concealed glee. “Phinn has had this coming for the last six months!”

      “Phinn?” exclaimed the first volunteer with a splutter. “I think you mean Bailey! That girl's lucky Phinn is too much of a gentleman to throw that stuff right back at her traitorous little head. Don't you agree, Cecily?” The woman stared at her again, clearly expecting Cecily to back her up.

      “I'm sorry but you've lost me,” Cecily said with a shrug. “Am I the only one who has no idea who Bailey and Phinn are?”

      Now both volunteers stared at Cecily with their mouths agape, united in their disbelief at her confession. The rest of the occupants of the table appeared equally stunned.

      “You mean you never watched Who Wants to be a Bride?” asked the first woman, clearly astonished at the possibility.

      Cecily shook her head. “I'm not really a television person. I mostly just watch the news.”

      “And Melrose Place,” Rorie murmured under her breath.

      Cecily glared at her from across the table. Really discreet of you, Ms. Mulloy.

      However, everyone else in the room was too busy trying to understand how any human being could have failed to watch the most talked about television event of the year to pay any attention to anything else. The table erupted into a dozen explanations of the show at once, and Cecily pieced together that Bailey and Phinn had been finalists on a reality show where the audience voted on absolutely every detail of a dream wedding, right down to choosing the lucky bride and groom.

      “So let me get this straight,” Cecily said, “Bailey and Phinn were strangers, until a bunch of other strangers decided they should get married?”

      “Weird, right?” Rorie muttered. “Now, if their families were politicians … .”

      Cecily gave her a warning look, then continued. “And then they wisely opted not to go through with it, and people thought that was unreasonable?”

      One of the volunteers shook her head. “I don’t think you get it. Phinn loved Bailey. She broke his heart.”

      “Oh yeah?” the other volunteer piped in, “Then why did he marry the runner up, Janessa? That skank. You call that love?”

      “Come on, they had that thing annulled in Vegas faster than Britney Spears.”

      Arguments broke out around the table as everyone weighed in with their support for either Bailey or Phinn. The only thing they seemed to agree on is that no one liked Janessa. Apparently, Phinn dumping Janessa was the one decision even his detractors could get behind.

      When it quieted down again, Cecily looked from one volunteer to the other in horror. “And these people are going to be starring in this show together? Someone could get killed!”

      As she spoke, Cecily's glance fell on a familiar red condiment bottle in front of her and she absentmindedly slid it across the table toward Rorie, who grabbed it and doused the salad in front of her with a liberal shake.

      “That's funny.” Susan looked from the hot sauce bottle to Cecily, a quizzical expression on her face. “How did you know she'd want that? No one in the world puts hot sauce on a salad, except Rorie.”

      Cecily glanced down at the bottle, her insides tensing as she realized what she’d done. She'd slid that same type of bottle across the table to Rorie hundreds of times before, so much that the action was little more than a reflex. But that wasn't exactly intended to be public knowledge.

      “Oh, Susan,” Rorie said, “you won't believe it. Did you know that Cecily and I went to the same college?”

      “Really?” Susan replied, eyeing each woman suspiciously. Or so it felt to Cecily. “Small world.”

      “Yeah. I just discovered it myself on the walk over here. She looked vaguely familiar so I asked, and it turns out we had a class together senior year. What are the odds?”

      “Uh huh. And she happens to remember your addiction to hot sauce after all these years?” Susan cocked one eyebrow. “Does she remember how you take your coffee, too?”

      Cream and two sugars, Cecily answered in her mind. Aloud, she said, “It must’ve been the college memories kicking in. Everyone in our school was addicted to that stuff. It was the only thing that made the cafeteria food edible.”

      “That's completely true. It's probably the one thing all us alumni have in common. In fact, here I am hogging the bottle when I'm sure you'd like some, too.” Rorie slid the bottle back across the table.

      A look passed between them. Cecily found even the smell of this sauce repulsive and Rorie knew it. She sprinkled the bottle over her own meal as timidly as she could and forced a forkful of the now-defiled food into her mouth.

      Payback's a bitch.

      “See, Susan,” Rorie continued, “it's just another one of those weird southern things you're always teasing me about. You know, speaking of Bailey and Phinn, I'm dying to know how you convinced them to sign on to the show.”

      The subject deftly changed, Susan launched into a detailed recounting of her contract negotiations with the two stars and their agents. Cecily sighed in relief. The past was buried where it belonged, and no one seemed to care. She chatted with the other volunteers, finally enjoying the chance to make new friends, and feeling relief that the truce between her and Rorie seemed to be holding. Although, as she poked her fork around to find anything remotely edible, she wondered if it would risk their detente to hide that sauce where it would never be found again.

      

      “She's the one, isn't she?” The sound of Susan's voice broke the silence of the empty lunchroom. The rest of the crew and volunteers had headed back to the scene shop a few minutes before, leaving Susan and Rorie alone at the table.

      “Who's what?” Rorie answered, feigning innocence. “I have no idea what you're talking about.”

      “You know exactly what I'm talking about. The mysterious woman in your past who ruined you for all other women.”

      “Do you know how crazy you sound?” Rorie said with a laugh. “There's no such person.”

      “You dated my sister for over a year,” Susan retorted. “You don't think she told me everything?”

      “Beth told you this? She told you I could never really commit to her because, with all the hot women in Hollywood, I was secretly pining for some suburban Connecticut housewife?” Rorie hoped her dismissive tone would put an end to the conversation, which was hitting a little closer to home than she liked.

      Susan shrugged. “Well, if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I might not have believed it, but—”

      “I don't know what you think you saw, but trust me, you didn't. Because there's nothing to see.”

      Susan sat back in her chair and studied the other woman quietly before speaking. “Rorie, you're one of my best friends. You were almost my sister-in-law. So stop trying to lie to me.”

      Damn, Rorie thought. How can she see through me like this? Out loud she said, “Look, Susan, setting aside the fact that Beth and I never even discussed getting married, you've already played the almost-sister-in-law card this month. Why else would I agree to spend the only vacation I've had in seven years designing sets for your little glorified community theater?”

      Susan glared at her silently in response and Rorie felt a twinge of guilt at dissing the theater. Susan was doing a remarkable job transforming the Oakwood into a serious regional theater. Rorie knew she’d poured her heart and soul into the place, and had been more than happy to come work on the show as a favor to her friend. But if the insult distracted her from their current conversation, it was worth it.

      “I have no doubt,” Rorie continued, “that you and your sister spent long nights discussing all sorts of great theories regarding my emotional issues, but you've got this one wrong. Cici and I were just friends. That's it.”

      Susan smirked. “Cici, huh? You and Cici were friends? Not just a couple of strangers who had a class together. You know, like you claimed a few minutes ago.”

      Rorie grimaced, caught in the lie.

      “So, when you said acquaintances, you really meant friends,” Susan continued. “And when you say friends now, you really mean the type of friend that you have a cute little nickname for. Whom you obviously ate with at least a few times, given that she knows about your weird hot sauce thing. Maybe a romantic little dinner date? Maybe something more than that?”

      Rorie stared at the table, avoiding Susan's eyes. Her gaze fell on the bright red bottle and she could feel her face burning.

      “I'll take the fact that your cheeks are the color of that hot sauce right now as a sign that I’m on the right track. So, I'm just filling in the blanks here, but somehow she breaks your heart and you spend the next two decades emotionally unavailable and self destructive, always the one to leave a relationship before they can leave you. So, am I getting warmer on the type of friendship we're talking about?”

      “Susan …”

      “'Cause that's the vibe I was getting at lunch, and the look on your face right now is strengthening my case.”

      Rorie covered her scalded cheeks with her hands and let out a ragged breath. “We were really good friends, a long time ago. Okay?” Rorie shrugged. “When I was young and naive. And I thought it was something more, and eventually got set straight. So to speak. That's all.” It was a half truth at best, but it was all Susan needed to know.

      “Ha! I knew I was right!”

      “I don't know what you think you’re right about,” Rorie replied. “And you absolutely cannot say anything about this to anyone. Okay?”

      “Trust me, sweetie. Given that Cecily Parker has donated almost half a million dollars to the Oakwood over the past decade, I could walk in on the two of you French kissing in my office and I wouldn't say a word.” Susan looked at Rorie and shook her head. “But my God, Rorie. Did your epically tragic love life really have to involve my biggest donor?”

      Rorie laughed. Her friend had a real knack for finding ways to relate pretty much anything back to herself. “Ah, Susan. I promise, if I had known eighteen years ago that she was going to be your biggest donor, I would’ve done it all differently, I swear.”
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      “Rorie Mulloy!”

      The voice reverberated down the hall toward the scene shop door. Rorie tensed at the sound, her finger frozen over the keypad. Cecily. She knew it was her even before she saw her approach. Rorie turned and her breath hitched. The woman storming toward her was positively enraged. Stunningly, beautifully, enraged. Cecily’s raw fury might not be Rorie's first choice of emotions, but its animating effects were undeniably alluring.

      When she'd entered the scene shop last week, the truth was that Cecily appeared more like a faded photocopy of her younger self. Rorie immediately saw that the years had muted her and drained her of her color. Dampened her spirit. She was still lovely, but the spark Rorie had known so well had gone out of her. That was no longer true today. Cecily's wide brown eyes, dull and melancholy before, sparkled with energy; her once pallid cheeks flushed rosy; her chestnut hair that had hung limply above her shoulders in a tired bob now bounced and swung with every stomp of her foot. It was breathtaking.

      “Rorie Mulloy,” Cecily repeated, her voice quieter with just a few inches between them, but still filled with heat. “How could you?”

      “How could I what?” Rorie felt a rising panic at the accusation. She hadn't the slightest clue what could have upset her.

      Cecily's voice trembled. “I know we can never be friends again, but I thought you were sincere in offering a truce. So why’d you do it?”

      Now this is turning the tables, Rorie thought. You're mad at me? It was Rorie who, by rights, should be the angry one. Wasn’t she the one who had been misled? Abandoned? But somehow, when confronted out of nowhere by this wrathful goddess, Rorie found she couldn't summon even an ounce of self-righteous anger in her own defense. For eighteen years it had simmered inside her, poisoned every relationship she’d tried to have. But now? Nothing. Well, not nothing. There was unbridled attraction aplenty, a wave of it so swift and high Rorie thought she might be knocked off her feet and drowned. But anger, or anything similar that could form some halfway-decent armor against this onslaught? Not a single drop.

      It was most inconvenient.

      “Cici, please. Calm down,” Rorie urged.

      “Don't call me that! Don't you dare!” Cecily's voice shrieked and cracked.

      “Cecily, then. What is it that you think I did?” She watched helplessly as tears streamed down Cecily's cheeks. “Come on, let's go somewhere and figure this out.”

      She reached for Cecily's hand and pulled her through the scene shop door and toward the privacy of her tiny office. Cecily flinched but followed. They sat silently on rickety chairs upholstered in cracked green vinyl, an old Steelcase desk separating them. Cecily made several attempts to speak, with nothing but little sobbing gasps escaping her throat in place of words. Rorie wished she had something, anything, to offer to help stop Cecily’s tears.

      “I'm being moved from the scene shop,” she finally managed to say. “Susan just told me. You said you could work with me for a few weeks, and then you went behind my back not two seconds later and asked Susan to reassign me. Why?”

      “Cici, I swear I didn't. Susan even asked if I wanted her to, but I told her no.”

      Cecily's eyes widened. “If you didn’t say anything, then why would Susan ask that?”

      “She guessed a little bit on her own. She's known me a long time. I denied everything, but she knows when I'm hiding something.”

      Cecily crossed her arms protectively in front of her chest and rocked her wobbly chair from one leg to another. “This is a nightmare. I just wanted one thing in my life to look forward to, one thing for me, and look what happens! It'll be all anyone's talking about around town by tomorrow.”

      “Really? With the global economy, and terrorist attacks, and an upcoming election, and all anyone is going to be talking about is who Cecily Parker may or may not have been sleeping with during the Clinton administration?”

      Cecily squirmed in her seat. “It's the suburbs. You'd be surprised.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe you're exaggerating, just a little bit.”

      “I don't like to be the center of attention. I know you never believed that, but it's true. And Daddy's running for reelection this November, so we can't afford a scandal.”

      “Some things never change.” The bitterness Rorie felt inside seeped out in her words.

      Cecily slumped in her chair. All of the fight had drained out of her, and Rorie noted with dismay that she was back to looking like the “before” picture in an antidepressant commercial. Rorie shouldn’t let herself care, but she couldn't help it.

      “Cici,” she said, more gently than before, “let me talk to Susan and see what's going on, okay? I promise that I didn't put her up to transferring you, but maybe she thought she was doing me a favor.”

      Cecily nodded. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

      “Why don't you just go wherever you've been assigned today, and I'll see if I can get this fixed and have you back in the shop by tomorrow, okay?”

      “Thank you, Rorie,” she said, a gentle drawl softening her words. “You're being a lot nicer to me than I deserve. I appreciate it.”

      

      “Rorie?”

      Rorie froze at the sound of her name. She'd been so engrossed in working on the set that she hadn't heard Cecily's footsteps on the stage. She sighed. She'd managed to avoid Cecily for almost a week, but this time she was cornered. Arranging her face so as not to betray the hurt she still felt inside, Rorie turned.

      “What do you want?” Her words came out more like a growl.

      “To talk to you,” Cecily replied meekly, a hint of southern accent peeking through. “You've been avoiding me all week.”

      “Yeah, well, I'm not obligated to talk to you, you know.”

      Cecily stiffened. “You're the teaching assistant, aren't you?”

      “So?” Rorie grumbled.

      “So, it's your job,” Cecily replied haughtily. “If I have a question about class, you’re absolutely obligated to talk to me.”

      Rorie choked out a bitter laugh. “Yes. You're right. So do you have a question about class, Miss DuPont? Or do you just enjoy ordering the staff around, like the rest of your rich, entitled friends?”

      “I … How dare you!” Cecily spluttered. “I came here to apologize, you self-righteous … argh!” She stomped her foot furiously, either having run out of insults or too angry to articulate them.

      “You're off to a fantastic start,” Rorie said with a snort. “Come on, sit down before you hurt yourself.” Rorie sat and dangled her legs over the edge of the stage.

      Cecily shuffled over, humble once more. “I brought you coffee,” she said, extending the Styrofoam cup in her right hand.

      “From the cafeteria? How fancy.”

      “Well, I brought you the gourmet stuff the past three days, and ended up throwing it out,” Cecily replied. “If you wanted good coffee, you should've let me talk sooner.”

      Rorie silently arched an eyebrow, then removed the lid and stared suspiciously into the cup.

      “Cream and two sugars,” Cecily offered. “I asked the girl at the Coffee Bean on Monday how you usually ordered it.”

      A ghost of a smile twitched at the corners of Rorie's lips. Cecily had put in some effort, she'd give her that much. Even so, her reaction in the cafeteria had stung, and Rorie wanted to make her squirm just a little more before letting her off the hook.

      “Careful, Cici. Asking how the notorious campus dyke takes her coffee? You don't want any of your sorority friends to get the wrong impression again.”

      Cecily straightened her back and tossed her head defiantly. “I couldn't care less what anyone at this stupid school thinks.”

      Rorie studied her for a moment. “Oh really? So, then, the other day when I told you—?

      “I froze, that's all,” Cecily answered, her eyes downcast. “And I'm really sorry. I was trying to think of something clever to say and instead my brain stopped working.”

      “So you didn’t just freak out and decide we couldn’t be friends?” Rorie surveyed her doubtfully. Preppy, privileged Cecily DuPont, daughter of the most conservative senator in the state, was pretty much the least-likely person to be her friend. She found it more than a little surprising that she even wanted her to be.

      “Well, I should hope not!” Cecily laughed. “It would be pretty silly of me. You're the most interesting person I've met in this place in a very long time.” Her expression softened to one of concern. “Have you lost a lot of friends on campus over it? You know, the gay thing,” she whispered.

      “Oh, no. They mostly hated me already.” Rorie snorted. “Getting to hate me for being gay was more like a bonus.”

      “But, why—”

      “Oh, why not, really? I’m poor, from the North, and my appearance is a little too eccentric, not to mention ethnic, for all the WASPs around here, apparently.”

      “Ethnic?” Cecily's brow wrinkled in confusion. “I thought you said you were Irish.”

      “Well, I am. On my dad’s side.” Rorie rolled her eyes. “I've got seventeen redheaded Mulloy cousins in Boston to prove it. But my mom’s side is more of a … mystery, shall we say.”

      “A mystery? Why’s that?”

      Cecily’s expression was curious and caring. For a moment Rorie was overwhelmed by the need to share it. But she hesitated, uncertain. Rorie rarely talked about her mother, especially to girls like Cecily who obviously came from perfect, all-American families. She wanted so badly to be able to trust Cecily, but would she think less of her if she knew?

      “She abandoned us when I was little,” Rorie admitted with a sigh. She blinked to keep back the tears. “She left one night, just disappeared. I can’t even remember what she looks like any more, and Dad burned all her pictures. Now he pretends she never existed.”

      “I'm so sorry,” Cecily said, resting her hand gently on Rorie’s shoulder. “That must’ve been really hard. But what does it have to do with people hating you?”

      Rorie relaxed at the kindness of her words and the warmth of her touch. She took a deep breath, determined to confess the rest. “When I started freshman year, a few of my teammates resented the school's biggest athletic scholarship going to a Yankee. Which is hilarious because my dad was in the military, so I’m not really from anywhere. But whatever.” Rorie shrugged. “So they picked on me for that, and finally I told them my mother was a southerner, just to shut them up.”

      “And, was she?” Cecily asked.

      “Yeah, she was. And that’s about the only thing I know,” Rorie replied. “As soon as I told them the name of the town where she was born, a couple of the meanest girls pounced. One of the girls said she knew that town, and only black people live there. Then her friend joined in, and they just wouldn’t let it drop, and pretty soon the whole team was following their lead like a bunch of sheep. I swear, their language alone was like something straight out of the Confederacy.”

      “Oh, Rorie,” Cecily said, face pale and aghast. “But you know most people aren't like that anymore. It’s 1998!”

      “Maybe I just got lucky, then.” Sarcasm couldn't hide her bitterness.

      Cecily shrugged. “Well, maybe they’re just jealous. You're gorgeous, whatever heritage made you that way.”

      Rorie couldn’t help but smile at the compliment, delivered in a southern accent that was now as thick as molasses. And at least twice as sweet. This was the real Cecily, Rorie thought, in her natural and unguarded state. She liked her this way. Maybe liked her a little too much, she chided herself. There were smarter things she could do than fall for a senator's daughter who was nearly engaged to some fancy Ivy League lawyer. She’d need to be more careful.

      “Rorie? May I ask you something?” Cecily looked her squarely in the eyes.

      “Of course.” Rorie’s breath caught and she felt a sudden spark of nervousness and what she might ask. Could Cecily tell what Rorie had just been thinking about her?

      “It’s…well, you weren’t upset at all about the idea that you mother might be part African American, were you?”

      Rorie chuckled, relief spreading through tense muscles. That was a question she could answer easily. “No, that didn't upset me. It's kinda cool, I guess. What upsets me is that I don't know enough about where I'm from to even know if it's true. Not that it even matters,” she added with a sigh. “The suggestion alone was like throwing gasoline on a fire when it came to my teammates.”

      “Is that why you quit?”

      Rorie shook her head. “No. Are you kidding? I had a full scholarship. I wasn't going to give that up for anything. I quit because I got hurt.”

      “By your teammates?” Cecily’s eyes widened.

      “Nothing that dramatic. I blamed them at first, but it was my own fault. I pushed myself too far, always thinking I had something to prove. I blew out my shoulder junior year and the doctor said I couldn’t play anymore.”

      “So you lost your scholarship. Is that why you go part time now?”

      Rorie nodded. “By then I had so many credits it didn't make sense to transfer, but I couldn't afford full time tuition, either.”

      “And your dad didn't help?”

      Rorie laughed. “Not everybody's got money to spare. We're not all DuPonts, you know.”

      Cecily tossed her head back with indignation. “That’s not what I meant!”

      “Okay, relax.” Rorie shrugged. “He's also not so thrilled with the lesbian thing. President Clinton might think he invented ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ but my dad was way ahead of him on that one. Only I was a bad little soldier and broke the rule.”

      “I'm so sorry.” Cecily's eyes shone with concern.

      “It's not a big deal.” Rorie took a sip of coffee and grimaced. “This stuff is really awful. Want to head to the Coffee Bean with me?”

      Cecily grinned. “Does that mean you've forgiven me?”

      Rorie cocked her head to one side, pretending to consider it. “Buy me a decent cup of coffee, and we'll forget it ever happened.”

      “That's blackmail!”

      “Is it? I was thinking it was more like extortion, but hey, you're the politician's daughter. You probably know better than I do which is which.” Rorie hopped off the stage, laughing.Cecily followed. “You're not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

      “Nothing worthwhile is easy,” Rorie replied. “Besides, this way is much more fun.”
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      Rorie spotted Cecily, perched alone on the edge of the rehearsal hall's small stage. She started to enter the room, then paused. She’d just come from Susan's office, and the news she’d been sent to deliver was not going to be welcome. She continued down the hall to the lunchroom instead. A few minutes later she stood in front of the door again, two steaming mugs of coffee in her hands. She took a deep breath and walked in.

      “Cecily?”

      The woman looked up, her expression wary as she watched Rorie approach. “Well?”

      “Here,” Rorie said, holding out one of the cups, “I brought you some coffee.”

      “Uh oh,” she said, taking the cup. “I remember this tactic. Does that mean you have something to apologize for?”

      “Not exactly,” Rorie took a seat beside her on the stage. “But I thought it might soften the blow.”

      Cecily's eyebrows raised. “That doesn't sound promising.”

      “I'm afraid not. I talked to Susan, and the new assignment's a done deal.”

      “Even after you explained?”

      Rorie shook her head, ignoring the groaning. “It had nothing to do with me. It's because of Bailey.”

      Cecily's brow wrinkled in confusion. “Bailey? You mean the star? I don't understand. When I came in here an hour ago, she never so much as looked at me. Just started throwing things at Phinn again, and the director sent everyone home. What does she have to do with this?”

      “Actresses can be irrational. You should know.” Rorie struggled to keep a straight face at the annoyed look she earned. “Anyway, I guess seeing Phinn out of the blue like this came as a shock, and now Bailey's feeling a little insecure.”

      “More like homicidal. But what does her insecurity have to do with me?”

      “Nothing really, except she's getting paranoid. She's had some nasty run-ins with the fans who've been hanging out by the stage door.”

      “Not to mention her nasty run-ins with Phinn,” Cecily added. “Bailey's unhinged, and I’m not convinced Phinn’s any better.”

      Rorie sighed. “You don't know the half of it. Bailey was convinced that Bev—you remember her, the intern? Well, she was supposed to be her understudy, only Bailey decided Bev was trying to sabotage her. She demanded she be removed, and she specifically asked Susan for you to be the replacement.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “I don't know.” Rorie shrugged. “I guess she noticed you in here that first day and thought you looked less threatening. I mean, Bev’s sweet but she does kind of give off that hungry starlet vibe sometimes, so . . .”

      “But no way Bev would sabotage the star just to get a break, surely?”

      “Of course not. Like you said, Bailey's unhinged. But, shouldn't you be happy about this?” Rorie asked. “After all these years, this could be your chance to finally be on stage in front of a real audience.”

      “Um.” Cecily swallowed hard, her cheeks flushing pink. “About that. I think I kind of have a confession to make.”

      Rorie studied Cecily's face expectantly.

      “I have terrible stage fright,” Cecily continued. “The last thing I want is to be anywhere near a stage, or a live audience.”

      “Since when?” Rorie eyed her suspiciously. Cecily had been an actress in college, after all.

      Cecily continued looking at the floor, avoiding Rorie's gaze. “Since always. It’s the reason I never tried out for the stage productions at school. I loved taking the classes, but the thought of a real stage, or an audience? God, no.”

      Rorie felt a chill move through her shoulders and down her spine. Stage fright? True, she'd never seen her on stage, but she'd seen her do enough acting in real life to assume she was a pro. In school, Cecily'd had a talent for blending into whatever crowd she was around, of making a person see what she thought they wanted to see. Rorie had watched her do it more than once—the dutiful daughter, the loving fiancee—but always believed she knew the real Cecily that was underneath. Her mind raced back over all the plans they’d once made to move to New York together after school. She’d waivered over the years over what it had meant, wanting to believe--but this revelation left no room for doubt. Everything they’d shared had been just another role, one Cecily had tried on for a while and then discarded when it no longer suited her.

      She studied Cecily for a moment, stunned, then gave a bitter laugh. “Well, I guess that answers one question.”

      Cecily looked up. “What question?”

      “Whether any of it ever meant anything to you.” Rorie felt her face harden.

      “Rorie, I—”

      “When we talked about being together after graduation, working on Broadway together … I really believed you.” She hopped down from the stage and started toward the door. “I thought it was your family, you know. I thought that they found out about us, about our plans, and kept you from coming back. But you never had any intention of following through with any of it, did you?”

      “Rorie, wait!”

      “It's a pity about the stage fright,” she said as she left. “You really were an excellent actress. You sure had me fooled, anyway.”

      Rorie heard Cecily's voice call out behind her, but she stormed out the rehearsal room door without looking back.

      

      “Hey, Cici!”

      Cecily jumped at the sound of the voice behind her, teetering from her crouched position and landing with a thud, just inches away from an open container of paint. She stared from the paint to the stretched canvas backdrop on the floor in front of her, then wide-eyed up at Rorie.

      “I can't believe you did that! I almost knocked that can over and ruined the backdrop.”

      “Ah, come on,” Rorie teased. “The show's not for eight weeks. Plenty of time to make a new one.”

      “Sure there is. Professor Jackson already doesn't like me. Are you trying to get me kicked out of the theater for good?”

      “Sorry,” Rorie replied, looking contrite. She sat cross-legged next to Cecily at the edge of the canvas. “I was just excited to share my news.”

      Cecily's face relaxed into a smile, her near miss forgotten. “What news?”

      “My friend Jake from the AV Club just got his hands on stacks of films from an old theater that was shutting down. There's stuff from Hitchcock, Preminger, Nichols—I don't know, so many more. Lots of classics, some of them are really rare.”

      “Okay.” Cecily knew this must be a good thing, but she wasn't familiar with most of the names Rorie had rattled off, other than Hitchcock.

      “Come on, Cici. This is fantastic! The chance to see these on real film instead of television? It's gonna be amazing.”

      “No, I'm sure,” Cecily said. “I mean, I've never actually seen them on television, I don't think, but—”

      “What?” Rorie looked stunned at the revelation. “Seriously? How can you even live with yourself? Okay, look. I've got a friend who's gonna loan me the equipment. We're setting up a screening room at my apartment and having a movie marathon.”

      Cecily grinned. “Okay. When?”

      “How about Friday? My roommates are both going out of town for the Columbus Day holiday, so I can leave everything set up in the living room all weekend.”

      Cecily's face fell. “This weekend? I can't. My Friday class was canceled so I'm driving to New Orleans on Thursday afternoon. Chet's flying in for some big mock trial competition and it's only a few hours away, so …”

      “Oh. No, of course,” Rorie said, her smile not entirely convincing. “Some other time.”“Promise? With the screening room and everything? Because that sounded really nice.” Inwardly, Cecily cursed the rotten timing. She almost never had weekend plans lately. Why did it have to be this weekend, of all times? Instead of feeling happy at the prospect of seeing her boyfriend, Cecily felt frustrated at him for ruining Rorie’s surprise.

      “Of course, screening room and all. I wouldn't watch them any other way. My roommates will just have to deal with it. Someday I'm going to have a house with my own screening room built in, just like the big directors have. Maybe decorate it like one of the old 1920s movie palaces, with framed movie posters and big leather couches.”

      “What, you're going to give up theater and move to Hollywood?”

      Rorie shrugged. “I don't know. Maybe. I've dreamed of it since I was a kid. I mean, Hollywood would be amazing, but it's so competitive. I know people in New York, so I might go there. I haven't decided yet.”

      “God, New York would be fantastic,” Cecily said with a sigh.

      “So why don't you go after graduation? Give it a try.”

      Cecily laughed as she shook her head. “Because I'm getting married, and going wherever Chet ends up, remember?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “It's what I'm doing, isn't it?”

      “That's not necessarily the same thing.” Rorie leaned forward, her hand resting on the edge of the unfinished backdrop. “If you weren't doing that, what would you want to do? Move to New York and become a big Broadway star?”

      “Me?” Cecily giggled. “Maybe the chorus. Somewhere in the back.”

      “Oh, come on,” Rorie teased. “This is a fantasy. It's okay to dream big.”

      “Fine. You're right. It's a fantasy. So, I'll be a big star. We'll both win Tony awards, of course, me for my fabulous acting, you for your breathtaking sets.”

      “Oh, I get to come, too?”

      “Of course! I don't want to go to New York without you. We'll get an enormous penthouse apartment, with its own screening room, just for you.”

      “Very generous, thank you.” Rorie's blue eyes sparkled.

      Cecily sighed and stood to go. “I'd better go and start packing.”

      “For New York? You have months until graduation.”

      “For New Orleans. This is real life, remember?”

      Cecily strolled across campus in the fading afternoon light, making a mental checklist of what she would need for her trip, and unconsciously humming the tune to New York, New York.
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      “All right, people!” the director called, with just a hint of a Russian accent. “Let’s see if we can make it through a full rehearsal today, shall we? Take it from the top of the scene, and no more broken dishes!”

      The actors were gathered around a large table on the rehearsal room stage, their scripts open in front of them. From her seat in the audience, Cecily studied her new colleagues. The director, Otto, wore a rumpled suit and had a thick salt and pepper mustache. He reminded Cecily of an eastern European grandfather, like Peter Falk in the Princess Bride. She smiled as she thought of it, as that was one of the movies she and Tyler had loved to watch together when he was little. Maybe this understudy gig wouldn't be too bad after all, if it brought up pleasant associations like that.

      Phinn sat to one side of Otto. Perhaps fittingly, he bore a passing resemblance to a young Marlon Brando, who had made the role of Stanley famous in the original stage production of A Streetcar Named Desire, and later in the film. Phinn had that same tousled hair and intense gaze. He had the dimpled smile, too. He'd shown it generously before Bailey arrived, and Cecily had found him charming. But at this moment, he was scowling at Bailey, who sat across the table from him, her full lips pouting, her attitude exuding irritation. Even from her seat in the audience, Cecily could feel the air between them crackling with sexual tension.

      Beside Bailey sat Dorrie, a petite brunette with a sweet smile who would play the role of Stella, Blanche’s sister. She had the physique of a runner, and took occasional swigs of a dark green smoothie from the silicone-coated glass bottle she'd set on the table. Cecily recognized this girl's type from the weekends she went shopping at the farmers markets. Dorrie wore no makeup and the clothing she had on was almost guaranteed to be marked as fair trade and cruelty free. A snack of homemade granola—in a reusable fabric baggie, of course—sat next to the smoothie. Cecily was almost certain she'd overheard her before rehearsal talking to Bev about urban rooftop beekeeping.

      Then there was Todd, an earnest young man with a widow's peak, who would play part of Mitch, Blanche’s ‘gentleman caller’. This was his first professional role, and he appeared to feel almost as nervous as Cecily did to be there. The poor kid was just as scatterbrained, too. Even now he was searching for his pen. Cecily was pretty sure he'd recovered it from various elusive hiding places half a dozen times already, and rehearsal hadn't started yet.

      Eventually, eight other actors would join them, but today only Bev sat at the table, prepared to read the remaining smaller parts. Cecily might help Bev with that later, and would run Blanche's lines when time permitted, but for today her job was just to sit and watch. She still wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being the understudy for such an important role, but deep down she had to admit that it was exciting to be acting again. It was only the first day of rehearsal, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so alive. Even if all she did was follow along silently with her script and make notes. Or maybe especially because that was all that was expected of her.

      Without the pressure of performing in front of an audience, Cecily felt at ease and free to sit back and simply enjoy being around the actors. It’d been a long time. And the truth was, the cast was very good. It was clear that even Bailey and Phinn, despite their reality television origins, displayed impressive depth and talent. That is, when they could stop sniping at each other long enough to get through more than a few lines.

      “Okay, Phinn,” Otto said as they prepared to run through the first act a second time. “This time through I want you to really think about the emotions we talked about, okay? Do you think you can do that?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Only I’m not really the one having a problem with it. If Bailey could just—”

      “Me?” Bailey shrieked. “You know what? I’ve had enough of this bull shi—” The ringtone of her phone cut off the rest of her thought. She swiped the phone off the table and held it to her ear. “Jonas? Can you hear me?” She covered the mouthpiece with her hand and glared around the table. “It’s my agent. You think I could get a little privacy?”

      “All right, folks,” Otto said. “Let’s take a break. Back in five.”

      Cecily thought that it must’ve taken Otto every ounce of courage to remain in control and not cower behind a chair. Bailey looked like she might bite someone’s head off just for sport.

      “Wait!” Bailey snapped. “Bev—soy latte.” She thrust her cup out and Bev retrieved it, then scurried away.

      The other actors stood and filed out of the room, muttering to one another and shaking their heads. Cecily stood to leave as well, feeling a twinge of nerves at the thought that she might run into Rorie in the break room. She’d done everything in her power to avoid Rorie since yesterday’s fallout.

      “Damn it!” Bailey slammed the phone against the table and Cecily froze awkwardly mid-stride. “Wait. Cecily, isn’t it? Come here for a minute.”

      Cecily’s stomach clenched. She surveyed the woman’s furious expression and chancing a run-in with Rorie became infinitely more appealing by comparison. At least in the lunchroom she could grab a cup of coffee before her execution. She shuffled gingerly toward the stage. She wasn’t sure what her offense had been, but one look at the diva’s face told her that disembowelment was the most likely punishment.

      Or maybe she just needs someone to get her a muffin to go with her latte.

      “My God, agents are morons! Is your agent as big an idiot as mine?”

      Cecily swallowed nervously. “I don’t have an agent.” She hoped this was the right answer. She really didn’t want to die.

      “Oh, right. You’re the soccer mom.” Bailey waved her hand dismissively. “Well, don’t ever get one. They’re a pain in the ass.”

      Bailey squinted at her phone for a moment, either forgetting Cecily was there or choosing to ignore her. Cecily took the opportunity to study the star warily. She was imposingly tall, even seated, with a face that was actually quite pretty when it wasn’t scowling. Cecily noted with surprise that Bailey was much younger than she’d assumed. The role of the tragically fading beauty, Blanche Dubois, was often played by an older actress, but up close she realized that Bailey was in her early twenties at most. Not that much older than Tyler. She’s hardly more than a kid!

      Bailey’s lower lip trembled as she stared at the screen and Cecily’s heart softened with an unexpected rush of maternal instinct toward the girl. “Bailey, is everything okay?” Cecily asked softly. “Do you want to talk about it?” Part of her couldn’t believe she was offering to stay and chat of her own free will, but it didn’t seem right to leave the girl all alone. Bailey had done a good job of intimidating and alienating the other cast members, and it looked to Cecily like what she could really use most was a friend.

      Bailey looked up, her cheeks glistening with tears. Cecily eased herself into a chair beside her and waited quietly. Finally, Bailey spoke.

      “I didn’t know he would be here. I swear I didn’t.” Her eyes seemed to beg Cecily to believe her.

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” Cecily soothed.

      “I’m not a bad person.” Bailey’s voice was a whisper.

      “Of course you’re not.” Cecily wasn’t exactly certain what they were talking about but it didn’t matter. Calming Bailey was her top priority right now. She could puzzle the rest out later.

      “Oh, please. Anyone who’s seen the show says differently!”

      “Well, I’ve never seen your show, so—”

      “Really?” Bailey’s stare was incredulous.

      Uh oh. Maybe that wasn't the best answer to give a star. “No offense. I just don’t watch much television.”

      Bailey grinned. “No, that’s fantastic! You’re the only person I’ve met in months who hasn’t seen it.” Bailey closed her eyes and bowed her head toward the table, a look of shame replacing the smile. “They told me Phinn was in on it, too, you know. Said it would make both of our careers.”

      “In on it?” Cecily asked, confused.

      “The wedding, on our show. They may technically be unscripted, but those shows aren’t exactly reality,” Bailey explained. “They’re always telling you some way to play it so that you get more tension, better ratings. You know, pick a fight with another contestant, or say something nasty about them in the confessional. That kind of thing.”

      Understanding dawned. “And this time they told you not to go through with the wedding?”

      Bailey nodded. “Phinn and I hit it off right away, you know. It was like we were just drawn to each other. And we’d discussed it in private, agreed that if we were the finalists, we’d go all-in, all the way to the altar. I mean, why not?”

      “For a stunt? Or did you really plan on a real marriage?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, we really got along. I’ve never felt like that before, like we were the only two people on earth and we could do anything together, you know?”

      Cecily nodded. “People have gotten married for worse reasons, I suppose.”

      I should know.

      “Plus, there’s all that prize money, right? Anyway, right before the final show, Jonas and the producer told me I should do a ‘runaway bride’ instead. Ratings gold, they said. They swore they’d arranged it, that Phinn had agreed. Only, they lied. He had no idea when he showed up at the chapel that day that I wouldn’t be there. I didn’t even know what happened until the show aired a week later, and by then he’d married Janessa during the finale, and it was too late!” Her words ended in a wailing sob.

      Cecily reached over, sliding an arm around Bailey’s trembling shoulders. She held her as the young woman sobbed, soothing her with words that were mostly nonsensical but comforting. After a few minutes, Bailey’s crying subsided. She sat up straight and dabbed her eyes with a tissue that Cecily retrieved from her purse. Tyler was always teasing her about her giant ‘mom purse’, but she was grateful for it now.

      “You’d fallen in love with him, hadn’t you?” Cecily asked, though the answer was obvious. She noted Bailey’s youthful face for a second time and her heart ached for her. “Do you mind if I ask how old you are, Bailey?”

      “I’m twenty-two,” she replied with a sniff. “I know what you’re thinking, that I’m so young. But I’m old enough to know when I’ve made a mistake.”

      Oh, the mistakes we make when we’re twenty-two and in love. And then regret for a lifetime.

      “The others are waiting outside,” Cecily reminded her gently. “Are you ready for them to come back in?”

      Bailey nodded. “I think so. Only, will you sit up here next to me? I can’t stand the thought of being up here alone with all of them. They hate me. But you don’t, do you?” Her eyes were hopeful, pleading. “You understand, right?”

      “Of course,” Cecily nodded. If anyone could understand what it felt like to betray the love of your life, Cecily could.
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      “Cecily?”

      Rehearsal had just ended and Cecily was digging through her purse for her keys when she heard Bailey call her name. Looking up, she spotted the young woman standing by the entrance to the lunchroom, and went to join her.

      “Thank you for today,” Bailey said. “For staying and sitting with me. I know you weren’t planning to be here the whole afternoon, and I really appreciate it.”

      Cecily nodded. “Any time.”

      “Do you really mean it, any time?” Bailey asked, her eyes brightening. “Because I wish you could stay all day from now on. I felt so much calmer knowing I had a friend.”

      Cecily hesitated. The arrangement Susan had offered her was to sit in on rehearsals in the mornings and then spend the rest of her time in the scene shop. But Bailey was so desperate for her support that Cecily didn’t think she’d have the heart to abandon her every afternoon. She seemed to have a calming effect on the girl, transforming her from a diva to a relatively decent human in a matter of hours, for which the entire cast was grateful. Besides which, her most recent falling out with Rorie left Cecily more than a little anxious at the prospect of venturing back to the shop.

      “You really think it’ll help?”

      “I know it will,” Bailey replied, her expression that of a puppy begging for a treat. “It already has, and I don’t want to keep flying off the handle. It’s just, have you ever been with someone where you can’t seem to help yourself? Whether you love them or hate them, it’s all just so intense you couldn’t stop yourself if you tried, and neither can they?”

      Immediately, blue eyes and cinnamon freckles flashed into Cecily’s mind, and the image made her chuckle in spite of herself. That described Rorie and her in a nutshell.

      “You think I’m just a stupid kid, don’t you?” Bailey said with a pout.

      “Not at all. Actually, I went through something similar, in a way, when I was the same age as you. And I still can’t make much sense of it.”

      Bailey’s face clouded. “Really? I was hoping this would all blow over soon, but you’re not making that sound very likely. And in the meantime, I’m getting death threats.”

      Cecily’s eyes widened. “Death threats? Not from Phinn, surely!”

      Bailey sighed. “No. From Phinn’s loyal supporters. Mostly by email, but there was one on a notecard in my dressing room this morning.”

      “That’s crazy! Does Susan know about this?”

      “My agent says Susan is hiring an extra security guard, but there’s only so much they can do. At least it might keep people from standing around the stage door, yelling at me every day.” She shrugged. “It’s not like it hasn’t been happening for the past six months, but it’s worse since Phinn is here, I think.”

      “And what about Phinn?” Cecily asked. From what she'd seen today, he appeared to be a nice young man, level headed and respectful, despite Bailey’s antics. “Surely if he knew this was going on, he could say something to his fans?”

      Bailey shook her head. “No. I mean, I’m sure he could, but I just can’t bring myself to talk to him about it.”

      “Bailey, be reasonable,” Cecily urged. “No matter what happened between the both of you, he wouldn’t want anything serious to happen.”

      “You don’t know that. He might, after what I did. Whatever happens, I deserve it.”

      “I know it feels that way, Bailey. I really do. I’ve been through this, too.” Cecily paused for a moment, weighing whether she should say more. The past wasn’t something she talked about, but it was clear that Bailey was struggling and could use help. She drew a deep breath and continued. “My last semester in college, I fell in love with—someone. And I let what other people wanted influence me. And just like you, I ran.” Tears stung the corners of her eyes and she squeezed them shut to hold them back. “Let me give you a bit of advice. This is your second chance. If I were you, I’d take it.”

      “Is that what you did?” Bailey asked. “Did you work it out in the end?”

      “No, I never had that chance. But you do. Take it, or you’ll regret it the rest of your life.”

      As she walked to her car, Cecily thought of Rorie. Would things have turned out differently if they’d been reunited sooner, been given a second chance? She doubted it. The world had been a different place, and there were too many obstacles for it to ever have worked. Not the least of which Cecily had created herself by marrying Chet before Rorie ever had the chance to come after her. Had she been so inclined, which obviously she hadn’t been. It was pointless to speculate.

      Could this be our second chance now?

      Cecily wasn’t sure where that thought had come from, but she dismissed it immediately. She was married and a mother. She’d made her choice. Even if her marriage was more a business arrangement and her only child was nearly an adult, it didn’t change the situation. Besides, Rorie had everything she’d dreamed of. The last thing she’d be interested in was a suburban mom whose greatest accomplishments revolved around how many raffle tickets she sold for the PTO auction. Cecily sincerely hoped things would work out between Bailey and Phinn, but her own ship had sailed a long time ago.

      

      Rorie spotted Susan standing by the coffee maker as she entered the break room. She eyed the pot with a mixture of desire and suspicion. “Please tell me that’s a fresh pot and not something that’s been sitting on the burner all afternoon.”

      “Well,” Susan answered, examining the pot in an equally questioning manner, “it’s still warm and contains caffeine. Beyond that, I don’t think I can make any promises.”

      Rorie rolled her eyes. “When are you going to invest in one of those single cup machines like everyone else has?”

      “Well, Miss Fancy Pants,” Susan teased, “we don’t all have your big Hollywood budget. Maybe you can hit up your girlfriend Cecily for us, though. Get her to donate one.”

      Rorie groaned at the mention of Cecily. “Don’t even joke about it. If I don’t see her again between now and opening night, I’ll be just as happy.”

      Susan arched an eyebrow. “Oh? I thought you two had reached an understanding.”

      “Hardly,” Rorie replied, remembering their conversation from the day before. That little liar! The fact that she could’ve lead Rorie on for so many months, and made her believe they had a future together in New York—it was galling, even after all these years. When it came to Cecily, any degree of understanding was about the last thing Rorie expected to achieve.

      “Well, then,” Susan said, “I guess you won’t be too disappointed to hear that Mrs. Parker won’t be returning to the shop after all.”

      She quit?

      Rorie stopped stirring her coffee and looked at Susan, feeling a spark of guilt. She’d been angry with Cecily yesterday. It was more than justified, and a long time coming, but maybe she should’ve tried a little harder to keep her temper in check.

      “I’m sorry, Susan. I know we need all the volunteers we can get, but we’ll manage without her. It’s rotten of her to just quit like that, though.”

      “Oh, no. She didn’t quit,” Susan corrected. “She worked a damn miracle, is what she did.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “She did the impossible and tamed the shrew. As of this morning, Bailey and your girlfriend are new BFFs. And I’m pretty certain Bailey’s convinced her to stick with rehearsals full time.”

      “You’re kidding me.” Rorie shook her head slowly. “Well, it figures they’d be friends. Actresses.” Her tone was at least as bitter as the day-old coffee she attempted to choke down. “And I wish you’d stop referring to her as my girlfriend.”

      Susan looked at her sharply. “You’ve certainly changed your tune in twenty-four hours. Just yesterday you were pleading her case, telling me how I had to let her stay in the shop. What happened?”

      Rorie took a deep breath, letting it out in a long, gentle sigh. “I gained some perspective. Let’s just say that it was never a secret that I cared more about her than she did about me, but it’s only just now that I’ve come to appreciate how lopsided the situation truly was.”

      Susan stood quietly for a minute, her face conflicted. “Are you sure of that?” Susan bit her bottom lip as if deciding whether or not to continue. “Because, it’s just… I overheard something earlier.”

      “Susan Monroe! Were you eavesdropping?” Rorie clutched at her heart in mock horror.

      “Not on purpose! Cecily and Bailey happened to be chatting by the doorway a few minutes ago and I don’t think they knew I was here.”

      “Two actresses chit-chatting? What, were they exchanging salon recommendations and hair care tips?”

      “I’m serious,” Susan said, shooting Rorie a frustrated look. “Cecily was encouraging Bailey to take advantage of her second chance and fix things with Phinn. She said she’d fallen in love during college, and ran away. It was obvious from the way she said it that it still tears her apart.”

      I doubt that. “Well, then, she was most definitely talking about someone else. Besides, I’d take her tone with a grain of salt. She’s quite a gifted thespian.”

      “I just think you should give her the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Are you saying that as my friend? Or,” Rorie narrowed her eyes, “is this the Managing Director speaking, afraid to upset Ms. Moneybags?”

      “Joke all you want. I won’t pretend it isn’t a little of both. And I’ll admit I don’t know the whole story, since you’re being so mysterious about it. I’m just suggesting that maybe you don’t know the whole story, either.”

      Rorie chugged the last of her coffee with a grimace before heading back to her office. She didn’t have time to think about Cecily now. Today’s production meeting had yielded three pages of notes regarding changes to the set, meaning she had several more hours of work ahead of her. Back in LA she’d probably pack everything up and do the work from her cozy home office with its view of the twinkling Westwood skyline. But her room at the medium-range extended stay hotel, which she knew was probably much better accommodation than the theater would usually spring for as it was, was a little too cheerless to spend more time in than necessary.

      As she waited for the drafting program she used to create design schematics to open on her computer, she was hit with a wave of exhaustion. She never slept well when she was away from home. Rorie closed her eyes, pressing her hands gently against the pile of thin braids on top her head. If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up with a migraine. Her therapist had taught her a new meditation technique to manage them, and she closed her eyes to give it a try. Focus on a place where I feel safe and happy. She’d practiced it at her therapist’s office with some success, visualizing the relaxing oasis of her bedroom at home. She closed her eyes, waiting for the neutral colors of her room to fill her mind.

      Instead, another bedroom came into focus, full of sweet pastels that only a sorority girl would choose. It was a room she hadn’t seen in eighteen years. It was so vivid that she wanted to open her eyes and erase it from her memory, but she couldn’t quite manage to do so. Instead, the image drew her in and she entered the imaginary room, stretching herself out on its make-believe, throw pillow festooned bed. She breathed deeply and could almost smell the lavender scent of the sheets and feel their fabric slip past her fingertips, silky and smooth.

      Lost in her vision, she stared at the imaginary ceiling, her hands by her sides. She wanted to turn her head—would she see Cecily beside her, smiling as she watched her sleep? If she reached out her hand, would she feel the warmth of Cecily’s skin? Or would the bed be cold and empty, like it had been that last morning?

      Rorie’s eyes flew open, wrenched from her visualization by the memory, by the cold stab of abandonment and loneliness that accompanied it. It hurt almost as much now as it had then, and Rorie knew she should leave it alone, push it back into the recesses of her mind as she had done for years. There was no sense dwelling on it. But that moment of hope and elation, that second before reality sank in, beckoned to her. Just to experience again the joy of turning her head and seeing Cecily beside her was tantalizing, even if it was just a distant memory. A memory she’d have little chance of getting neatly back into its box tonight.

      Rorie sighed, frustrated by her own weakness. She wished she’d never accepted the job in Connecticut. She could be on a real vacation right now, relaxing on a beach somewhere. She wished she'd never seen Cecily again, never been reminded of all the good times they’d shared and how effortlessly they’d fit together. She wished the next eight weeks were over and she was on a plane heading west.

      And she wished she never had to leave.
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      Cecily sprinted toward the scene shop doors, checking her watch. The morning rehearsal had run late and she’d missed Tyler’s class arriving. Knowing how desperate Susan had been for her to agree to be Bailey’s understudy, Cecily had somewhat uncharacteristically taken advantage of having the upper hand. She’d secured an invitation for not only Tyler but his entire English class to do a backstage tour and sit in on a read-through of A Streetcar Named Desire with the cast.

      If she were completely honest, she'd have to admit that she’d mainly done it to make Polly Schroeder furious. The Oakwood never hosted school groups, and she knew Polly had tried and failed for years to arrange something like this. It was the one time where even being a patron donor didn’t make a difference. But apparently gaining a reputation as the Diva Whisperer was a different story. Of course, if anyone asked, she had only the children's best interests at heart.

      The shop was unusually quiet when she entered. Regular work had stopped and about two dozen teenagers listened as Susan pointed out the various machines. Cecily felt a stab of guilt at having saddled Susan with the responsibility all on her own. Poor Susan. She looked slightly terrified. She probably wasn't used to being around teenage boys the way Cecily was. Still, that's what she got for forcing Cecily to continue in the role of understudy against her wishes. They would both need to face their fears.

      As the group filed out of the shop, Cecily spotted Tyler standing apart from the crowd. She started toward him and her breath caught as she saw who he was talking to. Rorie. They'd barely said two words to each other since their confrontation in the rehearsal hall, and Cecily didn't look forward to the prospect now. But she could hardly let her son leave the shop without saying hello. Rorie and Tyler appeared to be having an animated conversation. Cecily approached them, apprehension gnawing at her insides.

      “Tyler?” She hoped her voice sounded more confident than she felt. The last thing she wanted was for Rorie to sense the weakness in her.

      “Mom!” The gawky boy turned, a broad grin lighting up his face. “Mom, have you met Rorie Mulloy? She's like a total Hollywood legend!”

      Cecily couldn't help but smile at his enthusiasm, and her apprehension lessened a tiny bit. “Yes. We've met.”

      “She's worked with everybody,” he continued as his smile grew impossibly large. “Tim Burton. Ang Le. Oh, and she's on my list!”

      “What list?”

      “The Academy Award winner list, remember? I told you I had a list of people I wanted to meet someday. She's one of them!”

      “Really?” Cecily felt dazed. She turned to Rorie, hoping her apprehension didn't show. “I didn't know about the Academy Award.” She searched Rorie's face for some clue as to where they stood, but none was forthcoming.

      Rorie shrugged. “It was a few years ago.” She said it quietly, without expression, and Cecily couldn't tell if it was from modesty or a desire to end the conversation. After the initial progress they’d made, Rorie was once again as cold and unreadable as she’d been the very first day.

      “Mom, I can't believe you actually get to work on a show with Rorie Mulloy,” Tyler gushed. “That’s so amazing. You’re so much more awesome now than I thought you were.”

      “Thanks a lot, kiddo.” Cecily rolled her eyes at her son. “He's a big film enthusiast, in case you couldn't tell,” she said to Rorie by way of explanation.

      This time Rorie chuckled with what appeared to be genuine amusement. “Oh, believe me, I noticed. He's already asked me at least three questions that I'm going to have to look up the answers to when I get home.” She turned to Tyler. “I'm impressed. Most kids your age have never even heard of half the films you mentioned.”

      Tyler's cheeks flushed pink. “Ah, well, thanks,” he said with a grin. “My mom's the one who introduced me to them.”

      “Oh?” Rorie gave Cecily an enigmatic look.

      “Sure,” Tyler continued. “We watched movies together all the time when I was growing up. Hitchcock, of course. Ones from Preminger, Nichols, you name it. She even set up a whole media room in our house, like our own private screening room.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Rorie asked, raising one eyebrow as she caught Cecily's eye.

      Cecily felt her cheeks begin to tingle and burn under the scrutiny. They’d made that plan together once, and she had the sudden, irrational fear that Rorie would accuse her of stealing her idea.

      “Yeah,” Tyler answered. “You should see it! Actually—wait, I know! You should come over to our house and have dinner.” He flashed a goofy grin at Cecily. “Mom, can Ms. Mulloy come over for dinner when I’m home this weekend?”

      Cecily felt her heart race, pumping adrenaline through her veins. “I'm sure Ms. Mulloy has better things—”

      “I'd love to join you for dinner.”

      Cecily stared at Rorie for a moment in astonishment. She nodded silently, then turned toward her son and tried to effect a neutral expression. “Tyler, you'd better catch up with your class, don't you think?”

      “Oh, right. So you'll set everything up for Saturday? Promise? This is the only chance since I probably won't make it home on the weekends again until Thanksgiving break.”

      “Ugh, don't remind me! I miss you already. And yes, I promise. Now go, kiddo!” Her eyes lingered on the door for a moment after he left, a faint smile on her face.

      “So, that's your son.” It was more a statement than a question.

      Cecily's breath caught at the sound of Rorie's voice. “Yes,” she answered. “That's Tyler.”

      Rorie nodded. “He's got good taste in films. Hitchcock, Preminger, Nichols? Weren't those the same ones we watched . . . ”

      “. . . In your living room when you set up that screening room? Yeah. Sorry. I didn't know any others, except the ones you showed me.”

      “Don't apologize. You taught him well.”

      There was a softness in Rorie's eyes that made Cecily's heart flutter. “Well, I learned from the best, apparently. According to my son, you are. He memorizes IMDb profiles like some kids memorize baseball stats.” Cecily studied Rorie's face for a moment. “I really had no idea about the award. Susan said something about an Academy Award, but I had no idea it was you. I didn't even realize you'd gone to Hollywood. I thought you had your heart set on New York.”

      “Yeah, well, New York didn't seem as appealing . . . ” Without you. The unspoken words hung in the air between them.

      Cecily swallowed. “I feel bad. For not knowing.” Her voice was faint.

      “Well, why would you know?” Rorie shrugged, her face unreadable. “We didn't exactly exchange Christmas cards all these years. I mean, I didn't even know you had a son.”

      Cecily felt her cheeks flame crimson. “Look, about dinner. You don't have to—”

      “No,” Rorie interrupted. “I want to, if you don't mind.”

      “You're sure?”

      “Yeah. Will it just be the three of us, or is there anyone else . . . ?” Her voice trailed off, questioning.

      Cecily shook her head. “Chet's in Malaysia until Thanksgiving.” She said it evenly, noting how Rorie's lips tightened into a thin line at the mention of her husband's name. “And Tyler's an only child, so . . . this Saturday, then?”

      Rorie nodded. “Saturday.” She studied Cecily for a moment, then glanced away. “Sorry, I’ve got a meeting I need to—”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” Cecily replied. “Actually, I’m supposed to be back in the rehearsal hall in a minute for the read-through, so … .” She smiled awkwardly as Rorie walked away.

      Dinner on Saturday. Cecily’s stomach fluttered nervously at the thought of Rorie in her home. What had her son gotten her into? And why on earth had Rorie accepted the invitation?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      A sign on the side of the road read ‘Welcome to Darien’, and from the moment Rorie crossed the town line, she couldn’t shake her sense of unease. She felt like an impostor, a brash tourist in a rarefied world where she’d never be allowed to live. She recognized the feeling from her college days, and it was no less unpleasant now. She took in the sparkling clean streets, with flower baskets hanging from the lamp posts. It was charming at first glance, but creepy the longer you looked. Like something out of The Stepford Wives. Rorie chuckled. Of course her film-buff brain would leap to make that connection. This was, after all, where the movie had been filmed. That didn’t make it any less creepy.

      Rorie surveyed the classic Colonial with its white clapboard and black shutters as she turned into the long, curving driveway. Unlike what she’d grown accustomed to in Los Angeles, the Parker’s house was anything but flashy. It was solid and stately, the type of house that assured passersby that its occupants had been so rich for so long that they didn’t see any point in shouting about it. Which made it infinitely more intimidating.

      She took a deep breath, her fingers brushing the cold, polished brass of a knocker shaped like an animal head. She nearly jumped as the sound of it reverberated against the heavy wood door. A moment later she heard the doorknob turn, and for an instant she expected to be greeted by a butler in livery. It was just that kind of place. Instead, Tyler’s gawky frame filled the open doorway, the grin on his face making him resemble an eager puppy. Rorie felt herself smile in return, the tension easing from her.

      “Ms. Mulloy!” Tyler cried, throwing his arms around Rorie. “I can’t believe you’re actually here!”

      Rorie laughed, taken aback. An enthusiastic bear hug from a teenage boy was about the furthest thing possible from the formal greeting she’d imagined. She wrapped her own arms around him and patted him firmly on the back.

      “Tyler!” Cecily scolded as she approached. “You're not a boa constrictor. It’s not polite to squeeze the life out of our guests before dinner.”

      “It’s okay, really,” Rorie said as Tyler released her from his grasp. Actually, she felt grateful for the boy’s hug. The unexpected warmth of the gesture had chased away the lingering nervousness that had plagued her since accepting this invitation. She’d surprised herself by saying yes and thought about canceling, though in the end her curiosity at seeing Cecily’s home was greater than her compulsion to back out.

      “Hi, Rorie,” Cecily said shyly.

      “Hi.”

      Rorie studied Cecily for a moment, thinking how strange it was to see her in her natural environment. So, this is Cecily at home. She’d never experienced her that way before. She looked beautiful, and somehow both relaxed and impossibly elegant at the same time. It was technically fall but the weather was still warm and Cecily wore a lightweight cotton dress with a ruffled apron on top. The effect was very 1950s housewife chic, like something Donna Reed might have worn, and for the second time that day Rorie found herself thinking of The Stepford Wives. Cecily certainly blended into the affluent surroundings with ease. Of course, as the daughter of a wealthy politician, she’d been born to it. Rorie wondered how much of the real Cecily, if any, had survived the years. Or if she'd ever known the real Cecily at all. Which one had been reality and which one just a role?

      A buzzer sounded from the other room. Cecily jumped. “Oh! That’s the oven timer.” She stole another nervous glance at Rorie, then quickly shifted her focus to her son. “I still have a few things to finish in the kitchen, so Tyler, do you think you could show Rorie around the house?” Cecily scurried down the hall, the ties of her apron trailing behind her as she went.

      “Do you want to see the screening room, Ms. Mulloy?”

      “First of all, Tyler, you can call me Rorie. And yes, I’d love to see it.”

      Rorie chuckled at his enthusiasm and wondered what passed for a screening room in suburban Connecticut. An extra large television, perhaps, and an assortment of DVDs? Whatever it turned out to be, she’d do her best to look impressed. Tyler was a sweet kid and obviously proud of his hobby.

      As they walked through the house, Rorie took it all in. The place was like something out of an architectural magazine or a museum. Rorie’s professional eye was immediately drawn to every finely crafted detail: arched doorways, coffered ceilings, oriental rugs. It had all the old money sensibilities, the type of room she might design to belong to the Rockefellers or the Kennedys in a film, and struggle to recreate even on a Hollywood budget.

      Clearly Chet had done well and was providing exactly the life Cecily had been raised to expect. Rorie swallowed the bitterness that accompanied the thought. Perhaps she should try to feel happy for a friend whose life had turned out so picture-perfect, but when it came down to it, she couldn’t. Since Cecily had opted for this life over being with her, the least she could’ve done was suffer a little for the choice.

      “It’s down here,” Tyler said, opening a door and switching on a light to reveal a set of basement stairs.

      At the bottom was a huge room, easily half the size of the entire upstairs. Patterned fabric covered the walls, giving the impression of an early twentieth century movie palace. There were at least twenty framed posters from classic movies. A quick glance told Rorie that these weren’t cheap reproductions. They were the real deal, some of them dating back to the days of silent film. The artwork alone was easily worth tens of thousands of dollars, and then there was the state of the art projection system, the professional surround-sound audio system, not to mention a dozen custom leather sofas arranged to face the massive screen that filled the far wall.

      Aware that her mouth had dropped open, Rorie shut it quickly, affecting a mildly impressed smile that she hoped was convincing enough to fool a teenager. The truth was, she’d been in the homes of more than a few Hollywood directors whose personal screening rooms barely qualified for the title by comparison. It was obvious that more than just money had gone into creating this room. Unlike what she’d seen in the rooms upstairs, this space was personal and created out of passion.

      “So, your parents had this put in?” Rorie asked.

      “Yeah. Well, Mom and I did.”

      “Your dad’s not into movies?” She didn’t particularly want to talk about Chet, but a certain morbid curiosity about her old rival got the better of her.

      Tyler shrugged. “Not really. I don’t know. He’s not around much.”

      “Oh?” Rorie tried to sound nonchalant. “He travels a lot?”

      “That, plus even when he’s around, he isn’t really. His firm has an apartment in the city and he stays there when he has to work late. Which is, like, all the time.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Rorie regretted prying, realizing that Cecily’s life might not be as picture perfect as it seemed.

      “It’s not a big deal,” Tyler said with another shrug. “I feel bad for Mom sometimes, especially living on campus this year and leaving her here alone. But she’s going to have to get used to the idea eventually. I’ll be in college next year, and not just a few miles away where I can come home every time she calls. I just kind of wish she’d figure out a way to be happy on her own before I leave.”

      It had been obvious when she first saw her that Cecily wasn’t happy, but hearing her own son say it made it impossible to ignore. Rorie’s heart sank. As much as she didn’t want to, when it came to Cecily, Rorie couldn’t make herself stop caring. “Have you started looking at colleges?” she asked, glad for a way to change the subject.

      Tyler nodded. “Yeah, I … um, Rorie, can I show you something?” Tyler’s voice was hesitant, his expression a mix of excitement and nervousness.

      “Sure,” Rorie answered, intrigued.

      “Okay, cool,” Tyler said with a relieved sigh. “Go sit down on one of the couches and I’ll have it ready in a minute.”

      Rorie took a seat, sinking into the buttery leather of one of the loveseats. She pressed a button and the seat reclined to offer a perfect view of the screen. As she settled in, the lights overhead dimmed and the screen in front of her flickered to life. What followed was a five minute documentary with black and white footage alternating between the pristine Yale campus and the gritty streets of surrounding New Haven. It had a raw and powerful quality that was rare for a student film, with an insight into the dynamics of privilege and poverty that frankly, given his age and the place he’d grown up, Rorie would never have expected. When the lights came back up, she looked at her friend’s son with a new measure of respect.

      “You did that all by yourself?”

      Tyler nodded, his eyes wide with nervousness.

      “It’s outstanding. Is that what you’re planning to submit with your film school applications?”

      The boy bit his lip, uncertain. “Well, I … I’m not sure. Dad expects me to go to Yale just like he did, and join him at his firm after law school. And, I mean … I don’t even know if I could get into film school, so … .”

      An image of Cecily flashed through Rorie’s mind, sitting in the school cafeteria and explaining her family’s expectations for her future. She sighed. Apparently, little had changed in a generation. “You’d get in.”

      Tyler’s face broke into a grin. “Really? You really think so?”

      “Well, I’m only a lowly production designer, not an almighty director, so don’t quote me. But, yeah. I really think so. Look, I have a few friends who’re connected to some of the film schools in the LA area—USC, Chapman, UCLA. I can write you a letter of recommendation, especially if you’re interested in any of those.”

      “Really? You’d do that for me?”

      “If you decide to apply, I’d be happy to write the letter.”

      Tyler nodded, clearly thinking it over. “I’m not sure yet. My parents … but if I do, I’ll definitely take you up on that.” He hesitated, then added, “You’re not just saying this because you and my mom are old friends, are you?”

      Rorie looked at Tyler in surprise. She hadn’t expected Cecily to mention anything about their history to her son. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, I mean, I know you went to college together.”

      “Your mom told you that?” she asked cautiously.

      “Nah, I read your bio on IMDb, so I know you guys graduated the same year. And I could tell right away in the shop the other day that you’re old friends. Which is cool. Mom doesn’t have too many friends. She’s kind of out of practice. Why do you think I insisted on her inviting you over tonight? I mean, other than to hopefully show you my film, and because your work is awesome.”

      Clever boy.

      He had a strong personality, that's for certain. If he did decide to apply to film school, she was pretty certain Cecily would be no match for him. His father might be another story, although maybe if Cecily could be won over . . .  As Rorie pondered Tyler’s revelations, the basement door opened and Cecily’s voice called down, letting them know dinner was ready.

      The dining room was a grand affair, with a table large enough to seat a dozen or more people. It seemed like overkill, what with a family of three. Especially with a father who was rarely home and few friends to entertain, if the picture Tyler had painted was accurate. Rorie had a sudden image of Cecily on one end of the table and Tyler on the other, yelling at one another to please pass the salt, like the old comedy gag. But in real life it felt lonelier than in a movie. Depressing instead of funny. Rorie wondered what she could do to draw Cecily out of her shell.

      She stopped mid-thought, wishing she could give her brain a good shake. Helping Cecily overcome her loneliness, getting Tyler into film school instead of law—the Parker family’s troubles weren’t any of her concern, so why did she keep feeling as if they were? It was hardly her responsibility to fix them. Cecily made her choice a long time ago.

      It’s not my job to clean up her mess.

      The table was set with three places grouped together on one end. A few serving bowls were already on the table, fancy china that most people would save for special occasions. Is this a special occasion, or do families like this just eat off china every night? Rorie felt more of the insecurity she thought she’d left behind at the Louisiana border. Though, speaking of Cajun country, beside one of the bowls was a small bottle of Rorie’s favorite red pepper sauce, still in its plastic wrapper and obviously purchased just for her. Rorie smiled, feeling most of the self-doubt melt away. No matter how much of an outsider she’d been in their college days, Cecily had been the one person who’d made her feel like she belonged.

      Rorie took a seat on one side of the table and Tyler sat across from her, leaving the head spot for Cecily. She entered the dining room balancing a platter in each hand. The apron was gone, but the full skirt of her dress still gave her a vintage air. It suited her. Her accent might sound clipped and northern now, but deep down Cecily had always been the perfect southern lady. It was part of what made her so charming. And infuriating. As she set the platters on the table, the garlicky aroma of roast lamb and potatoes tickled Rorie’s nose and made her mouth water.

      “This looks amazing, Cici,” Rorie said as she scooped a generous portion onto her plate. “I had no idea you could cook.”

      “Oh, Mom’s a fantastic cook,” Tyler said, jumping in before Cecily had a chance to answer. “She watches those cooking shows, and gets all the produce fresh from the farmer’s market, and everything. She could totally be a professional chef.”

      “My son exaggerates,” Cecily demured, blushing. “I’m just a housewife. It’s not like I’m winning awards with my cooking or anything.”

      “Well, it looks fantastic,” Rorie assured her. “I’ve been living off of sandwiches and microwave dinners since I arrived.”

      “No wonder you agreed to come over for dinner. You were starving!”

      “Ha! More like your son is very persuasive. And talented. He showed me his film project.”

      “Tyler!” Cecily scolded. “I told you not to force Rorie to watch your film. That’s taking advantage.”

      “No, I’m glad he did,” Rorie countered. “Like I said, he’s got some real talent. More than enough to get into film school.”

      “Film school?” Cecily looked questioningly at her son. “You never said anything about film school. You told your father you had your application ready for the early decision deadline at Yale. He’s going to go ballistic if he comes home and finds out you didn’t apply.”

      “No, Mom, I do. I will,” Tyler answered, fidgeting uncomfortably in his chair. “It’s just that Rorie said … .”

      “Rorie said what?” Cecily’s voice was sharp.

      Rorie groaned inwardly, sensing the start of an argument. “I only told him that if he was thinking of applying to film school, I’d write him a letter of recommendation. That’s all.”

      “But, he’s going to law school. That’s what he—” A shrill beeping sounded from the kitchen, interrupting her. “Oh, shit!” Cecily bolted to her feet and raced toward the kitchen door. “I forgot the cake was still in the oven.”

      Rorie and Tyler stared at each other across the table. “Sorry if I got you in trouble with your mom just now,” she said, breaking the awkward silence.

      “Nah, I probably should’ve mentioned that my parents didn’t know about film school yet.” Tyler shrugged, looking embarrassed. “Getting in might be the easy part, compared to getting them to come around to the idea.”

      “Don’t worry. I think your mom—” Rorie stopped at the sound of clattering metal pans from the other room, accompanied by muffled swearing. “You know, I think I’ll just go check on your mom, okay?”

      A thin haze of smoke hung in the air when Rorie opened the kitchen door. Two metal cooling racks sat in the middle of the floor, topped with a hot pad and the crumbled remains of a cake still partially in its pan. Cecily stood staring at the mess in a daze, rooted in place and visibly shaken.

      “There was a hole in the hot pad,” she explained, blinking back tears. “I burned my finger and dropped the cake.”

      “Oh sweetie, come here. Let’s run it under some cold water so it doesn’t blister.”

      Rorie took Cecily’s hand and led her to the sink, Cecily following meekly behind, sniffling. Rorie continued to hold Cecily’s hand, guiding it under the stream of cool water coming from the faucet.

      “Better?” she asked.

      A ragged sob was Cecily’s only response. Rorie looked up in alarm to see her face awash in tears.

      “It’s going to be fine,” she assured her. “Maybe a little blister, but that’s all.”

      Cecily nodded, using her uninjured hand to wipe her eyes. “But I ruined the cake!” she wailed.

      You’re melting down over a dessert?

      “The cake doesn’t matter, Cici.” She hoped her voice didn’t sound too harsh, but it was a silly thing to be upset about.

      Cecily’s crying stopped and her breathing steadied. When she finally looked at Rorie, she was mostly composed. “But it does matter.”

      Rorie was taken aback. That wasn’t what she’d expected her to say, and she almost always knew instinctively what Cecily was going to say. “Why? Was it an award-winning cake or something?” she asked, shutting off the faucet and handing Cecily a dish towel.

      That made Cecily laugh, not a hearty laugh but a mirthless chuckle. “No, it didn’t win any awards. But that’s kind of the point. I’ve never won awards. I’ve never had a career on Broadway or made partner at a law firm. The only thing I’ve done in my adult life is be a wife and a mother. And honestly, I know I’m not a very good wife, but I thought I was a good mom.” Cecily sniffed. She was fighting back tears again, and paused to dab her eyes with the damp dish towel in her hand. “That’s what I’m supposed to be good at. That, and baking a cake. Only it’s pretty obvious right now that I can’t do either.”

      “Is this about Tyler and film school?” Rorie asked, feeling a stab of guilt. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      Cecily shrugged. “He didn’t feel like he could trust me. He confided in you, but not me. And I’m his mom so I should’ve known what it meant to him. Instead I let his dad talk him into something he obviously doesn’t want to do, just like I let my parents do to me. I never wanted to be like them, Rorie.”

      “Well, now you know, and you can fix it. About the only thing you can’t fix,” Rorie cast a dubious glance at the messy floor, “is that cake. Which smells amazing. The longer we stand in here, the more I’m regretting saying it didn’t matter because I’m pretty sure I’m going to be dreaming of cake tonight. What kind was it?”

      “Apple spice, with fresh apples from a local orchard.” Cecily perked up visibly. “And actually, it did win an award, sort of. I make it for St. George’s bake sale and gets a blue ribbon every year. And outsells Polly’s vanilla cupcakes, two to one. Not them I’m counting.”

      Rorie laughed. “Sure you’re not. So, maybe you’d make it again sometime?”

      “Really? You’re willing to risk giving me another chance to prove my baking skills, even after dealing with my nervous breakdown from the first attempt?” Cecily smiled. “You’re very brave.”

      Rorie shrugged. “I don’t know about that. I guess I’m just kind of a believer is second chances, sometimes.”

      Though her tone was nonchalant, she knew that part of her was talking about more than the cake. And that she shouldn't be. She breathed a sigh of relief that Cecily was too distracted with sweeping up the crumbs to catch any other meaning in her words. She barely knew what she meant herself.
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      Rorie reached for the keys that hung from a hook by her apartment door, wondering for the hundredth time if going to Vanessa’s party might be the stupidest idea she’d ever had. She glanced at herself in the mirror, tucking a few stray curls back under her scarf. She gave her outfit an appraising look, satisfied with the result. Her shirt and pants were black, as always, but they were good quality and fit her well. At least she’d look her best if her ex-girlfriend, Lacey, and that slut she’d cheated on her with, decided to make an appearance tonight as she’d been warned they might. Was she ready to face that? On impulse, she looked in the mirror again.

      Lipstick? Maybe she needed some lipstick. She never wore the stuff, but one of her roommates might have a spare tube in the bathroom. She should check. “Oh, God,” she moaned. “When did I turn into such a neurotic mess?”

      Rummaging through a basket in the bathroom, she found a color that looked suitable and dabbed it on, not certain how she felt about the result. Was her desperation as obvious as her red-stained lips? Being alone had never bothered her this much before, not even after she and Lacey broke up over the summer. But since she became friends with Cecily, she’d gotten used to near-constant companionship. The prospect of an entire weekend surrounded by the silence of her empty apartment was enough to drive her mad. In fact, she must already be mad if Vanessa’s frantic phone call to warn her about Lacey wasn’t enough to deter her. She felt empty and the longer she thought about it, the more it would consume her. She needed to go out, have fun. Meet someone new.

      This is a terrible idea, she thought, for at least the hundred and first time.

      She should just stay home, maybe watch a movie. That was supposed to have been the plan anyway, if only Cecily’s stupid boyfriend hadn’t ruined things. If Cecily hadn’t abandoned her for a weekend in New Orleans with Chet, she never would’ve accepted the party invitation to begin with. She’d be halfway into Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes right now. I wish Cici were here, she thought, far from the first time that day, and hated herself for it.

      Cecily’s just a friend, and she’ll never be more than that, Rorie chastised herself, no matter how much you wish otherwise. A very straight friend, with a fiance, and a conservative senator for a father.

      What a nightmare.

      Maybe spending the weekend apart was a good thing. Maybe they should spend less time together in general. A new pang of loneliness hit her at the thought, making it obvious she was onto something that was probably for her own good. Things that are good for you are rarely pleasant. But the truth was, she was getting too close. Starting to hope for things that were impossible. A little space would help her remember the facts of the situation before she set herself up to get hurt.

      A knock sounded from the front door, summoning Rorie to the living room. She opened it to find Cecily standing outside. “I thought you were in New Orleans,” she said, confused and not entirely convinced that this wasn’t just some trick her brain was playing on her. Could panic over being alone or running into an ex-girlfriend trigger hallucinations? Should she be worried at the exhilaration that coursed through her the second she opened the door?

      “I was. Now I’m not. I don’t really want to talk about it. May I come in?” She stepped inside as Rorie swung the door wider and gestured for her to enter. “Chet’s cheating on me,” she said the second both feet were through the door.

      “This is you not wanting to discuss it?” Rorie asked with a laugh. She should probably feel guilty that her best friend’s news made her giddy, but she didn’t. “Have a seat on the couch and you can not tell me all about it. Iced tea?”

      Cecily nodded and Rorie ducked behind the raised counter that separated the living room from the apartment’s galley kitchen. She emerged a minute later with two tall glasses of tea.

      “Sugar?” she asked, extending a handful of crumpled paper packets.

      “You mean it’s not already sweetened?” Cecily asked, her voice reflecting the horror of a true southerner. She grabbed the entire handful and lined them up neatly so she could rip the tops off and dump all seven packets in at once.

      “Do you need more?” Rorie asked, eyeing Cecily’s glass with a mixture of awe and revulsion.

      Cecily shrugged. “Only if you have it. I don’t want you to go to any trouble.”

      Rorie disappeared again, reappearing with several more packets and a spoon. “That’s the last of the sugar, just so you know,” she said as she watched the last few grains fall from the final packet into Cecily’s glass.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you need some too?”

      Rorie shook her head. “That’s all right. I think if I just set mine on the table close to yours it will absorb all it needs through the ether. Anyway,” she added, sitting on the couch next to Cecily, “you were about to tell me all about what happened in New Orleans. Or were you serious about not talking about it?”

      “It was a disaster.” Cecily gave her tea a vigorous stir, the ice clinking against the glass. “It started out fine, I guess. Chet took me out to dinner last night for my birthday to a nice little place in the French Quarter.”

      “Wait, you didn’t tell me yesterday was your birthday.”

      Cecily shook her head. “Actually, it wasn’t. It’s today, but he had plans with his mock trial team tonight, so … .” She shrugged dismissively.

      “Well, happy birthday!” Rorie said, though it felt a bit incongruous under the circumstances.

      “Thanks.”

      “So what happened between last night and now to make you think he’s cheating?”

      “I saw him with her!”

      Rorie's jaw dropped. “You mean you caught them in the act?”

      Cecily paused. “No, not exactly. I saw him with her in the hotel bar. Her name’s Angie. She’s one of the first year law students.”

      Rorie bit her lower lip to keep herself from laughing. Cici's imagination was working overtime to make the leap from hotel bar to tawdry affair so swiftly. “And you’re sure they weren’t just having a friendly drink?”

      Cecily took a sip of tea. “No. He’s sleeping with her. Or someone, anyway. I found condoms in the wastebasket in his hotel room, and some bobby pins on the floor next to my nightstand. And Angie had her hair up in a bun.”

      “I see. That is sort of incriminating. So, you broke up with him?” Rorie did have the decency to feel a little guilty for hoping her friend would say yes.

      Cecily nodded.

      “What did he say?”

      “I’m not sure that he knows yet.”

      Rorie tilted her head in confusion. “You mean you didn’t confront him before you left?”

      “I don’t like confrontation. I packed up my bag and left while he was at his conference. But I left the condoms and the bobby pins on his pillow, so I think he’ll figure it out.” Cecily’s shoulders slumped. “And now I really don’t want to talk about it any more. I’d rather just spend what’s left of my birthday weekend here watching movies, if the offer still stands?”

      Rorie glanced at the clock. She was already late leaving for Vanessa’s party, which she had absolutely no desire to go to anymore. Would anyone really notice if she didn’t show? “Yeah, of course.”

      Cecily narrowed her eyes as if suddenly noticing something. “You’re dressed nice tonight. And wearing lipstick? Oh no! Am I keeping you from a date?”

      Rorie laughed. “No, nothing like that. I was just planning to drop in on a friend’s party, but—”

      “Oh, Rorie, no. I’m sorry. How rude of me to assume you hadn’t made other plans!”

      “No, it’s fine. Actually, the party was a dumb idea. You coming over saved me from making a fool out of myself.” Noticing Cecily’s confused expression, she added, “My ex-girlfriend was going to be there, along with the girl she cheated on me with.”

      “Your ex cheated on you, too?” Cecily looked incensed. “Damn cheating bastards! Yours and mine, both. What’s wrong with people?”

      “Yeah. And I haven’t seen her since we broke up. Honestly, the last thing I wanted was to run into them at the party, looking all pathetic and single. I’d much rather stay home and watch a movie with you.”

      “I think I have a better idea.” A delightfully evil expression crossed Cecily’s face. “Why don’t we both go to the party? We can pretend I’m your date and make your ex totally jealous!”

      Rorie thought for a moment, uncertain. It sounded like the type of hair brained scheme that was sure to backfire. Even if it was tempting. “I don’t know, Cici—”

      “Oh come on,” she urged. “It’s the perfect revenge to show up with someone new, acting like you couldn’t care less. I was too chicken to punish Chet properly today. At least let me live vicariously through you one-upping your ex!”

      Rorie looked her up and down carefully, taking in her pastel cashmere sweater and conservative plaid skirt. “It really does sound tempting. But, no offense, the only ‘party’ you’re dressed for is the Young Republicans.”

      Cecily waved her hand dismissively. “I can fix that. Show me your closet and give me ten minutes to change. What do you say?”

      Rorie grinned. “You’re too much, you know that? Yes, fine. Let’s go punish Lacey.”

      “Lacey, huh?” Cecily asked, chugging down the last of her iced tea. “Even her name sounds a little bitchy. This is gonna be fun!”

      They got up from the couch and Rorie showed Cecily the closet in her room. Cecily looked it over with an appraising eye, grabbing a few items off hangers and looking them over with a satisfied nod.

      “This’ll do,” she announced. “Just give me a sec.”

      Rorie retreated back to the living room sofa, her doubts about the wisdom of this plan increasing as she waited. The more she thought about it, the more it felt like something out of an old I Love Lucy episode—if either Lucy or Ethel had been a lesbian, that is. An image of prim and proper Cecily popped into her mind, prompting a chuckle. No one would ever buy them as a couple. Rorie looked like she was headed to a Nine Inch Nails concert, while Cici looked like she was running for president of the local Junior League. It was ridiculous, and that conclusion stung a whole lot more than Rorie wanted to admit.

      Rorie looked up as Cecily emerged from the hallway, and her breath caught as she took in her friend’s transformation. Cecily wore a black miniskirt that Rorie couldn’t remember buying or ever wearing, and that showed off her long legs in a way that made Rorie’s pulse spike. She’d paired the skirt with a purple satin corset-like top that Rorie was positive wasn’t hers, but couldn’t for the life of her figure out where it had come from. Other than that, there was mostly skin. Creamy, smooth, bare skin. The room suddenly felt very warm.

      “Well, what do you think? Will it work?” Cecily asked nervously.

      Rorie swallowed and nodded, her throat suddenly too parched to speak. She wished she hadn’t finished the last of her iced tea already. “Where did you get that top?”

      “Oh, you mean the bustier? It was under my blouse. I put it on this morning to surprise Chet and never bothered to change. Lucky, huh?”

      Rorie laughed, “Not for him, it’s not.”

      Cecily giggled. “His loss, right? But what do you think, will your friends believe we’re on a date?”

      Rorie studied Cecily again, taking in the full effect. The change in her appearance was remarkable. In addition to the uncharacteristically sexy wardrobe, even Cecily’s hair and makeup were edgier. If she’d been afraid her friends wouldn’t believe that she was interested in Cecily before, now her fears were the exact opposite. “I’m not sure. I don’t think they’ll believe I managed to score such a hot date!”

      Cecily laughed, her cheeks flushing pink. “Isn’t that sweet?”

      “How did you manage all this so quickly—magic?”

      “I’m an actress, remember? This isn’t much different than creating a character in one of my improv classes. Choosing the right costume is a huge part of creating a believable character. I haven’t quite figured out all my motivations yet, but mainly I think it’s to make your cheating ex good and jealous!”

      “Sounds like a good enough motivation to me!” Rorie stood, grabbed her keys from the hook, and opened the front door. “Shall we?” she asked, offering Cecily her arm.

      Cecily giggled again. “So chivalrous, for a Yankee!” she teased in her thickest southern accent.

      Rorie felt a surge of pleasure at her words, and a nervous flutter in her stomach as Cecily slipped her own arm around hers.“Well, you’ve gone out of your way to be the perfect envy-inspiring date, the least I can do is play my part.”

      At this rate, she’d have to remind herself frequently that a part was all it was. Nothing but make-believe. Even so, as they walked arm in arm out the door, Rorie couldn’t contain the fervent wish that their date could be more than a charade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          14

        

      

    
    
      Cecily closed her script and smiled. She’d made it through her first read-through with minimal trembling and was feeling very proud of herself. The fact that she’d been sitting around a table helped, and she suspected that if she had to recite the lines from memory on a real stage, she’d black out immediately. Still, it was progress.

      “Good job today,” Bailey said, lingering after the rest of the cast left the room. “Seriously. If we weren’t friends, I might start to worry you were going to sabotage me on opening night, just to get your shot at stardom.”

      She said it lightheartedly, but Cecily knew that was exactly what she’d accused Bev of just last week, which had resulted in her assignment as the new understudy to begin with. Cecily decided it was safer to set the record straight before Bailey’s paranoia went too far. “You don’t have to worry about me. The truth is, I have terrible stage fright. I’d do pretty much anything to make sure you’re fit and healthy for opening night!”

      Bailey grinned, patting her on the back. “I knew there was a reason I liked you! Stage fright, huh? That’s too bad. You’re a good actress.”

      Cecily felt a cold lump form in her stomach. Rorie had said almost exactly the same thing when she’d confided in her about her fear, only in her case, she hadn’t said it as a compliment. The memory of that encounter still made her squirm. Even though she and Rorie seemed to have reached an understanding at dinner this weekend, she could conjure up enough awkward memories to feel quite certain that when Rorie talked of second chances, she meant a polite acquaintanceship at best.

      “I’ve certainly improved from watching you,” Cecily said, correctly guessing that when it came to dealing with Bailey, flattery was usually the best approach.

      “Aren’t you the sweetest?” Bailey replied. “And I meant it about you doing a good job. There’s just one little tip I have for you.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s your southern accent. It’s not bad, but it could definitely be better. Here, like this.”

      Bailey picked up the script and read a couple of Blanche’s lines in the exaggerated accent that Hollywood insisted was authentically southern, though exactly where in the south it was supposed to hail from, Cecily had never figured out.

      “There. Did you hear the difference?” Bailey asked. “I auditioned for the pilot of a new police procedural a few month ago that was set in New Orleans and I worked with a dialect coach for a couple of weeks to really get it right.”

      Cecily nodded politely, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “That was … really something. Did you get the part?”

      “Yes and no. I was hoping for the female detective lead, but they decided to bring me on as a guest star instead.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s still pretty good, right? What was the role?”

      “The victim. I got murdered before the opening credits were done.” Bailey sighed. “The truth is, Cecily, my agent was right about one thing. This whole Phinn controversy has gotten me lots of job offers. They’re just not always flattering. I’ve been murdered three times, fired at least twice, and one time I spent the day having a pie smashed in my face for a laundry detergent commercial. Just thinking about blueberry pie makes me queasy now.”

      “That sounds terrible,” Cecily told her with the utmost sincerity.

      Bailey shrugged. “America hates me and loves to watch me suffer. But they know who I am! And, it pays the bills.” Bailey glanced around the modest rehearsal hall, “Even though the Oakwood isn’t exactly a Broadway theater, this role was a real break for me. It’s the first serious part I’ve been offered since the finale of my show aired. So maybe America’s obsession with Phinn is starting to mellow.”

      “Speaking of Phinn,” Cecily said, “have his fans calmed down at all? And did you ever have a chance to speak with him about the threats you’ve received?”

      “I did, actually. And he was quite the gentleman about it.” Bailey paused a moment, looking puzzled. “I’m not sure what to think about it, frankly. I wasn’t expecting him to be as nice to me about it as he was. It’s brought a lot of old feelings to the surface that I don’t know what to do with.”

      Cecily nodded. She knew exactly how Bailey felt. Rorie was being much nicer to her than she’d expected as well, and it left her feeling equally out of sorts. She’d been prepared for hatred, or stony silence. She’d hoped for forgiveness, but hadn’t considered it likely and had assumed, if it happened at all, it would be offered moments before Rorie disappeared from her life again forever. This extended period of polite interaction was something she hadn’t counted on, nor had she anticipated how strongly she’d begin to wish for their friendship to resume. There had been several times already today, like when she finished her read-through, where her first impulse had been to find Rorie and tell her all about it. Like Bailey, she had no idea what to do with the old feelings that were bubbling to the surface.

      “You’ll figure it out,” Cecily said, reassuring herself as much as Bailey.

      “Still, I’m a little nervous about the gala on Friday night. It’ll be our first semi-public appearance together. At least you’ll be there for moral support!”

      “Gala?” This was the first she remembered hearing of any such event.

      “Sure. The big to-do for the donors? You should have gotten an invite by now. Go talk to Bev about it.”

      Cecily nodded, but planned to do no such thing. She loathed those types of events. As an Oakwood patron, she received an invitation every year, and promptly threw it in the trash. No doubt she had done the same this time. As long as she avoided Bev or Susan for the next few days, she should be able to skip it without anyone noticing. She was pondering this plan as she exited the rehearsal hall, when a voice called out from down the hall.

      “Mrs. Parker?”

      It was Bev. Cecily groaned. Now that her memory had been jogged about the gala, she had no doubt why Bev was approaching her so eagerly. At least she’d had just enough warning to pull off a plausible excuse for why she couldn’t attend.

      “Mrs. Parker, I’m so glad I caught you!” As always, Bev’s demeanor was impossibly perky. “I just need to confirm your menu choice for Saturday. Staff is limited to chicken, but of course as a donor you’re welcome to choose the shrimp, if you’d prefer?”

      She struggled not to laugh at the absurdity of it. For a mere half a million dollars, she’d earned an upgrade from poultry to seafood! She'd lived through enough political fund raising dinners that the whole thing left a bitter taste in her mouth, but she was almost positive that Bev was too earnest to understand her gallows humor. Instead, Cecily arranged her face into as somber an expression as she could manage.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not going to be able to make it on Saturday. I have a schedule conflict.” Cecily felt a tickle of guilt as Bev’s face fell at the news.

      “Oh, dear. I knew you hadn’t RSVPed, but I guess I just assumed.” She bit her lip, fighting back tears. “Susan’s going to kill me. I already assured her you were coming, and she’s really counting on you to talk to some of the other donors about your experience as a volunteer.”

      The tickle of guilt became a sharp stab, and Cecily felt her resolve begin to sway. “Let me just double-check my calendar.” She knew that the only thing planned for Saturday night was a bubble bath and a bottle of wine, but she made a show of pulling out her phone and checking the calendar all the same. “Well,” she said after staring at the empty calendar square, “I guess I can move around a few things, if it’s that important.”

      Bev’s face immediately lit up in a wide grin. “That’s fantastic! I’m so relieved. So, I’ll put you down for the shrimp, then?”

      Cecily had barely managed a nod in reply before Bev bounded back down the hallway, her mission accomplished. She glanced toward the scene shop. I wonder if Rorie’s still here. She’d get the joke about the half-million-dollar shrimp, for certain. Cecily was several steps down the hall before she stopped herself, forcing her body away from the shop and back in the direction of the parking lot. Their relationship was tenuous at best. The last thing she needed to do was put a strain on it by seeking Rorie out when it wasn’t necessary.

      She headed to her car with a heavy heart. It didn't seem fair. She'd started volunteering at the Oakwood to make a change in her life. She was so tired of the pettiness of shallow people that had surrounded her for so long. But instead of spending her time with normal people and getting a chance to work with her hands, she was stuck babysitting a spoiled celebrity and being fawned over at exactly the type of fancy party she most loathed. And the one person who could've made all of this worthwhile was completely out of her reach.

      She drove the few miles to her empty house feeling lonelier than she had in a long time.

      

      The clicking of a keyboard echoed outside Rorie’s office. She’s here, Cecily thought, questioning again whether it was wise to interrupt. She’d almost gone in to talk to Rorie three times this week already, only to decide against it and continue on her way. Now it was Friday afternoon and she was about to slink away for a fourth time when she heard Rorie’s voice.

      “I can see you out there, Cici. Each time you've come by, in fact. So you might as well come in this time.”

      Sheepishly, Cecily entered the office. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you if you’re working on something important.”

      Rorie shrugged. “Not really. Just cleaning up a few renderings to make them easier for the crew to follow.”

      “May I see?” Cecily craned her neck to get a better look at the screen, where a drawing of the Oakwood's stage had been populated with the very set pieces Cecily had noticed on her walks through shop. “Nice! It's starting to look just like that out there, too. Wait,” she added as a vibrant image caught her eye. “What’s that one there, the thumbnail sized one?”

      “This?” Rorie asked, pointing to a small picture with her mouse.

      She clicked on it and the image enlarged to fill the screen. It was a montage of locations: the interior of an apartment, an old fashioned diner, a park with a gazebo, and half a dozen others. They were common enough places, but the designs were anything but. The style elements, the colors, a certain darkly quirky aesthetic, were completely engrossing, and totally Rorie.

      “It’s a concept drawing for a project I’m starting when I get back to LA next month. A television series for cable. It's set in a small town, but it's a little … I don't know, unusual? Here, I’ve got a few more,” she said, scrolling through the pictures.

      “Rorie, these are amazing.” Tears stung the corners of her eyes and Cecily blinked them back rapidly, hoping Rorie wouldn’t notice. “I can look at these and know exactly what the show is going to be. No wonder you won an Academy Award. It’s just…”

      She blinked again and felt the moisture pool in the crevice between her eye and the bridge of her nose. Damn it, don’t start crying! She pretended to rub her eye, hoping the movement would brush the tear away before it could dribble down her nose. “You were talented in college, but you’re a master now.” And it took an awfully long time to develop talent like that, and struck her again just how many years of each other’s lives they’d missed.

      She’d leaned in to get a closer look at the screen, and her body tingled as Rorie turned her head toward her and she realized they were mere inches apart. Rorie studied her for a moment without speaking, and she could feel her pulse race under her gaze. She leaned back, increasing the distance between them again and plastered as much of a smile on her face as she could manage. “Anyway, I just dropped by to see if you were going to this gala thing tomorrow night.”

      Rorie chuckled. “Are you kidding? You don’t honestly think I could get away with skipping it, do you? Susan would have my head. She’s pulling out all the stops this year. In fact, she even asked me if I could bring my Oscar with me to show everyone.”

      “What, did she think you brought it with you?” Cecily giggled at the thought. “Although, if I had one, I’d probably pack it wherever I went.” She gave a little shrug. “Just being honest.”

      “You know, I do regret not bringing him with me, just a bit. He’s very shiny and would brighten up that dreary hotel room they've got me in.”

      “You could set him on top of the mini fridge.”

      Rorie laughed heartily at that, and Cecily was filled with satisfaction. She’d always loved the way Rorie laughed at her jokes.

      “Careful, you don’t want Susan to find out how funny you can be. She’s so nuts with the Gala right now, she might assign you to do an improv comedy routine.”

      “I knew there was a good reason I tossed out that invitation! I’ve never gone before,” Cecily admitted. “I get invited every year, but I never go. They make a big fuss over the patrons and I hate being the center of attention like that. I guess as a volunteer it’s different though. I thought Bev was going to cry when I told her I couldn’t make it.”

      “Oh, so you won’t be there?” There was a hint of disappointment on Rorie’s face. “And here I thought we’d get the chance to dance.”

      Cecily felt her cheeks flush. She remembered all too clearly the last time they’d danced, and where it had led. She could hardly believe Rorie had the nerve to bring it up. “Dance? I haven’t done that since college … at your friend's party.”

      “Oh really?” Rorie eyed her slyly. “I’m not sure if I remember.”

      You’re a terrible liar, Ms. Mulloy, Cecily thought. There’s no way you’ve forgotten that night.

      “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter, since you won’t be there on Saturday,” Rorie added.

      “No, I’ll be there,” Cecily said with a groan. “Bev had already added me to the guest list by accident and I didn’t want her to get in trouble by having to tell Susan she’d made a mistake.”

      Rorie snorted. “I doubt it was an accident, or that Susan didn’t know all about it. You’re forgetting that Bev is almost as good an actress as you.”

      “You think she was lying to me?” Cecily was shocked. The thought had never crossed her mind.

      “I know Susan. She can be ruthless when she wants something, and right now what she wants is undying loyalty from her minions. She’s under a lot of pressure trying to prep the Oakwood’s application to become a member of one of the major regional theater organizations. It’ll be a big step up for the theater, but not everyone’s thrilled with the changes she’s made, and this year’s gala is her way of trying to win over as many as she can.”

      “You mean the staff’s unhappy?”

      “No, the actors and crew are all on board, as far as I know. Once the Oakwood is a member institution, it brings more prestige, and usually higher pay, too, but it also requires new union contracts, which mean no more handing out leading roles to big donors. Susan already started to implement it, and some of them were more than a little displeased and had threatened not to give any money in protest. And Susan needs their money.”

      “Yeah, I’d heard of a few who’d bailed.” And good riddance to them.

      “Yes, until they found out renewing their pledges would get them seats at the gala at the same table as Bailey and Phinn.”

      “Amazing. What kind of shallow people are swayed by something like—oh, God.” Cecily felt her stomach lurch as it hit her. Polly and the rest of the Mean Mom Brigade would be at the gala on Saturday night. “I know who these donors are that Susan’s trying to impress, and let’s just say we don’t get along.”

      “Well, look at the bright side, at least you can look forward to dancing with me. Plus, I hear they’re serving shrimp.”

      “Oh, you got offered the shrimp, too? I thought that was just for donors,” Cecily teased. “But I guess you’re an important Hollywood person, and all…”

      “Are you kidding? As soon as Susan found out I wasn’t willing to have Oscar shipped here in time for the event, it was rubber chicken for me, just like the rest of the commoners.”

      Cecily laughed. “You should’ve held out for the shrimp. It would’ve eased your disappointment over not dancing with me.”

      Rorie arched her eyebrow in that way that never failed to make Cecily’s stomach flip-flop. “Are you really that certain you’ll say no?”

      Cecily scooped up her purse and turned to go, but not before she felt her cheeks achieve a fiery glow.

      “See you tomorrow night, Cici,” Rorie called after her with a chuckle. “And I'm not giving up on that dance. You will not be able to resist my charm for long!”

      Tomorrow night.

      Her heart sank. There was no way she’d be going to the gala now. Dodging the Mean Mom Brigade would be unpleasant enough, but doing so while also keeping them from getting suspicious about her past with Rorie—there was no way the evening wouldn’t end in disaster. The fact that there was nothing going on between them now wouldn't matter. Those women were like sharks with blood in the water when it came to scandal. They could smell it a mile away. Nothing would give Polly a bigger thrill than starting a rumor about Chet Parker's wife and her lesbian lover.

      It wouldn't be the first time she'd gone after someone in that way, trying to out them for being gay, although it was probably the first time there was a grain of truth to the rumor. That could make it disastrous not only for Cecily's reputation in town, but also for Chet's run for Attorney General, her father's re-election campaign, her father-in-law's business contracts … and then there was Tyler.

      Oh, God. What would Tyler think if he heard?

      By the time Cecily reached her car, she’d already decided to text Susan her regrets in the morning under the pretense of a sudden migraine. Cecily should have felt much happier about her sudden freedom than she did. A bubble bath and a glass of wine were once again the highlight of her Saturday night agenda, just the way she liked it. And there was really no other option. But instead of relief, she was deflated. Though she’d done it hundreds of times before, the weekend suddenly seemed an impossibly long time to spend alone.

      Worse yet, there would most certainly be no chance of dancing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          15

        

      

    
    
      The chattering buzz of dozens of conversations and the low thumping of dance music poured from the open windows as Cecily and Rorie walked side by side toward Vanessa’s house. The party was in full swing, with a crowd that far surpassed the scene in Cecily’s imagination.

      “When you said ‘party’, this wasn’t exactly what I pictured.”

      Rorie laughed. “I tried to warn you it wasn’t going to be one of your sorority tea parties!”

      “We have real parties, too!” Cecily protested. “It’s just, when you described it, I thought you said it was going to be some of your local lesbian friends. I … guess I didn’t realize there would be so many.”

      “So many … like, in Louisiana? Well, to be fair, tonight’s party is more of a tri-state regional meeting.”

      “Really?” Cecily asked in surprise. She hadn’t realized it was all so organized.

      “No!” Rorie burst out laughing. “That would be insane. My God, Cici! You know that something like ten percent of the population is gay, right? There’s more than enough of us in every town in America to at least fill a modest two-bedroom bungalow without having to bus people in from other states.”

      “Oh, right.” Cecily blushed, mortified at her naiveté. She looked nervously toward the house, her gait slowing to a shuffle as they approached the driveway.

      Rorie stopped and turned to face her. “Look, Cici, I appreciate your offer to help me get back at Lacey, but are you sure you want to go through with this? It’s obviously not your scene.”

      “No, I can do it,” Cecily replied, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin. She was determined not to let Rorie down. “It’s no different from doing an acting exercise in class. I just need to focus a little, get into character.”

      “Right. So how do you do that, just pretend to like me?”

      “You’re my best friend!” Cecily laughed. “It’s not like I have to pretend to like you. Believe me, I’ve been paired with some pretty questionable partners in class before, with a grade riding on my performance. Tonight’s hardly even a challenge compared to that!”

      “Well, that’s good. I think. So, what do you need to do to prep?”

      “Okay, well first, I should take your hand. Like this.” She grabbed Rorie’s hand in her own, enjoying the feeling of taking charge. Rorie was the undisputed expert in the scene shop, but they were in her territory now. “So, I just have to pretend that I get shivers down my spine when you’re near, and when I look into your eyes I can’t look away, and…”

      As she said this, Rorie turned her head, the moonlight reflecting in her pale blue eyes and making them appear to glow. Cecily’s breath caught and she forgot what she was trying to say as the fingers holding Rorie’s hand began to tingle.

      “Wow,” Rorie said, looking impressed. “That is actually pretty convincing.”

      Cecily coughed, her throat suddenly dry. “That’s because I’m a good actress.”

      She felt unsteady and tightened her grip on Rorie’s hand as they approached the front door. Acting. That’s all it was, right?

      She’d heard other students in class talk about that feeling they got when they really connected to a character, like they’d been taken over and transformed. It’d never happened to her in quite this way before, but that had to be the reason she’d reacted so strongly. She smiled to herself, feeling a little giddy. She was really getting good at this whole acting thing.

      Once inside the house, the two women paused to look around. The air was warm and damp, typical of Louisiana even in the fall, but intensified by the press of so many bodies in a small space. Cecily surveyed the room, immediately struck by the fact that it was filled with women. Not a man in sight. She wasn’t sure she could remember a time where she didn’t have to be worried about what the men around her thought—of how she looked, how she acted, whether they needed something. She’d been raised that way, and those concerns were like second nature to her.

      She took in the women talking together, dancing together. She doubted if a single one of them had ever experienced such a thought, and she wondered what that would be like. The freedom of it made her head spin. That, combined with the throbbing music, the heat, the smell of beer and cigarettes, made her feel as if she might faint, and she clung to Rorie even more tightly than before.

      “You okay?” Rorie asked, placing a steadying hand on her.

      “Absolutely.” She took a deep breath, clearing her head. She could do this. “Where’s this ex of yours?” she asked.

      Rorie scanned the room. “Over there,” she said, pointing to a woman in the line that had formed in front of the keg. “I don’t see the new girlfriend, though.”

      Cecily looked the stranger over curiously. She realized the image she’d formed of this woman was rather unremarkable, whereas the real Lacey projected a sort of androgynous grunge style that was unexpectedly… gorgeous. No wonder Rorie’d had doubts about passing off Cecily as her date tonight. None of her friends would ever believe Rorie would choose someone as boring as her.

      “Huh. Maybe they broke up?” If they had, she could hardly blame Rorie for racing back to her ex in a heartbeat.

      Rorie smirked. “Wouldn’t that be sad. So, you’re the boss. What do we do now?” Reconciliation seemed to be the furthest thing from her mind.

      Cecily’s mood perked up at being placed in charge. “Let’s go grab a beer and make sure she sees us together. But pretend not to see her. That should infuriate her.”

      “Oh good. I’m glad we’re taking the mature approach.”

      Cecily shot her a sideways look. “It could be so much worse. You wouldn’t believe some of the scenes I’ve witnessed at sorority parties. If one of the girls thought another one was after her boyfriend, better stand back! Blood would be shed.”

      Rorie looked surprised. “Somehow I never pictured those stuck up types getting into catfights.”

      Cecily shrugged. “We’re no different from anyone else when it comes to that,” she said. “Hell, we even use these same red cups for our beer,” she added, grabbing a cup as they neared the keg. She picked up one of the black markers on the table next to it and started to write her name. “Of course, we don’t put our names on them ourselves. We hire a calligrapher to do it ahead of time. It’s so much classier that way.”

      “Seriously?” Rorie asked in disbelief.

      “Of course not! That would be insane,” she said with a giggle. “Even snobs have their limits.”

      Rorie burst into a guffaw of laughter, and Cecily saw Rorie’s ex, Lacey, turn to look.

      “Perfect,” Cecily said, smiling slyly. “She’s definitely noticed us now. In fact, she’s still watching.” Though the crowded room had already pushed them together, Cecily wriggled even closer still, sliding her arm around her friend’s waist and resting her head casually against her shoulder. “That should get her attention.”

      Rorie bent her head slightly to whisper in Cecily’s ear. “You’re evil. Did you know that?”

      “I have no response to that,” Cecily whispered back. “But I feel like whispering back is in keeping with my character.”

      “Your character? You mean your moral character as a fine, upstanding politician’s daughter?” Rorie took Cecily’s cup and filled it from the keg as she spoke.

      Cecily rolled her eyes. “Hardly. My parents would die if they knew where I was right now. But speaking of dying, if Lacey’s still watching, I bet she’s dying to know what we were just whispering about.”

      “Oh, she’s still watching,” Rorie assured her. “And she looks kinda pissed. You know, as evil masterminds go, you’re not half bad. Here’s your beer,” she added, handing Cecily her cup.

      “Thanks.” She took a swig, and nearly gagged. “Jesus, what kind of beer is this?”

      “Better not to ask,” Rorie said with a grin. “Hold on, I think I see Vanessa. I should go tell her I’m here. Wanna come?”

      “Do you mind if I don’t? It’s getting really packed in here and I need some air. I think I saw a little more space in the living room.”

      Rorie nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll look for you there in a minute.”

      Cecily pushed her way through the crowd, finally finding a space in the next room that didn’t make her feel so claustrophobic. There were several couples dancing nearby and Cecily leaned against the wall and watched them with interest. She’d danced with other girls before at parties where the men were too few or too shy, but never like this. A few feet away, two women swayed, their movements so sensual, so intimate, she could feel her cheeks start to burn as she stared, transfixed.

      Cecily watched as one woman’s hands caressed the other’s back, her fingers disappearing beneath the waistband of the other woman’s jeans. Cecily looked away in embarrassment, her attention caught instead by another couple in the corner of the room, their lips devouring one another while their hands grasped at bare flesh. She experienced a surge of heat that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room, and gulped down the rest of the contents of her red cup. The cheap beer caught in her throat and made her choke.

      “Take it easy, there.” Rorie’s voice sounded just beside her ear. “Or I might have to carry you home.”

      Cecily spun around, giggling foolishly as she dropped her empty cup. The buzzing in her head from the beer, the lingering effects of watching so many women making out with each other, and the sudden image of being carried home in Rorie’s arms left her incapable of anything else. Her brain had turned to mush.

      Perhaps it was because they were in the real world and not a classroom, but she was getting much more caught up than in the usual improv. Cecily was suddenly reminded of the purpose for the evening, and scanned the room for any sign of Lacey. She spotted her at the far end of the room, glowering in their direction.

      “Your ex is watching us again, and it looks like she’s still alone,” Cecily said with a grin.

      “Yeah, well, Vanessa just filled me in about that. Lacey got dumped, and she’s told more than a few people that she was coming here tonight to get back together with me.”

      Cecily’s grin was replaced by concern, and she felt a tingle of disappointment as well. If Lacey was available now, why would Rorie want to spend any more time with her?

      “Should we stop? I mean, if you want to get back together with her—”

      “Hell, no.” Rorie’s tone was emphatic. “She cheated on me. No way I’d get back together with her. Would you?”

      Rorie said it with such confidence, but to Cecily it felt more like a trick question and her forehead wrinkled as she thought.

      “I’m sorry,” Rorie said. “I’d forgotten about Chet. That was really insensitive of me.”

      Even though she could almost hear the generations of women in her family making excuses for him in the back of her mind, she knew Rorie was right. Cecily shook her head. “No,” she answered. “No, it wasn’t, and no, I wouldn’t. Neither one of them deserve us. They’re not worth our time.”

      Rorie grabbed Cecily’s hands and pulled her away from the wall with a gentle tug. “You’re absolutely right. She’s taken up enough of our evening already. Wanna get out of here and watch a movie instead?”

      Cecily nodded enthusiastically. “Yes!” Just then, the opening bars of a favorite song played through the speaker, giving her an idea. “But in a minute. We can’t leave without dancing.”

      Rorie arched her eyebrow. “One last punishment for the ex?”

      Cecily felt herself break into a foolish smile. She couldn’t help herself. Something about that quizzical expression that Rorie made always sent her stomach into flip-flops. It was too adorable. She sensed that the urge to dance had nothing to do with Rorie's ex, but she wasn't sure what to make of that realization so she pushed the thought aside.

      “Something like that,” she answered with a shrug. “Chet would never dance with me, and I should get some revenge, too, right? Think of it as two for one.”

      “How could I possibly say no to that?”  Rorie pulled her closer, wrapping her arms around Cecily’s waist while Cecily positioned her own at the base of Rorie’s neck. “Fair warning, though—I slow dance like a middle school boy.”

      Cecily chuckled. “That’s about the last time I did this, so I doubt I’ll notice.”

      They swayed back and forth in time to the music. Cecily had the urge to nestle her head against Rorie’s shoulder and close her eyes, but they were almost the same height so she settled for resting the side of her head against Rorie’s, watching the other dancers as they slowly rotated in place. All these women, dancing together, mesmerized her. The warmth of their bodies coupled with the heat of the room and the gentle rocking rhythm of the dance sent another wave of lightheadedness over her that was strangely delightful.

      “I feel like I should kiss you now,” she said, and felt a jolt of shock at the realization that the words had tumbled out of her mouth instead of staying locked safely inside her head. She pulled back slightly to catch Rorie’s reaction, and noted that her friend’s face looked at least as stunned as she was by what she’d just said. “My character, I mean,” she quickly added.

      That’s all this was about, right? Playing a part?

      “You know, if this were one of my acting classes, that’s what I’d probably do,” Cecily added.

      “Well, I…” Rorie’s voice trailed off as she focused on a point behind Cecily’s head, her eyes narrowing slightly.

      Cecily swiveled her head and caught a glimpse of Rorie’s ex close by. “Just a stage kiss, not a real one,” she said with a dismissive toss of her head. She was dying of curiosity now to know what it would be like, and was almost certain Rorie would give in to her crazy idea as long as she didn’t make too big a deal of it. Her stomach fluttered. Why was she so determined to do this?

      Rorie cocked her head to one side. “How do you do a stage kiss?”

      “Here, I’ll show you,” Cecily said triumphantly, once again feeling the thrill of taking charge.

      Still swaying gently to the music, Cecily placed one hand on Rorie’s shoulder and the other on the back of her head. She touched her forehead against her friend’s, stifling a nervous giggle. Her stomach clenched again. This was crazy and foolish, but she just had to know what it would be like. A chaste peck on the lips, just like she’d done with near strangers in scenes during class a thousand times. She closed her eyes and brushed her lips in a light, feathery motion against Rorie’s.

      Exactly what happened after that was a little hazy. Perhaps she blacked out, or chose that precise moment to experience a sudden and complete out of body experience. Whatever it was, when she regained awareness of her surroundings it was with some confusion that she realized she was pressed with her back against the wall, the fingers of one hand tangled in a mass of curly black hair, the other inexplicably gliding along the damp, bare skin beneath Rorie’s tank top. Her right leg was wrapped around Rorie’s ankle, trapping her in place, and her tongue was …

      Actually, she had no idea where her tongue was. In her own mouth? In Rorie’s? She’d lost track of it, and the whereabouts of her lips and teeth were likewise a mystery. Breathless, she pulled away, opening her eyes and adjusting her expression to one she hoped would appear convincingly normal. Rorie opened her own eyes slowly, and looking into them, Cecily felt her body begin to tremble.

      “That was a stage kiss?” Rorie asked, sounding as breathless as Cecily felt. “How is that different from a regular kiss?”

      “It just is,” Cecily told her. “It’s … method acting. Very hard to explain to a non-actor. Shall we go?”

      She hoped that would discourage any more questions, because she was all out of answers.

      That hadn’t been acting, method or any other type. Of that, Cecily was sure. She had no idea what it was, but it wasn’t anything she’d learned in class. It was something urgent and primal, that had taken over her senses and left her shaken to the core. As she followed Rorie through the crowd toward the door, she no longer noticed the heat or the crowd, no longer cared if Rorie’s ex had seen them or what she thought. She was too busy trying to figure out how to navigate through a world that had suddenly shifted beneath her.
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      The walkway was illuminated solely by the faint glow of a distant streetlight as Rorie approached the big, white colonial house in Darien for the second time in a week. The porch light was off, and the front windows dark, but a single lamp shining from a window near the back told her that Cecily was home. She pressed the glowing doorbell button firmly. Cecily wasn’t expecting her tonight, so simply knocking might go unheard, or provide her with a convenient excuse not to answer. And much to her annoyance, Rorie found that she really wanted Cecily to answer, to invite her in.

      Since they spoke in her office, the thought of seeing Cecily at the gala had consumed her thoughts. That, and a mental image of the last time they’d danced together, which had kept her up well into the early morning, tossing and turning as the memory played continuously in her head. When Cecily skipped the gala last night, she should have taken it as a sign. Instead, she was standing on her doorstep.

      “Hey!” The door swung open and Cecily stood in a patch of light in the entry hall, blinking into the darkness. “What are you doing here?”

      “You weren’t at the party last night and Susan told me you were sick. I thought you might need some of this.” She held up a plastic bag just the right size to hold a pint of ice cream.

      “Is that Cherry Garcia?” Cecily’s eyes grew wide as she looked at the bag.

      “What else? Please don't tell me you've gone dairy free or something since college.”

      “Don't be ridiculous. Besides, this would be purely medicinal, which doesn't count anyway. But,” Cecily added with a groan, “I have a confession. I’m not really sick. I just told Susan that to get out of going last night.”

      “You know, I kind of figured that was a possibility, so I brought this, too.” Rorie held out a plastic DVD case. “A highlights reel of Bailey and Phinn from Who Wants to be a Bride? You said you hadn't seen it, so I had a friend in LA who worked on the show put it together for me last week.”

      “You didn’t!” she squealed. “I confess, I’ve been dying to see it!” She stepped aside to let Rorie in.

      “Are we heading down to the screening room?” Rorie asked.

      “We probably should since you brought me the super special Hollywood insider edition, but do you mind if we don’t?” Cecily replied. “It’s just, it’s kind of a hassle and there’s a little TV in my sitting room we can use.”

      “How very middle class of you,” Rorie teased. “Sounds perfect.”

      Cecily led the way to a cozy room at the back of the house, just off the kitchen. “We’ll sit in here. Make yourself comfortable and I’ll find some spoons for the ice cream.”

      Rorie looked around the room, which was the first spot in this massive house to look exactly like she’d expected. Cozy and feminine, with pastel colors on the walls and a subtle scent of lavender in the air, it reflected Cecily’s personality in a way that the rest of the house did not. There was a fluffy knitted throw crumpled in a heap on one side of the floral loveseat, and a half finished glass of wine next to an open paperback novel atop a wooden tray on the ottoman. Cecily must’ve been reading back here when the doorbell rang, and Rorie had a sense that it was far from the first Sunday night she’d spent that way; alone, in this room. It was infinitely nicer than the hotel room where Rorie currently passed most of her evenings, but alone was alone in either case.

      Is that why I came here? She wondered, settling into the space on the loveseat opposite Cecily’s blanket. She sighed as she sank back into the pillows, which were down-filled and welcomed her into them like a warm hug. Am I just lonely? She was used to lonely. This felt like something else, and that worried her. It’d barely been a month since Cecily had walked through the scene shop doors, and back into her life, and during that time she’d been through every emotion in the book. Twice.

      Anger. Exhilaration. Fear.

      Hope.

      Hope was the one that made her the most nervous. Her relationship with Cecily had teetered on a razor sharp line between inevitable and impossible from the very beginning. Even now, she couldn’t be certain on which side they would land. Admitting to that uncertainty, admitting there was a chance for anything other than failure and ruin, was like pinning a target on her chest, right above whatever fragments of her heart remained after the first time through. And hoping for anything more than friendship was beyond foolish. Those choices had all been made long ago, as cold and unyielding as the band of gold on Cecily's left ring finger.

      A smart woman would get up right now and run.

      Rorie stood—and walked to the television. She fiddled with a few buttons until the screen lit up and the tray for the DVD player popped open. She put the disc inside, closed it up, and sat back down to wait for Cecily’s return.

      Like a complete idiot.

      “Got us some spoons,” Cecily announced, holding them up as she entered the sitting room. “And I found hot fudge. It took me an extra minute so I could microwave it, but it’s just the right temperature and gooeyness.” She plopped herself down on the loveseat and wriggled to remove the blanket from beneath her with one hand while she offered a spoon to Rorie with the other. She stared at the ice cream container, which Rorie had placed on the tray beside the wine glass, a wrinkle creasing her brow. “I guess I should get some bowls …”

      “No, don’t bother,” Rorie assured her, picking up the carton and placing it in the narrow space between them on the couch. “We can just share it like we always do.”

      Is it really right to say ‘always’ if it’s been almost twenty years?

      But time was an easily-forgotten detail when everything felt simultaneously immediate and eternal between them. Were they middle-aged women or seniors in college? Lately, Rorie was having trouble remembering.

      “So, just press play?” Cecily asked, pointing the remote at the TV.

      “Yeah,” Rorie said, digging her spoon into her side of the ice cream. She scraped most of the chocolate chunks onto the other side. They were Cecily’s favorite.

      The opening credits rolled, complete with cheesy theme song accompaniment. A rapid montage flashed across the screen with a dizzying array of contestants from the first episode, followed by Bailey and Phinn meeting for the first time.

      “Aww,” Cecily said, taking the ice cream carton from Rorie as she spoke. “Look how cute they are together! They have great on-screen chemistry.”

      “Yeah. They were the fan favorites from the start. Sometimes people are just in sync from the beginning.” Rorie reached for the ice cream, smiling at the three extra cherries that had appeared on her half. She drizzled them with hot fudge straight from the jar. The perfect food. “Oh, yum,” she sighed, sucking one of the chocolate-covered cherries into her mouth from the spoon. “I never eat stuff like this.”

      Cecily shifted her gaze from the television screen to the tips of Rorie’s stockinged feet, which rested on the edge of the ottoman, scanning languidly along the length of her body. Rorie could practically feel her eyes raking over every curve, forcing her pulse into an irregular, stuttering beat.

      “Obviously,” Cecily said, with an uplift of her brows and downcast glance that telegraphed pure desire.

      Rorie’s breath caught in her throat, and along with it a fragment of gooey fudge-covered cherry. Very smooth. For a moment she couldn’t breath, and it seemed the height of unfairness that she would meet her demise at the hands of a woman who literally took her breath away. But then she managed enough of a cough to clear her throat and drew several shallow breaths, punctuated with more coughing.

      “Should I get you some water?” Cecily asked. She looked concerned, but the way she held her hand up to cover her mouth made it obvious that she was attempting to hide her amusement, too.

      She’s enjoying this, damn it. But their attraction was just a game to her. It always had been.

      Cecily hopped up, returning a moment later with a glass. When she sat down again, she was much closer than before, her body radiating waves of heat like a furnace. Rorie took the glass, brushing Cecily’s fingers with her own as she did, and blinking as the light from the television glinted off Cecily's wedding band. She tilted the glass back, draining the water in a single go. It soothed the tickle in her throat, but did nothing to relieve her distress.

      “Oh, it’s the chapel scene,” Cecily announced, turning her attention back to the screen. “Oh. Oh my.”

      Rorie shifted uncomfortably, not from Cecily’s continued nearness this time, but from the events playing out on the television. “This part’s a little hard to watch.”

      “I feel so bad for them,” Cecily remarked. “And a little bit like I’m intruding. Which is weird, because I know millions of people watched this on TV, but it feels so personal.”

      Rorie nodded. “It feels different once you know them. Plus, you're Bailey's new BFF now,” she teased.

      “I know you’re joking, but I kind of am. A friend, anyway. Or maybe more like her mom. I don't know, but I guess I kind of understand her.” Cecily watched the screen silently for a moment, her shoulder resting against Rorie’s. “She loved him, you know. She still does.” Her voice was sorrowful and soft, hardly more than a whisper.

      Rorie swiveled to face her, breaking the contact between them as she did. “She made a choice.” It sounded harsher than she intended, but she didn’t regret it.

      Cecily swallowed. “She made a mistake,” she countered, as if pleading with her friend to see the difference.

      “It’s still a choice, even if it was the wrong one. It doesn’t change anything.”

      They stared at one another for a moment, both smart enough to know that they were no longer talking about Bailey and Phinn, and wise enough not to acknowledge it.

      Cecily looked away first, her attention landing on the silver watch on Rorie's wrist. “I'm surprised you kept it. Considering.”

      Rorie looked down, too, at the reminder of Cecily she'd carried with her every day for eighteen years. She shrugged, downplaying the significance. “It was a lot nicer than anything I could afford. I've gotten used to it and never saw the need to replace it, that's all.”

      Cecily smiled a small, sad smile, then leaned forward toward the dirty spoons and empty ice cream carton on the ottoman. She tidied them up distractedly, adding them to the tray with her discarded wine glass, then taking Rorie’s glass from her hand and adding it to the mix. “I’ll just go put these in the kitchen,” she said, and hurried off.

      Classic Cici, Rorie thought. Always running away.

      It was a good reminder. This wasn’t college any more. Rorie put her hands to her head, massaging the ache in her temples, and sighed. Whether you called them choices or mistakes, the fact remained they’d happened a lifetime ago. And what was the result? For Cecily, it wasn’t such a bad life.

      Rorie looked around the room, this room that Cecily had decorated in a similar style to what she'd favored in college. What she'd failed to notice before was the sheer expense of it. Like the rest of the house, price had simply not been a consideration. That was the type of life Cecily had been raised to expect. Rorie felt a bitter taste in the back of her throat. Clearly it had been worth more to her to surround herself with nice things than with love, and that's exactly what she'd ended up with. This was what was most important to her.

      So that pervasive loneliness Rorie’d detected earlier? It was her own damn fault.

      She drew in a deep breath, and the scent of lavender tickled her nose. That smell never failed to make her melancholy. She breathed in a second time anyway, almost reveling in the ache it produced. That feeling of loneliness she sensed was surely more a projection of her own life than a reflection of Cecily’s. Rorie was the one who never settled down, who went where the jobs took her. She was the one so afraid of being abandoned again that she never let anyone get close enough to get the chance.

      Rorie closed her eyes, and the image of that golden wedding band taunted her. Cecily had a husband. She had a son. She had friends, many of whom Rorie had met the evening before at the gala. They were vapid, frivolous friends, the grown-up equivalent of the sorority girls Cecily’d grown weary of in college, but they were numerous. If she didn't like the type of people who surrounded her now, it's not like she hadn't known what to expect going in.

      Rorie clenched her fists in frustration. The bottom line was, Cecily was bored. She’d grown bored during her last year of college, and she was bored now that her son was almost grown. She wanted something exciting, and both then and now, that’s what Rorie was for her. She'd never been more to Cecily than part of a role she was trying out. Something to amuse her, and then discard. But after eighteen years of failed relationships, Rorie wanted more than that, and she would never get it here.

      She rose to retrieve the DVD from the machine. She would head back to her hotel tonight, and throw herself head-first back into her work tomorrow morning. She’d be home in LA in another four weeks, and when she left, she and Cici would part as friends. And then maybe that would fix her issues and she could finally move on. She hated to admit it, but Susan had been right. She’d allowed what happened in college—Cecily leaving—to define her for far too long. She squared her shoulders in determination. It was time for that to change.

      This time we'll part on my terms.

      “You leaving?” Cecily asked, returning from the kitchen and leaning against the open doorway.

      Rorie nodded. “I think I should. I really just came by to check on you and bring you the DVD. Gotta be at work early in the morning.”

      Cecily smiled tentatively. “I’m glad you came by.” The way she said it hinted at her realization that they wouldn’t do this again.

      “Well,” Rorie added after a pause, “I figured I should wish you a happy birthday.”

      Cecily laughed in surprise. “You remembered it’s my birthday? How on earth?” Just the hint of the old southern accent peeked through in her words.

      “Well,” Rorie glanced away, “it was sort of…memorable. The last time.”

      She could almost feel the damp Louisiana air and the way Cecily's body had slid against hers as their lips met that night, and she cursed herself for not having the resolve to at least pretend to forget. She wondered if it haunted Cecily the way it haunted her. But why would it, when it had meant nothing to her?

      The two women stood frozen as the seconds ticked by, until they both realized at once that it was time to move. To move on. Rorie took a step toward the open doorway at the same time Cecily shifted to let her pass, and as their bodies passed within inches of one another, the sound of a lone chord from a guitar echoed through the room, freezing them both in place again.

      The DVD player had shut off and the television, smart technological device that it was, had kicked up a music playlist in its place, just as it had been instructed to do in some factory in Japan where its preferences had been set months ago. Why that particular song was in the rotation at that particular moment in time defied explanation, though neither Rorie nor Cecily looked for a reason. From the moment the first note played, they’d moved entirely beyond reason.

      There’d been that shock of recognition at the moment it played, and then Cecily’s expression had transformed in an indescribable way that managed to convey the depth of emotions within her that no number of words ever could. She slumped forward a little, and Rorie did too, unable to hold herself upright as everything she thought she’d come to understand shifted into something unrecognizable. As the song continued to play, they held each other up, swaying wordlessly. Rorie breathed in the faint scent of lavender that surrounded them, and tasted the saltiness of both their tears as her lips connected with Cecily’s. And it was as though no time had passed at all.
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      Thunder rumbled in the distance as they made their way across a wooded section of campus toward Cecily’s dorm. The moon was not quite full, but between it and the occasional flashes of lightning from the impending storm, it was just bright enough to pick out the path. Patches of fog hovered ghostlike around the tree trunks, and clumps of Spanish moss dripped from the branches overhead. The area was pleasant and pretty during the day, but shrouded in mystery tonight. Not unlike Cecily, Rorie thought. She’d barely said a word since they left the party, leaving Rorie completely in the dark as to exactly what was going on back there.

      Whatever had happened between them, confusion didn’t begin to describe Rorie’s feelings about it. One minute they were playing a game to get back at her ex, the next they were in the middle of the most passionate kiss Rorie’d ever experienced. Her body still hummed from the all-consuming, unexpected exhilaration of that kiss, a kiss that Cecily had initiated, and escalated, all on her own. Rorie would swear to that fact. She may have daydreamed once or twice about kissing Cecily like that, but she never would’ve had the guts to do it. The odds of rejection were much too high, and Rorie didn’t have the protection of pretending she was anyone but herself. Wasn’t that something actresses learned to do, what Cecily had done?

      But could it really have been an act? It had felt all too real from where she stood. Nearly knocked her off her feet. She had no idea what to do about it, and Cecily’s sudden silence provided no clues.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with walking?” Rorie asked, searching for any topic to provide a break from her own thoughts.

      “Of course,” Cecily answered. “It’s only a mile, and neither one of us should be driving. That beer went straight to my head,” she added with a nervous giggle. “And I think someone was smoking pot in the next room.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      So that’s her official explanation for how her tongue ended up down my throat? It was almost amusing. Temporary madness brought on by a single cup of weak beer and possibly someone smoking weed in the same ZIP code as them. At least it answered one question: no way had that kiss been a normal acting trick. Cecily was trying as hard to understand what had transpired between them as she was.

      We need to talk about this.

      “Look, Cici, I—” Rorie began.

      “The storm is getting—” Cecily said at the same time. “Oh, sorry. What were you going to say?”

      Rorie lost her nerve. “Never mind.”

      How many times since they met had it felt like she could read Cecily's mind, like her thoughts were being broadcast over a radio into Rorie's brain? She knew instinctively the most mundane things, like what salad dressing she would order. But when it came to the important stuff? Nothing but static. Infuriating.

      “The storm,” Cecily repeated. “I think it’s going to hit soon. We should hurry.” She quickened her already brisk pace to a near-sprint, rendering further conversation impossible.

      The wind picked up as thick clouds covered the moon. Cecily dashed ahead while Rorie’s gait slowed in the darkness and she fell behind. Thunder clapped like a gunshot and at the same moment, somewhere just out of sight, Cecily screamed. Adrenaline pumping, Rorie raced around the curve and could make out Cecily’s shadowy outline sprawled on the ground beside a thick tree root that obstructed the path. She reached down, offering Cecily her hand, and pulled her to her feet.

      “Are you—” Rorie began, but her words were interrupted once more, this time by Cecily’s mouth covering her lips.

      “I’m sorry,” Cecily stammered a fraction of a second later, pulling away. “I don’t know why I did that.”

      Rorie stood speechless, her breath labored and heart racing. She could’ve claimed it was the lingering effects of her recent jog, but she recognized that as the big, fat lie that it was. She’d been fighting her attraction to her friend since the day they met, and now Cecily had kissed her—twice—in less than an hour. How else could her body react? She was lucky her heart hadn’t burst from her chest. But none of it made sense.

      “It’s okay,” she replied, “but I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      “Neither do I.” Her expression was hidden in the dark, but her voice reflected the same bewilderment that Rorie felt. “I’m not myself tonight.”

      “Not yourself?” A stab of disappointment radiated through her at the words. “You can stop playing your role, you know. The audience is gone.”

      “No, not like that. I thought that was the reason, at first. Why I felt like I did when we got to the party, and then when we…” Her voice trailed off. “But it’s not going away. This whole walk back, it’s still there. So I had to…try again, to see.”

      “And?”

      “Still the same. Only now I really, really want to do it again. Don’t you?”

      Rorie felt the hesitation in her touch as Cecily placed her hands gingerly on her shoulders, heard the doubt in her voice. It struck her that this version of Cecily, the confident and in-control Cecily, might be mostly an illusion, that deep down she was as afraid of being rejected as Rorie was. And even though she knew this was madness, and she should fight the impulse to do so, she wrapped her arms around Cecily and pulled her close.

      While she couldn’t see it in the darkness, she could feel the triumphant smile on Cecily’s lips as she touched her own to them, and she knew in that moment she was a goner. No matter what this woman asked for or wanted, she’d give in every time and it would probably be disastrous. But lost in the intoxication of the moment, she couldn’t care less.

      The cold, heavy plop of a raindrop landing on the bridge of her nose brought her quickly back to her senses. It was followed by another and another, hitting the center of Rorie’s head and rolling down the bare skin along her back in that shiver-inducing way that triggers the primal hunt for shelter. She held Cecily closer to her chest in an attempt to ignore it as long as she could, but there’s one simple truth about weather in the South: it won’t be ignored. Within seconds, they were drenched in an icy deluge that felt like the heavens were spraying them with a fire hose. Rorie grabbed Cecily’s hand and they raced the last fifty yards from the edge of the trees to the door of Cecily’s dormitory.

      “Come on,” Cecily said when they were safely inside, eyeing the puddle that was quickly spreading at their feet on the entryway carpet. “Let’s get to my room and dry off.”

      Rorie nodded and followed, trying not to laugh at the stiff-legged way they both were walking, as if not bending their joints would somehow make walking down a hallway in soaking clothes and squeaking shoes more bearable. As Cecily stopped in front of a door and fumbled with a key, Rorie whispered, “Will your roommates be asleep?”

      Cecily gave her an amused look. “What roommates? I have a single room.”

      “Seriously? I didn’t know they had singles. What, did your family donate the building, or something?” Rorie teased. “Did I miss the sign as we came in that said ‘Dupont Hall’?”

      “No, it’s Sinclair Hall. My mother was a Sinclair, and it’s her family that donated it, not my father’s.”

      The smile faded from Rorie’s lips as she realized that Cecily wasn’t joking. “Right. So, is the bathroom down the hall?”

      “It has a private bathroom, too.”

      Rorie was about to make another joke, but the mortified look on her friend’s face told her not to. Instead, she took the towel Cecily offered, and walked into the bathroom without a word. She shut the door and stripped off her wet clothes, cringing at the pool they’d left on the tile floor. Scooping them up, she glanced around for someplace to hang them while they dried. Her eye fell on the towel rack next to the tub, and then to the half a dozen wispy bits of ribbon and lace that currently occupied the space. A surge of heat beneath her chilled flesh caused goosebumps along both arms, and she rolled her eyes at her own reaction as she slid the bras and panties from the rack to an empty spot on the counter. A faint scent of lavender filled the air and she shivered again.

      Rorie faced herself in the mirror and took a good, long look. The rain had soaked her through and through, and she looked like a drowned wharf rat. Her hair, which had tumbled free from its scarf, was tangled and stringy, and destined to form an ungodly frizzy mess when it dried. The remaining traces of eyeliner were badly smudged, and she dabbed the last few flakes of it from her skin with the towel. The lipstick was entirely gone, though she was fairly certain the rain had nothing to do with that. She caught her reflection grinning back at her from the thought. There was a tap on the door. Rorie snatched up the towel and wrapped it around herself, mortified.

      What the hell am I doing? she chastised herself. I am completely naked, reminiscing about having the lipstick sucked off of me by the daughter of a state senator, who's richer-than-God family paid to build the damned bathroom I’m standing in. How can any of that possibly end well?

      Even if whatever Cecily felt for her turned out to be more than a passing curiosity, families like Cecily’s had rules and expectations. At some point, she’d be left behind and if her heart got broken in the process, it would be her own fault.

      “Rorie?” The tapping sounded again. “I found you something dry to wear.”

      Rorie cracked the door open an inch, just enough to bring the clothing through. She would get dressed and go home, immediately, before she did anything more monumentally stupid than she already had. She shook out the bundle of clothing and stared, perplexed. “Uh, Cici? These are pajamas.” Instead of practical clothing, she’d been handed a pair of silky striped pajama pants and a matching short sleeved top.

      “I’m pretty sure they’ll fit,” came the reply from the other side of the door.

      “But I can’t walk back to my car in pajamas.”

      “You can’t walk back anywhere tonight. The way it’s raining right now, you’d need an ark. Plus, the bayou behind the dormitory is probably already starting to flood, and there are all sorts of nasty critters that come out when that happens. One of the girls in my sorority grew up nearby and once found an alligator in her swimming pool after a storm like this!”

      “An alligator?” Rorie shook her head, still studying the pajamas and debating what to do. “I think she was pulling your leg.”

      “Maybe. But it really will flood and the water gets ankle-deep in spots. Snakes and fire ants are not an exaggeration.”

      Rorie sighed. Cecily had a point. No matter how fancy their college was, it was still built along a bayou, and Louisiana wildlife wasn’t known for being timid. She slid the silk pajamas over bare skin, resigned. She’d stay the night. She just hoped there was an extra pillow and that the floor wasn’t too uncomfortable. If she were going to keep her resolve to avoid stupidity and heartbreak, sleeping in the bed was completely out of the question.

      She opened the door and stepped into the room. Cecily was at the far end, plumping up pillows and pulling back the covers on her bed. She stretched her arm as she did so and the short night gown she wore slid upward to reveal several miles worth of bare thigh that Rorie should absolutely not be looking at. She blinked her eyes and swallowed roughly, vaguely aware that her recently towel-dried skin was becoming damp again with sweat.

      Studiously avoiding looking in Cecily’s direction again, she marched to the bed opposite of where Cecily stood. The bed was larger than any dormitory bed she’d ever seen, queen size at least. And she needn’t have worried about pillows. There were more pillows than any one person could need in a lifetime, decorative little things in pastel hues with flowers and lace.

      The surroundings weren’t Rorie’s usual style, but she found them charmingly irresistible—not unlike their owner.

      But she couldn’t think about that now. Forcing herself to focus on the task at hand she snatched up an armful of pillows and tossed them, one by one, onto the floor.
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      “What are you doing?” Cecily asked, her head cocking to the side.

      “Fixing a spot to sleep on the floor.”

      “Why?”

      Rorie sighed. She hugged the last pillow against her chest and studied Cecily with an intensity that made her whole body tremble.

      Finally she said, “Remember in the woods, right before the storm started? I think you can figure out why.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” Cecily cringed at the sound of her own voice, timid and pleading. No wonder Rorie had no interest in her. She was attracted to bold, confident women, like her ex. Cecily was neither.

      “There’s only one bed, so one of us needs to. And I’m feeling chivalrous.”

      “Fine. But you’re the guest.” Cecily grabbed several pillows and flung them to the floor in front of her. “If one of us has to sleep down there, it should be me.” She turned off the lamp on the nightstand, plunging the room into darkness.

      The pillows rustled in her ears as she settled into her little nest on the floor. She felt agitated by feelings she couldn’t pin down or understand: irritation, rejection, desperation. They made her insides feel as scratchy as the stiff lace on the pillows beneath her head. In the dark the rain pattered and the thunder rolled from the storm. It was a lonely sound that seemed to magnify the emptiness inside her.

      Her life had made sense when she woke up that morning, and now it made no sense at all. She’d had a neat little life planned for herself, and a best friend she’d come to rely on. And now she’d managed to lose it all. She could live just fine without Chet, but she was almost certain her impulsiveness would lose her Rorie, too, and she couldn’t bear it. Before she could stop herself, a sniffling cry escaped her lips, muffled by one of the pillows.

      There was a sigh from the mattress above her, and then Rorie’s voice. “Cici? Just get up here, okay? We need to talk.”

      Cecily’s stomach tightened in equal parts relief and fear. She had no idea what Rorie would say, or even what she hoped she’d say.

      “Cici, you have to understand—”

      Rejection lurked behind the words. She could feel it. “No, I get it,” Cecily interjected. “You’re not interested. I mean, I should’ve realized it as soon as I saw your ex. I’m nothing like that, and I made it awkward for you, and—”

      “No! No, Cici, that’s not it. Not at all.”

      She drew a ragged breath. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Cecily felt the mattress shift as Rorie rolled to face her, and she did the same. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark and she could just make out her friend’s shadowy shape beside her, though not her face. She wished she could see Rorie’s blue eyes, just to be certain what to believe.

      “Look,” Rorie continued, “this morning you woke up in a hotel room in New Orleans next to the guy you thought you were going to marry. And then you had a pretty big shock when you found out he was cheating. And just a few hours later we’re doing…whatever it is we’re doing. You haven’t really thought about it.”

      Cecily stiffened. “Of course I’ve thought about it. I thought about it the whole time you were changing in the bathroom!”

      Rorie chuckled. “Sweetie, I was in there for five minutes. You’re telling me that in five minutes' time, you managed to come to a total, nuanced understanding of your sexual identity, and figured out exactly what you wanted, and the implications it would have on your life, and—no offense, Cici, but in that amount of time, I didn’t even manage to floss.”

      “Okay, maybe not,” Cecily conceded. “But I like you. I really do. And I really liked kissing you, and I think I’d like—other things—too. So…”

      “Cici, I really like you, too. And if you had any idea of some of the things I’ve thought about you, well—I’m not going to say because it would make you blush. But I don’t want you to rush, or change your mind, and then… leave.”

      “I wouldn’t do that!” she protested, feeling defensive.

      “You don’t know, you might! You could wake up tomorrow full of regret and just disappear. It happens.”

      Something in the way she said it broke through Cecily’s defenses, bringing her back to her senses. She wasn’t the only one trying to figure out this sudden shift in their feelings for one another. Rorie had her own issues, too. There was no reason they couldn’t take the time they needed to sort this out.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry,” Cecily said gently. “I might have been rushing because I’m feeling a little crazy right now. But we should do this right. If you want to, I mean.”

      Cecily sighed as she felt Rorie’s arm wrap around her waist, pulling her closer.

      “If by this you mean figure out if we could be more to each other than friends, then yeah. I would really like that. Or even if you just need to work through the craziness and you end up back where you were, I'll be here then, too, okay? It’s not like I haven’t been through a lot of the same crazy feelings myself,” Rorie assured her. “We’ll figure it out. There’s plenty of time.”

      Cecily snuggled sleepily against her friend, this one person who meant more than anything else to her right now. She felt drained from her emotions, but enveloped in warmth and reassurance. She drifted off to the sound of the storm outside, filled with hope. They had their whole lives ahead of them.

      

      A trail of discarded clothing marked the path they’d taken through the house; a few hairpins tossed aside in the sitting room, a tank top dangling by one strap from a drawer pull in the kitchen, a shirt crumpled beside the sofa in the living room with one button popped off in the process and resting wherever it had landed. They’d made it to the top of the stairs without toppling over, but barely, and one of Cecily’s shoes was flung atop a step halfway up like a prop from a very unorthodox retelling of Cinderella. They rested momentarily, breathless and panting, propping each other up in the middle of the second floor landing.

      “Not to sound too impatient,” Cecily said between breaths, “but could you go a little faster?” The strap of her bra had slid off her shoulder and the feel of it constraining her bicep was extremely annoying. It either needed to be pushed back up or pulled off before it drove her mad. Off was preferable.

      “The last hook’s stuck,” Rorie mumbled, disengaging her lips from where they were teasing the hollow of Cecily’s neck just long enough to explain.

      “Just rip it, then,” Cecily snapped, surprised at her own testiness.

      Apparently it surprised Rorie, too, because she stopped suckling Cecily’s neck and stared at her, which was basically the exact opposite of what Cecily had been trying to accomplish. Cecily whimpered in frustration.

      “Knowing you, this bra cost a thousand dollars. I’m not ripping it.”

      “I don’t care. I have others.”

      Cecily wriggled closer to Rorie, trying to reconnect her neck with Rorie’s lips, but failing as Rorie straightened up and her hands slid from the back of Cecily’s bra to her shoulders. Damn it! Rorie had her infamous 'we should talk about this' face on. This is exactly what she’d been trying to avoid. Stupid bra hook. For the price she’d paid for the thing, she should have demanded one guaranteed to be malfunction-free.

      “Come on,” Cecily urged, leaning backward in the direction of her bedroom door and hoping Rorie would follow. “We’re almost there,” she cajoled. “Time’s a-wastin’!”

      But Rorie didn’t budge, and instead looked steadily into Cecily’s eyes, which was intensely unsettling. Despite the seriousness of her expression, Cecily felt her body tingle under her gaze, her brain buzzing with the thought that all that stood between them and total, glorious nakedness were a couple pairs of panties and one highly mischievous bra.

      The fact that Rorie’s own bra had been dispensed with a few moments before, possibly having landed on a branch of a potted palm at the base of the stairs, was most distracting. The way Rorie’s hands were clamped on her shoulders was putting a serious damper in Cecily’s ability to reach out and touch the peaks of her nipples, something she very much wanted to do.

      “Cici, what are we doing?”

      Cecily groaned. “I think it's fairly obvious. You can't possibly be as out of practice at this as me. You must know what this is, unless I'm more out of practice than I thought.” She bit her bottom lip as a sudden wave of insecurity washed over her.

      “What I know is that we haven’t seen each other in eighteen years, and now all of a sudden we’re standing in front of your bedroom door, completely naked.”

      “No, not completely naked,” Cecily quipped. “But we could be.”

      She reached behind her back and popped the last bra hook free, letting both straps slide down her arms and then tossing it aside. Cecily watched as it flew over the railing, its final resting place a mystery to be solved another day. When she looked back, Rorie had stopped talking. Her eyes were fixed on Cecily’s bare breasts, which had been her somewhat obvious but generally fool-proof plan all along. Gently, she twined her fingers with Rorie’s and shifted Rorie's hands from her shoulders down to the swell of her breast, leaning in to kiss her as she did. For a moment things were back on track, until Cecily took a step toward the bedroom door and Rorie pulled away again.

      “We shouldn’t do this,” she said, with all the appeal of the screech of a needle across a vinyl record.

      Cecily let out a disappointed sigh. “Why? We’re adults. We know what we want.”

      “For one thing, you’re right. We’re adults. This isn’t college anymore. You’re married. You know how I feel about cheating.”

      “Wait, that's what has you worried?” Suddenly she felt relieved. It would take no time at all to clear up that misconception. “But Rorie—”

      “But what, Cici? But, he’s not here? But he cheats, too? I'll admit, I had a moment of weakness. That doesn’t make it okay that I’m basically hovering outside the door to take his place in your bed as soon as he's left.”

      Cecily laughed dryly. “What place? This,” she said, placing her hand on the door, “is my bedroom. His is down the hall. It's always been that way. The only person who’s had a place in that bed is me. Period.”

      Rorie arched her eyebrow suspiciously. “For eighteen years? Come on.”

      Cecily thought for a moment. “No, you're right,” she conceded. “I won't lie about it. There was a month right after Tyler turned two that I thought maybe he should have a brother or sister. So we tried—once—and when it didn't work I thought better of trying again. That was fifteen years ago.”

      “Fifteen years?” Rorie sounded skeptical.

      “Yes!” Cecily reassured her. “So you can see why I don't have a lot of patience.”

      A chuckle escaped. Rorie closed her eyes, clearly torn. “But I’m only here for four more weeks.”

      “Then we have four more weeks. That’s more than I ever thought we’d have.”

      “And what if we regret it?” Rorie’s head drooped, defeated, and her voice cracked as she spoke.

      “We’ll regret it just as much if we don't. At least, I will.”

      Cecily placed a hand on each cheek, gently lifting Rorie's head back up until she was looking directly into her eyes, and the same familiar shiver went through her as it always did. She hesitated a moment, then leaned in for a kiss, channeling every emotion into it, willing Rorie to use that magical ability of hers to read what was in her heart. A thrill of elation and desire coursed through her as she felt Rorie’s lips respond to her touch. She took the last few steps through the door to her bedroom, pulling along Rorie, whose resistance had evaporated.

      Fumbling inside, Cecily felt her back pressed against the smooth wall, her knees threatening to buckle as the contrast between the cold surface behind her and the heat of Rorie's body all along her front sent shock waves from head to toe. Every inch of her body clamored to be stroked and caressed until she was gasping for air. She felt hot breath against her stomach as Rorie's lips brushed against her fevered skin, and twisted in agony for more, but Rorie seemed to have frozen in place.

      “Why did you stop?” Cecily moaned.

      She felt Rorie rise back up to stand beside her, small swathes of skin touching tantalizingly, but not nearly enough.

      “I need to know that this is real. If this is just about being with someone because it's been so long, then I can't—”

      “—It's not. If that's what I wanted, I could've done it well before now.” Cecily wrapped her arms around Rorie, pulling her as close as she could, and whispered in her ear, “I have dreamed about this every night, since the last night we were together. You're the only one who would ever do.”

      They kissed slowly, building in intensity as the lingering doubts faded away. They crossed the room and tumbled to the bed, kissing and caressing, eager for whatever pleasure they could give or receive in every remaining second they had together. Even in the midst of their passion, the countdown had already begun, as relentless as a ticking stopwatch in the back of Cecily’s mind.

      Four weeks. They would never have enough time.
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      Rorie’s eyes flew open, her heart thumping as the unfamiliar room came into focus. After years of working on location for films, this was always the roughest part of the morning routine, that instant of waking in a panic and having no idea where she was. She blinked rapidly, trying to jog her memory. Smooth sheets caressed her naked skin and the scent of lavender surrounded her.

      Cecily.

      The memories came rushing back, and with them she felt a corresponding rush of blood to her cheeks, and to a few of her more hidden regions as well. She closed her eyes again, smiling in contentment, and rolled toward the opposite side of the bed to snuggle into the warmth of Cecily’s embrace. But her arms came up empty, and the sheets were cool to the touch.

      A wave of panic washed over her. Her pulse spiked and her head was spinning. She took several deep breaths, trying to calm herself before attempting to sit up. The feeling of abandonment was visceral and debilitating. One transcendent night together, and then gone. How could it be happening again?

      The bedroom door cracked open and a sliver of light spilled in from the hallway. It closed again, returning the room to the semi-darkness of early dawn. Rorie heard a rustling noise, and felt the mattress dip as Cecily slid under the covers beside her. She rolled back to the center of the bed as she had before, this time finding the warm, soft body she’d expected. She knew her panic had been an overreaction and foolish, but that didn’t make the solidness of Cecily’s body against hers any less reassuring. She draped an arm around her, trying not to cling too tightly.

      “Good morning,” Cecily whispered, bringing Rorie’s hand to her lips and kissing the tips of her fingers. “I didn’t think you’d be awake yet.”

      “What time is it?”

      “About six-thirty. I started the coffee maker and brought up your clothes. Most of them, anyway.”

      “Oh, good,” Rorie replied with a satisfied sigh. “So we don’t have to get up for a few more minutes. Wait…what do you mean most of my clothes?”

      Cecily giggled. “I tracked down everything but one sock, I think. I’m afraid it might be gone for good.”

      “Oops,” Rorie said with a laugh. “That’s okay. I have to stop by my hotel for a fresh change of clothing before I go into work this morning, anyway.”

      “You could borrow something of mine.”

      “You really think no one would catch on?”

      Cecily sighed. “You’re right. Anything I have would be too big for you. I’m not as thin as I was in college.”

      “That’s not what I meant! But I know the stuff you have in your closet. Do you honestly think I could go in wearing a peach cashmere twin set and no one would notice?”

      Cecily giggled. “Good point. I’m not sure if I even own anything black.”

      “I’m betting you don’t. And, we haven’t exactly discussed it, but I’m also betting you’d rather keep this new arrangement between the two of us and not give anyone a reason to start rumors.”

      Cecily drew in a sharp breath. “No, I really don’t want there to be rumors. I’m sorry, that must sound—”

      “It’s okay,” Rorie assured her, and mostly she understood, though a part of her was hurt to have been correct. “I get to go home in a few weeks, but you’ll still be here, dealing with the consequences.”

      Rorie's heart sank at the reminder of how little time they had together. There was no other way it could be, but the prospect of being apart again in the near future wasn’t one she wanted to face just yet. Not when they were here together in the present, when she could reach out and touch Cecily’s flesh, breathe in her scent, and make the most of the time they had.

      Rorie smoothed her hand along the silk robe that Cecily had thrown on for her trip downstairs, caressing the curves of her hips and stomach. She brushed her lips against the fabric that covered Cecily’s shoulder, wishing that Cecily had thought to take it off before coming back to bed. While soft and luxurious to the touch, and probably feminine and flattering in brighter light, at this exact moment it was more of a nuisance than anything. As if reading her mind, Cecily shifted to her back, allowing Rorie’s fingers access to the knotted belt at her waist. Pushing the robe out of her way, Rorie straddled her body, lowering her head to nuzzle her lips against Cecily’s earlobe. She cupped one full breast in her hand, enjoying its weight.

      “For the record,” she whispered in Cecily’s ear, “I think you’re perfect exactly the way you are. If you’ve gained any weight since college, it’s all gone to your breasts.” She squeezed her hand as she said it, teasing the taut nipple with her fingertip. “So, you won’t hear any complaints from me.”

      Cecily started to laugh, then groaned as the alarm clock on her phone began to beep. As she twisted and stretched to reach it on the nightstand, her leg connected with the sensitive flesh between Rorie’s thighs, sending a wave of heat pulsing through her.

      “Should I hit the snooze button for five minutes?” Cecily asked. “Or do you have to head into work now?”

      “Make it fifteen,” Rorie told her, brushing her lips against the swell of Cecily’s breast. “Work can wait.”

      

      As Rorie approached the door to the gymnasium at St George’s Prep later that afternoon, she could hear the buzz of the crowd gathered inside for the fundraising event. She clutched a priority mail envelope against her chest with one arm while she dug in her back pocket for her phone. For some reason Rorie felt awkward just walking into the school without letting Cecily know first, but she’d taken the day off from her usual volunteering to run errands, and hadn’t been picking up her phone or answering the texts that Rorie sent.

      Rorie would’ve mentioned it before leaving her house this morning, but the truth was she’d forgotten all about her promise to donate a signed script from her last film to the school’s fundraising auction until she saw the package waiting for her at work. Tyler would be thrilled, and she’d given her word, but after the seismic shift in her relationship with Cecily these past twenty-four hours, visiting Cecily's son’s school was a line in her personal life that Rorie felt hesitant to cross without permission. So she hovered outside the open door, unable to get a signal on her phone to try calling one last time, and uncertain what else to do.

      “Excuse me, ma'am?” a woman’s voice called from inside the gymnasium.

      Rorie looked up and saw a familiar face belonging to one of the donors who’d attended the Oakwood gala. She smiled, relieved. She couldn’t recall the her name, but the woman held a clipboard and looked like she was in charge of today’s event in some way, so perhaps Rorie could leave the script with her and be on her way.

      “Polly Schroeder,” she announced, holding out her hand. “Have we met?”

      “Yes, Saturday night,” Rorie replied, grasping her hand to shake.

      “Of course! I remember now. Well, how nice to have you here at St. George’s!” She said it in that artificially upbeat way that immediately makes the listener suspect that she couldn’t care less who they are or why they’re there. “And isn’t your hair just lovely. So—ethnic.”

      Rorie was fuming inside. She’s one of those. It was clear that Polly was the two-faced type of woman who excelled at imbuing mundane conversation with a hefty helping of vitriol, and that she would immediately deny doing anything of the sort if ever called out about it. She was dressed head to toe in designer clothing, dripping with jewelry, with the pinched and frozen face of a middle-aged woman who had a standing appointment at the med spa, and a rail-thin figure maintained by offsetting the calories from her generous alcohol consumption with rounds of extreme diets and detox cleanses. She almost inspired pity, except she was such an obvious bitch that Rorie hated her on the spot.

      “And that blouse,” she continued. “Balenciaga ready-to-wear collection, right? From a few seasons back, if I recall.” The disdain oozed from beneath her words. “There’s another St. George’s mother who wears something just like it all the time. With a little stain near the collar.” Polly rolled her eyes, then narrowed them suspiciously.

      Of course, this was the exact blouse to which Polly had been referring. Rorie felt the woman’s laser-like stare burning a hole above her collarbone. She’d borrowed it from Cecily after their morning recreation led to pressing the snooze button a few too many times. The blouse was dove gray in color, and the only thing in her closet that wouldn’t have set off alarm bells with Susan. Rorie's pulse quickened. She’d slipped by Susan without a glance, but getting past Polly might be another matter.

      “I’m sorry, who did you say you were again?” Polly asked pointedly.

      “Rorie Mulloy. Set designer at the Oakwood.”

      “Wait.” There was a rapid shift in Polly’s demeanor. “You’re the Academy Award winner! Oh, this is so exciting,” she gushed, as if Rorie had been completely oblivious to her earlier snobbery and would be flattered. “To what do we owe this honor?”

      Rorie hesitated, gripping the envelope tightly in her hand. Tyler had asked her for the donation and should get the credit for it, but connecting herself with Cecily in such an obvious way was a bad idea when a sneaky devil like Polly was involved. Luckily, Rorie knew her type. Polly would’ve told anyone who would listen about the fundraiser she was organizing. It made her sound important.

      “I brought a donation for your raffle. A signed script from one of the movies I worked on.” She took a calculated risk. “Susan told me all about it, and I thought I’d help out.”

      “Oh, wasn’t that thoughtful of Susan! You know, I wasn’t convinced she was paying attention when I told her about it at the gala, but I don’t mind admitting when I’m wrong.”

      Rorie struggled to contain a snort as she handed her the envelope. It was almost a guarantee that if a genuine script from an Academy Award winner weren’t on the line, the words ‘I was wrong’ would never escape Polly’s collagen-injected lips.

      “Will you stay a while, let me introduce you around?”

      Oh, sure. A chance to swan around with your new Hollywood best friend? Rorie bet she’d just love that, and it gave her immense satisfaction to decline.

      “I really can’t. I have to run. But good luck with your little fundraiser thing!”

      She turned to go, but not before registering the look of outrage on the woman’s face at having her event dismissed as little. The only upside to having run into so many women like Polly through the years was that she’d finally learned how to find the chinks in their armor.

      Rorie was still grinning on her way down the hall when she heard someone whisper her name. She looked over to see Cecily’s head poking out from a bank of lockers, her expression both confused and displeased. Rorie’s triumphant mood deflated as she recalled that she’d never gotten a hold of Cecily to tell her she was stopping by the school. She hoped it hadn’t been too big a miscalculation on her part to do it anyway.

      “What are you doing here?” Cecily whispered as Rorie joined her in the alcove. “Why were you talking to Polly Schroeder? While wearing that blouse!”

      “I was dropping off a donation for your son’s raffle,” she snapped. “And why does what I’m wearing matter? Is there a dress code or something?” She’d meant to take a conciliatory approach, but Cecily’s tone rubbed her the wrong way.

      “The blouse matters because it’s mine, and Polly knows that because she hates it. So now she’s knows something's going on, and who knows what she’ll do with that information. She’s the most connected person in town!”

      Rorie gave her an incredulous look. “She’s just a soccer mom with too much Botox. You make her sound like Don Corleone.”

      “You don’t know her like I do. Mob boss isn’t far from the truth! She ruins people, just for fun. Rorie, you can’t just show up in a place where everyone knows me, without warning. Why didn’t you call first?”

      “I did call,” she replied through gritted teeth. “At least five times. Why didn’t you answer your phone? It’s not like anyone could tell from just looking at you that you had your illicit lesbian lover on the other end of the line.” Rorie didn’t want to fight, but she couldn’t stop herself, either. This was far from unfamiliar territory. Until now she’d been so focused on remembering the passion they’d once shared that she’d forgotten the flip side of it—all the arguments when Cecily refused to acknowledge that they were involved in public. Even though she knew the circumstances were different, even though she’d agreed to them, the old wounds were just as raw.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, it’s not like that!” Cecily grabbed her phone from her purse, and her look of annoyance changed to one of embarrassment. “Shit. I forgot to charge my phone earlier. It’s probably been dead most of the day. I’m so sorry, Rorie. You know I would’ve answered it if I’d gotten the call, right?”

      “Really?” Rorie's tone remained hard as scenes from college flashed through her memory—all the times Cecily had gone out of her way to not be seen together and how much it had stung.

      “I'm just being practical. This is my son's school, in a very small town. And people like Polly live for exposing scandals wherever they can find them. Half the people here are clients of Chet’s firm. In four weeks, you head back to LA, but as you pointed out before, I’ll still be here.”

      “I don’t like this.” Rorie sighed, frustrated. “It's not even the sneaking around, Cici. It's—where do I fit in? It's not like it was in college. You said it yourself, there are other people with a stake in things. Like Chet, for instance.”

      “I told you, we have an understanding. He doesn't care what I do.”

      “Sure, if you don't get caught. But what about your son, Cici?” She paused, recalling how nervous she'd been when she arrived on campus.

      “What do you mean? He thinks you’re great!”

      Rorie breathed in deeply, struggling with how to convey the problem so Cecily could understand. “No, I mean … it's so much more complicated than it used to be and, I don't know … I thought I could do temporary. I really did. But it's always all or nothing when it comes to you. And I know all is out of the question.”

      Rorie saw the change on Cecily's face as her words sunk in.

      “Don't say that. Nothing is just as impossible. Look, I have to be here for the fundraiser, but come over later tonight and we'll sort it out.”

      Rorie shook her head slowly. She knew where that would lead, right back to the same place. “I don’t think so, Cici. We could both use a night alone to think. We can talk after that.”

      The image of Cecily’s face stayed with her as she walked to her car. Alluring and impossible. It was the face that had haunted her dreams since college. And that was the problem. Nothing had changed since then. Not the chemistry between them, the way they brought out the best—and the worst—in one another. Not the roller coaster of emotions they cycled through a hundred times a day. And, no matter how much she wished it weren’t true, not the inevitable and gut-wrenching end looming ahead.

      Would it just be better to put an end to it now?
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      Cecily filled her travel mug with coffee in the Oakwood lunchroom. Morning rehearsal had ended early and she found herself with several hours free, although how she would spend them she had no idea. Probably brooding over all the obstacles Rorie had pointed out, the ones she'd been hoping not to have to address.

      Her first impulse was to find Rorie, just to spend time together, but after the whirlwind of the past few days, she was starting to think her impulses were best ignored. Like kissing Rorie on Saturday night. Maybe that impulse should’ve been kept on a very tight leash, after all. Although to be fair, she wasn’t completely convinced she’d started it. Her memory of the details once their song started to play was a little unclear, though whether she’d started it or not, she’d certainly been more than willing to participate. And dragging Rorie up the stairs to her bed had definitely been all her doing. That couldn't be denied.

      But Rorie was right, she hadn't thought it through. It was just what inevitably happened when she and Rorie were together. The more time they spent in close proximity to each other, the greater the odds that caution, and clothing, would be thrown to the wind. Could she really do temporary any better than Rorie could? She didn't think she could.

      There were too many consequences—exposure, scandal, divorce—and maybe she would be willing to risk those if it were just her, but it wasn't. Tyler would be hurt by this, too, with consequences that could be more far-reaching than she could anticipate. It had never even crossed her mind until now, and it should have. College admission, internships, his first job; all of that could become much more difficult if certain social connections were lost. It wasn't fair, but it was true. A few weeks of passion weren’t fair trade for her son's future. She didn’t regret her night with Rorie, but she was coming around to the fact that it probably shouldn't happen again.

      Maybe.

      She heard muffled voices coming from the hallway, and when she craned her neck to look out the lunchroom door she could see Bailey and Phinn in what appeared to be a heated conversation, though she couldn’t make out what they were saying. A moment later, Bailey turned in a huff and stomped into the lunchroom. Cecily snapped her head back around, giving her full attention to stirring a packet of sugar into her cup and hoping to avoid the embarrassment of being caught acting nosy.

      “Cecily!” Bailey called out, sidling up beside her. “You’re just the person I was hoping to find.”

      “Oh?” Cecily wasn’t sure if she liked the way Bailey had glommed on to her lately. She had a soft spot for the young woman, but the truth was that Bailey brought drama wherever she went, and Cecily had enough of her own to deal with.

      “So, I took your advice the other night.”

      “You did?” What advice? Cecily couldn’t remember giving her any advice.

      Bailey nodded. “I think you were right, about second chances. For Phinn and me.”

      Oh, that advice. Cecily cringed at the memory.  “I see. And…?”

      She wasn’t certain she wanted to know the outcome. She'd really been thinking more of herself when she'd said that. She’d been under the influence of temporary romantic insanity at the time, and any relationship advice dispensed in that state should probably have come with a full shaker of salt. Clearly, the past few days were proof that she was no expert.

      Bailey shrugged. “He’s going to need more convincing. I mean, I hurt him pretty badly when I left, and that whole annulment fiasco with Janessa left him a little scarred. He just needs a little time, though, right?”

      “Look, Bailey, I’m not sure that was such good advice after all.”

      Bailey looked confused. “But, you said if I didn’t take a chance, I’d regret it, and…”

      “Well, true. But all those problems you had when you were together are still there now, only worse because of all the years that have gone by.”

      “Years?” Bailey’s brow wrinkled. “But it’s only been a few months. And we never had problems, really. Just bad advice from my agent.”

      Cecily replayed her words in her head with chagrin. She'd been talking about herself again. Her own heartache was all she could think about. And speaking of bad advice, Bailey was almost certainly getting more of it now from her. She was completely unqualified to tell anyone anything when it came to matters of the heart.

      “Well, I'm not an expert. Maybe your situation’s different.”

      Bailey’s face brightened. “You think so? Oh, I don’t know. Now you’ve got me confused. You know what I need?”

      “A cup o’ slightly burnt Joe?” Cecily suggested, gesturing to the pot.

      “Bleck!” Bailey made a face. “Are you kidding? I have Bev bring me a soy latte from that place across the street every day. No, what I need is retail therapy.”

      “Retail ther—oh, you mean, shopping?” Cecily couldn’t hide her disdain for the idea. She hated shopping.

      “Oh, but you have to come with me!” Bailey pleaded. “You’re from here, so you know all the best places. Come on. I have hours before I have to be back here. What else am I going to do?”

      Cecily sighed. “I don’t know. I thought you weren’t supposed to go outside the theater or your hotel without that new security guard that Susan hired. And he’s not on shift until this afternoon.”

      “What, I just have to sit here until rehearsal starts up again tonight? That’s not for hours!” Bailey whimpered. “That’s so boring.”

      “But it keeps you safe from the crazy people. You can read a book. Or maybe, just this once, it's probably okay if I give you a ride back to your hotel, but—”

      “Excellent!” Bailey grinned. “Let's do that! Then we can just stop by Neiman Marcus on the way.”

      “Stop by Neiman Marcus?” Cecily stared at her in disbelief. “Where do you think we are? This is suburban Connecticut, not Rodeo Drive. If you need toothpaste or something, we could maybe swing past a drug store, but Neiman Marcus? The closest one’s in Westchester County. New York,” she added, just to be certain Bailey grasped her point.

      Bailey shrugged, looking coy. “But they’re used to celebrities. It’s the one place I can go to be discreet. Plus, as long as you come, it’ll be like having Rinaldo with me. I mean, he’s just a security guard, not a trained bodyguard. Like a babysitter. You’re a mom. It’s totally the same skill set.”

      Cecily was about to dismiss the idea again when it occurred to her that the prospect wasn’t as repulsive to her as she’d first thought. At least it gave her a way to spend the afternoon, and she wouldn’t have to be alone. Not that she wasn’t used to being alone, given how much Chet had traveled over the years and how busy Tyler was with school. But somehow one night with Rorie had changed her. She no longer felt comfortable with nothing but her own thoughts for too long.

      She needed mindless distraction. A trip to The Westchester with a reality TV celebrity should certainly be mindless enough. And Bailey was right, it was an upscale shopping center that was unlikely to attract the types of people who’d made it their mission to harass Bailey outside the theater each day.

      They drove there in Cecily’s car, making good time since it was before the start of rush-hour traffic. Arriving at the mall, they left the keys with the valet and entered on the first floor outside the store. Bailey stopped in front of the fountain near the entrance and Cecily rolled her eyes at her as she made duck-faced puckers for a series of selfies.

      It really is like babysitting.

      Once inside, the experience went exactly as Bailey had predicted. The salespeople were helpful and discreet, and the minute they realized who Bailey was, the women were brought to a private lounge and assigned a personal concierge to help with their shopping. Sitting in overstuffed chairs, sipping spicy herbal tea while their concierge organized racks of garments for Bailey to view, Cecily smiled and sighed. “Okay, now I see why you called this retail therapy. It’s like being at a spa! I’ve always hated to shop, but then again, I never get the celebrity treatment by myself.”

      Bailey laughed. “It has its perks. I mean, I can’t walk down the street without some rabid Phinn fan throwing a shoe at me, but other than that…”

      “Oh, Bailey.” Cecily’s tone was sympathetic.“I’m such a private person, I can’t imagine dealing with the attention you do, good or bad, let alone you and Phinn ever trying to have a relationship with all that going on.”

      She had a flash of memory as she spoke, of the quiet days she and Rorie had spent together in her dormitory in college. It had been like their own little hideout, just the two of them. By necessity she’d insisted they be discreet. If her parents had found out about their relationship, they would’ve frozen her trust fund in a heartbeat. Plus, she’d enjoyed their time alone too much to share it with anyone else. But Rorie had never understood.

      It wasn't like she'd wanted to hide their relationship forever, but Rorie never believed her. Rorie accused her of being frightened or ashamed of being with her, when Cecily was really just being pragmatic. Just like she was now. And Rorie still didn't believe her. Not that it matters. It’s most likely over anyway. She felt hollow at the thought, and no amount of ‘retail therapy’ could sooth the emptiness.

      Bailey sighed, echoing Cecily’s somber mood. “I think I’m done for today. I found a few things, but I’m getting bored. You want to head back?”

      Cecily nodded. A few minutes later, Bailey’s bags were packed with her purchases and the two women made their way back to the exit on the first floor. As they walked out the door toward the valet, a barrage of what seemed like lightning flashes blinded them and Cecily heard someone call out Bailey’s name. Whoever it was sounded less than happy to see her. In a fraction of a second, a crowd of people rushed in their direction, blocking the path to the door.

      “Cecily, come on!”

      Still blinking away the spots from her eyes, Cecily felt Bailey take her by the arm and pull her at a sprint back to the store. As they raced inside, a saleswoman, drawn by the commotion, blocked the crowd momentarily. They made it back to the private concierge’s lounge before the crowd could catch up, breathless from their narrow escape.

      “My God!” Cecily exclaimed. “What was that?” She looked Bailey over with a spreading sense of shock, spotting a trickle of blood at her friend’s right temple. “Bailey, you’re bleeding!”

      Bailey pressed her hand to the side of her head. “I told you, sometimes they throw things.”

      “You mean, that’s the type of thing that’s been happening every time you go out?” Cecily let out a ragged breath. “I had no idea it was that bad! If I had, I never would have let you leave the Oakwood without Rinaldo!”

      Bailey cast her eyes downward sheepishly. The concierge, who had gone out to check on the situation with the crowd, came back into the room and informed Cecily that the crowd had dispersed but that security had spotted some paparazzi photographers near the valet parking area. If they could get the car pulled around to the loading dock in the back of the building, it would be their best shot at getting out without another incident. But their experience had already left Cecily so rattled that she wasn’t convinced she could pull that off, let alone drive the twenty miles back home.

      Cecily thought for a moment, then grabbed her cell phone. “I don’t think we should do anything without getting some backup,” she announced. “I’m calling Susan to see what she thinks.” She placed the call and filled Susan in on the situation, then hung up the phone. “Right. Susan says to hold tight and wait for Rinaldo to come get us, and I agree. Those people were nuts. I’m so shaky I’m afraid to drive right now, and one of them might be waiting to follow us back.” She fixed Bailey with her most mom-like stare. “And you’re telling me that this happens every day and you won’t talk to Phinn about it to see if he can get them to stop?”

      Bailey looked at her, dejected. “I didn’t want to talk to him because it’s humiliating.”

      “No, it’s dangerous. You need to let him know the first chance you get. If he makes a public statement to his fans, it would have to help. God, there’re so many of them. How did they even know you were here?”

      “I don’t know! I think someone at the theater is trying to sabotage me. They probably overheard our plans and tipped off the paparazzi. You’re the only friend I have at the Oakwood. Everyone else hates me.”

      Cecily studied Bailey doubtfully. “You’re certain there’s no other way people could have known?” As frightening as this experience had been, Cecily was inclined to question Bailey's paranoid interpretation of it. Underneath her diva-like exterior, Bailey had turned out to be a pretty sweet kid, but she was still a drama queen.

      Bailey shook her head vehemently. “No! No way. I never told anyone where I was. I mean, I posted a selfie to show my followers I was going shopping, but I didn’t say where. I mean, I do have a few fans of my own. I have to keep them happy.”

      “A selfie?” Cecily groaned. “Let me see it.”

      Bailey handed Cecily her phone. It took only a fraction of a second for Cecily to know exactly how the paparazzi had tracked them down. “Bailey, you posted a picture of yourself in front of the fountain.”

      Bailey nodded. “Yeah, but you can’t see the store name or anything.”

      “Yeah, but you can see the fountain. That fountain’s been around forever. It’s iconic. Anyone in a hundred miles would easily know right where you were in this photo.”

      Bailey’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that. Now I feel so stupid.”

      “You just have to be more careful,” Cecily reassured her. “Talk to Phinn, see if you can get this madness to stop. And then, try not to treat all the cast and crew like you suspect them of slipping poison into your food, and I think you’ll have an easier time making friends.”

      And start acting like a grown-up and you won’t make such a mess of things!

      But then she thought of the huge mess she’d made of her own life and held her tongue. Who was she to lecture? She should take her own advice.
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      Rorie sat slumped in a chair in Susan’s office. She’d just wrapped up a status report, and the truth was, things could be going better. With three weeks between now and opening night, major portions of the set remained unfinished and Rorie was starting to worry they wouldn’t finish in time. Of course, this was par for the course with the theater. It always looked like disaster was looming, to the very last second, and then somehow a miracle would happen and even though things were being held together with duct tape and shoestrings on stage, when the curtain went up all the audience would see was perfection.

      That was the magic of theater, and the reason Rorie came back to it now and again even though the pay for a month barely matched what she could make in Hollywood in a week. Usually, it energized her. Only this time she felt spent, and was pretty certain the magic would elude her and the whole thing would be a disaster. Might as well have the professional life match the personal life.

      “Come on,” Susan said, her face betraying her concern, “I’ve seen you pull off more in a lot less time. You can do this, right? If you can’t, you better tell me now.”

      Rorie sat up straighter, forcing herself to stop wallowing in her own misery She had a job to do. “Yes, I can. Don’t worry about it, Susan. Your show will be fine.”

      Susan nodded. “Okay, I won’t lie, the show is my top priority. But I’m worried about you, too. I don’t want you to burn out. The good news is, I have a couple more volunteers starting on Monday.”

      “Oh, yeah? Have any of them ever used tools before?”

      Susan shrugged. “I make no guarantees. But they seemed eager enough to help.” Susan consulted a sheet of paper on her desk. “Amanda Conrad and Polly Schroeder are their names.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” Rorie groaned. “Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse. Polly’s kid goes to the same school as Cecily’s, and those two do not get along. It’s like some sort of high school mean girl rivalry between them.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Susan said, arching her eyebrow. “You seem to know a lot about it. You and Cecily back together?”

      Rorie rolled her eyes. “Susan, please. You’ve got some imagination.”

      “Oh, really? So I guess I was just imagining that you slept at her house on Sunday night?”

      “What?” Rorie leaned forward in her chair with alarm. “How did you know that?”

      Susan grinned. “Uh huh. I thought so. Even though I’ve moved from Manhattan, I like to think I still have a little bit of fashionista in me. You didn’t think I noticed what you came in here wearing on Monday morning? That blouse was a little, uh, matronly for your usual tastes.” Susan shrugged. “Of course, I might’ve said the same about Mrs. Parker herself, but clearly I would’ve been wrong about that.”

      Rorie pressed her hands against her temples. “That stupid shirt. I wish to God I had just gone back to the hotel to change.” She filled Susan in on her run-in with Polly at Tyler’s school, and Cecily’s response. “She was so upset about the fact that someone would see me, that Polly or one of her friends would make the connection between us. It was like college all over again.”

      “Is that fair, though? I mean, you have to admit it's a sticky situation.”

      “I know. And maybe it's just my own insecurities talking. Of course, they talk pretty loudly. And so do I. I think I managed to say some stuff that basically ruined everything anyway. I've kind of been avoiding giving her a chance to tell me for sure.” Rorie shut her eyes tight, filled with frustration over the mess she'd created. “Regardless, having Polly here is going to be problematic. Can't you just tell her no?”

      Susan sighed. “Unfortunately, we need the help. You said so yourself just now. We’re just going to have to make the best—wait, hold on—” Susan said as her cell phone ringtone interrupted her. She answered the call, and her tension seemed to escalate as she listened to whatever the caller had to say. “Oh God,” she said when she hung up. “We have a situation. I need to get a hold of Rinaldo.”

      “Bailey’s new security guy? What kind of trouble has our little diva gotten herself into this time?”

      “Some sort of mob at the mall. This time it sounded serious, like the situation might be dangerous. And it’s not just Bailey. Your girlfriend’s with her.”

      Rorie felt the color drain from her face and a cold lump form in the pit of her stomach. She was too overcome with worry to bother correcting Susan about the fact that Cecily wasn’t actually her girlfriend. She chewed her bottom lip anxiously as Susan placed a call to Rinaldo.

      “Okay, I think we’ve got it worked out,” Susan announced when she’d hung up the call. “He’ll pick them up from a back area, away from the public, and bring them here.”

      “Do you know what happened? If they’re okay?” Rorie asked, the worry tearing at her insides.

      Susan shook her head. “Not in any detail. We’ll just have to wait.” Her phone bounced along the top of her desk, vibrating from the arrival of a text. She picked it up and stared at the screen, her brow furrowing. “You should see this,” she said, handing the phone to Rorie.

      Rorie watched the video, about a minute of grainy footage captured on someone’s phone and uploaded to a celebrity social media site, in horrified silence. There were at least a dozen people—stupid, angry people—chasing Cecily and Bailey into the store. They were yelling, and it looked like a few of them were throwing things. One of them wore a t-shirt with Phinn’s picture on the front.

      This is madness.

      Rorie’s stomach clenched. What if Cecily had been hurt? Her heart raced. In her worry, she no longer cared about the long-term future or the consequences. All she wanted was for Cecily to come back, safe, and to be with her for as many days as she could. She stared at the door to Susan’s office, willing Cecily to walk through.

      The hands on the clock ticked by as they waited in excruciating silence. Rorie paced the room until Susan barked at her to sit down. Finally, the doorknob turned and Cecily was there, looking shaken but unharmed. She was alone, a fact Rorie noted somewhat belatedly, well after launching herself from her chair and flinging her arms around Cecily’s neck. She would have smothered her with kisses regardless, but she felt relieved afterward to know that there hadn’t been a whole entourage watching as she did so, for Cecily’s sake. Rorie felt even more relieved that the eagerness with which Cecily returned her kisses hinted that she wouldn’t have minded even if there had been.

      “You know, I think I’ll just go,” Susan said, skirting around the two, still mid-embrace. “Give you some privacy.”

      Rorie flashed an embarrassed grin. “Sorry. I’ll stop,” she offered, but Susan waved her off with a wry shake of the head.

      When they were alone, Rorie shut the door and grasped Cecily’s hands in hers. “Are you okay? I saw a video of what happened. Were you scared?” Her eyes never left Cecily’s face as she spoke, she was almost afraid to let her out of her sight long enough to blink.

      “I’m okay. Shaken up.” She shuddered visibly as she said it, her voice tremulous. “It was surreal while it was happening. I had no idea what was going on. Poor Bailey, though. She’s gone through it enough times that she knew immediately, and was actually clear-headed about getting us out of there. It wasn’t until we were safely in the car on the drive back here that it hit me how terrified I was.”

      Rorie pulled Cecily into her arms again, clasping her tightly to her chest. “If anything had happened to you,” she whispered, unable to finish the sentence. “I’ve been so stupid this week, so confused. I should have called you, or come by after work, or—”

      Cecily shook her head, her cheek brushing against Rorie’s lips as she did. “No, I know why you didn’t.” She pulled back slightly, her brown eyes glistening with tears. “And as emotional as we might feel right now, nothing’s changed since Monday. You’re still going back to LA, and my life's still here, and this still ends in heartbreak.”

      “The other thing that hasn’t changed,” Rorie said, voice barely more than a whisper, “is that I love you, Cici. I always have. Knowing that, are you willing to forget all of those very reasonable things you just said and let us have these few weeks together?”

      Cecily smiled a sad smile. “Willing?” She breathed out a laugh. “You say that like there's a choice. Like that decision wasn’t already made the second I walked into this office and you kissed me. Like somehow I haven’t been in love with you all this time, too.”

      Rorie’s heart leapt at her confession. She couldn’t have felt more elated if Cecily had told her that she’d come up with a solution after all, a way for them to be together for good. Which she pointedly had not. It didn’t matter. Even though there was no reason for it to be so, knowing that Cecily loved her ignited the tiniest spark of hope, and for now it was enough. And it was time to stop dwelling on it, because there were much better things to do with their time.

      With a devilish grin, she flicked the light switch, plunging the office into semi-darkness.

      Cecily giggled nervously. “What are you doing?”

      “Buying us a little bit of time and privacy. Susan knows better than to come back any time soon, but if her office is dark, anyone looking for her will just pass by.”

      “That’s very clever. Now, why do we need privacy?” She affected a coy expression as she asked, and her slight southern accent drew the words out into a lazy drawl.

      Silently, with a hand on each shoulder and a mischievous look in her eyes, Rorie guided her to the middle of the office. She kicked the rolling chair out from under the desk with one foot and, with a downward press, directed Cecily to sit. She bent to kiss her, long and deep, the ends of a few loose braids brushing against Cecily’s bare neck. Rorie brushed her lips against the side of Cecily’s jaw, nibbling along her throat and down her chest. Cupping a breast in each hand, she pressed them together, burrowing her nose and lips into the soft cleft of flesh. She wrapped her arms around Cecily, easing herself downward until she was settled, kneeling, on the floor in front of the chair. She raked her fingers along the course fabric of Cecily’s skirt, hooking her thumbs at the hem and bunching the skirt up along her legs as she caressed Cecily’s thighs.

      “The skirt was a very good choice,” she teased. “Convenient. And how lucky it wasn’t too cold today for bare legs.” Rorie pressed her lips to the delicate, creamy skin along Cecily’s inner thigh, unable to suppress a chuckle at the hissing sound of Cecily’s breath when she did, the way it made her wriggle closer to the edge of the chair, her legs drifting wider apart. Rorie grasped handfuls of skirt, prepared to roll it even higher, but froze as a great bumping noise shook the wall beside them.

      Cecily’s eyes widened. “What was that?” she whispered. It happened again, louder and stronger this time, and Cecily’s body stiffened. A moment later, the doorknob jiggled. Cecily flew from the chair to the floor, and Rorie was startled to feel the thud as she landed beside her. Their legs tangled as Cecily scrambled to the open space beneath the desk and pulled Rorie in after her so that they were both hidden from view.

      “Why are we under the desk?” Rorie whispered.

      “Someone’s trying to come in. I don’t want to get caught!”

      “You didn’t think to just stand up and pull your skirt down?” Rorie hissed. In addition to the sudden interruption spoiling her mood, something in their hiding space was poking her in the head most unpleasantly, making her more than a little testy.

      “Obviously not!” Cecily shot back.

      After a final bang, they heard the office door fly open and the sound of stumbling feet, then the door clicking shut again. Then it was quiet, except for the enthusiastic panting breathing that presumably was coming from the two newest occupants of the room. From their vantage point it was hard to tell exactly who or how many people had come in, but the occasional giggle and muffled moan lent itself to drawing certain conclusions.

      Shit. Rorie groaned. She was not the only one who had plans for Susan’s office this afternoon.

      “Is that—” Cecily began.

      “Shhh!” Rorie warned.

      A crashing thud reverberated around them as something hit the desk above.

      “Oh, God, Bailey!” a man’s voice moaned in ecstasy from somewhere disturbingly nearby.

      “Oh, Phinn!” a woman’s voice squealed in reply.

      Oh, Jesus.

      Rorie heard a snorting sound escape Cecily’s throat and could feel her shaking from pent-up laughter in the darkness. Rorie’s wrapped her arms more tightly around the other woman, her stomach beginning to cramp from the strain of holding in her own laughter.

      “Are they—” Cecily tried to ask.

      “Shhh!” Rorie urged again, pressing her fingers to Cecily’s lips while she bit down on her own to stay quiet.

      The noises continued above them most enthusiastically, and for an impressively long time, while the room’s hidden occupants struggled valiantly not to choke to death on their repressed giggling. After what felt like an eternity, they heard the office door open and shut and they were alone again. Cecily tumbled out of their hiding spot first, followed by Rorie, both clutching their stomachs and gasping for breath between fits of laughter.

      “I cannot believe that just happened!” Rorie declared. “If I live a hundred years, I can never unhear that. I’m just grateful the lights were out!”

      “Aw,” Cecily intoned fondly, “I guess they’re back together! Good for them!”

      Rorie snorted. “Yeah, I think we just got the worldwide exclusive on that news. Although honestly, I’m a little more interested in our own reconciliation right now than theirs.”

      Rorie felt Cecily snuggle close against her chest, and smiled in satisfaction.

      “So, did you still want to—” Cecily began.

      “—Not here.” Rorie was emphatic. “Those two have ruined this location for me forever. I’m not sure I’ll live through my next status update.”

      “Oh,” Cecily breathed, her disappointment evident.

      “However, I do have some fond memories of a certain white house in the suburbs, and it’s got to be well past quitting time by now.”

      “And I have a whole weekend ahead of me with no plans,” Cecily remarked. “Only I just remembered something. My car’s still in valet parking in Westchester County.”

      “That’s okay,” Rorie answered. “I’ll give you a ride home. As it turns out, I was planning on going right by your house on my way home tonight.”

      “Now that is a lucky coincidence,” Cecily said, leaning in to give her a kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          22

        

      

    
    
      “Stella!”

      Cecily jumped as a chorus of voices bellowed the famous line just as she opened the rehearsal hall door. The doorknob slipped from her hands and the door slammed shut. She reached for it again, laughing at her own clumsiness, and scurried inside to see what was going on.

      The room seemed full to bursting today, with at least half a dozen faces she'd never seen before. They were laughing and goofing off, taking turns hopping onto the giant table to scream “Stella!” at the top of their lungs.

      Spotting Bailey near the stage, Cecily went to find out what was going on.

      “It's a contest,” Bailey explained. “Winner chooses the pub for tonight. So far, my money's on Phinn, but I may be a little biased,” she added with an ill-concealed smirk.

      “But who are all these people?” Cecily asked, looking around bewildered.

      “The rest of the cast, silly! Remember?”

      “But, they're not supposed to be here until the last week of rehearsals.”

      Bailey gave her a quizzical look. “Yeah. That's this week.”

      Cecily's heart skipped a beat. Had the time gone by that quickly? That meant there was just this week left in the intimate setting of the rehearsal hall. Next week they would move to the big stage for the start of technical rehearsals, or Hell Week, as it was affectionately known. Cecily felt a nervous flutter in her stomach at the possibility of being called up on stage for the dress rehearsals, but put it out of her mind as quickly as possible. No sense dwelling on it, and everyone she'd talked to said it was highly unlikely. They rarely wasted precious tech rehearsal time on understudies.

      The door swung open and Otto entered, stopping to greet each new cast member personally. The room quieted down rapidly, with everyone taking their seats and suddenly looking the picture of professionalism now that their esteemed director had arrived. With so many new people, the seats at the table were full, so Cecily returned to the spot in the audience where she'd sat her first day, and prepared to watch.

      “Wait, guys,” Todd called out as they began. “Has anyone seen my script?”

      There was a groan from the actors as they searched their spaces for Todd's missing script. Again. Cecily saw Phinn slip into the room at this point. She hadn't noticed he was missing, but saw now that he was carrying a cup from the coffee shop across the street. He made a point of brushing past Bailey as he went to his seat, deftly slipping the cup into her hand mostly unnoticed. Cecily grinned at the adorableness of it. Phinn and Bailey hadn't made any announcements about being back together, and of course Cecily would never let on that she knew, but it warmed her heart to see them happy.

      “Before we get started, I brought some snacks!” Dorrie announced.

      The new cast members cheered, while those who'd been around since the start looked warily at the container she set on the table.

      “Vegan brownies, homemade!” she added. “There's no sugar in them, so they're good for you.”

      Cecily sucked in her cheeks to stop from laughing at the array of expressions on the faces of the cast; the looks of polite interest turning to utter revulsion as a few of the new people ventured a bite of what looked from a distance to be something you might feed a horse. Most of the old-timers were smart and hid theirs under napkins when Dorrie wasn't looking.

      What a fun and quirky cast this had turned out to be! As she sat through the rehearsal that day, it was hard for Cecily to believe how different her life was after just six weeks. She'd made new friends and woke up every morning excited to start a new day. Of course, that had more than a little to do with the fact that she woke up every morning wrapped in Rorie's arms. With tech week looming, Cecily felt a growing sense of urgency. She couldn't imagine ever going back to her life before Rorie had reentered it. The thought of being that person again filled her with hollowness and desperation. Somehow, she had to come up with a way for it not to end.

      

      On the first night of technical rehearsals the Oakwood buzzed with all the frantic activity of a hive of honeybees. This was the time when everything that should have been finished weeks ago suddenly got revealed as being not quite done after all, and where every detail had to come together magically on stage despite the odds.

      Cecily watched it all unfold from the comfort of a seat about ten rows back in the orchestra section of the Oakwood’s eight hundred seat auditorium, along with several other cast, crew, and volunteers. The seats, front and center, were the type that audience members would kill for on opening night. While they were free of charge to their occupants this evening, Cecily had the growing sense, as the start of the eleventh straight hour of rehearsal loomed, that one or more people sitting near her could very well end up being killed before the week was over.

      She scanned the room, observing, and placing mental bets on who the most likely victim might be. Would it be the assistant costume designer who’d just found out that three of the costumes in Act One would have to be torn apart and completely rebuilt by tomorrow afternoon? She was looking a little green in the face right now, probably at the thought of reporting the changes to her mutinous crew in the morning.

      Or maybe it would be Dorrie. Poor wholesome, healthy Dorrie, who’d consumed nothing but generic-brand toaster pastries from the vending machine since their seven a.m. call time. Now that her blood sugar had crashed, she was folding and weaving all those foil wrappers together with the glassy-eyed diligence of a mental patient during crafts time, and it didn’t bode well.

      Although Cecily’s money was on Todd. True to form, he’d misplaced the box he was supposed to carry in his opening scene so many times today that the prop master had threatened to duct-tape it to his hand. And then in a fit of exasperation, he actually did. Todd was chatting off stage as he waited for his cue, and Cecily could see the silver tape and the box bobbing up and down as he gesticulated. It was hypnotic. If he misplaced that prop one more time before opening night, she was fairly certain there would be a homicide.

      As insane as the tech week experience was, Cecily didn’t mind. As a volunteer and understudy, she had few responsibilities except to watch. She wasn’t even required to be there the full day, but Rorie had been on and off the stage for hours directing her crew, and it was an irresistible treat for Cecily to watch her without anyone questioning why. Especially with Polly and Amanda lurking around the theater all week. It hardly felt safe to smile in Rorie’s direction, let alone risk being found alone together. Polly was suspicious, she was certain of it. Cecily couldn’t believe her bad luck when she found out those two had signed up as last-minute volunteers.

      But sitting in the semi-darkness, with Rorie on stage and her nemesis nowhere in sight, Cecily could almost pretend she was back in college. For a moment she was certain that after they wrapped up tonight, she and Rorie would head back to her dormitory and talk about their plans for New York. What would it be like to have their whole future ahead of them again, instead of just a few more stolen days? As she watched the mastery that Rorie exuded as she worked, Cecily was bursting with pride, but there was a sadness inside her as well, and a growing insecurity. Rorie was the best of the best, that was plain to see. And she’d become that person in Cecily’s absence. Maybe because of it.

      That Cecily was never destined to become a Broadway star was a simple statement of fact. She felt debilitated at the mere thought of standing on a stage, and she lacked ambition. She’d been willing to pretend if it gave her a reason to follow Rorie to New York, but in her heart she knew that if she’d gone, she would’ve held Rorie back and been a disappointment to her. Rorie had taken huge risks to achieve what she had, and that was something she never would have done if Cecily had stayed. It broke her heart, but it was the truth.

      

      They lay in the middle of Cecily’s bed, bare limbs intertwined. Cecily’s bra and panties matched the rosy shade of her comforter, and of her cheeks, which were flushed from pleasurable exertion. She wore nothing else, and Rorie was in a similar state of undress, with black cotton panties and a sports bra revealing most of her golden skin. Cecily sucked in air through her teeth as Rorie’s hand caressed her breast over the thin pink lace, and produced a faint whistling noise that made Rorie laugh. Encouraged by the response, she slid her fingers beneath the top edge of lace until her fingertips made contact with Cecily’s hardened nipple.

      “Stop that,” Cecily said with a giggle, swatting at Rorie’s hand unconvincingly. “I thought we agreed to go slow.”

      “We did,” Rorie agreed. “And in the spirit of our agreement, I plan to spend hours just playing with your nipples.”

      “You know what I mean,” Cecily scolded. “Underwear stays on. Same rules I had for the boys I dated in high school.”

      “Technically, it is on. And in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not a high school boy.”

      Rorie pressed her tongue against the rough lace, and Cecily could feel the heat and wetness on her skin through the bra. She moaned, wrapping her legs tightly around Rorie’s thigh and pressing herself against her. “Yeah, I noticed. None of them ever had this effect on me. I swear when you do that, it aches.”

      Rorie looked up, her sparkling blue eyes filled with concern. “Cici, if it hurts, I can stop.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Cecily kissed her mouth hungrily until the buzzing of the alarm clock forced them apart. Cecily smacked the snooze bar, but Rorie had already sat up and started rummaging for her clothing. “Can’t you stay a little longer?” Cecily wriggled her shoulders, letting the strap of her bra slide down her arm suggestively, but Rorie shook her head.

      “It’s the start of Hell Week, which you, too, would have the joy of if you’d auditioned for the show.”

      Cecily’s stomach seized at the thought, but she shrugged dismissively so as not to let on about her little phobia. “I didn’t have time with all my classes.”

      “Yeah, but don’t you still need to be in a main stage show to qualify for a double major?”

      “I told you, I’m only doing the minor. And besides” she added, slipping her top over her head as she spoke, “I might not have the chance.”

      “What do you mean?” Rorie’s expression was puzzled.

      Cecily sighed. She might as well break the news now. “It’s just, Mother wants me to file for graduation. The deadline’s this week and I have enough credits as soon as the semester ends.”

      “What?” Rorie looked like she’d been punched in the chest. “But I can’t leave for New York until the spring!”

      “I know, but it’s not like Mother knows about that.”

      “But if you stay and audition for the next show, you’d earn a full theater degree, which would be so much better for your career. You just have to tell her no.”

      “Easy for you to say! She’s not interested in me having a career, and if she were it would not be in the theater. Besides,” Cecily looked into Rorie’s eyes nervously, “she thinks it would give me more time to prepare for the wedding.”

      Rorie’s face grew stony. “Which means she doesn’t know you broke up with Chet.”

      Cecily swallowed hard. “I may have been more subtle than I thought. I’m not convinced he knows, either. Apparently his family has invited mine to their house in Connecticut for Christmas.”

      Rorie stared at her in confusion. “You can’t possibly go. You have to tell them.”

      “I know. I know. Unless…”

      “No. There’s no ‘unless’.”

      Contrary to what Rorie seemed to believe, Cecily had thought about it and come up with a plan. She just needed to convince her it would work. “Hear me out. If I graduate now, I could move to New York and get settled in. Start looking for work. And my parents would pay for the move, and probably the apartment, too.”

      “Because they’d think it was for you and Chet. Uh uh, Cici. Not happening.”

      Cecily grew more desperate. “I’d tell them about Chet after I got there, and you could join me in the summer.”

      “Really? And you’d tell your parents that I’m your girlfriend?”

      “Eventually, I swear. After I turn twenty-five and gain control of the trust fund my grandparents set up for me.”

      “Twenty-five?” Rorie repeated in disbelief. “That’s three years from now!”

      “I know, but until then, my parents decide how much of it I can spend, so keeping on their good side is the only way to avoid living in a tiny closet in New York.”

      Rorie’s eyes rolled. “Pretty sure you’re just describing a different kind of closet, Cici. And not one I want to live in.” She pulled on the last of her clothing and moved to get up from the bed.

      “Rorie, wait!” Cecily reached out and grabbed her arm. “I’m sorry. You’re probably right. But we’d be so much more comfortable doing it my way.” She looked pleadingly at her, willing her to see it from her perspective.

      Rorie sighed. “If I just wanted comfort, I’d still be on speaking terms with my dad, and probably graduated already with a fraction of the debt I have now. Sometimes it's about more than just being comfortable. Or practical.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cecily said, feeling miserable. What she was asking of Rorie was unfair, and she knew it. But she didn't see any other way.

      “Look, just stay for your last semester and we’ll have plenty of time to figure it out, okay?”

      Cecily nodded, forcing a smile. What she didn’t say was that her mother had already submitted the graduation paperwork on her behalf, and there was no going back.

      

      “All right, people,” the director barked from the front row. Since the start of the day he'd morphed from kindly grandfather to a general in the Red Army. “Let’s take a fifteen minute break. I’ve got some issues to go over with lighting, and then we’ll run it one more time!” He bent down as the stage manager murmured in his ear. He looked at her in surprise, then cleared his throat. “Right, change of plans. Good news, Bailey. You can finally go refill that latte. Phinn, too. We’ve reached your limit of hours for the night according to your contracts, so you’re off the hook. The rest of you whose agents aren’t as good at negotiating for you as theirs are, are not. So, I want our understudies on stage after the break to run through the blocking for Act One. There’s enough time, you might as well throw on your costumes for the first scene, too, so we can see them under the lights.”

      Cecily’s heart started to thud with such force that she could feel it pulsing in her throat, choking off her air supply with every beat. Until this moment, it hadn’t occurred to her that she might be the first tech week casualty. That’s because she hadn’t realized getting up on stage would be part of the deal. Sure, she was the understudy, but wasn’t that a last resort? She’d been promised that understudies almost never got called on stage during dress rehearsals. The limited time of tech week was just too costly to waste, and the chance of needing to fill in during a run as short as theirs was remote.

      The massive auditorium became fuzzy around the edges of her vision, and if she was going to black out, she hoped she could do it in her seat. If it happened on stage there was a much greater chance of breaking her neck as she fell into the orchestra pit, or slipping and impaling herself on a prop, or having a sandbag drop on her head. Do they still use sandbags? Maybe that was just in old Bugs Bunny cartoons. It didn't matter. Beads of sweat formed on her brow, cartoon or not.

      She felt a tap on her shoulder. It was the wardrobe mistress, reminding her to report downstairs to the dressing rooms. Considering the number of nightmares in which she’d been naked on stage, she felt it wise to comply. Cecily descended the narrow metal staircase from the orchestra pit into the trap room below the stage, then winded her way through the rabbit warren of hallways and passages that opened eventually into the green room.

      The green room was where the actors would await their turn onstage during the show. It was also where three stage hands, dressed all in black, were currently sprawled out on the floor, catching a few minutes of sleep during the break. Stepping over their prone bodies, she wondered if she’d just stumbled over the winning corpses in the Hell Week death-match. She pictured a hard-boiled detective from an old Hollywood film drawing an outline around them in chalk, then laughed at the image in her mind. She was starting to lose it, and she had four more of these rehearsals to get through before opening night.

      A sign with her character’s name, ‘Blanche Dubois’, was pinned to a dressing room door at the far end of another twisty hallway. Cecily peeked inside with a tentative smile. It froze on her face when she spotted Amanda, Polly’s best friend, apparently volunteering in the wardrobe department. The woman was short and plump, with unruly red hair and freckles. She was the type of woman who knew she wasn’t as glamorous as her friend and was always compensating for that fact through fierce loyalty to her. Of the many hyper-competitive and petty people Cecily had come across throughout Tyler’s school years, these two women were the worst. Polly was the real bully, the type who looked for any weakness to exploit, but Amanda could be a model of passive aggression when it suited her.

      “Amanda, I’m here for my costume?” Cecily aimed for a tone of polite deference, hoping to get this over with as quickly as possible.

      Amanda looked her up and down with a cold gaze. “So, you’re Bailey’s understudy? I’ll hand it to you, you’re quick.” Amanda grabbed a dress from a rack and tossed it to her as she spoke.

      “Pardon?” She wasn't sure why Amanda would say that. If anything, Cecily had dragged her feet the whole way out of dread.

      “To snag a role after Polly became indisposed this season. She was devastated to be away and came back as soon as she could.”

      Indisposed? Cecily was glad to be mostly hidden behind a privacy screen so Amanda couldn’t detect her silent laughter. Polly had thrown a public tantrum when she was turned down for a part, and had spent the past several weeks in South Beach recuperating from a tummy tuck, if rumors were to be believed. But, sure, call it indisposed.

      “It really wasn’t my intention, or even my choice. Bailey insisted.”

      Amanda sniffed in her annoying way that made it clear she wanted to say something but was holding back for decorum’s sake.

      “You may as well just spit it out, Amanda.”

      “No, it’s nothing.” She took a breath. “Just, they said the new policy was no parts for donors. I almost wondered if you’d been sleeping with the director or something, for them to make an exception.”

      “For an understudy part? Otto’s at least seventy-five years old. Hardly my type.”

      Amanda laughed. “No, he’s not, is he?”

      There was something is the way she stressed that final word, and the glint of malice in her eyes, that made Cecily’s blood run cold. Her implication was clear. Polly had obviously clued Amanda in on any suspicions she’d harbored about Rorie and her. And clearly they weren’t above using that information.

      “Look, Amanda. I’ve never done anything to you, or to Polly,” she began.

      “Done anything? Well, no. Your husband isn’t nearly as well connected as mine, and makes a fraction of what Polly’s husband makes, so how could you do anything?” She shrugged dismissively.

      Cecily stared at Amanda in disbelief. A bell in the hall chimed a five minute warning.

      “Okay, I should go.” Cecily said, her blood boiling. “Great chatting with you.”

      She wandered to the green room in shock. The nerve of those women! Was that all anyone cared about, how much each other’s husbands made or what their job titles were? Well, what else is there to care about around here? Cecily thought about her life, searching for any accomplishments to call her own, any claim to fame, and came up empty. The most mysterious thing about her right now might be who she was sleeping with, and apparently that wasn’t as big of a secret as she’d hoped.

      She thought of Rorie, of her critically-acclaimed films and Academy Award. She would never be like that, and for the first time she felt almost relieved that their short affair was nearly over. It was one thing to indulge in a few weeks of nostalgia, but anything beyond that—why would Rorie even want her? Present-day Cecily would be nothing but a disappointment to the woman that Rorie had become. Cecily took a deep breath, trying to stop herself from spiraling into insecurity and self-doubt, but it was a struggle. While she believed that Rorie loved her, it was so easy to listen to all the negative words in her head.

      Cecily was sitting on a worn-out couch in the green room when Bailey wandered in, fresh latte in hand. She smiled at the star in surprise. “I thought you’d gone home for the night!”

      “No, not yet. Phinn had something he needed to talk to the director about, so I’m just waiting ‘til…oops! I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      “You mean you and Phinn are back together?” Cecily tried to look surprised by the news.

      Bailey nodded, grinning. “Ever since that day we went shopping and had to be rescued. Knowing I was in danger just set off something kinda primal in him, you know?”

      Oh, yeah. I know. Cecily sucked in her cheeks to stop herself from laughing.

      “Anyway, we’re keeping it quiet right now, but I’m kind of glad you know. I doubt I would’ve had the courage to try again with him if it hadn’t been for you encouraging me with your talk about second chances.”

      A stage hand peered into the green room. “We’re ready for you, Mrs. Parker.”

      Cecily nodded and rose shakily from the couch.

      “You nervous?” Bailey asked. “You look a little nervous.”

      “More than a little,” she confessed, grim determination on her face. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “You want some advice? Your advice helped me, maybe mine will help you. When you get on stage, don’t look at the audience. Just pick a spot to focus on. And then think about something that makes you feel safe and happy.” She patted Cecily on the shoulder, then gave her a little shove toward the door. “Now break a leg!”

      Cecily’s knees felt weak with fright, but she forced herself to walk onto the stage a few feet beyond the wings. Her heart raced and her vision blurred as her gaze landed on the small audience gathered in the front rows. No, don’t look! She took short, shallow breaths and scanned the space above the seats, looking for a focal point the way a drowning person searches for a piece of driftwood in a river. Her eyes landed on one of the private boxes on the mezzanine level near the stage, and she knew she’d found the right choice.

      The Oakwood Theater had been built with all the ornate details of the art deco period in which it was built, including gilt-framed boxes with red velvet curtains for VIP guests. Secretly, Cecily had dreamed of sitting in one ever since watching the movie Pretty Woman when she was a teenager and seeing Julia Roberts’ character get all dressed up for the opera. She’d assumed as a patron she might get the chance, but it turned out the boxes were no longer used except as a place to store lighting equipment. It was a shame, but at least it gave her a focal point now.

      She stared at the box but her pulse still raced wildly. Happy and safe. Happy and safe. Her mind was blank, too aware of the audience to force her body to cooperate, until she saw the velvet curtain in the box shift and glimpsed a mass of black braided hair.

      Rorie.

      That was the answer, of course. She was the only person who’d ever filled Cecily with such feelings of happiness and safety. Rorie was her focal point, the driftwood that would keep her afloat. Cecily felt her heartbeat slow and her legs stop wobbling, and she strode with her chin up to hit her first mark. She’d found the confidence she needed to overcome her fears, at least for the moment, but where would it come from once Rorie was gone?
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      The lobby of the Oakwood was buzzing with the all of the excitement of opening night as Cecily climbed the steps from the Will Call window to where Rorie waited near the top of the stairs.

      “Wow!” Rorie whispered as Cecily approached. “You look amazing.”

      Cecily gave the hem of her dress a flirty swish back and forth. It was a deep burgundy with a full skirt, and complemented her brown eyes and dark hair. It wasn’t the full-length gown of her dreams, but then again, this was suburban Connecticut, not opening night at the Met. Cecily’s cheeks flushed pink as Rorie’s eyes swept up and down her body in appreciation. She glanced down shyly, but not before noticing with appreciation of her own just how sophisticated Rorie looked tonight.

      Rorie was dressed in black trousers with straight-cut legs in the style of Katharine Hepburn, paired with a black silk blouse, and Cecily thought she might be the only woman in the world who could wear the same somber colors every day and never fail to look stunning. Giddiness bubbled inside her, and when Rorie’s eyes caught hers, for a moment she forgot to breathe. It was the same reaction she’d had every time, since the very first day, but somehow it always felt new. She bit her lower lip and smiled.

      “You look nice, too.” She handed Rorie a copy of the playbill that she’d picked up on her way in. “Souvenir? I’d have kept the ticket stub, too, but all I had was the staff pass for tonight that Susan gave me, and they took the whole thing at the door. I’m not even sure where I’m supposed to sit. Do you know?”

      Rorie nodded. “It’s all taken care of. Do you want to go sit down now, or do you need to check in backstage for anything?”

      “No, I went down earlier and everything’s looking good, so I’m officially off duty. Bailey reported in a few hours ago, and was finishing up in wardrobe when I left. Oh, and Phinn had the largest bouquet of roses I’ve ever seen delivered to Bailey's dressing room.”

      “They’re very sweet together. I could’ve done without the front row seats to their make-up sex the other day, but I’m happy for them. Are they planning on going public about it?”

      “Eventually. Bailey says they learned a lesson from their lives being an open book before. There’s a lot to be said for privacy in a relationship.”

      Rorie responded with a noncommittal harrumph that stopped Cecily in her tracks. She hadn’t meant it as a reproach, but it could easily be taken that way since their disagreement on this issue had come between them on more than one occasion. Even though Cecily felt confident that they understood each other about the current need for secrecy, it was clear that hurt feeling from the past lingered. An out-in-the-open relationship was the one thing Rorie had wanted in college, and Cecily had been unable to give it to her. It was one of Cecily's biggest regrets.

      The crowd around them pressed close as they ascended the stairs toward the mezzanine. Rorie was in front of her, leading the way, and Cecily reached out to grasp her hand from behind. It was a small gesture, but it was the best she could offer. She hoped her message was understood. The squeeze of Rorie’s fingers against her own reassured her that at least they wouldn’t fight about it tonight.

      When they reached the mezzanine, Rorie made a sharp turn, away from the crowd. Still holding Cecily's hand, she led her down a corridor that was empty except for one or two people milling around.

      “Where are we going?” Cecily asked, bewildered. She’d held season tickets to the Oakwood for several years, but had never seen this area before.

      “You’ll see,” Rorie replied.

      At the end of the corridor was a heavy, red curtain. Cecily’s heart thumped faster and she grinned in sudden realization of where they were. Rorie pulled back the curtain and gestured for Cecily to walk through. On the other side of the curtain was the same VIP box that Cecily had used to focus and calm herself during the dress rehearsal. This spot, and the thought of Rorie, were what had gotten her through the terror of being on stage. How could Rorie have known that?

      “I thought they didn’t use these any more,” Cecily said, tingling with excitement as she looked around.

      The small balcony space was empty except for two chairs, which were not permanent but looked like they’d been brought in from the lobby. Beside one chair was an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne, and two flutes. It was perfect. Cecily felt the prick of tears—the good kind—in the corners of her eyes, and smiled as she looked at Rorie in amazement.

      “How did you pull this off? How did you even know—”

      “—That you’ve fantasized about living out the Pretty Woman opera scene since you were fourteen years old? You might have mentioned it, more than once, during that first all-nighter we pulled for Professor Jackson’s class.”

      “But that was forever ago! And wasn’t that right after we met? You hardly even knew me.” She looked into Rorie’s eyes, spellbound by their radiance, and how their glacier-like color was at odds with the warmth therein.

      “Sometimes I think I’ve always known you,” Rorie replied, her voice hushed. “The moment we met, it was already an eternity, and after all these years, we reconnected in the span of a heartbeat.” A cloud passed over her face. “How could anything else ever measure up to that?”

      Cecily’s throat constricted, her eyes stinging with tears that were not at all happy this time. It was opening night, and while the show would run for two weeks, after tonight Rorie’s part in it was done. There were things they’d agreed not to mention—the past, the future—but Cecily struggled in that resolve as she felt the present, the only time they had left, ticking away. “How much longer until you leave?”

      Rorie’s shoulders contracted in an uncertain shrug. “My ticket has an open return, but the new director would prefer to have had me back in LA last week. I can put him off a little longer, but only another day or two.”

      Cecily nodded. “Next week’s Thanksgiving. I’ll have a full house again. I’ve hardly given it a thought, but Tyler will be home from school on Tuesday, Chet’s returning from Malaysia that night, and my parents will arrive from Baton Rouge in time for the big turkey dinner.”

      Rorie raised her eyebrows. “Good thing I’ll be gone by then. Sounds awkward.”

      “Well, but maybe—”

      The house lights flickered off and on, accompanied by the dinging of a bell. Cecily had been on the verge of suggesting a plan to keep seeing each other, but she wasn't sure how Rorie would react, and the interruption made her lose her nerve.

      “Five minutes to curtain,” Rorie commented. “I should pour the champagne.”

      Cecily took the flute from Rorie’s hand, watching it bubble and foam. Rorie held hers up for a toast.

      “To a successful show?” Rorie suggested.

      To us? It was Cecily’s first response, but she knew it was all wrong. There might not even be an us after tonight. “To a job well done,” she said instead, and clinked her glass. She raised it to her lips, but found her taste for celebration was muted.

      There was a faint buzzing noise, and her purse vibrated against her toes on the floor. Cecily bent down and took out her phone, which displayed a missed call from Susan Monroe. Cecily frowned and tapped the button for voice mail. At that moment Rorie’s phone vibrated as well, and she answered. Cecily watched Rorie’s face dissolve into concern just as the message on her phone began to play.

      “Cecily, it’s Susan. Please report backstage right away.”

      Cecily gulped as she placed her phone back in her purse and stood to go. “Rorie?”

      Rorie hung up her call and sighed. “It’s Bailey. You’d better go. I’ll come, too.”

      They raced down the stairs and through the lobby, then out into the chilly evening air. The staff entrance was around back, and they went as quickly as they could in the dark, stumbling along the cracked pavement. The security guard at the stage door waved them in and moments later they arrived, breathless, in the green room. Bailey was stretched out on the sofa, moaning, while most of the cast and crew stood by in various stages of confusion and alarm.

      “What’s happening?” Cecily asked as Susan approached her.

      “It’s Bailey. Everything was fine until a minute ago. The stage manager had just called places, she stood up, and then collapsed on the couch. She’s been moaning and writhing ever since.”

      “Oooowwwww!!” As if on cue, Bailey offered a demonstration. “I’m dying! Someone poisoned me!”

      Cecily’s eyes grew wide. “Is she serious? You don’t think one of Phinn’s crazy fans could have gotten in and done this, do you?”

      Phinn, who was bent on one knee beside Bailey, looked up when Cecily said his name. “No! No way,” he said. “We got that sorted out. There hasn’t been any trouble since that day at the store.”

      Cecily nodded. “She hasn’t mentioned anything to me about it since then.”

      “Just to be safe, we’ve called for an ambulance. Cecily, I’m afraid that means you’re on.”

      Cecily’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Susan tossed her hands in the air. “We’ve got a full house out there! Patrons, season ticket holders, reporters from all the major news outlets. They’re all out there, waiting.”

      “But can’t they come back tomorrow?” Cecily suggested hopefully. “She’ll be fine by then, probably.”

      Susan stared at her. “Have you never heard anyone say that the show must go on? That’s a real thing, not just something show business characters say in the movies. Quickly!” She pointed toward the dressing rooms. “Wardrobe, hair, and makeup!”

      Cecily felt the gentle pressure of Rorie’s hand on her back, guiding her in the right direction. “Come on,” she murmured. “I’ll help.”

      When they reached the dressing room, Cecily closed the door and leaned against it, pressing her hands to her head. “I can’t do this!” Panic was setting in. “Rorie, I can’t!”

      Rorie wrapped her arms around her and held her tight. “You can, and you’ll be great. Have some confidence! You know this part, you’ve rehearsed it. Forget about everyone else and do it for yourself.”

      Cecily rocked back and forth in her arms. “What if I can’t? What if I fail?”

      Rorie looked deeply into her eyes. “I have faith in you, Cici. You’ve just gotta believe in yourself, and don’t be afraid. You can do anything when you’re not afraid. Just remember that.”

      “Okay,” Cecily replied, feeling her pulse as she absorbed the words. She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “Hand me my costume.”

      Soon she was dressed, with hair and makeup done. Pausing with her hand on the doorknob, Cecily turned to Rorie, worry etched in her face. “This is crazy. I’m nobody! The audience wants Bailey, not me.”

      “So, surprise them.” Rorie kissed her softly on the lips. “Do you want me to wait in the green room, or back here, while you go on? I’d watch from the wings but I’m sure the stage crew is stressed enough without me getting in the way.”

      Cecily paused to think. “No. Go back and watch from our box. I can see it from the stage and I’ll know you’re there.”

      Rorie nodded. “Okay, that’s what I’ll do. Then I’ll meet you back here after the show.” She paused as the stage manager’s voice announced a fifteen minute warning over the dressing room speaker. “I’d better go now so I can get back into the auditorium before they close the doors. Break a leg, Cici.” She kissed Cecily again and left.

      Cecily made her way to the green room, trying to focus on steady breathing instead of the knot of dread in her gut. Surprise them. Well, she could forget all her lines, lock her knees, and then pass out five minutes into the first scene. The audience wouldn’t be expecting that.

      Maybe I can slip out the stage door while no one’s looking.

      She drew in another breath, inadvertently holding it as she took in the scene in the green room. A paramedic sat with Bailey, taking her pulse. The poor girl was pale and moaning and slick with sweat, and a waste basket near her feet suggested she’d been sick. A police officer stood off to the side, scribbling in a notebook as he spoke to a grim-faced Susan. Phinn was pacing by the door, looking stricken as he watched Bailey helplessly, and Cecily’s heart broke for him.

      She wanted to shake herself for even considering giving into something as stupid as stage fright when there were real problems going on. Bailey was in terrible shape, and based on the presence of a police officer, a crazed fan was a real possibility. Susan’s reputation, not to mention a huge investment of the theater’s money and resources, were riding on an opening night that currently was on the verge of disaster. Not to mention that Phinn looked worried sick, and must be wracked with guilt at the thought that one of his fans might be to blame. And yet there he stood, ready to go on stage. Cecily lifted her chin. If he can do this, so can I.

      “Phinn,” she said as she approached and stood beside him, “I’m so sorry this is happening. Look, I know about you and Bailey being back together. I know what she means to you.” She smiled reassuringly as she placed her hand lightly on his shoulder. “This isn’t your fault.”

      “But what if it is?” He pressed his lips together tightly, on the verge of tears. “I was so angry when she left, I was a jerk. I knew that fans were getting out of hand and I did nothing to stop it. When we got back together, I’m the one who wanted to keep it a secret, at least until after the show. I knew some of my fans would be furious with me if they knew about us, and I didn’t want to deal with the fallout. And maybe I wasn’t sure about how I felt,” he glanced in Bailey’s direction and the love was evident in his eyes, “but I am now. If I’d been braver, maybe this wouldn’t be happening.”

      “Phinn, there’s still time to be brave.” Cecily’s tone was firm and commanding. “Both of us need to be. There are almost a thousand people out there waiting to see this show, and it’s up to us to deliver it. Which terrifies me. But I’m going to be brave, and go out there with you, and make that happen. And after we’re done, once you know Bailey’s okay, you need to sit down and talk about this until you’ve sorted the whole thing out. No more secrets, no more guilt. That’s gonna take a lot more bravery than me going on stage, trust me.”

      Phinn nodded, and then they were whisked onto the dark stage. As the curtain went up, Cecily found her focal point. In the blinding lights only the edge of the private balcony was visible, but she knew Rorie was there, watching, and believing in her. Time to be brave. And it wasn’t just the show. Like Phinn, Cecily knew there were things that needed to be faced head on, before time ran out, and that it would require more bravery by far.
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      Cecily surveyed her elegant suite at the Hotel Bentley with a sense of satisfaction. It was the nicest hotel in central Louisiana, and perfect for what she had planned tonight. Rorie should be here soon. Cecily had slipped her a note with the room number on it earlier in the evening, before leaving the wrap party. The show they’d spent all semester preparing for had ended tonight, and that was cause for celebration. But Cecily had other things on her mind tonight. Starting with just how completely bare she felt underneath her little slip of a robe. She shifted and felt the sheer silk graze her naked flesh, sending nervous jitters coursing through her as she glanced at the clock. How much longer would she need to wait?

      She looked around the room for something to tidy, but everything was immaculate. She’d unpacked the day before, after checking in. That was the part she neglected to mention when she filled Rorie in on the plan. Sure, she had romantic intentions for their new abode, but booking the hotel room had been a necessity, too. She’d packed her belongings yesterday and left them in her dormitory for the movers her mother had arranged to collect them. Like it or not, her graduation and the end of campus life was a fait accompli.

      Cecily planned to come back, just as soon as this dreaded trip to Connecticut was over. She was pretty certain she’d be disowned by then, once her parents heard all that she had to say. She was prepared, or at least as much as she could be. Ever since the day she first seriously entertained the idea of moving to New York, she’d scaled back on her spending to squirrel away every penny she could.

      Well, not everything. She’d bought one gift first. It was wrapped in its little box and sitting in the drawer of the nightstand here in the hotel. But the rest of the money was safely in the bank, more than enough to secure a cheap apartment near campus until Rorie graduated, and fund a very modest relocation to New York. Not Manhattan. She’d need her trust fund for that, and no way would her parents give it to her. But maybe Staten Island. They could make do.

      It was a pretty solid plan, and Cecily was pleased to have pulled it off. She hoped Rorie would be happy with it, too, when she explained it all. Which she would do tomorrow over a hearty room service breakfast. But first, she just needed to be—certain. She loved Rorie. That part she knew. But they’d never been together completely before, not ‘all the way’. Cecily flushed to realize she wasn’t entirely certain what that meant.

      She knew the line you couldn’t cross when it came to boys; the line she’d flirted with in the back of cars in high school, and crossed somewhat reluctantly a few times with Chet. But when it came to a girl, she didn’t have a clue. Everything she’d done with Rorie had been amazing, and a far cry from what the dire warnings in church had led her to imagine might be involved. But what if there was something else she didn’t know about yet, and it turned out to be awful? She needed to know now, before there was no turning back.

      Cecily hopped up and down in excitement as she heard the knock on the door. She opened it, flung her arms around a startled Rorie, and dragged her inside the room in her embrace.

      “The show was brilliant. Congratulations!” Cecily planted an enthusiastic kiss on Rorie’s lips. “I can say that, right? It’s not bad, like saying good luck?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure you can’t jinx the show once it’s done,” Rorie said with a laugh.

      “Oh, right. Good point.” Cecily giggled, more from a sudden attack of nerves than from her lame joke. “It really was fantastic, though. Your set design was so professional—you’re definitely going to get hired as soon as we get to New York.”

      “New York? You’re really coming with me?” Rorie held her at arm’s length and cocked an eyebrow. “Properly, though. You’re not still considering that crazy scheme to file for graduation and trick your parents into getting us an apartment, right?”

      Cecily shifted her gaze downward for the briefest of moments, hoping Rorie wouldn’t see the disappointment in her eyes. For all the grand plans she’d set in motion, part of her had hoped up to this second that Rorie would change her mind about that. It would be so much easier on them both. “No, of course not. But let’s talk about that tomorrow, before I go to the airport.”

      “Airport? I thought you were heading home. Baton Rouge is a two-hour drive. Even the DuPont family doesn’t fly for that.” Rorie eyed her suspiciously. “You’re not still going to Connecticut, are you?”

      “Technically, yes.” Cecily flinched at the judgment she saw in Rorie’s eyes. “But not why you think. Not to see Chet. I did call him, by the way, and he’s well aware we’re broken up, so it’s not as bad as you imagine. But my father and his father have business to conduct, so I’m kind of stuck.”

      “I don’t like it,” Rorie sulked. “What if Chet decides he wants you back?”

      “So what if he does?” Cecily tamped down a nervous flutter inside. She knew both his parents and hers would be lobbying hard for exactly that outcome, but she was determined to resist. “I would never go along with it. Do you think I like this any more than you do?” Cecily’s lower lip extended to a pout. “Especially since I won’t be here to give you your Christmas present.” Cecily’s sulky expression transformed to a devilish grin. “Maybe you’ll just have to open it early.”

      “You didn’t have to get me anything, Ci—” Rorie swallowed the rest of her protestation as Cecily guided her hand to the knot on her robe, leaving little doubt what her present was meant to be.

      Without breaking eye contact, Rorie tugged at the knotted belt until the robe fell open. Cecily's shoulders shimmied and the robe slid to the floor. Rorie’s eyes widened, glowing in that magical way that sent shivers up and down Cecily’s spine.

      “There’s nothing under there,” Rorie breathlessly pointed out. “Have you forgotten your rules?”

      Cecily flushed. “I may have decided to change the rules.” She trembled as Rorie gathered her naked body into her arms.

      “Are you sure?” Rorie asked, sounding almost afraid that Cecily would say no.

      “Completely,” Cecily assured her, then covered Rorie’s mouth with her hungry lips.

      

      Cecily watched in a daze as the curtain came down after the final act, muffling the roar of applause from the audience. I survived! She let out a shaky breath. I might even have been a little bit—good.

      There had been a few mistakes, of course. One or two missed cues, forgetting the blocking and wandering into a dark spot on stage. But the audience had been forgiving. And even more remarkable, almost everyone had stayed. Cecily had expected the auditorium to empty out once they heard that Bailey was ill, but the seats had remained filled. No doubt they're waiting for an update on Bailey’s health. As she left the stage and entered the green room, she was as curious as the audience to find out how the star was doing.

      Any real concerns dissipated the moment she spotted Bailey, still moaning and sipping a can of ginger ale through a straw, clearly in her element as an adoring crowd gathered around the sofa where Bailey held court. Cecily realized she would be hard pressed to get her attention if she tried. An update could wait, as it was obvious from the looks of things that Bailey would live. Cecily’s next priority was finding Rorie.

      She found her in the dressing room, as promised. She was sitting in front of the lighted mirror, surrounded by the roses Phinn had sent Bailey, and half a dozen empty latte cups—this was Bailey’s dressing room, after all. Despite the afterglow of success, Cecily would be happy to give it back to her, latte cups and all. She caught Rorie’s eye in the mirror, and dove into her arms as she turned.

      “You were outstanding!” Rorie said in greeting, after delivering a kiss that would have made Cecily’s knees wobble if she hadn’t already been sitting in Rorie’s lap. “Here, this is for you,” she added, handing Cecily a single red rose.

      “Did you steal this from Bailey’s bouquet?” Cecily mock-scolded her.

      “The least she can do is spare a flower for you, the little idiot.”

      “That’s not nice. Poor, sick little thing. It isn’t her fault.”

      “You won’t say that when you hear.” Rorie gestured toward the discarded latte cups, shaking her head. “See these?”

      “Don’t tell me one of Phinn’s fans slipped something in her coffee!”

      Rorie shook her head. “Nothing nearly so dramatic. Bev was working the ticket office tonight, so she put another intern in charge of keeping Bailey floating in fancy lattes from the place across the street. Only she failed to mention that Bailey only drinks soy lattes, and apparently Bailey didn’t notice the difference, even after drinking six of them.”

      Cecily scrunched her face in confusion. Had the intern poisoned Bailey?

      “Bailey is lactose intolerant. Severely, apparently.”

      Cecily burst out laughing. “You mean to tell me I had to go on stage tonight in front of half of Connecticut because a few ounces of whole milk gave our star a tummy ache?”

      “Pretty much,” Rorie responded, joining in the laughter. “But you really were magnificent. I’ve never been so proud. You could’ve been a star. I’ve worked with a lot of them over the years, and you blew them all away tonight.”

      Cecily dismissed the compliment with a demure wave, knowing it wasn’t true. These past few months—her time with Rorie, her brush with fame—seemed to offer a tantalizing glimpse of what her life could have been, but she knew it was an illusion. In reality, she’d always known she was too ordinary to be a star, that she’d never fit into the worlds of Hollywood or Broadway. The life she’d chosen instead was reliable and predictable, and she’d be back to it all too soon.

      She felt the weight of sadness pressing on her heart. Being with Rorie again had been magical, but right now it felt like a fairytale clock had its hands poised at a minute to midnight. Rorie would soon head back to her real life in Hollywood, and Cecily would turn back into an unhappy suburban pumpkin.

      “We should do something tonight. Go out somewhere, maybe.” Cecily didn’t care where, she just didn’t want to go home.

      “Out? You mean where people could see us together?” Rorie asked. “Has conquering stage fright made you that bold? I never thought I’d live to see the day.”

      Cecily shot her a look. “I’m not that bad. I was perfectly willing to sit with you tonight and drink champagne, even though half the town was in the audience and could’ve seen. I might’ve even kissed you. Well, once the lights went down.”

      “I guess we’ll never know.”

      Desperation bubbled close to the surface. “I don’t even care what we do. This might be our last night before you leave. I just want to be with you, and I don’t want to go home tonight.”

      There was something in the way Rorie looked at her that suggested she’d been thinking the same thing. “I might have an idea. I just need to make a phone call.”

      Cecily felt giddy, wondering what Rorie had in store for them. She’d meant what she said, it didn’t matter to her what they did. She just wanted their time together not to end. Not tonight, or soon, or at all. She’d tried to bring it up when they were waiting for the show tonight, tried to discuss her upcoming departure with her, but Rorie had responded with a joke. At least Cecily thought it was a joke. Does she really think it’s good that she’ll be gone soon? They’d been interrupted before they could discuss it more. Would Rorie be open to some solution to continue seeing each other? Or had she meant what she said, and just wanted to get home, back to that angst-free life in California?

      “You ready?” Rorie asked, poking her head through the open doorway a few minutes later. “We can stop by the green room to check on Bailey before we go.”

      Cecily nodded, grabbing her purse. As they stepped into the hall, she heard a shrill, familiar voice. Polly. It echoed loudly in the green room, causing her stomach to clench. If Polly was there, Amanda certainly would be, too. They were the last two people on earth she needed to see tonight.

      “On second thought,” Cecily said, turning in place. “This way is faster. I’ll check in with Bailey another time. Sounds like she still has a crowd in there.”

      Cecily felt a stab of guilt at the look that crossed Rorie’s face. Clearly, Rorie had heard Polly’s voice too, and knew why she’d changed direction. She knew Rorie was disappointed in her for being afraid of Polly and Amanda. She probably thought this had to do with them being seen together, and it didn’t. Not this time. It was more that Cecily knew those women, and they had a way of ruining any happy moment. She’d won a huge personal battle, and was celebrating it with the person she loved most in the world. She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of casting a shadow over that.

      “Where are we going?” Cecily asked as she settled into the passenger seat of the car.

      “Manhattan, but that’s all I’m going to say because I want you to be surprised. Don’t worry, though. It’s very private, so no one will see us there,” Rorie teased.

      “It wasn’t a requirement, but I won’t pretend not to be glad. If this is the last bit of time we have together, I don’t want anyone but you.”

      As they drove along the highway toward the city, Cecily closed her eyes and hoped the solution to this impossible situation would come to her in a dream.
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      The pulsing sound of a pager woke Cecily from her sleep. She stretched and felt the slipperiness of cool sheets over her bare skin, and her heart skipped a beat. She was naked, and for a moment she couldn’t remember why. And then it all came flooding back in a tidal wave of sensation that rocked her body to the core, of Rorie’s hands and lips and fingers, of their bodies joined and intertwined. She wondered if it was possible to have an orgasm just from a memory.

      Until last night, she hadn’t known it was possible to have an orgasm during at all. That is to say, she’d thought she understood what one was, and that it was by nature elusive and fleeting. Last night had proved her wrong on a very fundamental level. Repeatedly. She’d never been so pleased to discover she’d been mistaken about something.

      The pager pulsed again and she checked the number. As she’d expected, it was her mother. She stretched and rolled again, and this time drifted into an oasis of warmth as she brushed against Rorie’s warm, naked flesh. She’d found heaven and never wanted to move again, but she knew if she didn’t call her mother back soon, the situation would escalate. Her parents knew where she was, of course. They had paid for the room. But obviously they assumed she'd slept in it alone. The last thing she needed was for them to gain too much insight into that situation before she was ready. That would definitely happen if her mother called the front desk and ordered them to send some unlucky bellboy up to bust down the door and fetch her.

      Groaning, she rolled out of bed and snatched her discarded robe from where it had landed several hours before. She shrugged it on and wandered into the small living room of the suite to look for the phone. Rorie was still sound asleep in the bedroom and Cecily didn’t want to wake her. She dialed her home number from memory and held her breath as it rang.

      “Cecily, is that you? It’s about time.” Her mother’s voice chided through the receiver. “You’ll need to head for the airport in twenty minutes.”

      Cecily felt her heart catch in her throat. “Twenty minutes? I just woke up!”

      “Chet’s father arranged for us to fly into Stamford on the Parker Corporation jet. They had a schedule change, so we need to be flexible, which is something you’ll learn soon enough as Chet’s wife. Twenty minutes,” her mother repeated, and then there was a click as she hung up the phone.

      She felt bile rise in the back of her throat, making her gag. ‘Fat chance, Mother. I’m a lesbian’ she’d wanted to shout. But her mother was gone before she could, and it wouldn’t have been the most prudent choice, anyway, so that was probably for the best. She would know soon enough, after Cecily sat her and Daddy down for her Coming Out talk. She’d learned that term, ‘coming out’, from Rorie. At least, she was pretty certain that’s what it was called, although she wasn’t sure if it applied. Did falling in love with Rorie make her a lesbian? She didn’t know. She still found men attractive, at least she was pretty sure she did. Just nowhere near as attractive as Rorie. And was what she felt for Rorie something that she could ever feel for any other woman? She couldn’t imagine it, and it didn’t matter. She had no intention of finding out.

      Regardless, for now she’d stick with the word 'lesbian'. Her parents might be able to wrap their heads around that. Right before they called the lawyer to have her written out of the will. Her stomach lurched, and she took a deep breath to fight back a sudden wave of nausea. The thought of confrontation must have been more stressful to her than she’d realized. It was making her physically ill. It seemed like she’d been fighting back the rolling waves in her tummy for days.

      She glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes left, and she’d better be prompt. Mother would have a fit if she was late. She tossed on a change of clothing and stuffed everything else in her overnight bag. Once she was ready to go, she tiptoed into the bedroom and crawled across the mattress, wrapping her limbs around Rorie’s sleeping form.

      “Rorie? Sweetheart?” she whispered, and felt a thrill at the sound of that word. She’d never called anyone that before, but it felt right.

      Rorie rolled onto her side and mumbled, still mostly asleep.

      “Sweetheart, there’s a change of plans. I have to go. Wake up so you can kiss me goodbye.” She felt Rorie’s arms tighten around her, and melted as their lips met. She reveled in the sensation of Rorie’s tongue sliding across her lips. She wanted to pull the covers over her and never leave, but she pushed gently against Rorie’s chest instead, creating a space between them. Without opening her eyes, Rorie rolled over and pulled the covers up around her ears.

      “Damn it, Rorie,” she whispered, “will you wake up?” But there was no response.

      The clock on the nightstand agreed with her watch. Time was up. With a sigh, she rose from the bed and headed to the door, stopping mid-stride. Rorie’s gift! She’d almost forgotten. She tugged the nightstand drawer open and grabbed the little box, setting it atop the pillow where she’d slept. She took the notepad and pen from the drawer as well and scribbled a few lines, which she placed beneath the box.

      ‘I’ll see you soon. I love you’ was all it said. But what more was there? The next few days would be tough, but she’d survive, and be back by Rorie’s side before the new year. Only probably in a smaller bedroom than this one, with far less expensive sheets. As long as they woke up together every morning, she couldn’t care less.

      She kissed the top of Rorie’s head.

      “I love you,” she whispered in her ear.

      Then she grabbed her bag and stepped into the bright hallway of the hotel as the door click shut behind her.

      

      The elevator dinged and Rorie stepped out into the hall, holding the black folding gate in place as Cecily passed through. Like the building itself, the elevator was over a century old and lovingly maintained. There was just one door in the hallway, as this building had only one unit per floor—almost unheard of in Manhattan. Rorie had picked up the key from the doorman, and she slid it into the lock now. She turned they key and the door swung open wide to reveal a spacious living room with soaring ceilings.

      Cecily stepped over the threshold, her eyes as wide as saucers as she took it all in with obvious appreciation. “This is spectacular. Where are we?”

      “My friend Jeff’s apartment. He’s a producer in LA, but he keeps this place to entertain in when he’s on the East Coast.”

      “Oh sure,” Cecily said with a mock-shrug. “Who doesn’t keep a spare penthouse in New York City for parties?”

      “What, have I finally found something too rich for your blue blood?” Rorie laughed. “Well, we’re only five floors up so it’s not exactly the penthouse, but it does have an amazing view of the Empire State Building out the dining room window, and it overlooks Central Park, naturally. Apparently the apartment measures 3,287 square feet, and six inches.”

      “Wow. He knows the size of his apartment down to the inch?”

      “It's a guy thing,” she said with a snort. “But for what he must’ve paid for the place, I imagine he brought his own tape measure along, just to check. I would have.”

      Cecily circled the room, awestruck. It’s not that she was unaccustomed to wealth. She’d been around it all her life, but not like this. Her mother enjoyed spending money, but as a politician’s wife there were certain limits she had to observe for decorum’s sake. And Chet’s family was typical of old money families in New England. Her mother-in-law, Jackie, would just as soon stab someone and wrap their bleeding body in one of her threadbare oriental rugs as she would replace it with something new. After all, the right type of people don’t buy these sorts of things, they inherit them. It was one of the many areas in which Chet’s mother had found Cecily’s education lacking over the years and had seen fit to offer her guidance. It was also why her bedroom, sitting room, and the basement screening room were the only rooms in her house that felt like they truly belonged to her.

      Jackie would find this apartment unbearably gauche. Cecily loved every bit of it, down to those last six inches. It was glamorous and daring, sophisticated and worldly. In a word, it was everything that Cecily was not. Rorie fit in perfectly, though, just like she probably fit in with the rich and powerful Hollywood people who owned places like this.

      Rorie may not have grown up rich, or even earn vast sums of money now, but Cecily was certain that when Rorie attended one of those parties, she was in her element. Looking at her now, with her understated vintage ensemble and her long braids caught up in an elegant clip, there was no way she didn’t completely own every room the moment she entered it. Cecily could never attend a party with Rorie at a place like this. Everyone would know she had no business there, and would probably wonder what Rorie was thinking for being with her. She wondered the exact same thing herself.

      She felt Rorie’s hands on her shoulders and leaned her weight back into the embrace. She closed her eyes, shutting out the multi-million dollar view in favor of giving her complete attention to something infinitely more valuable, this precious time with the woman she loved. She felt the heat of Rorie’s lips on her bare shoulder, melting away some of her doubts.

      Her touch had that effect on Cecily and always had. Rorie’s confidence radiated from her, enveloping Cecily and making her feel like more things could be possible than she dared to believe. Experience told her it was a dangerous illusion, but with everything at stake, there was nothing so intoxicating as hope. It filled her heart even as Rorie’s fingers and tongue filled every long-forgotten crevice and fold of her body with fire, made her believe that there was some way for it to never end, if they searched hard enough.

      Later, in the bedroom—it may have been minutes, or hours, or years, but time had lost its hold over her the moment she’d felt Rorie’s touch on her skin—Cecily spoke. “I can’t bear not to see you again.” It wasn’t a request or a demand, just the truth.

      “I feel the same way,” Rorie whispered, and her response made Cecily’s heart sing.

      She rolled to face Rorie in the dark, taking a deep breath to give her courage. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but she’d had an idea that might buy them more time. “You know, there’s a house not too far from me that’s for rent.”

      “Hmmm?” Rorie responded, absently stroking her fingers along the swell of Cecily’s breast with decidedly more attention than she was giving to her words.

      “And I was thinking that maybe it would work for you,” she continued nervously.

      “For me?” Rorie’s fingers retreated from Cecily's breast. “Why would I need a house? I have one in LA.”

      “Well, I was thinking you might come back. Maybe do another show at the Oakwood sometime?”

      “Susan would love that. But I have a job already. In LA. It’s not a movie this time, either. It’s television. It could go for years.”

      “Oh.” Cecily felt the hope inside her deflate.

      “Look, I’m not saying I can’t get time off. There’s summer, and usually a hiatus around the holidays. I’d have time to travel then.”

      “And you’d need a place to stay. I mean, I know I have room, and Chet’s never there, but the neighbors would definitely wonder, so—”

      “So, I should rent a house nearby, but not too close, and sneak through your back door after dark?”

      Her voice was hard and Cecily could feel Rorie's body stiffen beside her, drawing away from her and leaving a cold space between them. Cecily’s stomach tightened. Somehow she’d gotten this all wrong.

      “No, Rorie, that’s not what I meant.”

      “Really? It’s how it sounded to me. Like you want me to spend all my time off work—which I get precious little of by the way—hiding out in a house in Connecticut, pretending to have a sudden desire to work in a small-time regional theater for a fraction of what the rent on that house would be, and definitely not letting on that I’m the lesbian lover you sneak into your bed when your husband’s away.”

      She had a point. It did sort of sound that way. Shit. “No, Rorie, listen. That’s not at all—”

      “No, you listen.” Her voice was icy. “I can’t let you do this to me again.”

      Cecily felt the bed shift as Rorie moved away from her, and heard the soft rustle of clothing being dragged across skin.

      “Rorie, wait!” Desperation was building at the thought of her leaving, immediately and forever. It couldn’t end like this. “Please, what is it you can’t let me do?”

      “Choose Chet and this comfortable life that you say you hate instead of me!” Her voice cracked and when she cleared her throat it sounded like a sob.

      “No! Rorie, sweetheart, I never did that. I never chose him over you. I told you that.” Cecily scrambled out of bed as she spoke, searching for her own clothing in the dark but coming up empty-handed.

      “How can you say that? When you left me and never said goodbye? You abandoned me!” Her breath was ragged, and left no doubt of her tears.

      “I didn’t want to. I had to!” Cecily pleaded silently for her to understand.

      “How did you have to?”

      “Because I was pregnant!” Cecily wailed.

      There was silence for a moment. Cecily could hear the traffic sounds from outside, and the thundering of her heartbeat in her ears. Then there was a slight squeak of springs as Rorie sat on the edge of the mattress.

      “Oh my God. How did I not put that together when I met Tyler? I feel like an idiot. Did you know that morning, when you left me at the hotel?” Her voice sounded weak and small. “Is that why you went away and didn’t say goodbye?”

      “No, I didn’t know. And I tried to wake you up to say goodbye but you wouldn’t open your eyes. Finally, I just had to leave. Our flight changed and I needed to get to the airport. I was queasy when I left the hotel that morning, and I threw up as soon as I got on the plane. I was convinced I was just sick, but—Mother took one look at me and she knew. Mother’s intuition, right?” Cecily sighed heavily. “She made us stop at the pharmacy as soon as we landed. I swear, I thought she was going to stand over me while I peed on that test stick. And when it came up positive, all I remember is crying. For days. Mother took over. By the time I really knew what was going on again, we’d already gotten the marriage license.”

      “And since you had the license already, you just figured you’d go ahead and go through with it, I guess.” Bitterness saturated Rorie’s words.

      “That’s not fair. I was twenty-two and pregnant. Not to mention my father was a senator in the Bible Belt. What else could I do?”

      “To start with, how about not just leave me without a word?” Rorie’s voice cracked. “You said you loved me, and then you didn’t even have the decency to tell me what was going on. We would’ve figured something out.”

      Cecily wiped her face with her palm. It came away wet and she was grateful for the darkness of the room. “You’re right. I should have. I was just so ashamed—of being stupid enough to get pregnant, of letting my mother railroad me, of not talking to you until it was too late. And I thought once you knew about the baby, you wouldn’t want to be with me anyway.”

      “But I would have!”

      “But I didn’t know that! And I could say that I didn't want to make you choose, but honestly it never crossed my mind. It was 1998, Rorie. People were still reeling from the shock that Ellen was gay. I didn’t have a clue that raising a baby together was something we were even allowed to do.”

      It was silent again, except for the sound of their breathing. Cecily heard Rorie sigh, but couldn’t tell if it was in a good or bad way.

      “Come with me.”

      Cecily’s breath caught. “What?”

      “Come to LA with me. Tyler’s grown, your marriage is a facade, most of the people who are supposed to be your friends are back stabbing bitches…”

      Cecily couldn’t help but laugh at the truth in that last bit, although to hear her life so starkly characterized made her squirm. After eighteen years, was that really all she had? “I don’t know, Rorie. It’s not great, but my life is still here, and Tyler’s still in school, plus Chet—”

      The buzzing of Rorie’s cell phone interrupted her.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve gotta take this,” Rorie said, her face illuminated by the glow of her phone. “It’s one of the producers on the new show.”

      After Rorie left the room, Cecily rested her head against the pillows, feeling faint. She wasn’t certain what to do. Right now, the thought of moving to LA terrified her almost as much as getting up on stage used to do. How could she leave everything behind and go to a place where she would never fit in? Rorie was a busy professional in Hollywood, a powerful woman who needed the right type of partner at her side. How would she feel when it became obvious that Cecily could never succeed in that role?

      

      The phone call dragged on for almost an hour. They were gearing up to start production on the new show and her absence was being felt more keenly than Rorie had hoped. There was no way around it, she couldn’t delay another day. Reluctantly, she’d agreed to book the first flight she could get to LA in the morning. She would catch a cab straight from the apartment to the airport, and arrange to have Susan send her things after. Now to break the news to Cici.

      Rorie felt a knot in her stomach as she remembered what they’d discussed. She’d thought about asking Cecily to visit her in LA, maybe warm her up to the idea of moving little by little over time. She hadn’t meant to just blurt it out. Knowing Cici, she was panicking right now, and Rorie didn’t blame her. What she’d asked her to do was a huge step under any circumstances, but especially these.

      Reuniting like they had, and their whirlwind romance, made it feel like no time had passed. But of course it had, enough time for Cecily to have a grown son, ready for college. Rorie still couldn't believe she hadn't connected the dots on that one. They’d been apart for eighteen years and, good or bad, they’d built their own lives and had other people they had to factor in. Being asked to give up all of that in a heartbeat must have sounded shocking.

      Rorie yawned and felt the weight of sleepiness press down on her brow. It had been a long day. She sat on a settee in front of the window in the dining room, staring at the glow of the Empire State Building against the dark night sky. She closed her eyes for a moment and let her head rest against the cool glass.

      The early morning sun shone through the window when Rorie jolted awake. She twisted her wrist in a reflexive movement, glancing down to see the time, and froze when her eyes landed on her watch. Its chunky silver face was so familiar, like a part of her own body, that she hardly noticed it any more. She’d worn that watch every day for eighteen years, ever since she found it sitting in its box on the pillow beside her in an otherwise empty suite at the Hotel Bentley. She’d worn it first in hopeful anticipation, then as a reproachful reminder, and finally out of sheer habit, and because for many years it made a better impression than anything she could’ve afforded to buy on her own.

      She noted the time, seven o’clock, then slipped the watch from her wrist to study the back. It was engraved with the letters R and C entwined, and below that read ‘Each second closer’. The sentiment had gotten her through Christmas break that year, waiting by the phone and hoping each time it rang to hear Cecily’s voice on the other end. It had mocked her when she went to find Cecily at her dorm in January only to discover she’d moved out and some new student had taken her place.

      One of Cecily’s sorority sisters had pointed her in the direction of the marriage announcements in a December issue of the Baton Rouge newspaper, The Advocate, unaware of how seeing Cecily’s name printed there beside Chet’s would tear a hole in her soul.

      Lately she’d taken a more philosophical approach, and took the phrase as a reminder to live life to the fullest, since every second brought her closer to death. She hadn’t been the most cheerful person before Cecily reappeared. And frankly, that interpretation—that one day the seconds would tick by enough times that Cecily would enter her life again, had never occurred to her in her wildest fantasies.

      And yet, here she was.

      And already the seconds all had ticked away, and it was time to go.

      Rorie stretched as she rose from the settee, then padded down the hall to the bedroom where Cecily slept, her naked body tangled in the sheet. Rorie's eyes trailed along her sleeping form, appreciating each line and curve, committing them all to memory. A wave of longing swept over her, not merely physical desire but the aching need for this woman to be in her life.

      She wanted to stay but knew she couldn’t, and it hurt so deeply that she would agree to almost anything to make it stop, even staying hidden and stealing moments together in the dead of night. She wanted Cecily to wake up and say she would move to LA, but the chances seemed remote. Cecily didn’t like change or discomfort, and Rorie’s plan promised plenty of both.

      Rorie’s hand was poised above Cecily’s shoulder, ready to rock her awake, but she hesitated. There were times when she could look at Cecily and almost hear the words inside her head, but this was not one of those times. If she were awake, what would she say? That she couldn’t do it, or needed more time to think? Would she say goodbye, and if she did, would it be for the last time? Rorie drew her hand back, then reached into her pocket and pulled out the watch from where she’d placed it a few moments before. She set it on the pillow beside Cecily’s head.

      She found a scrap of paper in a drawer and scribbled a few words. She apologized for leaving, and urged Cecily to take as much time as she needed. She promised her the space to think, and promised to always love her. Rorie set the note down beside the watch and turned to go. She didn't notice the paper slide from the pillow to the floor and come to rest beneath the bed, out of sight.

      As the door to the apartment clicked behind her, Rorie clenched her eyes shut and prayed.

      

      The sun shone bright as Cecily’s eyes cracked open, then quickly shut again. For a moment she wasn’t certain where she was, but then it came back to her and she felt a nervous flutter in her chest. Even without looking, she sensed she was alone in the room, and she wondered if Rorie had decided to sleep elsewhere out of anger, or just to give her space to think about the proposition she had made.

      Los Angeles.

      It was a world away. She’d been there once to visit, years ago. It had seemed strange and foreign, and even now she wasn’t certain if she could survive there, or if she could make Rorie understand her fears. She wished she were the type of person who could just jump in feet first when it came to this sort of thing. The last time she’d made a rash decision like this was during her shotgun wedding to Chet, and look how that had turned out.

      Cecily rolled and stretched in bed, and forced her eyes to open once more. Her blood turned to ice in her veins at what she saw. On the pillow beside her was the watch, the one she’d given Rorie for Christmas eighteen years before. She picked it up and looked around, but there was nothing else. Just the watch, like a final message that her time was up and she was too late. Tears stung her eyes, and soon her body shook with sobbing. That she’d anticipated Rorie rejecting her eventually didn’t make the reality any easier to bear. She slipped the watch onto her wrist and curled into a ball on the bed and wept until she’d cried herself to sleep.
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      Cecily sat on a stool in her kitchen, staring blankly at her mug of tea. She’d chosen tea this morning instead of coffee, which was unusual for her. But coffee didn’t seem right. Coffee implied a desire to get up and face the world head on. Tea, on the other hand, was something that you could curl up with while wearing the same yoga pants and hoodie that you’d put on three days earlier after returning home from being dumped by your girlfriend. Tea wouldn’t judge. Coffee demanded you do something about it. Tea invited you to go ahead and wallow for a while.

      The sound of the front door opening brought her out of her haze. Tyler. Was she supposed to have picked him up from campus today, or was one of the other St George’s mothers driving him home? She couldn’t remember. She’d been looking forward to him coming home for Thanksgiving for weeks, and then completely dropped the ball. Was there nothing she could get right? She’d been failing as a wife for almost eighteen years, and as a lover, and now she’d failed as a mother, too.

      “Mom?” Tyler looked worried as he entered the kitchen, and his voice echoed the sentiment. He nearly ran the last few steps across the kitchen floor and threw his arms around her shoulders, giving her body a shake. “Mom, are you sick? You didn’t come get me. Are you okay?”

      Cecily forced herself back to her senses, for the first time since realizing that Rorie was gone. It wasn’t fair to her son to behave this way, so she was determined to do better for his sake. She sat up a little straighter in her chair and attempted to look upbeat.

      “Hi, Baby. I’m okay, don’t worry,” she assured him, enveloping him in a hug. “I just haven’t been myself the last few days.” Or I've been exactly myself, messing everything up, as always.

      “I was worried! You didn’t show up at school, and you weren’t answering your phone.”

      Shit. It had been her turn to drive, and she’d left him stranded. What kind of mother does that? “I’m so sorry, Tyler. I completely forgot what time it was. How did you get home?”

      “Doug’s mom drove me home. It was fine. I just got worried when you didn’t show up.”

      Cecily let out a sigh of relief. Doug’s mom was one of the nice ones, thank goodness. She wouldn’t make a big deal out of this, or badmouth Cecily behind her back. They really are mostly backstabbing bitches, Cecily acknowledged as she remembered what Rorie had said about the other women in town. So why did she care so much about what they thought? Cecily hated herself for letting them have that power over her.

      Cecily stood up and walked toward the refrigerator. “Let me make it up to you. Fix you a sandwich?”

      Tyler rushed in front of her and opened the refrigerator door. “No, Mom. I’m old enough to do it myself. Why don’t you sit down and I’ll fix'em for both of us?”

      Cecily shook her head in amazement. “When did you get to be all grown up? You’re going to be leaving for college before I know it.” Sadness pressed against her already raw heart.

      “About that.” Tyler looked nervous, and he stayed silent a moment as he spread out the sandwich makings. “I know I don’t find out for a few more weeks if I got into Yale, but if I did, I don’t want to go.”

      Cecily’s eyes widened. “That’s pretty definite-sounding. Last I heard, you were still thinking about it.”

      “Nah. I’m certain, Mom.” Tyler continued to look at the sandwiches as he spoke. “I want to go to film school in Los Angeles.”

      Los Angeles again. I’m starting to hate that place.

      She thought of Rorie and her heart sank. Rorie had promised Tyler a letter of recommendation for his applications, but that was before any of what followed between Cecily and Rories had complicated things. There was a pretty good chance Rorie wouldn’t want anything to do with anyone in this family ever again, even Tyler. Especially now that she realized that his existence was the reason Cecily had left her in college.

      “Tyler, there’s something I should tell you. About your letter of recommendation from Rorie—”

      “Ah, man. You guys broke up. That’s why you’re all mopey right now!”

      Cecily’s jaw dropped. “What do you mean? Why would you even think that she and I were—”

      “Really, Mom? I mean, it seemed pretty obvious to me. The way you looked when you talked about her, and how you acted around each other at dinner. Plus, she’s like this super-hot lesbian, so—”

      “Tyler!” Cecily could feel her cheeks start to burn. “How do you even know about that part?”

      “IMDb, Mom.” Tyler slid the plate with her sandwich across the table to her.

      Cecily shook her head in amazement. She’d had no idea it would be so easy to find out that type of thing. Was there even a point to trying to keep your life private anymore? “And why do you think—no, never mind. I shouldn’t be discussing this with you.”

      “Why do I think what, Mom? That you’d be into that?”

      “Well…uh…that…” Cheeks heating, Cecily had never felt more flustered in her life. “Tyler, I’m married to your father.”

      “No offense, Mom, but I do live here. I know how you and dad are.”

      “How we are?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to that.

      “You know, like you only work together. You and dad hardly look at each other, and you never kiss or even touch. Other parents aren’t like that. Like, Doug’s parents are all over each other, always. It’s kinda gross.”

      Cecily stifled a laugh. “I probably didn’t need to know that about Martha and Stan. But I get what you’re saying.” She studied her son for a moment, looking for signs of distress or anger at this revelation about her, but saw nothing beyond a content smile as he bit into his lunch. “So, I’m not saying you’re right about any of this, but if it were true, would it bother you?”

      Tyler’s forehead wrinkled. “No,” he said through a mouthful of sandwich. “Why?”

      “Some people are bothered by it, that’s all.”

      Tyler shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. What’s important to me is I’ve never seen you look so happy as when she was around, or so awful like you did just now. So if you can, I think you should fix it. Oh, and,” he added, “I got an email from her with the letter of recommendation this morning. So she doesn’t totally hate you, probably.”

      

      It was a little after two in the morning when Cecily heard a noise from downstairs. She’d finally dozed off a short while before, but she was a light sleeper even when she wasn’t so distressed. Grabbing her robe, she shrugged her arms into the sleeves as she tiptoed down the stairs. A light shone near the wet bar in the living room. Chet was standing at the bar, liberally pouring scotch into glass. He was wearing exercise clothes, which he wouldn’t have traveled in, so Cecily assumed he must have arrived home long enough ago to have changed. She could also tell by his mood that this wasn’t his first drink of the night.

      “Did you just get home?” Of course, Cecily had just deduced that he hadn’t, but it seemed polite to ask.

      Chet shrugged, drained the glass in one swift pull, and poured another. “’Bout an hour ago.”

      Clearly something was bothering him. “Business not go well?” she guessed.

      “Business wasn’t the problem. Angie called it off.”

      Huh. So one of his girlfriends was around long enough for there to be something to call off? Interesting. Wait … Angie…?

      “Isn’t Angie the same name as that girl you were on the mock trial team with back in law school? The one on the New Orleans trip?”

      “Same name, same girl,” Chet growled into his scotch. “Woman, I mean,” he corrected.

      Cecily pulled out a bar stool and sat down. Truth was, her legs felt a little wobbly at this revelation. “Chet, are you telling me you were seeing the very same woman you cheated on me with back then? When did this start?”

      Chet sighed and his shoulders slumped in defeat. “It didn’t really start, exactly,” he mumbled. “More like it never really ended.”

      Cecily felt like someone had taken the world and turned it ninety degrees onto its side.

      My philandering husband turns out to be a one-woman man after all?

      “But I…I guess I just assumed all this time that—”

      “Yeah, I know what you assumed. And I didn’t bother to correct you. I knew divorce wasn't an option anyway. You and your mother made that abundantly clear with the prenup you made me sign.”

      Cecily grabbed a glass and poured some scotch for herself, sipping it slowly as she tried to process this new information. When she and Chet married, she was terrified that he’d leave her once Tyler was born. The one thing she’d insisted on is that he never ask her for a divorce. They’d even written it into the prenuptial agreement, with huge financial penalties for him if he did. In retrospect, it was amazing that his parents went along with it, but both his and her families were Catholic, and didn’t believe in divorce, so that may have had something to do with it. Plus, divorces never do well in the polls.

      “Mother was just trying to protect me, and the baby.” The words sounded flat and hollow even as she said them; worn out excuses and half-truths.

      “Bullshit. She wanted to punish me for getting you pregnant. And she did a thorough job of it, apparently, because here we are.” He downed his drink and poured some more. “But it’s just been Angie this whole time. Well, not the first year or two, when I wasn’t sure where things would go with us, you know. I did try that much, at least. But after we both realized how incompatible we really were, yeah.”

      The thing was, the whole time she was pregnant, she refused to have sex with him on the grounds that it could hurt the baby, and he had agreed. Once Tyler was born, she figured it would have to happen eventually, but except for that one time she'd told Rorie about, it never did. Finally, they'd admitted they had no interest in a physical relationship with each other, and she had been happy to agree that he could sleep with whomever he wanted as long as he was completely discreet. She could, too, though she never did. She’d always assumed he took full advantage of the arrangement, and he’d never hinted at a divorce. But if he’s been faithful to Angie this whole time…

      “Chet, why did Angie call it off?” She could feel nervous pin pricks in her stomach as she waited for the answer. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t like what he had to say.

      “She wants to get married,” he said sullenly. “It never bothered her before, but she turned thirty-eight a few months ago and she wants a baby before she’s forty. Says she wants to be married and do it right. I told her it was impossible. Even said we could have a baby anyway. But she’s had enough.”

      “Chet, I—”

      “Never mind, Cecily. I already know where you stand. And it’s over with Angie. I’m not asking for anything.” He plunked his empty scotch glass on the bar and walked away without another word.

      Cecily stared after him, feeling numb. In all honesty, she'd forgotten about the prenuptial agreement. It had been her mother's idea, and she'd agreed because she knew she couldn’t take care of herself and a baby on her own. This had guaranteed she’d never have to. If she remembered correctly, the wording of that contract allowed her to file for divorce without any such penalties—her mother would have seen to that to protect her—but it had never occurred to Cecily to do it.

      Suddenly it all seemed very wrong.

      She closed her eyes, rubbing her forehead where an ache was starting to form. If she offered him a divorce now, would it make a difference? Would Angie take him back? Cecily sighed. Where would she even start to learn how to take care of herself? If she divorced Chet, she'd be on her own for the first time in her life. Even if by some miracle Angie forgave Chet, Rorie would never forgive her. She would be completely alone.

      Cecily knew the right answer. Too many people had been hurting for too long. It was time for it to stop. Not sure how else to accomplish it, she went to her computer and pulled up the directory for Chet's firm. She found Angie's name, and felt a shock of recognition when she clicked and the woman's face appeared, older now but recognizable all the same. But she felt no hatred toward her, and she hoped Angie would feel that way, too. Or at least that she wouldn't hate her so much as to delete this email Cecily was about to send without opening it.
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      The scene shop looked completely different from the last time Cecily had walked through it before tech week. Every trace of A Streetcar Named Desire was gone, and piles of fresh lumber were once again stacked in anticipation of the next show. Things moved rapidly in the theater. No sooner did one show open than another was already being prepped to take its place when it closed. The crew would be unchanged, and some of the volunteers, but the actors, director, and design team would all be new.

      Susan had asked her to return for the next show, but Cecily wasn’t certain she would. She had invested far more time and energy in her volunteer activities than she’d intended, caught up in the magic of the theater, and in being with Rorie again. Now there were memories of Rorie around every corner, and it would hardly be the refuge she’d intended for herself any more. She needed to let go of the past, and it would be much easier if she weren’t actively being haunted by it.

      Cecily clutched the handles of the shopping bag tightly as she walked past the door to what had been Rorie’s office until a few days ago. She steeled herself to keep going, reminding herself she was here for a reason. In the bag was the costume she had worn in the final scene on opening night, about which the wardrobe mistress had left increasingly stern messages about returning.

      The time immediately after leaving the stage had been such a blur that the fact she was still wearing her costume didn’t completely register until she she was in New York City and had to hunt for it on the floor of the apartment that morning to get dressed. She’d driven the whole way home dressed as Blanche, and had never envied that pathetic character more. When the reality of her life became unbearable for Blanche in the final scene of the play, she’d found her escape in delusion and madness. Given the complete disaster Cecily’s own life had become, the thought of being led away by some kind strangers in white coats to a nice, quiet mental institution held an undeniable appeal.

      The worst part was, she’d lived her life in the same state of delusion. Her conversation with Chet last night had made that clear. She’d believed what everyone around her said, that she couldn't take care of herself. She'd allowed herself to be scared and weak. She'd given the bullies in her life power over her, from the Mean Moms like Polly and Amanda, to her own mother and mother-in-law. And she wasn't willing to do it anymore.

      Contacting Angie had been the first step. For obvious reasons, the woman hadn't been sure what to make of her ex-lover's wife emailing her out of the blue to offer her Chet, free and clear. But she'd been open to discussion, and that was a good sign. Cecily planned to fill Chet in on this development tomorrow before their parents arrived for Thanksgiving dinner. Right after she told him Tyler was applying to film school instead of going to Yale.

      For the first time in years, Cecily was starting to believe in herself, and it filled her with a sense of power. She was finally taking control of her life, and it felt fantastic. She still didn't know how to pay her taxes or open the safe, but she had finally started to accept that she had the ability to learn, and that was a good sign, too. And she was doing it as herself, and not just a role she was pretending to play.

      The one area where her new found optimism didn't reach was Rorie. There was too much damage. Her heart ached to admit it, but she just couldn't believe there was a way to overcome it. As much as she longed for the security and love that she'd only ever experienced with Rorie, she was resigned to building a life on her own. Somehow.

      Cecily turned down the hallway to the dressing rooms, still musing about the changes in her circumstances and making her plans for what to do next. The door to Bailey's dressing room was shut, so she turned the knob and flung the door wide. And experienced the shock of a lifetime.

      Sitting on the makeup table, her head thrown back in ecstasy, was Polly Schroeder. Her skirt was hiked up to reveal more of her skinny white legs than Cecily had ever cared to see, her panties dangling from one foot, and lodged between her legs was a head of frizzy red curls that could only belong to Amanda.

      Cecily cried out in surprise and dropped the shopping bag with her costume in it onto the floor, then scurried down the hall to escape. But the image that was seared into her brain haunted her, leaving her nowhere to hide. She heard a voice calling her name behind her, and sobbing coming from the dressing room.

      “Cecily, let me explain,” Polly called out, an uncharacteristic desperation in her tone.

      Cecily stopped and turned to face her. “There's no need to explain, really,” Cecily replied. “I'm pretty sure I saw exactly what was going on back there. I'm just afraid it's burned my retinas and I'll never see anything else again.”

      “Make fun all you want, Cecily, but if you tell a living soul I will ruin you. I know your secrets.”

      Cecily studied her long-time foe and for the first time felt no fear. Just pity. “If you really knew my secrets, Polly, and if you knew anything about me as a human being, you'd know that this particular secret is completely safe with me.”

      “Well, it better be,” she replied with a huff, “because if you try to take me down, you'll be coming with me. Just remember that.”

      Cecily could still hear muffled crying from the other end of the hall. She looked at Polly a moment, then shook her head. “Instead of threatening me, you might wanna go check on Amanda. She sounds upset.”

      Polly glared at her. “You're no better than I am, you know.”

      Cecily laughed. “No, I'm not. Because I let you, and people like you, control me.” She turned her back on Polly and started to walk away, then stopped, feeling the sudden urge to be charitable to her fallen enemy. “Polly? I'm not convinced you're capable of emotion, but if what you and Amanda have is based on anything other than mutual boredom, think carefully about how you handle it. I'm not going to tell anyone your secret, but the longer you keep it, the more likely it is that you'll never be anything more than the miserable person you are.” She grinned as she continued walking, and didn't bother to look back.

      Telling Polly exactly what she thought of her had been the most remarkable, invigorating experience of her entire life. But maybe she'd been a little harsh. For a moment Cecily wondered if she could have been more kind. Then she laughed.

      I gave her the gift of sound advice. No one said it had to come sugarcoated, too.

      It was strange, this feeling that Polly could never have control over her again. She felt free, like she was floating as she walked. She'd heard that bullies were usually just scared and hiding secrets of their own, but she'd never believed it until now. It made her wonder what type of secrets her mother was hiding to make her act the way she did. In her handling of Cecily's pregnancy and subsequent marriage to Chet, she'd been a bigger bully than Polly ever had. And the repercussions of that were still being felt. What compelled her mother to act the way she did?

      Then the image of Polly and Amanda in the dressing room flashed into her head and she realized with a shudder that there were some secrets it might be best for her mother to take with her to her grave. She didn't need to know. She just needed to put her foot down and refuse to let her mother control her anymore. This new resolve buoyed her, and she felt hopeful that when her mother arrived tomorrow, things would be different between them.

      “Cecily?” The sound of Susan's voice brought her out of her thoughts and back to the present.

      She looked up and found with some surprise that she was just a few steps away from Susan's office. She hadn't been paying attention, although unlike before when her mind would wander without purpose and leave her scattered, this time she emerged from her thoughts feeling calm and confident.

      “Susan, I just dropped by to return my costume from opening night.”

      “I'm so glad I caught you. I've been trying to reach you for days.”

      Cecily grimaced. “I'm sorry. I had my phone turned off.” She felt a flush of embarrassment at the memory of how badly she'd allowed herself to spiral out of control after Rorie left, until Tyler had returned home and brought her to her senses.

      Susan laughed. “Well, I can't blame you!”

      Cecily stiffened at her jovial tone. Laughter was hardly the appropriate response, considering the circumstances.

      “I imagine you've been bombarded with calls for interviews after opening night. I can't blame you for laying low for a few days.”

      “Interviews?” Cecily felt confused. She'd hardly given a thought to her performance on opening night. She'd been too consumed by dealing with her loss. “Why would anyone want an interview with me?”

      Susan looked surprised. “Don't you know? Cecily, you were a hit! You didn't read the reviews? The audience was packed with theater critics and entertainment reporters that night, all here for an exclusive on Bailey and Phinn. Instead, all they could talk about at the end of the night was you. Your performance blew them away!”

      Cecily reached her hand out to steady herself against the wall, her brain spinning with this unexpected news. Finally, she looked at Susan and grinned.

      “Really? You're not joking?” Her words ended in a laugh.

      “Not at all! I'm surprised Rorie didn't tell you.”

      The mention of Rorie's name sobered her, and she saw Susan's expression change to one of concern.

      “Oh, no. What happened?”

      Cecily's shoulders slumped. “She left. It's over.” Cecily blinked back the tears that stung her eyes. “She didn't even say goodbye.”

      Susan's brow furrowed. “Well, I know she had to get back for the new show. You're sure she hasn't tried to call, or—?”

      “No,” Cecily said, her fingers brushing the cold metal of the watch on her wrist. She'd worn it every day since Rorie left, as a reminder. “She made it fairly clear she didn't want to talk to me again.”

      Susan shook her head. “I'm so sorry. I've known Rorie for several years, and if it makes you feel better, this isn't the first time she's run from a relationship.”

      Cecily gave a mirthless laugh. “It does not make me feel better, I'm afraid.”

      “No, I guess not. She's afraid of being abandoned, and at the first sign of trouble sometimes she leaves, before the other person has a chance. I think it's because of her mother leaving when she was young.”

      Cecily nodded. “Among other things.” Guilt squeezed her heart, the ache a reminder that she bore plenty of blame for how things had turned out.

      “Maybe you should reach out to her?”

      Cecily sighed. “I think it's too late for that.”

      Susan nodded. “I really am sorry. If I hear from her … oh, that reminds me. Speaking of hearing from people, I got a call yesterday from an old friend. He was in the audience for your performance. He's casting some sort of children's television program and wanted to talk to you.”

      “Me? I don't know, Susan. I don't think I'd be any more comfortable in front of a camera than I was on stage.”

      “This could be perfect, then. It's an animated show, so it would just be your voice. No costumes, no audience. Just a sound studio. So, can I give you his number?”

      Cecily smiled, some of her earlier cheer returning. “Sure. It can't hurt, right?”

      Susan grinned. “Right! Come into my office for a minute and I'll write it down for you.”

      Cecily stepped into the office, watching as Susan pulled out her chair and sat down at the desk. An image of herself sitting in that chair, Rorie's hands on her, kissing her in the darkness, sent the blood rushing to her cheeks, even as a stab of regret pierced her heart. The changes she needed to make in her life seemed so obvious now. Why hadn't she seen it when Rorie was here, when there was still time? And what wouldn't she give for another chance.

      “Here, this is his number,” Susan said, handing her a slip of paper.

      “Area code 562—where is that?”

      “Somewhere in the LA area. Not exactly sure where.”

      “Los Angeles?” Cecily's brain spun again at this new revelation. Could this be the chance she'd hoped for to win Rorie back? Was there even reason to hope?

      “Which is why I also put her address and phone number on the back of that slip,” Susan added. “Just in case.”

      Cecily's mouth curved into a smile even as she felt a tear roll down her cheek. That pretty much summed it up. She felt like she was on a roller coaster, traveling at breakneck speed from hope to despair and back again. She hadn't been this close to true happiness in eighteen years, nor so close to complete ruin. It terrified her, and enough insecurity lingered that she wasn't convinced she was up to seeing this all through. But she was determined to try.
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      Cecily paced nervously in the dining room, feeling out of sorts. Banging and clinking noises came from the kitchen where the caterer was preparing their Thanksgiving meal. It had been made abundantly clear that her assistance was not needed in there, and from the looks of it, she wasn't needed in the dining room, either. The staff she'd hired had transformed the table in record time from an ordinary eating space to something out of a magazine. It was more than fit to host the two dozen guests who would be arriving later that afternoon. She should have been relieved that everything was going smoothly, but in truth it might have been better to have more to do.

      She heard the clinking of ice in a glass coming from the living room and went to check it out. Chet was resting against the bar, sipping Scotch and looking forlorn. It was the first time she'd seen him since their talk the other night, and she smiled knowing that what she had to say was sure to brighten his mood. She leaned against the bar and poured herself a drink, musing as she did that it was the second time in a week that she'd done so. In their eighteen years together, that might be a record for social interaction between them when they weren't just putting on a show for someone else.

      “Chet,” she began, tightening her stomach muscles to ease the sudden flutter of nerves. She knew what she was about to say was the right thing, but she couldn't help feeling a little bit afraid. “What would you say if I asked you for a divorce?”

      Chet put down his drink and stared at her. “You? Asking for a divorce, in an election year? I'd say you'd been abducted and replaced by an alien.”

      Cecily squared her shoulders. “I'm serious. Besides, the election's over and Daddy won reelection by a landslide. We've got six years for voters to forget our little scandal.” She sighed. “Look, I'm trying to do the right thing here, finally, so maybe you could help me out?”

      Chet cocked his head, his expression softening slightly. “You really mean it? Well, I won't pretend I'm not shocked, or that I didn't wish you'd decided this before Angie walked out on me, but—”“—About Angie. I think if you gave her a call this evening, say around seven o'clock, you might be pleasantly surprised.”

      Chet's brow furrowed suspiciously. “What have you been up to?”

      “Trying to fix some of the messes I've made. I'm forty years old, Chet. Maybe it's time I started acting like an adult.”

      “You talked to Angie?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Well, email. I explained some things. And apologized. She'd like to hear from you.”

      “You did that for me?” He looked like he couldn't quite wrap his head around the idea. “Why?”

      Cecily took a deep breath. “You're not a bad guy, Chet. We have a terrible marriage, but that's no more your fault than mine. Actually, neither one of us is to blame. We both just belonged with someone else.”

      Chet narrowed his eyes. “So, you met someone. That's why the sudden change of heart.”

      “No. Well, sort of … you know what? That's a story for another day. Bottom line, I don't hate you. I'm not trying to punish you for the rest of your life because you got me pregnant in college. I mean, hell, Chet. Look at Tyler. How could I punish you for that?”

      “That's the one good thing that came out of this.”

      “Yeah. And you're a good dad.” Cecily paused. “Which brings me to the other thing I wanted to discuss.”

      “There's more?” A nervous look crossed Chet's face.

      Cecily laughed. “Yes. There's more. Our son doesn't want to go to Yale, Chet. He doesn't want to be a lawyer, or run for the senate, or be the future Attorney General, or any of those things we've all assumed he would do. He wants to go to film school.”

      Chet let out a sigh. “Film school? That’s just a phase. It's not practical.”

      Cecily shook her head. “I don't think it is a phase, and apparently he has real potential. Even if it's not the most practical career choice, does it really matter? It's not like we don't have the resources to support him while he gives it a try, at least, right?”

      “But our parents—”

      “—We're the parents, Chet. It's taken me way too long, but I'm finally beginning to see. We've let our parents, yours and mine, control us. It's time we did the right thing for this family.”

      “By getting divorced and sending our son across the country to study movies …”

      Cecily laughed. “It's a little unconventional, I'll admit.”

      “And what about you? What do you do in all this?”

      Cecily swallowed back the sadness she felt, because this plan didn't have much in it for her. Not without Rorie. But there was at least one bright spot, and she would focus on that. “There's an opportunity for me, in LA. Maybe. It's not a sure thing, but I talked to someone last night who saw me in the show last week, and they want me to come in and read for a part. I thought I might take Tyler with me over Christmas break and give him a chance to visit the schools he's interested in.”

      “Wow. This actually is starting to sound real.” Chet smiled. “It's crazy, but I think you might've come up with the perfect plan. So, do we tell our parents about all this tonight? They'll be here in about an hour.”

      Cecily laughed. “You know, we've managed with this charade for eighteen years. I'm okay with going a little longer and not spoiling Thanksgiving dinner. I don't suppose it would be the adult thing to do if we just sent an email once they're all back home?”

      “Probably not. I guess I'd better go change for dinner.” Chet set his drink down and turned to go. “Oh, hey, Cecily?” He rummaged in his pocket with one hand. “I think this is yours.”

      Cecily looked down at his outstretched hand and felt tears well up in her eyes at what she saw there. Rorie's sock. “Where did you find that?” she asked as she took it from his hand with trembling fingers.

      “Behind the bottle of Scotch.”

      Huh. At least the mystery of where that last sock had landed was finally solved. Cecily climbed the stairs, clutching the sock, wanting to laugh and cry.

      

      Cecily looked up from her plate, her eyes sweeping around the table to take in the guests surrounding her table. It was a full house. Tyler and Chet were there, of course, and her parents, and her in-laws. Her brother and his wife had managed at the last minute to fly up from DC where her brother, a newly-elected congressman, had been house hunting. Several of Chet's cousins had joined them, and a dozen politicians and business owners who were friends of her father-in-law. In some ways it was a powder keg of differing political and religious ideas just waiting to explode. On the other hand, the caterers had outdone themselves on dinner, and so far her guests were more interested in eating than in engaging in the Thanksgiving tradition of discussing taboo subjects over the table.

      “So, Tyler,” Cecily's brother, Dan, spoke from the opposite end of the table. “Have you gotten your acceptance letter to Yale yet?”

      Spoken too soon. Tyler fidgeted in his chair, and Cecily groaned inwardly at the sudden awkwardness. Her brother had a talent for stumbling into just the wrong thing to say, which, she reflected, could be a real problem in his line of work. They weren't very close. Her brother had stayed in Louisiana after she'd married Chet and moved away, and she didn't see him often. Mostly they kept in touch on social media. Or by talking to their mother, according to whom her brother could do no wrong. It struck her now how inept her older brother was as a politician. Had he really wanted to do that, or had he been railroaded into what Mother wanted, just like her?

      “Actually, Dan, Tyler's looking into all his options. In fact, his mother's planning to take him out to California next month to look at some schools there.”

      At the sound of Chet's voice, Cecily's head swiveled in shock to look at him. This was a topic she hadn't expected to discuss tonight. She heard surprised murmuring from some of their guests, and felt a nervous twinge in her gut, but as soon as she saw the look on her son's face, she no longer cared. Tyler was beaming from ear to ear. He raised his eyebrows in an exaggerated way, as if to ask if it were really true, and Cecily grinned in response.

      She was still basking in the happy glow of that moment when she heard her mother's voice.

      “Jackie,” her mother said, turning to her mother-in-law, “do you see any possibility for a religious freedom law to gain traction in Connecticut?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Oh, you know, the bills that make it so bakers who don't want to bake a gay wedding cake can say no because of their religion. They're hugely popular with the conservative voters in our area, and I thought George might sponsor legislation on the national level next session. It would boost his numbers in the polls.”

      Cecily felt her temperature climb, both at her mother's words and at the almost offhanded way in which she said them. Her hands clenched around the fork and knife they held. She sucked in a deep breath. “Mother? Can we not talk about this subject at the dinner table, please?” she said, masking her anger as best she could, which wasn't as successfully as she'd hoped.

      Her mother laughed. “Why? It's just a question. It's not like it affects anyone here, either way.”

      Cecily's jaw dropped and her eyes narrowed. “And that's supposed to make it okay? You want Daddy to support a law that could make it okay for millions of people to be discriminated against because it would make his poll numbers go up in a couple districts back home?”

      “Careful, Cecily,” her mother said in a warning tone. “You're starting to sound like a liberal Yankee. You've never taken an interest in politics before, I don't know why you want to start now when it doesn't even concern you.”

      Cecily's hands were shaking too violently to hold the silverware any longer. She set them down, clattering, on the table and stood in her place. “Of course it concerns me. It should concern everyone when stupid laws are proposed just so politicians can raise more money for re-election.” Her volume escalated as she spoke. “And I would still be concerned about it, even if I weren't a lesbian!”

      It was as if a wave of cold water washed over her from head to toe as her words echoed around the now silent dinner table. She looked around the room, wide-eyed, as forty-six eyes stared back at her. Forty-four of them were set in faces filled with shock. The two belonging to Tyler sparkled along with the broad grin on his face. He gave her a little thumbs up. Like magic, just enough power returned to her frozen limbs to propel her out of the dining room, through the kitchen, and into her sitting room, where she shut the door and collapsed on the couch, shaking.

      All around the country, families were struggling through the strain of Thanksgiving table conversation, but Cecily was fairly certain they'd set a new standard of awkwardness around the Parker table today.

      

      She remained on the couch, curled up beneath her favorite knitted throw, staring at the wall for quite a long time. Long enough for hurried apologies to be made on her behalf, and for guests to show themselves to the door, not bothering to wait for dessert. In her state of emotional detachment, she felt a pang of guilt about the dessert. The caterer had made an excellent pumpkin pie and it seemed a shame for it to go to waste. The fact that she had just announced to a room full of family and friends—for the very first time at the age of forty years old—that she was a lesbian, and moments later was contemplating pumpkin pie, did register with her as odd. She suspected she might not be quite as okay with the way things had transpired once the numbness of shock wore off.

      She heard the closing of car doors, the roar of engines as her guests left. Then finally a tapping at the sitting room door. She felt a jolt in her chest, like her heart trying to make a run for it before whoever was outside the door could come in. The door cracked open a little, then widened, and her father's face appeared.

      “Pumpkin?” he said softly.

      Cecily answered with a loud, wet sniffle and a ragged sigh.

      He opened the door completely and entered, shutting it closed behind him, and took a seat on the ottoman. “What you said, just now,” he said gently. “Is that true?”

      Cecily nodded, avoiding looking in his eyes. “Yes, Daddy. Not something you make up.”

      “No,” he said with a low chuckle. “Guess not. How long have you known?”

      “Known? Since college, I guess. Admitted it? Well, let's see …” She glanced down at her wrist, and felt her heart lurch again at the sight of the silver watch. Whatever else she was going to say was lost in the sobbing wail that escaped her throat.

      “Do you hate me, Daddy?” she managed to say a while later when she'd calmed down enough to speak.

      “Of course I don't hate you, Pumpkin,” he replied. He'd moved to sit beside her on the couch, his arms wrapped tightly around her shoulders. “How could you think that?”

      “I don’t know.” she said with a shrug. “And mother?” she asked, finally looking directly in his face.

      She saw a flicker of something there behind his eyes, that had lain dormant for years. Resolve, perhaps. Whatever it was, Mother wouldn't like it one bit, but Cecily suspected she may be about to meet her match.

      “You just leave your mother to me.”
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      It was sunny and sixty-five degrees when their plane touched down in Los Angeles, just as everyone promised it would be. It still took Cecily by surprise. Winter had arrived with a vengeance in Connecticut the week after Thanksgiving, and by the time she and Tyler drove to the airport the day after Christmas, there were already a few inches of snow on the ground. Walking down a palm-tree-lined sidewalk near the beach, wearing short sleeves and a pair of shorts, Cecily snickered at the natives all bundled up like Eskimos. Apparently, they thought this was cold.

      There had been so many changes between Thanksgiving and Christmas, it was hard to believe that only a month had passed. Chet had reconciled with Angie, and moved his things to his firm's apartment in the city until he and Cecily could finalize their divorce. He said it looked better that way to voters, and he hadn't given up his plans to run for Attorney General in the next election. Cecily continued to live in the house in Darien, at least for now. There was no rush to make a change, though the more she saw of southern California's tree-lined streets, where every house seemed to have rose bushes near the front door that bloomed in the dead of winter, the more she could picture herself here. It surprised her how right it felt.

      She and Tyler were in Westwood for the day. They'd had a late breakfast at a little place in Brentwood Village, then drove along Sunset Boulevard until they found the signs for UCLA's film school. Finding parking had been a battle that even Cecily, who had searched for parking in Manhattan on more than one occasion, didn't want to face again any time soon. Instead, she grabbed what she needed from the rental car and was determined to explore the area on foot as soon as Tyler was on his tour.

      “Okay, kiddo. You've got your folder and a pen?” Cecily asked as she and Tyler approached the building where the tour for prospective students would start.

      Tyler rolled his eyes. “Yes, Mom. I've got everything, I swear! A snack, clean underwear, the works!”

      He was nearly bouncing in place, and Cecily grinned at his enthusiasm. This was their fifth day on the west coast and they'd done some exciting things: visited Disneyland, gone to the beach, seen Hollywood, and toured the USC and Chapman University film schools. However, Tyler had reached a new level of excitement today, and it was pretty clear he was looking forward to experiencing this next adventure without his hovering mother.

      “Okay, smarty pants, fine. I can take a hint.” She tousled his hair. “I'll be back in a few hours.”

      “No rush, Mom. Seriously!”

      She shook her head, smiling as she walked away. Her smile faded just a bit as it struck her how grown up he'd become. In less than six months he would graduate from St. George's Prep, and if things went the way he hoped, soon after that she'd be back on this campus, helping him move boxes into his college dormitory. Where had the time gone?

      She reached the northern tip of campus and looked across the street, where a gate marked the entrance to the exclusive neighborhood of Bel Air. She had little interest in seeing it, just a collection of oversized houses filled with snobs—so pretty much what she'd just left behind at home. She turned right, instead, and headed east toward the country club until she came to a neighborhood of tall leafy trees and quaint 1920s bungalows. She looked at the street sign, then touched her fingers to a slip of paper in her pocket.

      If she were honest, Cecily would have to admit that she'd looked the house up on the map while still in Connecticut. She couldn't help herself. She wanted to have an image of it in her mind, the house where Rorie lived. She'd even pulled up the street view on the computer and pretended to walk along the sun drenched street in front of Rorie's house while the snow fell outside her own. But she hadn't printed the directions, or made a specific plan for today. She'd simply decided to walk, and see where she ended up.

      She might as well have printed the map and made it easier on herself, because here she was, on the street where Rorie lived. Like the theater geek she was, she couldn't help but sing a few lines from that song from the musical My Fair Lady, even if anyone who passed by right now would think she was mad. Rorie would understand. The thought made her sadder than it should. She wouldn't be seeing her today, or ever again.

      She'd decided not to call, or tell Rorie she'd be in town. What was the point? Despite what Susan had told her about Rorie's tendency to run from relationships, Cecily knew this was different. Rorie wouldn't give her another chance. It was too late for that, and it would hurt too much to hear Rorie tell her so.

      Her gait slowed as she spotted the house on the opposite side of the street. It was white stucco with red Spanish tile on the roof, and an array of flowering bushes in the front. She glanced over casually, not wanting to stare. It was a Friday, and Rorie should be at work. Cecily only meant to walk past the house, take a quick glance, and be on her way.

      She saw a movement and her heart skipped a beat as she spotted a head with gleaming black braids bent over a rose bush near the front door. Adrenaline coursed through her body, making her fingertips tingle, as she watched Rorie turn in place to look across the street, like she already knew she was there.

      Maybe she did. It wouldn't be the first time Rorie Mulloy had read her mind.

      “Cici?” her alto voice called out from across the road. She used one hand to shade her eyes from the sun and the other to motion to her to cross the street. “Come here!”

      Cecily's heart was pounding in her ears, her breath shallow and labored. She tried to speak but no words came out. She felt faint and must have looked it too, because Rorie studied at her with concern.

      “I think we'd better go around to the back yard and sit down in the shade. Your southern blood got thicker in New England if you can't handle this mild heat.”

      Cecily followed her to the back yard, mute and feeling like she was in a dream. This wasn't what she'd planned at all. She sat down in a daze and Rorie told her she'd be back in a minute, then slid the glass patio door open and disappeared into the house. The backyard was lush, impossibly green for winter. It smelled of roses and gardenias, and rosemary in a ceramic planter that had grown to the size of a bush. She felt like she'd landed on another planet.

      “Here you go,” Rorie said, returning and setting two frosted glasses of iced tea on a little table between their chairs. She rooted around in her pocket for a moment and produced a dozen sugar packets, setting them, slightly crumpled, beside the glass. “Sugar, and a spoon. Sorry, I never did learn to like sweet tea, so you'll have to do it yourself.”

      Cecily tore open the packets all at once, dumping them in the tea and stirring. Her voice still eluded her, and the only sound was the metal spoon clinking between glass and ice. She raised the glass to her lips and took a sip, and was surprised that her hands trembled less than she expected. Rorie was remarkably calm, seeming to be not at all upset by the fact that she'd appeared out of nowhere on her doorstep. Or even surprised. It almost felt as if she'd been expecting her, and for the second time it occurred to Cecily to wonder if Rorie could see inside her head.

      “So, why don't you tell me why you're here?” Rorie directed when they'd sat a few minutes in silence.

      Another shot of nerves coursed through her. If she can read my mind, I wish she'd do it now. Cecily had arrived without a plan, and had no idea what to say, or even where to begin.

      “What would you like to hear about first?” she finally managed to say. “How Tyler and I are having a nice trip? He's on a campus tour right now, actually.” She took a sip of tea. “Or how Chet's moved out and we've filed for divorce? Or maybe I can tell you about that time I announced  over the Thanksgiving turkey to two dozen dinner guests that I'm a lesbian.”

      Rorie had raised her own glass of tea to her mouth as Cecily started to speak, and she gagged at this point, her cheeks puffed out and iced tea dribbling from the corner of her lips. When she was able to speak, she replied between gales of laughter, “Why don't we start with Thanksgiving, if you don't mind.”

      Cecily smirked. “I thought you might say that.” She launched into the story of Thanksgiving, and filled her in on the rest besides, about Tyler's film school applications, and the audition she had at a recording studio in Long Beach the following day. “So it looks like I may be moving out this way, or at least coming for an extended stay. You asked why I was here, so that's the reason.”

      Rorie's brow wrinkled. “That's the only reason?”

      Cecily sighed. “I didn't expect you'd be home today, if that's what you mean. And I wasn't planning to call. I know you don't want to see me, and I really don't blame you. The truth is, you were right. I was scared. I didn't want anyone to know about us, not in college or at home. I didn't want to have to face whatever people would think and say.”

      “I'm glad you're being honest about it now.”

      “I am too. I'm sorry it was too late for us, but you don't have to worry. I'm not here to ask for another chance. That wouldn't be fair.”

      Rorie tilted her head to one side and looked at her with those piercing blue eyes that made her tremble.

      “Well, I wasn't expecting you to say that.”

      Cecily looked at her in surprise. “You weren't? What were you expecting? And while we're at it, why are you home today? It's like you knew I was coming.” Cecily narrowed her eyes. “Unless you're psychic.” She was only half joking.

      Rorie chuckled. “No, silly. I got a call from my friend at UCLA a few days ago to tell me Tyler was signed up for a tour. I wrote his letter of recommendation, remember? They thought I might want to come and say hello. So I took the day off. I'll admit I was hoping you might come by or call.”

      “But why would you want to see me?”

      Rorie looked at her with confusion. “It's like I said in my note.”

      “What note?” Cecily felt equally confused.

      “The one I left on the pillow the morning I flew back to LA. Next to the watch, which you obviously found because I see you're wearing it.”

      Cecily touched the watch on her wrist. “There wasn't a note. Just this. The message was pretty clear that I'd run out of time.”

      Rorie's eyes widened. “But that's not … I did leave … Wait. You figured you had nothing to gain from it, but you're divorcing Chet and you came out to your family—why?”

      Cecily shrugged. “Because it was what I needed to do.”

      Rorie's eyes glistened. “I am so unbelievably proud of you right now.”

      “Thanks, I … Wait.” Something Rorie had said before echoed in her mind. “You left a note?”

      Rorie grinned. “Yes! Of course I did. I could never just leave you like that.”

      “But Susan said—never mind. It doesn't matter. What did the note say?”

      Rorie gave her a coy look. “Uh uh. I'm not going to tell you yet. First, I want you to tell me why I should give you another chance. If I were inclined to, that is.”

      Cecily raised her eyebrows, feeling a surge of hope. “Are you inclined to?”

      Rorie shrugged, grinning. “Maybe. But I might need convincing. You're getting a divorce and you've come out to your family, so that's a good start. Plus, you're thinking of moving west, which I'll admit is very convenient for me. But how do I know you won't cave the next time you come across some mean girl bullies, and go right back to the way you were? Because this is Hollywood, Cici. People like Polly Schroeder are everywhere here.”

      At the mention of Polly's name, Cecily burst into a fit of laughter. “Oh, God, Rorie. Do I have a story for you …”

      Rorie arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Yes, but I'm not going to tell you yet.”

      Rorie smirked. “Oh, is that right?”

      “Yes. I'll only tell you if you agree to have dinner with me tonight.”

      Rorie nodded. “I guess that's fair.” She glanced down at her wrist, and wrinkled her brow to find it bare. “Wait, what time is it?”

      Cecily glanced at her own wrist. “Almost three.” She studied the watch for a minute, biting her lip, then slipped it off and handed it to Rorie. “Here. Maybe you should hold onto this.”

      Rorie took the watch and slipped it onto her wrist, then looked into Cecily's eyes. “Thanks. I really missed it. Among other things.” She stood and stretched. “So, they're expecting me over at the film school campus to meet with some prospective student, name's Tyler Parker, I think. I hear he's very talented. You wanna walk over with me?”

      “Funny,” Cecily said. “I was just heading that way. So, you meet with a lot of prospective students?”

      “Nah, but I hear his mom's this really hot actress. I couldn't pass up the chance to see her.”

      Cecily laughed. “So, you gonna tell me what was in the note you left?”

      “Nope.” Rorie walked toward the gate to the front yard.

      Cecily followed. “You're not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

      “Nothing worthwhile is easy,” Rorie replied. “Besides, this way is much more fun.”

      THE END
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        Cecily and Rorie's story continues in Your Name In Lights, coming June 28, 2016.
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